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An Attempt to Search
for the Origin of Architecture
In Japanese Peasant Houses
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University of Pennsylvania

A Japanese architect Wajiro Kon started his architectural
works from his research on peasant houses in 1917, and
continued the study through his entirelife. In this study Kon
was motivated by the same consciousness about the crisis of
modernity related to the discussions of the origin of architec-
turein Europeat theend of the nineteenth century,and |ooked
for the origin of Japanesearchitecturein the peasant house by
trying toconstruct acultural identity of Japanesearchitecture
based on reality. He learned various theoriesin other fields
such as anthropology and geography, and tried to apply
Western theories to the Japanese cultural situation. In his
empirical fieldwork, he developed ideas of architecture to
find that architectural formsand distributions represented the
socia ethos, and argued that in them the essence of the
relationship between man and architecture are observed.
However, he gradually learned the limitations of the para-
digms of the Western theories which tend to generalize
human and nature, and the authoritative standpoint of archi-
tectandscholar. Finally, hearrived at theideaofethnographic
viewpoint of an architecture. In the following paper, | am
going to explain his ideas and how the problems he con-
fronted are critical for ourselves.

IDEA OF ORIGIN OF ARCHITECTURE IN 19TH-
CENTURY EUROPE AND THE BACKGROUND OF
THE STUDY OF PEASANT HOUSESIN JAPAN

From the nineteenth century to the beginning of the twentieth
century, the social background of art and architecture dra-
matically changed, and the idea of origin in architecture,
which had been a myth of architecture, and the superiority of
professional architect asartist, cameto be thefocusin social,
scientific, and international contexts. Besides the common
nationalistic tendency in al architectural treatises in this
period, there were several different attitudes in dealing with
theideaof origin of architecture. In his On Adam’s House in
Paradise,' Joseph Rykwert explains that in that period there
were three attitudes about the idea of origin; positivism
function, paleontologist, symbolical naturalism. These three
characteristics coexisted and interrelated in each treatise to

form the foundation of the reasons for the ideas of architec-
tural history,technology andform. Oneof the most influential
treatisesin this period regarding thistheme was by Gottfried
Semper. In The Four Elements of Architecture (1851) after
criticizing academic ideas of history and style, Semper rein-
terpreted the primitive conditions (Urzustande) of human
society in order to propose his theory based on the four
elements and the four techniques of architecture. In order to
explain the historical reasons for architectural development
initsfunction, technology and styles, Semper used the knowl-
edge of cultural anthropology. However, Semper divided the
"actua" primitive hut asasymbol which represents the unity
of artifact with nature beyond the difference of culture and
reality from "'true" architecture connected to the historical
monument in Europe. Even the idea of origin of architecture
wascrucial to expand the concepts of architecture into wider
social, anthropol ogical and international spheresat the end of
the nineteenth century, architects conceived those theories as
intellects and authority standing on idealistic view points.

Since theend of the nineteenth century, Japanesearchitec-
tural scholars hastily kept absorbing ideas, technologiesand
designsfrom Europe all at onceas practical methods, and they
did not try to understand the theoretical background behind
them. Along with the modernization of technology and de-
sign, they kept theideaof style and function asthefoundation
of theory, and continued discussions to define the Japanese
distinctive architectural styleasformal expression.?Thefirst
objectives for the historian were to find a connection to the
trees of architectural style evolution by Fletcher and to raise
Japanese architecture from its secondary status.

On the other hand, from the end of the nineteenth century
within society there wasa prolonged conflict in thechange of
the social structure from agricultural to industrial, because
there had been a symbolization of agriculture not only as
natural industry but as social archetype, there was a move-
ment to preserve the peasant house as symbols of traditional
regional cultureand of the authentic ideaof house, organized
mainly by Japanese politicians, anthropologists and other
social scientists. Asthey were conscious about the situation
of Japan in the world, they avoided nationalistic tendencies
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Fig. 1. The Indian hut in De Stif.

and tried to study the way oflifein farmareas withtheir own
eyes to confirm how Japanese people and their society were
different from those in the West, and how the ideas of
moder nization were applicable to Japan. Thus, in the first
motivation of the study of peasant houses, there were dual
purposes: seeking cultural identity in the symbolic image of
the peasant house reflectingthe ethos o f Japanese traditional
society, and objectively analyzing thereality ofits problemin
the modernization. The ideas of "truth" in the life of the
peasant and of "origin" in primitive hut, both of which are
conceived inWesterntheories based onChristian ideas ofthe
primal condition betweenman and nature, wereinterpreted in
the Japanese context and applied to and examined by the real
structure of peasant life, society and houses in these studies
with more realistic and cross-cultural viewpoint.

STUDIES ON PEASANT HOUSES

In 1917 Hakubokai conducted a study of peasant culture and
housesin Kanagawa prefecture.Hakubokai, which wasorga-
nized by an anthropologist Yanagida, an architect Koichi
Sato, a geographer Michitoshi Odauchi. who learned and

Fig. 2. The Tree of Archirecture by Fletcher

introduced French Human Geography in Japan,and Konasan
assistant. This study was based onideas to study the real life
and cultural entity in peasant houses with interdisciplinary
scholarship. Koichi Sato was one of Kon's architectural
teachers, and guided Kon to consider the origin of the Japa-
nese house in peasant houses. Sato was familiar with Euro-
pean theories including Semper's. Thus, Kon's initial inter-
ests and ideas ofthe origin of architecture regarding peasant
houses are also based on Semper'sideas. However, ashe was
involved in the interdisciplinary study with cultural con-
sciousness, Kon studied other theoriesby JohnRuskin, Patric
Geddes, Louis Brunhes, and other social sciencetheories. he
gradually reinterpreted all of them adapting to the Japanese
situation. Kon's firg treatise on peasant houses published in
1922 named Nippon no Minka shows deep influence from
Patric Geddes's Gties in Evolution.* Besides the garden
suburb ideas quoted in his articles, Kon learned two more
important ideas from Geddes; First, Geddes stressed the
importanceofaknowledge oftheorigins, not foritsown sake,
but asanessential basis for action. Second. Geddes suggested
that it is necessary to have a synoptic view, for an awareness
ofthecity asareal, concrete entirety.This synoptic viewpoint
in the study of phenomena stresses experiencing and observ-
ing the situation by the scholar hi msel f sympathizing with the
people and being sensitive about trivial details in everyday
activities. Geddes argues that only through the synoptic
viewpoint and inductive reasoning can we understand the
organic relationships between environmental, historical and
social contextsin human lifeand the process ofthe change of
society.

The report, which Kon mainly organized, shows the col-
laborations between then: and how Kon learned the actual
notable points and speculative logic in the phenomenon
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Fig. 4. Kon's plan and location of a peasant house.

bridging his philosophies of architecture to the redity of
peasant house. Thereportisorganizedin four sections; about
thestyle of the grouping of housesin the village, the arrange-
ment of houses in each sites and characteristics of house
forms and emotional characteristics of the people in the
houses, and communal facilitiesin the village, such as wells
and tombs. Along with those drawings and diagrams, Kon
analyzed thegeographical rel ationshi psbetween woods, veg-
etableareas, yards, rivers, roads, and house, detailed planning
of the house, quantitative proportion between areas and
functional relationships between them, and wrote about how
they are arranged harmonizing with each other, and how
people have been fundamentally influenced by their environ-
ment. Kon's manners of the analysisand the idea of environ-
ment show clear influence from French Human Geography.
In Human Geography * by Jean Brunhes, which Kon several
timesquoted in hiswritings, Brunhes set the categorization of
the natural phenomenon in three groups of "facts" in order to
make them as objective as possible and to establish the
science of geography, and argued for the ideas of the interre-
lationship between the three groups. Brunhes explains that
rural house is the most obvious example to see the relation-
ship between human habitation and nature with the idea of
"type," and that rural houses correspond to a period of human
history, and geographical environment reflect to people's
moral and socia habits.

In Kon's drawings and diagrams there is obviously a
strong intention to describe how geographical features,
roads, wells, houses and farm areas are compensating each
other to maintain the life in the village, and form an organic
unity. The idea of "labor" Brunhes described in his book,
which connects human effort to the natural cycles and
individual's environmental condition creating an activerela-
tion between them, and supports Kon and Odauchi's ideas of
the organic cyclical unity between peasant life, society and
nature. Another important idea of "type," which Brunhes
presented in hisbook, isobviously derived from Cuvier'sidea
of the evolution of animal form, helped Kon to theorize
peasant houses which arebuilt withtheavailable material and

adapting to the environment, and to the human needs. Thus,
the archetypeof house- site plan in thisstudy, which Kon and
Odauchi tried to abstract from thisstudy istopographical and
not functional. However, for the quantitative interest of the
research, Yanagida criticized Kon that his study did not
contain "life" of people.

Nippon no Minka

After five years, Kon published Nippon no Minka,® which
shows the development of hisideaas evoked by Ruskin and
Yanagida's ideas. Kon also quotes a sentence from John
Ruskin’s Poetry of Architecture,”™ Our object, let it always be
remembered, is not the attainment of architectural data, but
the formation of taste" and Kon stresses that when an
architect triestodesign a" truly good and effective house™ for
people, he always has to wonder about the taste in life and
what the people's life realy is. The idea of good taste by
Ruskin is based on both formal and ethical harmony between
man and nature. For Ruskin, such beauty in the rusty and
ruined forms of cottages created in people's daily life adapt-
ing to natureis not merely nostalgic, but isconnected to the
fundamental principle of art, which an artist has to con-
sciously observe. In the sketches of peasant houses after the
first study by Hakubokai, Kon always depicts outlines of
mountains, hills and woods behind the houses, detailed fig-
uresof different kind of trees and other vegetables around the
houses, and shows how these lines and forms contrast and
assimilate with the lines and forms of houses expressing the
beauty of aharmonized microcosm. In Kon's study of peasant
house, the idea of the origin of house is thus naturally and
fundamentally connected to hisarchitectural understandingsof
peasant housesin its process of creation, material, form harmo-
nized with and derived from nature, and represents psychol ogi-
cal, socia and economical aspects of human being in nature.
The theory of the peasant house in this book isdivided in
tothree parts; hisgeneral theoretical standpoint,structureand
planning. In the first part he explains that the most important
considerations for peasant houses are their conditions of
geography and history, because they have to build houses
with the available materials in the area and use the technolo-
gieswith their own body, and arguesthat natural environment
definesthecharacteristicsof people'slifeandindustry, which
appearsin theform of houses. Then, heanalyzes the charac-
teristics of the arrangement and formsof houses according to
their geographical features and labors by explaining how
people's psychological aspect isinfluenced by these factors,
and how historically their general regional characteristics
have been formulated. In the section of the structure of
peasant houses, he starts with the beginning of a house with
a description of how a settler builds his hut. and argued,
"These skillful usages of the material truly satisfy the prin-
ciple of purecraft. We have to invent the techniques to make
good use of the given geographical condition and enrich our
own life." Next, he talks about the distribution and develop-
ment of wooden structure according to geographical condi-
tions and vegetation around the world quoting Brunhes'
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Fig. 5. Kon's peasant house drawing 1922.

book, and suggests that we should think building architecture
isakind of craft. He rather tried to think about the idea of the
origin of building in its practical, anthropomorphic and geo-
graphical aspects.

The most important part of histheory of peasant housesis
about the planning of rooms. Firstly Kon clearly rejects the
other historians' popular reasoning that theorigin of Japanese
house is a pit dwelling called Tenchi Kongen Miya-zukuri,
and assumes that the primitive hut in antiquity must besimilar
with the settler's hut he described before, and that house must
have started from one room and developed gradually with
variousfactors. The first factor he wasinterested in issetting
dividing walls to make private space. He used |zumo shrine
asthe oldest historical example resembling the houses at that
period, and argues that the cross division in the current
common peasant house in Japan is the later development of
the 1zumo shrine, and that in rural areas old types remained
while houses in urban areas changed continuously, influ-
enced by foreignexamples. Then, heexplains about how later
warriors' house plans were developed and related to the plan
of peasant houses, and how they were politically controlledin
each period.

The second factor is the manner in which visitors were
greeted. Kon argues that at first the division of the spacein a
one-room structure was signified by the difference of floor-
ing, and in each period the house plan types changed accord-
ing to the manner of greeting visitorscontrolled by the ethos
of each society and created the hierarchy between roomsin a
house. The third factor is the hierarchy among family mem-
bers represented in the order of the seats around the hearth.
Then, he suggests that the most serious problem in this
peasant house plan isthat itissoconventional ly regulated that
it lacks the humanistic sense of comfort and health. In this
section Kon again starts with the description of theideaof the
originof thehouse, andtried to argue that theorigin should be
assimilated to the common and natural way of building a
house with minimum material and techniques satisfying the
basic living condition asahuman in asociety. Thedivision of
rooms, thegreetingmanner of visitorsand the hierarchy of the
seats around the hearth are the physical representation of the
relationships between peoplesin different phases. Thus, even
though the study is not fully organized and theorized, Kon
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Fig. 6. Planevolutionfrom primitiveto contemporary peasant house
by Kon.

tried to examine how the invisible social structuresare made
visible in architecture, with dispositions of architectural ele-
ments, directional orientation of spaceand symbolical mean-
ings of places.

Anthropology and ar chitecture

These viewpoints were produced from the collaboration
betweenKon's architectural and Y anagida's anthropol ogical
viewpoint. Yanagida tried to revive the disappearing tradi-
tional Japanese cultureon naturalism viewpoint, and toestab-
lish its identity in Westernized modern world. He tried to
encourage peasants to have their confident subjectivity and
economic independence based on the mutual aid in their local
community. Thus, he used Flazer's theoretical framework
introducing myth and folklore as the hidden structure of
actual human society, and at the same time, he criticized
Flazer's idea of anthropology as Occidental oriented and too
generalized and simplified, and asked why each country
cannot haveitsown ideas of anthropology according to their
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own social framework. He tried to establish a Japanese
"anthropology," which is based not on the idea of man as
"universal™ but as Japanese-specific and topographical.
Y anagida also conducted a comparative study of each area's
folkloreand lifestyle and analyzed social phenomena, trying
to clarify the relationships between different factors, and
present the society as a multiple coniplex of different logic
andinfluences. Hebelievedinthatin order tosolvethecurrent
problems of peasant life one hand to study people's life with
empirical and materialistic research and suggests the utmost
objectives of his "anthropology" is to study the ways of
peasants' living, working and thinking; the ethos of the
Japanese peasant.?

From Yanagida, Kon learned to see the hidden historical
and social logic behind people's unconscious everyday ac-
tivities, and how those are connected to nature, how foreign
and outside cultural influence came and remained in rural
society, how the history of political and religious regulations
remained, accumul ated and interrelated with each other, and
how people configured them into the forms of their houses
and environment by selecting and creating a logic between
them with hisown will and his community's ethos. The idea
of distribution, which Kon found in the planning of roomsin
peasant and common people's houses; arrangement of divid-
ing walls, the way to greet visitors, hierarchical orders be-
tween seats around the hearth, and places for various reli-
gions' gods combined with the direction and related to the
locus point of thearea, became the keysfor him to understand
the structure of the architectural space for dwelling in its full
meaning connected to the idea of origin.

After publishing hisNippon no Minkain 1922, Kon joined
thestudy of peasant housesin Koreaby Odauchi. Inthestudy
of Korean peasant houses Kon developed a comparative
study of peasant houses not only in Japan but extending to
Korea, Chinaand other areasin the world, and suggested that
itisimpossibleto define "original and distinctive" character-
istics for houses avoiding cross-cultural influences. He de-
clares that his historical argument about the origin of house
plans in Japan might be wrong. Also, he started to question
the attitude in observing the reality of peasant life expecting
the harmonizing and unifying figures and lines between
nature and human artifacts, and for the nostalgic images of
community and social ethos, both of which are fundamental
standpoints of Ruskin and Yanagida. The problem of aes-
thetic attitude and distance from the reality of peasant lifein
Y anagida's standpoint isderived from his status asa bureau-
crat and an authority, which forced him to detach himself
from the object, whichisalso a contradictory problem inher-
ited in anthropology itself, which issummarizedin following
three points: 1. Both the ideas of "common people” by
Y anagidaand " peasant asnatural man*' by Ruskin arecreated
as opposed to the elite intellect, who is to guide the anony-
mousmass. Thus, thereisa prejudiceagainst the ability of the
mass to reach truth. 2. The communal ethos in the society,
which Y anagida and Ruskin looked for, tends to be based on
theideal condition which regjects eachindividual's unreason-

ableand unorganized will. and unstablefluidity of thecurrent
ongoing reality. 3. The "distinctiveness" of culture, which
Y anagida and Ruskin also looked for, causes acontradiction
in their idea of "truth," for the "distinctiveness" is only
measured by comparison with other different cultures, and
impliesthat each cultureisinfluenced by others, and further-
more, signifies that the " distinctiveness" has been created in
the process of imitating each other in history.

Especially for Kon, the idea of individuality, subjective
will in one's expression, has been one of the problems which
hehad beenexploring sincehewasin Tokyo Geijutu Daigaku,
and which has to be connected to the meaning of one's
presence itself. Besides the popularity of the philosophy of
lifeby Henri Bergson around 1920'sin Japan, at theend of the
Brunhes' book there are several descriptionsof “intermedi-
ary” asone's psychological factor, or direction, which Kon must
have studied as well. Thus, Kon developed his theoretical
standpoint and framework based on Yanagida's "anthropol-
ogy," but, after becoming conscious about itslimitation, and for
Kon's own inquiries as an architect, he began to look at the
shortageof the ideasof originofarchitecture in Western theories
and of Y anagida's, and becameconsciousabout the presence of
the subjective individuality in "common people," and recog-
nized cultural characteristics not asdistinctive but asthe way to
absorb and alter itself in the exchange of influences.

Study on Barracks

In September 1923 Tokyo was almost completely destroyed
by a huge earthquake. This unexpected catastrophe gave him
the occasion to confirm his beliefsin the ideaof the origin of
architectureand of otherrelated themes, whichemerged in his
study of peasant houses, in studying actual architectural
examples. In severa articles he wrote on the barracks, he
explained an idea of the development process of houses.
Then, he defines the meaning of barrack compared with hut
as, "hut is built self-sufficiently, passively, and conserva-
tively in the society with natural economy, and in simple
environment. On the other hand, barrack isbuilt asatemporal
basefor activity in circulating economy." Next, he compares
between settler's hutandcommoncity merchant's house, and
between earthquake victim's barrack and peasant's hut, and
argues that even though they look similar, the difference in
people's economical capacities and professions affects on
their measurement of space and the development process.
In thisdescription of the development of house, he com-
bined variousideas of the origin of architecture asreference.
Inanother article heagain treated the idea of primitive shelter
and hut, but was more focused on the description of the
characteristics of the beauty of those huts. He explains that
settler and peasant's huts were built only with their intuitions
adapting to the geographical features to create a simple and
unaffected beauty, and the interest in the study of them isin
their multiple differences of form derived from each condi-
tions. Then, along with the sketches of various barracks of
earthquake victims, Kon explainsthat how victims built their
barracks intuitively like the huts of the first settlersin the
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Fig. 7. Kon's sketch of aBarrack.

wilderness, and analyzed their ways of building roofs, col-
umns, materials and sites, and about their craftsin details to
stop thedraining of rain, to create openings and to hang their
signs, which people had to learn empirically after the earth-
guake. He argues that they expressed the possibilities of the
multiple differences of architectural forms created by vic-
tims' sudden tactility, whichisobserved in peasant houses as
well. He collects diverse sketches of those tactile forms,
details and combination of materials admiring people's un-
conscious and unintentional creativity which produces acci-
dental ornament and beauty.

In the articles on earthquake barracks described above, he
revealsthat heis not so interested in the reasoning of theidea
of origin of architecture but rather in the people's unaffected
motives of creations; tactical and diverse creations adapting
to nature and catastrophe circumstances. Most importantly,
the sketches suggest that Kon was so surprised with the
creativity of people and recovered power of the natural
intuitive desires of self expression in thoseformssituating to
each place. Encouraged by this experience, he declares that,
"The poetry existsin nakedness. It existswhere everythingis
revealed.” Thus, through the study of earthquake barracks,
Konfound theway outfrom hispuzzlesinthestudy of peasant
houses, confirmed hisdirections, and proceeded in founding
his paradigms of architecture based on anthropological rea-
soning of the origin of architecture based on a generalized
idea of man, to expanding the ideas of architectural beauty
and expression by observing common people's individual
creativity in each place.

Dozokugaku-teki idea of architecture and the idea of
origin of architecture

In 1923 Kon proposed an idea of Dozokugaku-teki theory of
architecture. He compared etymological meaning of anthro-
pology and ethnography (he called it Dozokugaku). Then he
argued that, "The architectural historians have been mainly
studying old buildings based on old ruinsand materials (or on
philological study of old manuscripts)." On the other hand,
Kon defines Ethnography as "the field of study about the
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Fig. 8. comparison of the process of the development of barrack in
farm areaand city.

division and transformation of races, regional characteristics,
natureandtheir customsrelated tothe observationsof current
phenomena.” Then, he explains his understanding of its
meaning and relationship with architecture:

" Ethnography isafield of study about the origin of the
customs and habits in the regions based on empirical
observations of phenomenon, and speculation of their
unknown past.... Not only in archaic ruins but also in
our current life we can find remains of old traditions.
We can find materials and origins in some race or
region's unconsciouscustomsand habits. Thearchitec-
tural styles and methods of construction may result
from geographical necessity, accidental and sudden
creative modifications, or, we also have to imagine
influencesfromoldcultures... It analyzescurrent ongo-
ing phenomena from every direction, and simulta-
neously, considersthe rel ationships between them and
old traditions... It requires more imagination, which...
enables usto reach beyond the limit of archaeological
study as well."

Kon further argued that in current architectural thinking the
study of technology is missing, and that it has to belong to
anthropology and studies how man creates facilities and
devicesto live on the earth.
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AsMichel Foucault discussesin hisbooks, anthropology,
geography and ethnography were created as political instru-
ments to fix the epistemological paradigms since the eigh-
teenth century. With critical consciousness about the cultural
identity and alienation of man in nature, Y anagidaand Kon
reinterpreted Western theories of anthropology, geography
and ethnography according to their contemporary Japanese
situation, and used their naive viewpoints to understand
Japanese people and the ethos of the society. In the empirical
and materialistic research of common people's house, thus,
Kon kept seeking the hidden structure of the relationship
between man's life and architecture based on the idea of
origin of architecture. However, hissynoptic understandings
of people's lifefrom hisinterdisciplinary and cross-cultural
viewpoint revealed thelimitationin lookingfor thereasonsof
architecture based on the ideas of the origin of architecture,
which accompanies abstracting laws based on generalized
idea of man and nature. At the same time, he noticed the
problems in authoritative standpoints of architecture and
scholars recognizing common people's knowledge as intui-
tive and natural, and avoiding the dynamic creativity in their
habit and cross-cultural activities, which Kon recognized as
thereality of architectural creation. Thus, hefinally proposed
an "ethnographic™ idea of architecture. In the study of bar-
racks based on thisideaK on clarified another aspect of man's

"intuition; individuality, fluidity, multiplicity, imitativeand
cunning nature, in order to extend the notions of beauty,
creativity in architectural expression. Kon argued that the
poetry of architecture isin the nakedness consisting of both
multiplicity and simplicity, which, he believed, isthe nature
of man, and is derived by imaginative study of the reality
referring to the idea of origin as well.
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