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Builder of Communities:
The Broad Vision
of Tadanaga Miyamoto

photo/text by
Tadanori Saito

In the plaza at the heart of Obuse there stands a single metasequoia that
rises to a height of perhaps more than twenty meters. Water springs from a
place near its roots and ripples charmingly as it flows down a narrow
channel alongside a path paved with blocks of chestnut wood. The alley
slopes gently down past godown storehouses, black wooden walls, and
magnolia trees bearing blossoms of white.

I tarry in this alley amid the spring twilight, looking back toward the
now-deserted plaza, where even the wind no longer whispers amid the
branches of the metasequoia. For a moment, in this fleeting time when light
and darkness intersect, I am profoundly moved by the atmosphere of
shadowy quiet that emanates from under the eaves — or perhaps what I
sense were better described as the surging force of Nature which acts on the
instincts of man, who cannot live without her.

Yet the scenery of the alley where I stand is the handiwork, not of
Nature, but of a project undertaken to improve the scenery of Obuse. I am
told, for example, that the artfully paved Chestnut Path was once a muddy
trail that combined pathway and waterway. The scenic improvement project
is being executed under the direction of Tadanaga Miyamoto, an architect
who has devoted more than thirty-five years to the development of the town
of Obuse — a career unprecedented in Japan, where an architect’s role in a
community design project is generally limited to the design of individual

buildings.

Miyamoto describes the scenic improvement of Obuse as follows: “I
began with the assumption that the basic scenery — the arrangement and
height of buildings and roofs, things that hint at the appearance Obuse
would have presented to travelers along the old highway — these things
would be left unchanged. Yet although daily life in Obuse was once that of
a market town, a place where merchants had their homes, that scenery has
changed with the times. By the same measure, then, there must also be a
scenery that will allow Obuse’s residents of today to pursue their lives with
hope for the future. With this end in mind, I arranged the town’s scenery
based on a reading of the town’s characteristic flavor and history, the
sounds and smells that arise from the daily lives of its people, and the
appearances of the houses and other structures.”

Miyamoto worked on projects throughout Japan in his capacity as chief
architect at the Takeo Sato Architectural Office in Tokyo before we went
home Nagano Prefecture in 1964. His long involvement with Obuse began
when the town decided to consolidate its elementary schools in response to
a decline in the student population. Miyamoto’s design for the new —
Kurigaoka Elementary School building was selected in competition, and the
project was completed in 1972.

Normally an architect’s involvement with the town would have ended
once the school was built. But during the approximately four years

strrounding the completion of the building — which was officially a three-

year project — Miyamoto was asked for advice regarding a variety of other
matters. Upon hearing that a local man was having difficulty attracting a
spouse because of a need to continue living with his parents, for example,
Miyamoto came up with the idea of building a two-family home. And when
someone pointed out a problem with the route used by children to walk to
school, he worked to create a road that would allow the children to
commute in safety.

Ikuo Ichimura, then mayor of Obuse, was particularly concerned with
education. He considered housing to be the basis of education, and thought
it important to value the town’s older structures, to continue using what was
still usable. Miyamoto agreed heartily with this way of thinking. Yet their
efforts at that time aimed primarily at the improvement of the town as a
living environment; no one had yet mentioned the topic of scenic

improvement.

In those days Obuse had few visitors, and not many people knew of the
town’s history as the adopted home of prominent ukiyo-e artist Katsushika
Hokusai. Yet the town was often visited by surreptitious art dealers looking
for good deals on Hokusai prints from owners unaware of their true value.
The Hokusai Museum, designed by Miyamoto, was opened in 1976 in part
to prevent the town’s artistic heritage from becoming scattered and

ultimately lost. I am told that the museum was originally an isolated
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structure, standing alone amidst the fields of rural Obuse — something I
find difficult to believe, given its appearance today.

During the year following the museum’s completion, some thirty
thousand people came to Obuse to visit the Hokusai Museum. This was a
milestone event for the town’s residents. A local confectioner specializing
in chestnut treats responded with relative sophistication by starting new
retail and restaurant operations. In general, the people of Obuse began to
feel a need to improve the appearance of the town’s streets, and of the
houses and shops that lined these streets. This recognition was the starting
point for the town’s redevelopment effort, and it wasn’t long before
community leaders were faced with the task of improving the environment
of the museum in the fields.

It was Tsugio Ichimura, the owner of the Japanese confectionery
Obusedo, who persuaded the town — on the advice of Miyamoto and others
— that this district would be a good location for a museum dedicated to the
memory of Hokusai’s patron, Takai Kozan. In 1981 the town purchased
Hokusai’s retirement home from the Takai family, who had theretofore
retained ownership of the property. The following year saw the
commencement of deliberations regarding the development of the lands
surrounding the site. These deliberations involved five parties, including the
town administration and nearby landowners, all of whom participated on

footing of strict equality. After about a hundred meetings conducted over
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two years, the parties reached a consensus that allowed the landowners to
repay development loans by leasing their lands, and called for hereditary
lands to be leased or traded rather than sold outright.

Tsugio Ichimura’s cousin, Ryozo Ichimura, recalls the deliberations:
“We didn’t receive any subsidies for the project — not from the town, nor
from the prefecture, nor from the national government. The town suggested
on several occasions that we could become eligible for various subsidies by
forming an official association. But we were trying to do something that
had no precedent, and seeking subsidies would also have meant accepting
restrictions that would make it impossible to create something really
special. We wanted to do it our way, so we didn’t look for any subsidies.”

Old buildings were then moved to allocate space for the Takai Kozan
Memorial Museum, which together with the surrounding lands became
another focal point of the Obuse scenic improvement project. Miyamoto
breathed new life into the earthen walls of the old godown storehouses —

yet he did so without removing the smudges and stains put there during

years of everyday life.

Ihe Hatanba, or Banner Plaza, is a parking lot that doubles as an event
SPice on special occasions. The area around this plaza, like the Chestnut
P: rikes < o

ith, strikes me as a pleasant place to linger. Its congeniality seems to stem
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space between buildings — is important; that beauty lies in the contrast and
consonance between pattern and background; and that any exposed ground
can be seen as a plaza, a place where people can come together. Miyamoto’s
theory of public utility declares that “The outside belongs to everyone; the
inside belongs to to the owner.” This simple, unequivocal statement calls to
my mind images of the solidarity that brings people together in
communities.

Walking along the streets of Obuse, for example, I might pause to
inquire after the name of a flower that I see blooming in profusion. Two
women who have stopped their bicycles for a roadside chat answer me with
a smile: it is a plum tree, and beneath it are daffodils that will soon blossom.
Or I ask a woman who is pulling weeds the name of a nearby building; she
tells me it is the Kurigaoka Kindergarten, and draws the character for “oka”
in the dirt so I'll know which one it is. Wherever I go, the townsfolk
respond with unaffected enthusiasm. The relaxed confidence with which
they greet outsiders is doubtless a psychological outgrowth of the long
years of effort that have gone into the scenic improvement project.

The fair and democratic deliberations between the town administration
and the landowners were a major factor in the success of the project. In
addition, the mayors who succeeded Ikuo Ichimura have maintained his
belief that relying on a single architect is the best way to put the town in

order.
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Miyamoto concurs. “The Obuse you see today would not have existed
if a lot of other designers had been brought into the project,” he says,
explaining his ideas on community design. “I feel that entrusting a project
to a single designer is an important element of public architecture. Such
public architecture can illuminate the surrounding spaces and locations in
various ways. Public architecture that lacks this potential is not ‘public’ in
the true sense. These days everyone talks about community design, but
they’re all going about it backwards. It’s a mistake to parcel out a project to
designers and architects on the basis of bids and competitions. Japan has
some three thousand cities, towns, and villages. If we were to leave all the
public architecture in each of these places to the care of a single architect,
right now, the scenery of Japan’s communities would be much improved.”

He also shares his thoughts on his profession — how he feels the
architect should view his job, and what he finds enjoyable about it — as
well as his hopes for the future. “The job of the architect is to serve people.
I believe this job is something that we do, not for personal profit, but to
benefit others — to help people with their problems, even. That’s why
people speak of designers as they would of clergymen; we're like priests or
professors, like doctors or lawyers. In many senses, ultimately, we should
be working for the benefit of others, and not for ourselves. I think we
should do everything we can to benefit the city or town — or if it is a

private home, to benefit the owner’s family.
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“What makes me happy as an architect is the feeling of creating
something from nothing, of taking something shapeless and giving it shape.
After all, that shape comes out of my own imagination! That’s something
you can’t understand if you have never done it. As for the future, I want to
continue working in community design. I think I need to know more about
the risks involved in architecture, and I want to keep doing architecture that
is more and more refined. Sometimes, when I reflect on the fact that
scenery is created not only by the architectural technique that goes into a
structure, but by its atmosphere as well, I get the sense that architecture is a

risky profession indeed.”

Visiting the Matsumoto City Museum of Art, which occupies a building
designed by Miyamoto, I cannot help but notice the curtain of milky white
that forms the south wall of the stairway between the entrance hall and the
special exhibit hall on the second floor. While viewing the works of art on
display in the museum, I have been battered time and again by a sense of
My own insignificance. Yet rather than crush what remains of my frail soul,
the milky translucency of that glass wall manages in some way to remind
me of my own existence — to encourage me, even, to go on.

Later, while reading various articles about this museum, I learn how

Miy: o 5 ; :
yamoto has casually remarked that his intention was to emphasize the

“after » . N i
erglow” that people experience after viewing the exhibits. He has

known all along the influence his design would have upon the subtle
psychology of the museum-goer! I feel somewhat abashed as I come to

understand just what it means to be an architect.

By becoming an architect, Miyamoto has followed in the footsteps of
his father and grandfather before him. Born in the city of Suzaka, in Nagano
Prefecture, he grew up in an era when photosensitive paper for blueprints
was created by combining chemicals purchased from an apothecary and
applying the mixture to imitation vellum. The paper was dried in dark,
earthen-walled storehouses and rolled up for storage. The printing of
blueprints was accomplished using the light of the sun.

“The amount of time required to make a print depended on the sun,”
Miyamoto recalls. “In the summer, when the sun was bright, it took only
three to five minutes; in the winter it might take ten minutes, or fifteen on a
cloudy day. And there would be maybe fifty or a hundred prints to make on
a given day. So it was hard work — and it was my job, since as a child I
had the time for it. And because I was a child, I got bored while the prints
were baking. But I had been told not to look at the sun, so I looked at the
blueprints instead. As a result I ended up learning about blueprints from the
time I was small, whether I wanted to or not.”

The design office occupied the first floor of the family home; the office

staff lived with the family on the second floor, and were Miyamoto’s
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Translator's Note: Apprenticeship in Japan

Traditionally, in Japan, the techniques used by a master
craftsman are considered his main stock in trade; sharing his skills
with others only increases the competition. For this reason, even
apprentices cannot expect systematic training in advanced
techniques, and an apprentice who watches his master too closely
or asks questions — especially when he has been assigned other
tasks to perform — will be thought of as disrespectful of his master’
s prerogatives.

An apprentice hoping attain to his master’s level of ability must
first pay his dues by persevering through the term of the
apprenticeship. Once he has mastered the basics he is expected to
“steal” his master's techniques by observing his work unobtrusively
(which is done with the master’s tacit approval) while continuing to
complete his own assigned tasks to satisfaction. To succeed,
therefore, an apprentice must demonstrate patience, intelligence,
and respect for his craft, as well as the requisite level of skill.

playmates when he wasn’t helping them with their work. It may be because
he grew up in such an environment that craftsmen occupy a special place in
Miyamoto’s heart. As chairman of the Shinshu Association of Master
Craftsmen, he is concerned by the lack of people willing to study under
craftsmen and inherit their skills, a problem that has been voiced frequently
by the practitioners of traditional crafts in recent years.

“The cultivation of successors is a major pillar of the association’s
activities,” says Miyamoto. “There is really no communication between
craftsmen. When a number of craftsmen with different areas of expertise
must work on a single site, for example, they do it serially. One specialist
will finish his job and move on to the next site, then the next will come
along. You never see craftsmen from different fields working together. The
association was started to promote communication between craftsmen as a
solution to this problem. It gives them an opportunity to exchange
information — to ask each other for advice when they’re having trouble
finding apprentices, for example. And 1 think the association should do
something to help members find good apprentices. One thing we can do is
recruit potential apprentices on their behalf.”

Kiyoshi Idezawa, another architect in the association, explains the
circumstances that have made apprentices so hard to find: “There is no
social system whereby young people can learn new skills,” he says. “There

are a lot of young people out there who desperately want to work, but they

have no one nearby to give them a goal to shoot for. A lot of young people
would become craftsmen if only there was a clear system in place to outline
their path, to say ‘If you go there and learn that, then the future will be like
this.” Unfortunately, society does not care enough about craftsmen. The
value of the old ways too often goes unnoticed.”

Not long ago Miyamoto was approached by Kei Miyairi, a master
swordsmith and fellow association member who lives in the town of Sakaki,
Nagano Prefecture. Miyairi was seeking advice on community design for
Sakaki; as a result of his meeting with Miyamoto the town has built the
Museum of Steel, which exhibits traditional Japanese swords. Further
community design activities have ensued.

Miyairi describes his own experience with his apprentices: “In our case,
they live in our house, and eat with us, just as though they’re part of the
family. And along the way they watch and learn: how to make the craft a
part of their lives, and how to make a living as a swordsmith. The only way
to teach them is by showing them, I think. But that doesn’t seem to work for
them, They say they can’t learn if I don’t teach them, one thing at a time. I
think the craftsman’s trade isn’t something you feach; it’s something you
pass on. Most of my colleagues let their apprentices live in apartments, tell
them to show up and go home at fixed times, give them Sundays off, and so
on. Although this approach can teach the basic techniques, in my opinion it

doesn’t o+ p . . ;
JESNL stand any chance of passing on the right way to do things. Such

teaching relies on words, and words are not something that we swordsmiths
have much use for.”

Master carpenter Makoto Hori offers a somewhat different view. “It’s
frustrating to watch apprentices work. I get impatient and show them how,
rather than let them do it themselves. So of course they don’t improve. I
think I don’t have it in me to be a good master, because a good master has
to pretend he doesn’t see things.” Hori goes on to describe an approach that
varies from the traditional model (see sidebar at left). “They can pretty
much understand what I'm doing by watching me work, and if they don’t
understand they can ask me. Which doesn’t mean I'm not strict about
showing proper respect. But I don’t think they should have to “steal” to
learn. Just teaching them the key points seems to me to be a better way of
passing on my techniques.”

The master craftsmen are doing their best, each in his own way. But
I'm forced to wonder if the rest of us haven’t given too little thought to

what is important.

The Nagano Prefecture Graduating Students’ Design Competition is
held in the spring of each year. This is the first year that the judging has
been conducted publicly. As a judge Miyamoto critiques the young
competitors frankly: “The plans need work,” he says. “This design is

impractical. Don’t be content doing unsatisfactory work just because you’re



TOHF LA DFTE LADNTE 2, ZOHLNT —~v, BB
ELHEHYORRR 4 £ L0 BHEAEWBRRRICHE#HV 72,

SR LR, BB E W B DS OCGRER M T b, BRI
LI LRI LS ICEARE L T B EREKTH 5, £ OHIE
IEHER504 & O, EEEOFGN & THEM 42 ¥ & 35 L4 I
ISR LT R,

LA LTI, BELOEBIEMOFE 720 T, i LS
T VDFIRICE TIEN > TE TS, £, OB, T
BOERR s SIC LT LE > T B, HiffiE(t L 2=BifE,
I ARES L ATE, WS, o BR. BikEME T, ¥
TEZIBRTOREMT, WETRZNETNOEMEISFET S,
HHEMD» 512, —ADARBIDR 5 TWB K H IR A TEFEFITE-
TOT, HIEER I LRG3, B a0 HMR IS 20
B0, 2 I THABELREAS T, 2O X5 BHE
FIZL 5 THO2DIZ WIRNAZEZ 720, [HIRZRELHIE] v
DM AEE L, RENROEEL LTid, #AE AR
FaLzr [Hrhhur B ian] Tida< HEEICHEHRHA
RELT [ZHIVIETIIVI ADHFEEZ L TOFT] ERKR
DHRETRETH S, TOHMAD, 50, HEF. K.

a student.” At the same time, he encourages the aspiring architects with
positive comments: “This could be built right away,” he may say, or “Keep
your hopes up and hold on to that concept.” His remarks are on target, and
they are absorbed by the students like water on dry sand. Win or lose the

competition, they are sure to grow by the experience.

Miyamoto is also the chairman of the Japan Federation of Architects &
Building Engineers Associations (JFABEA), which has a membership of
some 120,000 architects. Over the past few years the JFABEA has been
discussing a new framework aimed at making the architect’s profession
more easily understood by society. The reasons for creating this framework
were explained to me by Masaya Fujimoto, who chairs the committee in
charge of the Architect Specialization Program that is the centerpiece of the
framework.

Architects in Japan are tested under a law known as the Kenchikushi
Law, and are licensed by the national government just like doctors or
lawyers. During the past fifty years, this licensing system has been used to
authorize architects to perform the various tasks that fall under the headings
of architectural design and superintendence of construction work.

In recent years, however, the range of tasks performed by architects has
expanded to include actual construction activities and community planning.

At the same time, the task of architectural design has fragmented into

BBk . AR, BRGE, AOTHM A G BEEP/ELTE80 %,
EEIOFERD & 512 [H1%] & LTERL, HHEOEE WIS
BT LM, WEEIIHTIERER- OB & LT, F3HRM
HEL LCOHBRELHE LD TS 5,

R X AIRBIC, BREAEISHED.

[MHOPIZAERD L4 TEVWIEDIEDHDIEFEATVET,
KH ICEEEUESSTH BT T, TOREMES . BREME
RREM. LHOF > T 3RV G DD S, T IHh
BAEZTL BIBEEIE, ZhAHEICLTREZILONEEA, Z2D
KHIZAEENZERS LTAEZhBFEEL VIO, Thiit
HRIZOVWETHER B3 TFHTF 2L TWEEELS, 2505
SERE, AT KR EIFATOWE T, — T, CRERT Lid.
EEEHIZZ OV DB NNDEE NS T EEFTE o THEHIIA £
—VLTLEY. ThEEZDORMTHAS LY TREHBTLE S,
ZOEHOE O BRI EL I L TOL > TS HEERE K22
RTEPATOEY, $55A. BEAS AR KHIRDEER T
540K, 0L EDLBZOMFIFIRY £ TEDTH 5,

#ALEEE > TOERE, 1803FILSHROMB L L TSHBILEEET NS, TFERIDE
ICIVHRBABELEEWDR, B ESh/-tE, BR, Bl EE CEmBE LT\,

specialized fields, such as structural and equipment design. Technology has
also advanced to a point where it is difficult for a lone architect to handle all
aspects of architectural design, from structural calculations to the planning
of electrical and plumbing equipment. So although an architect may be
licensed to perform all these tasks, the reality is that there are architects who
specialize in each field.

To the consumer it may seem as though a design is created by one
person — the architect who files the application for building confirmation
— but this is generally not the case. Instead, the architect is likely to
outsource work to others specializing in fields such as structural and
equipment design. The JFABEA has devised the new Architect
Specialization Program to rectify this situation, which can appear so
confusing from the consumer’s perspective.

The JFABEA has decided that it has a responsibility to provide
consumers with at least a minimum of information regarding who works in
what capacity, rather than adopt a stance of not providing information
because no one asks. Under the new program, architects would indicate one
Or more of seven specialty fields — community planning, architectural
design, structural design, equipment design, production, traditional
architecture, or architectural administration — much as doctors display their
Specialties on their shingles. Architects would also clearly identify their

roles with regard to specific jobs. This Architect Specialization Program is
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to be implemented, not as a legal requirement, but as an activity undertaken
by the architects themselves for the benefit of consumers.

Fujimoto describes his colleague Miyamoto in the following words: *“I
think there are two types of architects. Any piece of land surely has a
character of its own — a sort of cultural quality defined by its natural and
social conditions. The architecture that grows out of those conditions cannot
be thought of except in relation to them. I believe there is a sort of
architecture that is born in a certain place because it belongs on that land;
the architect’s job is to help it manifest in a pleasing form. I refer to
architects who work in this manner as ‘earthy’ architects. On the other hand
are the ‘celestial’ architects, who begin with an inspired image of something
that they perceive as good in and of itself, floating in the void as it were.
They then apply that image to any convenient location, ignoring the actual
conditions inherent in the land. Miyamoto is definitely an architect of the
‘earthy’ variety.”

As an architect who builds communities, Miyamoto possesses a scope

of vision that is broad indeed.





