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Awards Commemorative Lecture : “New Era from Asia”
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Cultural Prize /KUMA Kengo, Architect, University Professor and Professor Emeritus, The University of Tokyo

Today, the world is facing a great cultural pivot. The
past of human history and culture can be thought of as
“urban concentration”. This concentration has reached its
climax in concrete skyscrapers. As a result of pursuing
efficiency, the planet and environment can no longer bear
the burden.

Then how should we change it? I believe that we must
look back rather than seek changes. Many hints lie
hidden in the culture of East Asia. For ages, East Asia
has nurtured a concept that humans walk hand in hand
with nature within the same circle of life. This is most
pronounced in the wooden architecture, and Nara is the
most representative place. As proof, Nara boasts of
Horyu-ji, the world’s oldest wooden building, and Todai-ji
that was, until recently, the world's largest wooden build-
ing.

I designed the Japan National Stadium (Olympic Stadi-
um) based on this concept. The stadium is located in the
forest of Meiji Shrine. The shrine has taken great care of
its forest. The walls of the building are made of Japanese
cedar. When asked if the building is durable, I explain it
by example of Horyu-ji. In wooden construction of East
Asia, joints provide wooden parts with some backlash to
stand earthquakes. The ancient building technology that
comes as a surprise even to modern structural engineers
was used in the Japan National Stadium.

I started thinking about the great importance of
wooden construction around 2000 when designing Bato
Hiroshige Museum of Art. Most of the roof and walls are
made of wood, and the building opens into a forest. In
Japan, village people have taken good care of the
surrounding forests called Satoyama, and used forest’s
gifts sparingly. This is the lifestyle that East Asians have
led. Shrines were always built beside forests to send a
strong message that the wholesale devastation of forests
would make living impossible. This culture underlies
East Asia, and shows up in the relationships between
forests, shrines, and villages. The museum'’s building is
to make one reconsider the connection between humans
and forests. In addition, local artisans used a plant called
kozo when making walls. Using Local wood as a lifelong
companion and preserving its cycle are economic basis.
In East Asia, both culture and economy have started

from forest.

Great (Bamboo) Wall is a hotel constructed using
bamboo. The building is in immediate vicinity of the
Great Wall of China; in such places, trees are usually
victimized to prepare a site, but in this case, the green
was preserved as it was.

“Chidori” is an experimental pavilion erected in
Milan, Italy; the construction was assembled from
wood without any nails or adhesives. The precise struc-
ture made of thin timber is illustrative of how excellent
is the technique of Japanese carpenters.

Another feature of East Asia is thatched roofs. Such
roofs protect buildings from strong sun; moreover, the
worn-out roofing is reused as a fertilizer to make up a
circulation system. As a big system, I proposed that one
of theme pavilions in Expo 2025, Osaka, Kansai be
made of thatch, and that the material be to be reused
once the Expo ends.

I have designed wooden architecture in Europe as
well. A project realized in the French city of Besancon
is intended to bring nature back to the city; the build-
ing, made of local materials and framed by a creek,
adjoins an old warehouse at the riverbank. Rooftop of
the Saint-Denis Pleyel station building in Paris is
designed as a park, while the interior is made of wood,
thus providing a green space amidst the city.

I have a feeling that these projects prove that the
wisdom of East Asia has attracted attention of people
worldwide. A notion of “nature’s cycle”, or “sustainabili-
ty” in today’s language, has long existed in East Asia.
In this context, Nara is a treasure trove of technology.
Yoshino cedar, cultivated in a way unprecedented in the
world, features a wood grain of extreme beauty. Tech-
nology packed into the cedars of Nara has been created
jointly by humans and nature during more than a
thousand years. Speaking about the future of world’s
culture or world’s economy, I think that the idea of
collaboration between humans and nature is the most
important. What we must do is to not merely preserve
nature, but to jointly create wisdom of coexistence. And
it is more than coincidence that these awards are given
in Nara where this wisdom appears as nowhere else.




