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Resumen: La arquitectura tradicional japonesa desempefié un papel relevante en el desarrollo de la arquitectura
moderna europea, principalmente desde principios del siglo XX. Partiendo de dicha tesis, ampliamente
documentada, se investiga la influencia que la cultura nipona y la casa tradicional japonesa tuvieron en las
figuras de Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino Aalto y Alvar Aalto, especialmente durante los afios 30. El estudio investiga
el modo en que dichos autores encontraron inspiracion en Oriente, asi como los contactos y fuentes que les
sirvieron de referencia. Finalmente, se explica en qué medida reinterpretaron la estética nipona en sus disefios,
especialmente en el caso de los Aalto y del jardin de invierno de Villa Mairea. En este contexto, la investigacién
apunta al papel decisivo jugado por la figura de Tetsuro Yoshida y su texto Das japanische Wohnhaus (1935) para
los intereses y disefios de dichos autores nordicos.
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Abstract: Traditional Japanese architecture played an important role in the development of modern European
architecture, especially from the beginning of the 20th century. Based on this extensively documented thesis,
the influence of Japanese culture and the traditional Japanese house on the figures of Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino
Aalto and Alvar Aalto, especially during the 1930s, is analysed. The study describes how these authors found
inspiration in the East, as well as their contacts and sources of reference. Finally, it explains the extent to which
they reinterpreted Japanese aesthetics in their designs, especially analysing the case of the Villa Mairea winter
garden. In this context, the research points to the decisive role played by the figure of Tetsuro Yoshida and his
text Das japanische Wohnhaus (1935) for the interests and designs of these Nordic authors.
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INTRODUCTION

European architects have been interested in
Japanese culture since the beginning of the 20th
century, following a path similar to that of the visual
arts in the late 19th century. Cross-confluences by
authors from both sides of the world have dem-
onstrated this interest; from Wells Coates, Hans
Scharoun, Hugo Haring, Richard Neutra or Bruno
Taut; to Kikuji Ishimoto, Iwao Yamawaki and Bunzo
Yamaguchi, who were students of Walter Gropius at
the Bauhaus; or Kunio Maekawa andJunzo Sakakura,
Le Corbusier’s collaborators. However, one of the
most fruitful links with Japanese architectural cul-
ture took place in the Nordic countries during the
1930s due to the contact between Tetsuro Yoshida,
Erik Gunnar Asplund and the couple formed by
Aino and Alvar Aalto.

The lecture Our Architectural Perception of Space
given by Erik Gunnar Asplund on 19 November 1931
at the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm
is the starting point. Asplund interprets Oswald
Spengler’s 1918 text The Decline of the West, which
underpins the concept of modernity. It embodies the
idea of a type of architectural space, which he calls
“infinite space,”” in which the interior and exterior
are seen as an intertwined whole. His conclusion
links that modernity with the Japanese building
tradition: “In the West we are perhaps approaching
the Japanese idea of a building as a not too solid,
heavy and long-lasting object.”? It is therefore an
atavistic reference which he, nevertheless, consid-
ers to be inspiring and fully valid in contemporary
times.

Shortly afterwards, it was Alvar Aalto in tandem
with Aino Aalto, who admired the craftsmanship
of Japanese culture during his lecture Rationalism
and Man on 9 May 1935 at the Swedish Society of
Industrial Design. Aalto valued the high quality
of shapes and materials of Japanese designs, he
considered them versatile, but no less refined and
standardized, as Goran Schildt publishes in Aalto’s
words: “There is one civilization that has previously,

also at the handicraft stage, shown great deli-
cacy and understanding of the individual in
this respect. | am thinking of certain aspects of
Japanese culture.”® This is just one of the occa-
sions when Finnish architects praised Japan’s
culture in public during those years. Indeed, they
did so again when explaining some of his master-
pieces, asin the lecture on Villa Mairea A Home of
a Rich Collector presented on 9 May 1939 at Yale
University, which was published in the magazine
Arkkitehti arkitekten the same year.*

Asplund and Aalto’s words echoed their common
interest in traditional Japanese architecture.
On the one hand, the Swedish architect had
confirmed this after receiving the Japanese
architect Tetsuro Yoshida in Stockholm in 1931.
On the other hand, the Finnish architects had
been influenced by Asplund himself, as well as
by several specialised publications acquired dur-
ing the same decade. Among these texts is the
first German edition of Yoshida's Das Japanische
Wohnhaus [The Japanesse House] of 1935; as
Juhani Pallasmaa points out, one of Alvar Aalto’s
favourite books (Figure 1).°

THE EAST THROUGH BOOKS

The convergence of Western and Eastern art
throughout history, Japan for our study, has
opened up a range of new principles, methods
and reinvented aesthetic expressions. Authors
such as Clay Lancaster or Kevin Nute have ar-
gued this thesis from a clearly North American
perspective; but others such as Chisaburoh
Yamada or Siegfried Wichmann have done so
from a European point of view.® Far from an
exclusively Western perspective, the compen-
dium of research shows that East-West cultural
exchange occurs in a bidirectional sense, thanks
to a two-way journey.

Despite this convergence, research focusing
specifically on Japan's influence on modern

Rincén-Borrego, lvan, and Ramdn Rodriguez-Llera. “Nordic Memories of the East. Tetsuro Yoshida and the myth of traditional Japanese house in Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino Aalto and Alvar Aalto.” VL Carquitectura 9, no. 1 (April 2022): 27-48.

ISSN: 2341-3050. https://doi.org/10.4995/v1c.2022.15603



Rincon-Borrego, Ivén, and Ramén Rodriguez-Llera. “Nordic Memories of the East. Tetsuro Yoshida and the myth of traditional Japanese house in Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino Aalto and Alvar Aalto.” VL.Carquitectura 9, no. 1 (April 2022): 27-48.

ISSN: 2341-3050. https://doi.org/10.4995/v1c.2022.15603

Figure 1. Tetsuro Yoshida. Front cover of the book Das Japanische Wohnhaus, 1935.

architecture, and on Nordic countries, has been
relatively scarce until just a decade ago. This may
be due to the success of Lancaster’'s arguments
about the greater impact of Japanese culture in the

United States compared to Europe, as Yamada
notes.” However, in our opinion, the most
likely reason for this lack was the disfficulty in
accessing Japanese terms. Nevertheless, more
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contemporary contributions in this particular line
of research are worth mentioning, such as those
of the Korean author Hyon-Sob Kim in the journal
Architectural Research Quarterly.® As well as the
preceding works of Manfred Speidel, Anna Basham,
Peter Blundell Jones and the group formed by
Gabriel P. Weisberg, Anna-Maria von Bonsdorff
and Hanne Selkokari in the first decade of the 21st
century.® In the Finnish context, which occupies
an important part of this research, the study by
Hiroshi Momose stands out.”

The most relevant sources of knowledge to arouse
reciprocal interest between Eastern and Western
architectures were the specialised publications of
the first half of the 20th century." However, spe-
cifically for the scope of this research, we highlight
those editions published before the outbreak of
the Second World War, as they correspond to the
expansion of the Modern Movement both in Europe
and in the Nordic countries. It was a time when Erik
Gunnar Asplund, Alvar and Aino Aalto were aware
of both the variety of influences from the European
avant-garde and Japanese vernacular culture, in
their own words. Although the aim of this research
is not to analyse these publications from a histo-
riographical point of view, they serve as a turning
point for the Nordic authors mentioned above who
were fascinated by Japanese culture. In fact, spe-
cialized books and journals prove to be the most
relevant media for the exchange of information be-
tween architects from East and West, representing
complementary ways of getting to know each other.

The events to which this research refers begin in
1931, the year of Tetsuro Yoshida’s journey through
Europe. Before that, Bruno Taut and Richard Neutra
had proposed the existence of architectural values
connecting European rationalist modernity and
Japanese building tradition through several articles
in the journals Die neue Wohnung of 1924 and Die
Form of 1931, respectively (Figure 2)."> From August
1931 to June 1932, Tetsuro Yoshida embarked on
a long journey that led him to meet Erik Gunnar
Asplund in Stockholm, leaving a strong impression

on him. Almost at the same time, in 1933, the re-
nowned linguist and professor at the University
of Helsinki, Gustaf John Ramstedt, put Aino
and Alvar Aalto in contact with the diplomats
Hakotaro and Kayoko Ichikawa, who provided
them with numerous Japanese publications and
brought them closer to the culture of the rising
sun.'

From 1935 onwards, it is possible to detect a
chain of events. First, Yoshida published the first
edition of Das Japanische Wohnhaus with the help
of the Berlin publisher Ernst Wasmuth and the
supportofHugo Haring and Ludwig Hilberseimer.
This will be a key text for the understanding of
the traditional Japanese house by interested
modern architects. Secondly, Alvar Aalto joined
the Finland-Japan Foundation created in 1935."
Finally, the National Museum of Ethnography in
Stockholm opened the replica of the Zui-Ki-Tei
pavilion - The House of Promising Light - to the
public in its gardens (Figure 3), having an im-
pact on the European scene comparable to that
of the Ho-o-den temple at the 1893 Columbian
Exposition in Chicago. Both examples quickly
became the most direct ways of approaching
the sensibility of sukiya architecture.”> Indeed,
authors such as Helge Zimdahl contributed to
the rapid popularity of this pavilion, highlighting
its characteristics among the closest Nordic au-
thors; Swedish, Finnish, Danish and Norwegian,
such as Jern Utzon, Halldor Gunnlggsson, Arne
Korsmo and Sverre Fehn, among many others.’
In addition, in the same year Aino and Alvar Aalto
started the construction of their studio house in
Riihitie, and in 1937 the project for Villa Mairea
in Noormarkku. Both houses were influenced
by the intellectual closeness of their authors to
Japanese culture. Thus, in the brief period be-
tween 1931 and 1937, a confluence of interests
was concentrated which opened up the main
channel of influence of the traditional Japanese
house on the masters of Nordic modernity.
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Figure 2. Richard Neutra. Articles about Japan architecture published in Die Form, no. 1 and no. 3, 1931. The articles contain
images of two works by Tetsuro Yoshida, the Baba residence in Ushigome from 1928 and the Tokyo Electric Laboratories from
1930.
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Figure 3. Zui-Ki-Tei Pavilion, National Museum of Ethnography, Stockholm, 1935.
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THE MYTH OF THE JAPANESE HOUSE

The idea of building integrity has been associated
with the traditional Japanese house since the late 19th
century. The evolution of Japanese vernacular ar-
chitecture has generally been thought to have taken
place at the margins of Western architecture, although
Sand Jordan qualifies this reductionist idea to a large
extent.”” Nevertheless, its high degree of technical
honesty, has made it an example of innate rational
design and, for this reason, also a tempting source of
inspiration for the architects of the Modern Movement.

This perception of essentialism reached a high point
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. On the one
hand, the Universal Exhibitions fostered an atavistic
image of Japan’'s building tradition, in contrast to
the transformation of the Meiji Restoration of 1868
that was modernising Japan.”® On the other; authors
such as Morse and Taut also found in this ancestral
architecture an idea of lineage, as well as an alibi for
modern architecture.”® The visits of many Nordic ar-
chitects to the Zui-Ki-Tei pavilion had a similar effect.
In short, it encouraged a skewed image of the tradi-
tional Japanese house, which was mainly identified
with classical sukiya architecture, the culmination of
Japanese domestic architecture during the Edo period
(1603-1867).

As Manfred Speidel points out, this misperception is
evident in Central European, and especially German
authors.? This is demonstrated by Richard Neutra
in the magazine Die Form in 1931, when he explicitly
ignores Japan's modernisation.?' Bruno Taut's posi-
tion is similar when he describes the modern Tokyo
of 1933 with distaste.?> Moreover, he directly seeks to
describe the Japanese house with a forced mystical
prose already in the first pages of Houses and People
of Japan. Sand Jordan explains this complex process
of the clash between the traditional Eastern and the
modern Western, with paradigmatic examples such
as the incorporation of Western-style rooms, known
as yoma, with electric lighting in traditional Japanese
houses at the end of the Meiji period. ?*

For Taut, as for many Northern European authors,
the imperial palace Katsura-no-Rikyu in Kyoto
was a reference to follow, a building in wood that
he considered to be the conceptual equivalent to
the expressionist glass houses published in Alpine
Architektur. Taut contributes to elevating Villa
Katsura to the status of myth; an approach that is
in line with Yoshida's idea of studying the palace
complex and its gardens also from the first pages
of Das Japanische Wohnhaus. This idealisation of
the imperial palace turns it into an obvious sign,
because of the convergence between the Japanese
tradition and many of the modern functionalist
principles advocated by Taut in Die neue Wohnung
[The New Home] in 1924,

In this sense, it is not surprising that Taut was
interested in the essence of Japanese domestic tra-
dition. In fact, he worked on several projects such
as the Hyuga Villa in Atami in 1936, where he tried
to combine modern functionalism and the Japanese
domestic space characterised by the simplicity of
its proportions, the austerity of its construction
technique and the concatenation of its rooms. To
this end, he is assisted by Tetsuro Yoshida himself,
with whom he shares the role of mediator between
Japanese and modern Western culture. In addition,
Yoshidawas responsible for translating Bruno Taut’s
works into Japanese, including Houses and People of
Japan, the Japanese version of which came out in
1949, signed in collaboration with Hideo Shinoda.

More than twenty years later, the idealised vision
of the Japanese house was still resonating, as
Walter Gropius demonstrated when he visited the
Asian country, and the revolutionary ideals from
the origins of the Bauhaus awoke in him. In June
1954 Gropius sent a postcard with a picture of the
Ryoaniji in Kyoto to Le Corbusier in which he wrote
(Figure 4): “The Japanese house is the best and most
modern that | know and really prefabricated.”?* The
myth of the Japanese house still served as an alibi
for modern architecture, as Ramon Rodriguez Llera
and lvan Rincén Borrego explain.?®
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Figure 4. Walter Gropius. Postcard sent to Le Corbusier with the image of the Rydan-ji, Kyoto, 23 June 1954.

DAS JAPANISCHE WOHNHAUS: AHANDBOOK
FOR ARCHITECTS

Tetsuro Yoshida and his successful publication Das
Japanische Wohnhaus played a decisive role as a
cultural bridge between East and West during the
expansion of the Modern Movement's interest in
Japan.?

The European contacts that Yoshida had es-
tablished during his trip from July 1931 to July
1932 preceded the success of Das Japanische
Wohnhaus.?” Yoshida witnessed the interest in
Japan of many European authors of the Modern
Movement. Erik Gunnar Asplund, Alfred Fischer,
Hugo Haring and Ludwig Hilberseimer, among
others, were interested in the exoticism of
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Figure 5. Tetsuro Yoshida. Das Japanische Wohnhaus, 1935. Western-style conical perspective of a Japanese house plan and

combinations no. 10 and no. 11.

apparently “untouched”?® Japanese architecture, a
trend to which Das Japanische Wohnhaus responds.
With this in mind, Yoshida approaches his publica-
tion as a comprehensive building manual, with a
practical sense of technique that sets him apart
from other Western authors with a more theo-
retical approach, such as E. S. Morse. The Japanese
architect organised the graphic and written con-
tent to facilitate the access of Western authors who
were attracted by the aesthetics of the traditional
Japanese house and wanted to learn about its
building technique and materials. So much so that
the publication begins by glossing the Japanese
house with eight principles as a simple starting
point.?? After the initial synthesis, Yoshida explains

Japanese house in nine chapters, referring to
the role of each space, the form of the rooms
in relation to the whole and the way they are
technically built. From the beginning, Yoshida
highlights the imperial palace Katsura-no-Rikyu
in Kyoto as a paradigm, as we have seen, a true
mythical reference for Europeans. He explains
the role of the essential architectural elements
of the Japanese house; the symbolism of the
tokonoma; the function of the engawa as a practi-
cal response to the layout of the house and the
climate; the relationship of the interior with the
garden; the module of the tatami to unify all the
constructions; the use of untreated wood; the
integration of the furniture that qualifies the
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ways of living; the technical efficiency of the sliding
panels; the shoin space, the tana or the tokowaki.

Pictures and technical drawings are used in Das
Japanische Wohnhaus to exemplify the constructive
language and the modular basis of the traditional
Japanese house as an archetype that combines sim-
ple, standardised units, which are instrumentally
integrated into the whole.3° This plethora of layout
solutions and construction details presented by
Yoshida, some even in western conical perspective,
all built with a minimum of standardised elements,
are indeed the architectural concept that attracted
Alvar Aalto’s attention, as he said: “I am thinking
of certain aspects of Japanese culture, which with
its limited raw materials and forms has implanted
in the people a virtuosity in producing variety and,
almost daily, new combinations.”® The result is
a flexible order in the way of building, a principle
of extraordinary sensitivity and open spatial links
between the space of the house and the space of
the garden (Figure 5).

NORDIC MEMORIES OF THE EAST

Tetsuro Yoshida's legacy in the Nordic countries be-
gan when he met Erik Gunnar Asplund in Sweden.
Initially, Yoshida travelled to Stockholm in the late
summer of 1931 to see in situ Ragnar Osberg’s
work, which he had studied for his design of the
Beppu Municipal Auditorium (1926-28). However,
on 27 September he wrote to one of his assistants
in Teishinsho: “I met Asplund at his office for the
first time. (...) We talked about the new architecture
in Germany and Sweden. He was interested in
Japanese architecture, especially the sliding win-
dow, and asked me various questions about it.”3?
In order to satisfy the Swedish master’s curiosity,
Yoshida showed him the book Shin-Nihon-jutaku-
Zushu - Illustrations of New Japanese Houses - from
1931, which contained a number of drawings and
photographs by the Japanese author himself,
especially the Baba Villas in Nasu, from 1927, and
Ushigome, from 1928. Although it has not been

documented, itis likely that he gave a copy of the
book to Asplund as a gift, based on the following
facts.

This encounter intensified Asplund’s interest in
Japanese architecture, so much so that in Our
Architectural Perception of Space he refers to the
East as an archetype for the future of Western
architecture. Apart from his eloquent words,
Yoshida's influence was quickly felt by Asplund,
who published the above lecture in the journal
Byggmdstaren in 1931, together with the picture
of the veranda of the Villa Baba in Nasu that
Yoshida had shown him a couple of months ear-
lier. It is a design that combines the traditional
Japanese appearance of the house with contem-
porary comforts, for example, by using glass on
the facades instead of rice paper. Asplund him-
self would see the same picture published again
four years later in the pages of Das Japanische
Wohnhaus (Figure 6). Given the importance of
the figure of the Swedish master, the meeting
between Yoshida and Asplund undoubtedly
marks the beginning of a series of orientalist
echoes in modern Nordic architecture directly
related to the information exchanged with the
Japanese author.

Considering how often Alvar Aalto visited Gunnar
Asplund in Stockholm, according to Stuart
Wrede, once a month on average between 1934
and 1940, it is possible to say that Aalto’s access
to Yoshida’'s work was probably sponsored by
Asplund.®®* The argument extends to their joint
visits to the Zui-Ki-Tei pavilion. According to
Goran Schildt, and as a result of correspondence
sent by Alvar Aalto to the Japanese Ambassador
in Helsinki in 1941, this small pavilion may have
become one of his most significant references:
“There is a very special affinity between us
modern architects and the well-balanced archi-
tecture of your country [Japan]. | believe that
it is a deeper understanding of the language of
materials which unites us.”** A kind of under-
standing of the language of materials that Aalto
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Figure 6. Erik Gunnar Asplund and Tetsuro Yoshida. Comparison between the poster of Our Architectural Perception of Space and
a page of Das Japanische Wohnhaus with the photo of the Villa Baba, 1931 and 1935.

would have experienced first-hand at the mythical
Zui-Ki-Tei.

Likewise, Aino and Alvar Aalto never visited Japan.
However, they established a close relationship
with the Japanese ambassador to Finland Hakotaro
Ichikawa and his wife Kayoko Ichikawa from March
1933 to July 1937, which reinforced the Finnish
couple’s interest in all things related to Japanese
culture and art.® As Paul Bernoulli explained to
Pallasmaa, Aalto himself used to wear kimonos while
working in his studio in the late 1930s.3¢ Hakotaro
and Kayoko Ichikawa provided them with an un-
paralleled opportunity to learn about, and interact

with their oriental culture. Although even today
it is difficult to find evidence of the friendship
between them, Goran Schildt gives an account
of the impressions left by both sides when he
refers to Finland Zakki -Essays on Finland-, a kind
of short memoir published by the diplomatic
couple in 1940, after their return to Japan:

(...) Of all the people I met in Finland, |
particularly remember Alvar Aalto as a highly
gifted man. He told me that he had read Marco
Polo’s memoirs in his youth and had conceived
a liking for Japan. Later he had collected many
books on our architecture, especially on tea
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rooms. In his hospitals, libraries, dwellings and
restaurants he used pure wood, even bamboo,
with an unerring feeling for style (...) One day
Mrs. Aalto sent a particularly thoughtful gift to
our residence, a glass vase of her own design
[probably belonging to Aino Aalto’s ‘Bdlgeblick’
series, manufactured by Karhula littala since
1932], with carmine flowers arranged to
represent the unity of earth, heaven and man. |
had sent Mrs. Aalto books on the art of Japanese
flower arrangements, and she had clearly
arranged the flowers according to the rules in
these books.”

Hakotaro and Kayoko Ichikawa had given them
a series of nine books published by the Japanese
Government’'s Tourist Industry Department in
1934: Tea Cult of Japan (1); Japanese Noh Plays (2);
Sakura (Japanese Cherry) (3); Japanese Gardens (4);
Hiroshige and Japanese Landscapes (5); Japanese
Drama (6); Japanese Architecture (7); What is Shinto?
(8); and Castles in Japan (9); about Japanese culture,
art, architecture, and gardening, which are cur-
rently on display in the Archives of the Alvar Aalto
Foundation in Jyvaskyla. According to Ichikawa,
Aalto himself had acquired other publications,
especially on architecture, such as Konni Zilliacus's
Japanesiska sudier och skizze from 1896. As previ-
ously mentioned, Das Japanische Wohnhaus was one
of his first books. But he also had access to Taut's
House and People of Japan, a copy of which was
sent to him by Hugo Valvane, who was responsible
for foreign affairs in Japan in the same year.?® As
well as Antonin Raymond: Architectural details which
Antonin Raymond himself sent to him signed by
several Japanese colleagues in 1938.% Likewise,
although without evidence of this, it is easy to as-
sume that Aalto had access to the German version
of The Book of Tea - Das Buch vom Tee - widely cir-
culated in northern Europe, especially considering
that it was one of the references in Helge Zimdahl's
article Zui-Ki-Tei cited above on the Stockholm
Pavilion. These publications and contacts support
the Finnish couple’s interest in Japan. But how is
this interest reflected in the work of these authors?

The words of Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino and
Alvar Aalto, together with the many evidences,
seem to explain that the three architects
gradually became more and more familiar with
Japanese architectural culture, a process in
which Yoshida’s work played an essential role.
Moreover, it seems that the way Tetsuro Yoshida
presented Japanese houses and gardens, as op-
posed to other studies of a less practical nature,
may well have been one of the decisive factors
in Aalto’s obsession with this particular book.*°
After all, even if they only knew each other only
indirectly, both Yoshida and Aalto still spoke
the common language of architecture through
drawing.

Two projects designed by Aino and Alvar Aalto
after the publication of Das Japanische Wohnhaus
demonstrate the sensitivity they had acquired
towards Japan. On the one hand, their own
studio-house built in Riihitie, near Helsinki, from
1935-36. On the other, the Villa Mairea built for
Harry and Maire Gullichsen in Noormarkku,
from 1937-39. In both cases, the degree of ex-
perimentation to incorporate influences from
Japanese domestic architecture is remarkable.
Compositional aspects of Villa Katsura, syntheti-
cally explained in Das Japanische Wohnhaus, play
a predominant role in both designs (Figure 7).
Thus, the subdivision of parts of the Japanese
house, the combinations of tana, shoin or the
tokonoma, are strongly detected as parallels
between both works and the pages published by
Tetsuro Yoshida.*!

As mentioned above, Yoshida explains Villa
Katsura at the beginning of his study. He gives
it prominence as a refined synthesis of Japanese
domestic architecture. The palace complex
is built on shinden-zukuri principles: “style of
aristocratic house-building,”? with a garden at
the southern end and a pond at its centre. The
interiors use shoin-zukuri elements, with subdivi-
sions of sliding doors, mat-covered surfaces, and
concatenated rooms around the tokonoma.** In
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Figure 7. Tetsuro Yoshida. Site plan of Villa Katsura published in Das Japanische Wohnhaus, 1935. Aino Aalto and Alvar Aalto. Site

plan of Villa Mairea in Noormarkku, 1937-39.

addition, he notes the influence of the sukiya tea
pavilions in Japanese gardens. The main volume
of Villa Katsura has a stepped L-shape, opening
onto a tea garden with a south-facing pond, thus
responding sensitively to the site and the location.
However, itisimportant to emphasise that Aino and
Alvar Aalto do not imitate the forms of Villa Katsura
directly in the Riihitie and Noormarkku projects.
What they do is to take on this oriental sensibility
in a personal way, in order to integrate the space of
the house and the garden.

For example, in the case of Riihitie, the way in which
the rationalist volumetry is stepped and opens
to the south could be reminiscent of the impe-
rial palace, especially in view of the comparative

rigidity with previous projects such as the Villa
Tammekann of 1932.4* A comparison of the two
projects shows a clear evolution of the incipient
idea of blurring the boundaries between natural
and built space (Figure 8). Aalto projects the pe-
rimeter of the south wing of Riihitie using small
granite blocks that serve as drainage, stone
pathways leading to a mini pond at the end of
the garden, but at the same time they serve
to blur the flowerbed and lawn along with the
stepped edge of the house. The design softens
the boundary of the built and emphasises the
search for a “relationship of intimacy” between
the interior and the garden, as Yoshida outlines
in his ideas.*
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Figure 8. Aino Aalto and Alvar Aalto. Comparison between the site plans, garden design and its relationship to the L-shaped
plan of the Villa Tammekann (left) and the Studio House in Riihitie (right), 1932 and 1935-36.

Looking back at Yoshida's work, he published
sixteen models of Japanese houses built from
a combination of simple, repeated elements.*®
The floor plans of Japanese houses were usually
L-shaped and generally had two areas, a public one
dominating the garden and a more private service
area. The floor plan of Riihitie and Villa Mairea
partially reproduce this layout, apart from their re-
spective programmes. In the first, the office/study
wing extends like an arm towards the garden. In
the second, there is a service wing which plays the
role of a connection with the back of the property,

especially with the sauna that looks like a small
tea pavilion. In both projects the Finnish archi-
tects intensify the fluid relationship of the public
spaces from the interior to the exterior, to which
they open. In Japanese culture, such public
spaces can be equated with the reception area
for visitors, carefully built by shoin, tokonoma
and tana: "which traditionally plays the principal
role in a Japanese house,”#in Yoshida’'s words.

Yoshida insists that the aesthetics of the tea
garden and the house are two issues of essential
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importance, because they represent the primitive
forms of those vernacular Japanese buildings that
emphasised a rusticity and humility pursued in
their outcome.*® These aesthetic principles coincide
with those practised by Sen no Rikyu and Kobori
Enshu, masters of the tea ceremony, collected in
the Sakuteiki, the book of garden creation, which
are summarised in the idea of creating beauty by
trying to avoid it. An example of this would be the
karesansui, the dry mineral garden of rocks and
sand just built for contemplation. From a certain
point of view, Aalto adopts this principle to alter
the features of the canonical functionalist language
in Riihitie's studio-house and in Villa Mairea. The
houses seem to be the result of a long building
process due to the asymmetrical layout, the irregu-
lar shape, and the union of different construction
solutions as an assembly of structures, materials,
and coatings. Juhani Pallamaa has called this way of
designing “cubist collage.” It would therefore be
an architecture understood as a palimpsest, as a
decantation of material layers, rather than a delib-
erate design, in the style of the Japanese aesthetics
that Aino an Alvar Aalto knew in the Zui-Ki-Tei.

The large number of studies developed on Villa
Mairea makes the identification of potential
parallels with Japan more complex. Sigfried
Giedion emphasised Villa Mairea’s fluid space
and intimacy through the textures of the house.*°
Kenneth Frampton refers to it as an example of
Finnish Romanticism, explaining it from a “prin-
ciple of duality.”® Malcolm Quantrill reviews the
conflict of Aalto’s vocabulary in the house.>? Juhani
Pallasmaa presents it as a “cubist collage.”>® Scott
Poole approaches its elemental materiality from a
phenomenological point of view.>* And finally, José
M? Jové analyses it as an architectural landscape
of synthesis that figures the natural forms of its
surroundings.®> Thus, Villa Mairea shows in unison
the modern functionalist utopia, the constructive
heritage of vernacular cultures and the potential
of industrial technology, but at the same time inte-
grates orientalist details.

A good example of integration are the bare
trunks supporting the entrance canopy tied with
wicker. The parallels with the Japanese building
technique assembling without nails, known as
nawa garami, can be seen. However, the space
that stands out most in this respect is the winter
garden at Villa Mairea, because it captures the
essence of shoin design. According to Yoshida,
the shoin was originally a reading room for Zen
masters in ancient Buddhist monasteries, but
over time it was turned into a reception and rest
space, widely open to the garden.>®

Aino and Alvar Aalto design a special shoin for
the Gullichsen family as a sophisticated winter
garden. The graphic analysis reveals how this
area of Villa Mairea seems to be constructed
by a sum of individual orientalist elements ar-
ranged on each of its four fronts, as if it were an
okoshi-ezu composition (Figure 9).

The first front that stands out is the northeast-
facing window. Yoshida specifies in his book two
essential types of shoin. The first one, called
tsukeshoin, which has a hollow and deep bottom
space for storage and seating. And the second
one, hirashoin, like the previous one, but with a
flatbottom plinth, instead of the space in depth.*’
The second version is the one that Aalto adopts
directly in the winter garden of Villa Mairea. In
fact, according to the original project sketches,
specifically no. 84/322, the hirashoin was initially
planned as a corner enclosure, probably single-
layer, but was eventually built as double glazing,
with an air chamber between the two sides. The
solution finally built means that the Japanese-
looking joinery partition is mainly visible on the
inside, while on the outside the windows have
a larger opening scale. This is evidence that
Aalto considers the hirashoin more as a filter of
views and light, rather than as a compositional
element of the fagade. In other words, the way
in which the garden is framed from Japanese
interiors prevails in its design, rather than the
other way around (Figure 10).
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Figure 9. Graphic analysis of the winter garden of Villa Mairea and sketches by Alvar Aalto (nos. 84/322 and 84/325).

On the south-east and north-west sides of the
winter garden, Aalto placed a light hanging shelf in
the style of a tana, and a low table of just seven
rows of brick, which he carefully details in plan no.
84/325, opposite each other. On the one hand, the
variations in tana design had been extensively il-
lustrated by Yoshida. On the other; the small brick
construction seems to evoke the appearance of the
kotatsu, the traditional Japanese table, although
now placed at the side of the room.

Finally, the south-west front is the access point
to the winter garden from the main hall of Villa
Mairea. This is designed by a single sliding door,
assembled on a wooden frame and with verti-
cal partitions that create a dialogue with the
hirashoin situated at the back, resulting in a se-
quence of sliding curtains with a clear orientalist
taste.
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Figure 10. Tetsuro Yoshida, Aino Aalto and Alvar Aalto. Comparison between the winter garden in Alvar Aalto’s Villa Mairea and
the pages of Das japanische wohnhaus showing two types of shoin, 1935 and 1937.

Another aspect of the orientalist interest of this
winter garden is the pavement. Instead of a mat-
ted surface, Aalto covers the ground with natural
stone slabs, which may well correspond to the
stone paths that Yoshida says, “lend the Japanese
garden its peculiar charm.”®® Curiously, he uses
natural stone in the interior, but extends it to the
exterior, or vice versa. At the same time, the small-
section wooden slatted ceiling produces the same
ambiguous indoor-outdoor play, underlining the
hybrid character of this space: exterior and interior,
natural and architectural. In this respect, it is worth
remembering that Japanese gardens have a strong
combination of artifice and nature.

For all these reasons, the winter garden of Villa
Mairea can be considered much more than a space
for growing plants and flowers. On the contrary, it
is a space with a strong symbolic orientalist char-
acter, which seems to respond to both a creative
and practical function, perhaps for the creation
of delicate ikebana flower arrangements, in an
atmosphere of material treatments and forms that
subtly transport us to Japan.

Other more obvious Japanese analogies have
also been studied in previous research. For ex-
ample, the spatial quality of the wooden sliding
doors connecting the living room and the studio
in Riihitie’s project;*® or the tokonoma concept
of Villa Mairea’s living room as a showroom for
the Gullichsen art collection.®® Yoshida explains
thatin the traditional tokonoma there is only one
column, called tokobashira, the main one, which
was made with a rough trunk, in contrast to the
fineness of the rest of the surfaces. In the same
sense, the contrast of textures in the wicker-
covered pillars of the Villa Mairea living room
can be interpreted as an analogy of those solu-
tions drawn by Yoshida, which, in short, confirm
Das Japanische Wohnhaus as a reference for the
designs of Aino and Alvar Aalto.

CONCLUSIONS

Tetsuro Yoshida begins Das Japanische Wohnhaus
by writing: “I have long been dreaming a dream:
(...). Thus, | picture to myself the cultural

43

VLC
arquitectura
volume 9
issue 1



44

VLC
arquitectura
volume 9
issue 1

interchange of all peoples, and it has been my wish
to take part, even if only as one little drop, in this
important work.”®" and on the face of it, he clearly
succeeded in doing so.

Traditional Japanese culture in general, and archi-
tectural culture in particular, was a clear reference
for Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino Aalto and Alvar Aalto
during the 1930s. Their interest in establishing
contact with Japanese architects and diplomats,
their shared visits to the Zui-Ki-Tei, and even their
adoption of rituals typical of the Japanese way of
life, such as the kimono or the art of ikebana flower
arrangement, underline the importance of these
sources for the authors, who shared them among
themselves and with their closest circle, with col-
laborators such as Paul Bernoulli. In the view of this
research, Tetsuro Yoshida represented much more
than a “little drop” in this process.

The great success of Tetsuro Yoshida's work was not
only to bring Japanese architectural culture closer
to Western authors, butalso to do so using an archi-
tectural, graphic and technical language, designed
as if it were a handbook on building. Das Japanische
Wohnhaus facilitated the formal and conceptual
connection with certain traditional Japanese build-
ings, such as Villa Katsura. The idealised perception
of the myth of the Japanese house by the Modern
Movement, especially in Germany, had its own ver-
sion and success in the Nordic countries. Numerous
Nordic authors, such as the Norwegians Arne
Korsmo and Sverre Fehn, the Danes Jgrn Utzon,
Halldor Gunnlggsson, Vilhelm Wohlert and Jergen
Bo, as well as Erik Gunnar Asplund, Aino Aalto
and Alvar Aalto themselves, far from reproducing
Japanese technical details mimetically, understood
and reinterpreted traditional Japanese solutions.
Indeed, Erik Gunnar Asplund was the key contact
who facilitated the arrival of Tetsuro Yoshida's
legacy in the Nordic context, while Aino and Alvar
Aalto clearly internalised Japanese designs.

The winter garden of Villa Mairea is one of the best
evidences of this attitude, a deliberate combination

of parts of the Japanese house; hirashoin, tana
and kotatsu, an amalgam of Eastern elements
adapted to a new use between indoors and
outdoors. Aino and Alvar Aalto did not imitate
Japanese references but interpreted them fil-
tered through their own architectural sensibility.
In other words, they reflect a process of archi-
tectural syncretism between the oriental and
the modern.

Nonetheless, thefactis thatthe building tradition
of the Nordic countries shares with that of Japan
a strong desire to live in contact with nature. The
idea of interweaving house and garden, interior
and exterior, that “infinite space” mentioned by
Erik Gunnar Asplund, is one of the keys that both
the above-mentioned Nordic authors and the
Japanese referents seek to reconcile to a greater
extent. It is also one of those underlined in the
pages of Das Japanische Wohnhaus.

Asplund’s and Aalto’s writings and lectures of
those years echo the drawings and explanations
of Tetsuro Yoshida. Neither mentioned Tetsuro
Yoshida’'s name explicitly, although he played a
decisive role in the Japanese immersion of the
Nordic countries.
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