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“1apan,” the cyberpunk novelist William Gibson
famously observed, “is the global imagination's
default setting for the future.” Gibson's prophetic 1984
nevel Neuromancer (Ace Books), in which he coined
the term "cyberspace” and predicted today's digital
dystopias, begins in a soulfully sleazy, nean-and-natr
neighborhood near Tokyo Bay. The seeming futurity of
Japan that Gibson projects, or rather depicts, originates
in its rapid industrial modernization in the Meiji era;
in its gadgetry and pageantry; and in its animatronic
pop culture of dancing yobots, kindly monsters, and
Harajuku girls, And in 2012, a year trending toward
the apocalyptic, Japan grimly fascinates for suffering
natural and unnatural disasters, surviving distant
nuclear attacks and recent nuclear accidents, and
enduring economic miracles and lost decades that
may preview our cwr.

For architects, the Japanese future lies in its glorious

20th-century past: the Metabalists. These were a
consortium of designers, including Fumihiko Maki, Hon
FAILA, Kisho Kurokawa, Kenji Ekuan, and fellow-traveler

Arata lsozaki, Hon. FALA. who all orbited architect Kenzo

Tange (1913—2005), Their innovation and influence was
framed, roughly, by the 1960 World Design Conference
in Tokyo and the 1970 World Expo in Osaka. At the
former, they announced Metabolism to an audience

the
Future

WITH METABOLISM, POSTWAR JAPANESE
ARCHITECTS LOOKED BEYOND THE END

OF THE CENTURY TO THE FUTURE OF
ARCHITECTURE, PREDICTING TRENDS THAT
ARE STILL EMERGING, AS A NEW ORAL
HISTORY OF THE MOVEMENT BY REM
KOOLHAAS AND HANS ULRICH OBRIST FINDS.

including Alison and Peter Smithson, Louis Kahn, and
Paul Rudolph. (The deliberately English “-ism” was
produced by journalist Noburu Kawazoee from taisha, a
Japanese term for regeneration that he recalled from a
Japanese translation of Friedrich Engels's Dialectics of
Nature.] At the latter event, they conjured up a mid-
air, space frame “Big Roof” with installations by Hans
Hollein, Yona Friedman, Moghe Safdie, Archigram, and
others —not to mention actual dancing Tobots,

The Metabolist architects proposed vast
megastructural complexes, such as Tange's 1960 artificial
islands for Tokyo Bay, which would house 7.5 million
people, They produced civic and cormmercial work in
brooding concrete, such as Tange's Yamanashi Press and
Broadecasting Center of 1966, And they made miniature
monuments of mutability, such as Kurokawa's celebrated
Nagakin Capsule Tower Building of 1972,

Their moment is documented and illustrated in the
book Project Japan: Metabolism Talks .. ($59.99; Taschen,
Oct. 2011), a remarkable T19-page work of oral history
and historiography by Rem Keolhaas and Hans Ulrich
Obrist, with spirited graphic design by Irma Boom and
aditing by Kayoko Ota and James Westrott. The text
interweaves exhaustive documentation of projects with
intimate interviews of surviving members of the group,
supplemented by the intricate timelines, diagrams, and
indexes that one has come to expect from Koolhaas,
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Two of today's critical architectural issues are
illuminated by this particular yesterday. First, there is
our current interest in biological processes of constant
change: in the biomorphic formal systems that might
embody them and in the computational tools that
approximate them by simulating evolutionary form-
finding and optimization. The Metabolists loved big
pictures of tiny organisms and tiny pictures of hig
cities. They affirmed that, as Kawazoe would later put
it, "there is no fixed form in the ever-developing world”
The plastic pods of the Capsule Tower were intended
to plug in and out as the needs of occupants changed,
giving buildings the mutability and mechanical beauty
of construction sites. Unsurprisingly, these apartment
modules never moved an inch, even as the city changed
haphazardly and unbeautifully around them; residents
voted recently to demolish their building rather than
embark on costly maintenance for a structure that was,
ironically, never designed to last as long as it has.

The second issue, current and ancient, is the
relationship between architecture and political power.
Praject Japan takes a cool look at the complex legacy of
Tange's early work, which included both a 1942 project
for a monument to what Imperial Japan called its
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere as well as the
design for a memorial and museum (partially adapted
from a proposal by Isamu Noguchi) at ground zero in
Hiroshima. Both the undeveloped steppe landscape
of Japanese-occupied Manchuria and the bomb-
flattened postwar Japanese city provided unsettling
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THE REMARKABLE SIZE OF MANY OF THE GROUP’S PROJECTS WAS
INSPIRED BY AN INTEREST IN PUBLIC POLICY AND DEVELOPMENT

AT A NATIONAL SCALE—AND DEMANDED, EXPLICITLY OR TACITLY,

THE RESOURCES OF A VERY BIG GOVERNMENT INDEED.

there is samething of a divided dream in the Metabolist
project, between top-down arganization and bottom-up
complexity. In the 1970s and 'Bos, the Metabolists and
their followers produced palaces, stadiums, and other XL
projects for Saudi Arabia, Libya, [ran, and Singapore—a
realization of only half of that dream. "Do you like a
highly organized city?” asks Archigram in a poster that
was part of the group's installation at the Metabolist-
curated Expo 70.“It may be obviously structured or
dependent upon social constraints unseen.”

One way to be an architect is to believe that the
veluntary constraints of good design transform the
involuntary imprisonments imposed, unseen, by
everything else. Among so much else in Project Japan,
there is the mortal thrill of seeing a young band (and
avuncular producer, in the person of Tange) emerge from
wartime childhood and discover the bliss that it was to
be alive. And then the sadness of seeing them, and their
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works, age and pass away. But it's not just skinny ties
and cigarettes. It's a reminder of a kind of engagement
with the world that produced, and may have been
eclipsed by, the ultimately sclerotic piety of Congres
Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne and Team 10.
It's a vision of architects who meet, as Koolhaas says
to Kurokawa, “very late into the night”; who produce
shambolic conferences and audacious pamphlets and
short-lived magazines; whose most enduring influence,
as with the Metabolists, is through their seemingly most
fleeting ephemera. Koolhaas describes the Metabolists
as “solid introverts, meditative poets, charismatic
wunderkinder, feudalists, provincials, revolutionaries,
cosmopolitans, thinkers, doers, fanatics, mystics—a
kaleidoscopic inventory of the Japanese psyche."
But surely he is describing his own psyche, and the
kaleidoscopic soul of the architectural profession, at
its once and future best? o



