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Rebecca's Architectural Diary #1

Japan Society

words & photos Rebecca Pasternack
May 26, 2010

Last weekend, I had a date at the
Japan Society with a man I met online (not in
a creepy way). [ was surprised that he agreed
to meet there, since he seemed like a meathead.
Definitely NOT the type of guy who cares
about art or architecture. In any event, I still
suggested that we meet at the Japan Society;
it was a cultural center I was curious about and
if my date didn't like it, too bad. Dates are like
buses, if you don't catch this one, another will
be along in five minutes!

I got to the Japan Society early so I
could explore the building on my own. Right
away, I was struck by how unassuming the
exterior was. Because the facade is a fairly
uniform color and the floors look approximately
the same height, it looks at first like a generic
office building. But upon closer inspection,
you can see that there is variety in the facade
detailing. The 2nd and 3rd floors have screens
that are flush with the balcony edge while the
1st and 4th ones don't. The 4th floor, however,
differs from the 1st floor in that it has a steel
and glass balcony railing, a slightly different
curtain wall pattern, and a trellis above it. The
overall effect is of a consistent facade pattern
with subtle differentiations.

Upon entering the building, I noticed
the main entrance was so modest that I almost
missed it. The standard-height glass entry doors
blend in seamlessly with the rest of the first
floor glass facade. After passing through those
doors, I entered into a low-ceiling lobby, which
is not surprising because Junzo Yoshimura, the
architect of the building, was known for creating
intimate spaces with low ceilings. The ceiling
of the lobby is made of a concrete waffle slab
with wooden screens and light fixtures placed
within the forms. This ceiling design instantly
reminded me of the lobby of the Whitney
Museum of American Art on East 75th street.

Like the Japan Society, the building
currently housing the Whitney was also designed
as a new location for the museum. Designed by
the Bauhaus trained architect Marcel Breuer
in 1966, this was the museum'’s third home.
Likewise, the Japan Society was designed at the
same time, in the 1960s by Junzo Yoshimura
and opened in 1971. Though it was the first
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permanent home for the institution, the Japan
Society was founded many years earlier, in
1907. Since then, it had been situated at various
locations in Manhattan. In 1957, for example, it
shared space with the original Asia House on
East 64th street, a 7-story museum and office
building with a Miesian curtain wall of steel and
glass designed by the American architect Philip
Johnson. By 1965, however, the Japan Society’s
programs were growing too big for the Asia
House and so it was decided that the Japan
Society should have a permanent location with
a building of its own.

In 1966 the current location (East
47th St.) was chosen and Junzo Yoshimura was
selected as the architect. Though Yoshimura
had already designed institutions for Japanese
culture and art outside the United States, such
as the Tikotin Museum of Japanese Art in Haifa,
Israel in 1959 (which I visited as a child but
have no recollection of), the only project he had
designed in the US. was a temporary exhibit
of a Japanese Tea House at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York in 1955. Not only was
the Japan Society Yoshimura’s first building in
the US., but it was also the first building in New
York to be designed by a Japanese architect.

Though the Brutalist style and
extensive use of site-cast concrete at the
Whitney differ from the style and materiality
of the Japan Society, both buildings have low
ceiling entry lobbies with light fixtures placed
along a repetitive rectilinear grid-like pattern.
Also, both buildings lack the grandeur you
would expect of a significant cultural institution.
To enter the Whitney, however, you pass over
a bridge over a sunken basement level, which
was supposedly to be reminiscent of the idea
of having a moat around a medieval castle. In
that way, you feel you are entering a special
space, whereas the Japan Society has a more
conventional entrance.

After passing through the low ceiling
lobby of the Japan Society, I entered into a 3-
story central atrium with a bamboo garden
and a waterfall. The prominent use of wood,
the rectilinear mullions, the waterfall and
the bamboo, were to me, a somewhat clichéd
impression of Japanese architecture. Likewise,
the extensive use of glass in both the skylights
and the walls was very much expected, as
was the theme of mixing indoor (galleries)
and outdoor spaces (bamboo garden). These
traditional Japanese design concepts are
very much a default impression of Japanese

architecture. Also, most of the projects I read
about that incorporate these concepts tend to
be residential projects, which is probably why
the Japan Society felt more like a residence
than a museum to me. Last month for example,
I read about the ‘House of Spread’ in Shiga,
Japan by Form/Kouichu Kimura architects,
which like the Japan Society, spreads out from
a central courtyard. Likewise, the ‘House in
Obama city in Fukui, Japan’ by Suppose Design
Office also uses glass-framed walls to create
one continuous space.

These were the thoughts I was having
when I remembered that I had a date to meet.
When he got there, it was obvious from the first
second I laid eyes on him that he was itching
to leave. The guy was a 6'-6” broad-shouldered
college-basketball-player-turned-finance-
analyst dressed in a red and black flannel shirt.
He looked exactly like Paul Bunyan, the clichéd
American lumberjack. But what make it even
funnier was the juxtaposition of seeing Paul
Bunyan inside a low ceiling Japanese lobby
with light wood panels, bamboo, and the sound
of a waterfall in the background. He was so tall
he almost looked physically uncomfortable in
the space.

Anyway, my plan was to explore
the building on my own and then look at the
current exhibit of Japanese prints by Utagawa
Kuniyoshi with him. I took my time looking at
the exhibit but he sped right through it and sat
on a bench outside the galleries, waiting for me
to finish. I tried to engage in a discussion with
him about the prints, but he had nothing to say.
To be honest, I was surprised that this he even
wanted to meet me at a museum in the first
place. I guess he did it to please me, but really
would have preferred to be at a basketball
game. We had very little to say to each other.

I never heard from him again.
Normally, I would think that is because he
didn’t like me but judging from the bored
expression on his face, I think there is a good
chance it’s because he doesn'’t care for Japanese
architecture. Next time, I should probably let
my date take me to a football game. Or maybe

not. Oh well, there is always another bus.

Questions ? Comments ?
Email me at
rebecca@rebeccapasternack.com
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