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University 3rd year

Graduate era

Birth of space & time

From childhood to college: From
astrophysics to architecture

My father ,Dr. Noboru Watanabe, had a laboratory at the Department of Bridge
Engineering (now in the Course of Civil Engineering under the Department of
Socio-Environmental Engineering) of Hokkaido University, which is a national
university in Hokkaido.

His bedroom and study room were full of papers of calculations and drawings,
and he kept working in the room until late at night.

The maternal grandfather was a professor at the Department of Fisheries
Sciences in the Faculty of Science (now in the Applied Marine Science) at the
same Hokkaido University. As an elementary school student, I used to visit my
grandfather's house in the suburbs of Sapporo every weekend and holidays and
enjoyed sketches and observed living things while taking a walk together with
my grandfather.

At that time, I found a manga (cartoon) club and drew manga every day.

At junior high school, I became interested in natural science and the universe. I
took images of microorganisms with a microscope, made an astronomical
telescope, untiringly watched and took images of the night sky stars every day.
On the other hand, I actively belonged to the track-and-field-club as well as
brass band club without sparing time for sleep.

In high school, I found a geoscience club, and again read widely astrophysics
books.
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University 4th year

At that time, Kyoto University had the largest solar telescope in Japan, which
tempted me to go there for a college degree, but my father opposed himself to
the idea. After all, I entered the Faculty of Science at Hokkaido University.

College era that decided the way
to architecture

I was supposed to go to the Faculty of Science in Hokkaido University, but
ended up to the Department of Architecture under the Faculty of Liberal Arts
instead following the recommendation from Professor Hirotaka Azuma, an
architect and painter.At that time, still I didn't give up studying astrophysics. So
he suggested to me that I should become an architect to build an observatory,
and then I decided to take his suggestion.

I was interested in the technical aspects in architecture, but in my third year at
college I found the literary aspects of the field. Since then, I never left the
drafting room, in a word, I was trapped in architecture.

While doing so, my graduation day came. I made a decision to study more
architecture in the graduate school, but not yet decided whether to go to design
at the moment.I went to Tokyo right after entering the graduate program to visit
Fumihiko Maki, ban Miyawaki, Shyozo Uchii, Atsushi Kitagawara, Kazumasa
Yamashita, Takamitsu Azuma, Kiyonori Kikutake, Atelier Zo, Yamashita
Design, Nihon Sekkei, Nikken Sekkei, etc. for asking about the architecture.
Just I wanted to know about people who design architecture.

The late Yasushi Otake was writing with sweat dripping on manuscript paper in
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a sultry room without a fan. While talking, I was asked if I could imagine
myself to work there, then became a member of Atelier Zo, an architects design
group. Other architects convinced me to come to Tokyo and fo go to the
University of Tokyo. This made me decide to enter the doctoral program in
Architecture. A few years later, Otake passed away due to subarachnoid
arachnoid during a soccer game. An architectural magazine at the time wrote,
"He died, leaving dazzling possibilities behind. (if my MEemory serves me
correctly)." An encounter with Otake made up to my mind to be involved in
architectural design in which such a wonderful person, like Otake, was
absorbed. Shozo Uchii said to me, "Madcap people, like you, should go to the
United States."

To USA

My graduate work won the Grand Prize for the idea competition. And I went to
the United States with the prize money.

When I first went to the United States, I searched for a place and settled down in
a children's room on the second floor of a residential area called Forest Hills
Gardens in Queens, New York.

Soon, I met Mr. Kudo, an architect who worked for the Minoru Yamasaki
architect office,

I asked Mr. Kudo to facilitate me to visit prestigious architects, such as

Richard Meier, Philip Johnson, I.M Pei, Mitchell Jogora, Murphy Yarn, Michael
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Presentation at U.fo Penn

Graves, SOM, and so on. Th official visit was usually rejected by their secretary
giving me many questions to make sure of whether I was here for a job hunting.
So my visit time became after 5 p.m., when the secretary usually went home.
Meanwhile, at the ILM.Pei office, I met Mr. Kazuaki Iwamoto, who became my
lifelong teacher later on.

After a thorough investigation of the offices, next I started visiting universities
where Japanese students studied architecture, such as Yale, Princeton,
University of Pennsylvania, Harvard, IIT, MIT and etc..

At the time, Noritake Tange, who was a son of Kenzo Tange, in the doctoral
program at Harvard University, and Norihiko Dan was at Yale University, and
Shigeru Ban was at Cooper Union. I sensed that they already formed a unique
personality enough to show their strong presence in the Japanese architectural
world, eventually.

Also I traveled around to see the modern architecture by the Greyhound Bus, or
sometimes hitch-hiking. Especially Arcosanti and Taliesin West attracted me to
be there three times. The architecture of Richard Meier, Louis 1. Kahn, Mies van
der Rohe, Frank L1oid Wright, Eero Saarinen etc., stood out against each place
in the United States.

At that time, I felt like T had to study abroad in the United States.

At University of Pennsylvania

I prepared for study abroad right after the US trip, and one year later I set footon
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Florence, from the David Hill

Chapelle Notre-Dame du Haut

Anmerican soil.The University of Pennsylvania was the one I enrolled in.
Professor Kenneth Frampton, who was the head of the Department of
Architecture at Columbia University,

looked through my portfolio, then he said that it was interesting to point out the
“architecture to be abandoned” and sent me a letter promising to transfer from
the University of Pennsylvania to Columbia University.

1 also met Gabo, who was a lifetime friend at the Louis Khan office.

The interior of the flower shop on the first floor of Benjamin Franklin House,
designed in collaboration with me, Kinya Maruyama and graduate Agnes Khan,
was realized. The design of the lobby, and finally, a big project that rebuilds the
entire building by connecting the furnace museum and the skyscraper.

In the meantime, the intention to transfer to Columbia University was lost.
When 1 graduated, I visited Frampton, who had a study in a room at Rizzoli
(publisher) in New York, and showed him the drawings I drew at U.of Pen.
Frampton said "Good Job!"

On the other hand, Iwamoto said to me, “A person, like you, who shows off its
own achievements, should not become architect.” from his policy of the
architecture, which is that Architect should constantly aim for higher things. Mr.
Iwamoto is the representative from the Bank of China’s branch office in Hong
Kong used to stay at my place whenever he came to Japan and stayed up almost
all night to discuss about architecture, such as the method of selecting lines at
the 1M Pei office, what the high-quality design is, or what is beauty, etc. I had
never seen such an enthusiastic person seriously confronting architecture before.
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By then, I might get influenced by Mr. Iwamoto’s thought and faced in the same
direction.

At that time, Takaaki Yoshimoto wrote a book called “City as a Statue”. In his
book he described architects as “We know the existence of architectural design.
What are the guys doing? It is not a big deal. They just put people, who want to
appear in journalism, with drawings. Once the drawings became real in towns
and squares, it revealed that many of them merely created evil,”. I completely
sympathized with his thinking Thus, the way to “Conspicuous Architects” was
closed, but I could concentrate on architecture more instead.

In the laboratory of Professor Takashi
Takahashi at University of Tokyo

The lab was usually empty except when the seminar having full attendance was
held. Prof. Takashi Takahashi's lab at the University of Tokyo always provided
such an interesting reserches so that I made a commute from US to the
laboratory, like flying out right after the seminar and flying in early morning to
attend the seminar the following week.

Although the laboratory was for the architectural department, we were most
likely studying human mind. However, those reserches helped us directly with
the design.When designing the cafeteria and cafe of the building for the
Sumitomo Electric Industries, Ltd. in Akasaka Tokyo, which I received an order
as a doctoral student, I observed the human behavior of the existing cafeteria to
establish a plan everyone agreed on. In result, the number of users increased,
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Canteen in Sumitomo Electric Co.

“Standing Wall"

and also a meeting room was formed there, then the Chairman deeply thanked
me for the achievement, which made me surprised.

At that time, I totally devoted myself to design and research so that I rarely went
to college, just like other students. In my third year, I completed my doctoral
dissertation in my spare times at work. However, since T had no consultation
with Professor Takahashi about my doctoral work, he was angry enough to let
my doctoral dissertation sit for a half year in his drawer. During that time, I was
invited by the professor to participate in the design for housing complexes in
Shikoku. In the meantime, one day, I received a notice from the university that
knew my completion of the doctoral program, and I automatically graduated.
Whenever it comes to design, studying people lead us to a convincing plan, I
still do so.

Practical Works (twenties to thirties)

At one point, Professor Kikunori Kikutake asked me to take the place of his
class at Chiba Institute of Technology, and I started going to Tsudanuma.

During the bubble economy, a workload was unbelievable heavy so that our
sleeping time was only six hours in total for two days and some of my
colleagues died from overwork.

Although I was a student, I had worked with a subcontract work from a think
tank to develop a plan for the Takeshiba Wharf Pier, create a city plan for Rinku
Town in Osaka, a large-scale development plan in Nagaoka, and a plan to live in

Cafe in Sumitomo Electric Co.
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Canteen in RIKEN

the three central wards of Tokyo. .

At that time, T was invited by Mr. Rinbei Mori of Nihon Sekkei to participate in
the project designing the large commercial facility, Plena Makuhari in front of
Makuhari Messe Station. In the midst of the bubble economy, my construction
was not realized at all due to soaring construction costs, at the same time, I
thought it was a good opportunity to learn from practical work, so I accepted his
offer. Mori had working experiences in Kenya and took a unique design
approach to transforming low-tech ideas into high-tech buildings. The wind
tunnel experiment was conducted with cigarette smoke and a fan in a
transparent model. It is likely that Mr. Mori's DNA is involved in our focus on
the heat and air movement in the building.

I spent two and a half years on practical design and on-site, and finally, after
participating in a competition in the Tochigi Prefectural Government Building, I
left Japan Design. Ken Sakamoto (the current mayor of Itabashi Ward), one of
my fellow of Nihon Sekkei at that time, asked me for a help in designing the
Tamagawa Kindergarten, which led to an increase in opportunities for designing
kindergartens and nursery schools.

At the same time, I got a chance to become an advisor of Tokyo Catering
Corporation ,2which met me on a project of Onoda Cement (now Taiheiyo
Cement). for over 20 years, which brought me opportunities to design a number
of cafeterias for government agencies, hospitals, universities, businesses, and
recreation facilities. This led to the design of the restaurant building at RIKEN
in Wako City. I can not stand thanks to Tokyo Catering Co., Ltd. enough for
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Left: Late Professor Martin Symes and Note of natural light
Late Professor Necdet Teymur

their over 20 years’ financial support. My first architectural designs as an
independent designer were made for RIKEN and Tamagawa Kindergarten. The
builders were from Taisei Corporation and Takenaka Corporation, and
challenges on construction sites made me lose seven kilograms, but instead I
gained knowledge of the architectural practice on the site. Our worker-friendly
design was an idea from also something we cultivated in the project from Tokyo

Catering Co.

At British

When I was stationed at the Makuhari site, Professor Takashi Takahashi at the
University of Tokyo asked me for help to launch the new postgraduate course
at the University of Manchester in UK, while attending the 10-week course.
The course curriculum was designed by Professor Martin Symes at the
University of London and Professor Takahashi. Also the program director was
Professor Necdet Teymur at the University of Manchester.

The UK was in the process of transitioning from an economy country to a
tourism destination and it had reviewed all education systems at that time, then
Professor Symes conducted a special exercise, called a “Case Study”, at the
request of the government. The materials of the actual project were handed out,
for example, in a hospital exercise, the students played a role of the employer or
nurse, and experienced the design management in a real-world setting.

On weekends we drove all over the UK and Scotland by renting a car.

At the old castle in Scotland, by which I was in particular impressed, its roof
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Press conference with the store chznrman from
here, the school building preservation movement
begins.
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Multi space at 1st floor in office

decayed, and as I climbed the stairs between the double cylinders, I learned how
the natural light entering the cylinders changed. Even now, the light image
which I got in my mind is useful for designing. I thought Louis 1. Kahn must
have come there. During my stay, I investigated how the bubble burst as well as
a revitalization project in the UK.

Within two years of returning from Britain, the Japanese bubble burst with the
similar mechanism. Money drives people crazy. And it was not worthwhile
remained. Then we were in charge of the course's Japanese secretariat for 10

years and sent over 50 international students to the course.

Architectural design office

We initially set up our design office in one of the apartments at Motosumiyoshi
Station on the Toyoko Line. We moved to a building around the same station,
which Tadao Ando did the basic design for and Kojiro Kitayama took over the
design and finished up.

As the Toyoko Line became crowded, we moved again and settled info the old
plating factory at , Kawasaki City.

The space on the first floor is open to theater companies or musicians as well as
high school students. A few years ago, we renovated the vacant house in the
backyard to create a workshop and accommodation space, When I moved to
Kawasaki Ward, the Jate Mayor Kimishima Takese Kawasaki graduated from
urban engineering at the University of Tokyo and often appeared in the office to
talk about art events and the use of closed schools.
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Professor Hidenobu Jinnai visited

the Johnson Town

Left: President Tatsuo Isono, Isono Shokai,
Middle: Mr. Akio Isono

Professor Emeritus Takashi Takahashi and
wife Asami Watanabe (Kawai)

at Professor’s Architectural Institute

Grand Prize celebration

The prefecture destroyed the high school without any explanation, and a city plan
was drawn up to attract commercial facilities by the city, and we held a 651-day
protest in front of the school gate with the association and local residents.

After 20 years’ direction of my design office, I thought that I was nothing to do
with a prize.When I taught at Nippon Institute of Technology, as a lecturer,
Prof. Yoshifumi Wakabayashi visited to see our class. I asked him, "Did you see
interesting architecture recently?" He replied, "I saw an interesting town called
Johnson Town.”Also he suggested to me to apply for the Cityscape Awards with
Johnson Town work."Prof. Hidenobu Jinnai came to Johnson Town as a judge
of the Landscape Grand Prize. He stayed for a long time to look around, and
then suggested me to apply it for the Architectural Institute of Japan Award.

In the first place, when I was a college student, I was so impressed by the book
written by Professor Jinnai, which was full of fashionable contents about Itarian
town landscape, that I chose the career as professional of landscape. As a result,
I decided to join Takashi Takahashi's laboratory at the University of Tokyo on
the recommendation of Professor Fumihiko Maki.

That Professor Jinnai appeared in front of me and said, "I've seen many towns
all over the world, but I've never seen such an interesting town."

Johnson Town has become a place where people with disabilities, the elderly
and young people live, work and fulfill their dreams. 35 years have passed after
I started thinking to create that kind of town, living in Forest Hills Gardens in
New York. My dream seems to have come true.

On the other hand, the first buildings I designed 25 years ago were a
kindergarten and the Institute of Physical and Chemical Research. The current
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World's first curved bridge
by Prof.Noboru Watanabe

mayor of Itabashi, Ken Sakamoto, who worked with me at a commercial
facility in Makuhari, introduced me to the kindergarten.

From the connection, many projects were built up.

In particular, I can get acquainted with many kindergartens and nursery schools
through Tamagawa Kindergarten teachers Mr. Hasegawa Yasuhiro, Mrs.
Hasegawa Teruyo , former Maritime Safety Agency's same kindergarten teacher
Mr. Yoshinari Hamakawa, and Shisei Nursery School teachers Mr. Katsuyuki
Inanaga and Mr. Hiroshi Takahashi.

Towe what I am now to those who trusted us. Their trust made us.

I'want to take this occasion to thank you.

It is said that human sensibilities are largely formed by childhood experiences.
‘When designing a children's facility on a site rich in nature, the wind I felt on
the mountain with the biologist's grandfather stil] revives.

Recently, when I asked my father over 90 which bridge was involved in the
design, he thought for a while and replied, "It's almost all Japanese bridges." His
book, "Bridge Engincering" (Asakura Publishing Co., Ltd.) is still used for
university education. During his tenure, he also compiled the Ministry of Land,
Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism's "Road Bridge Specifications".
Ultimately, all bridges in Japan were made based on the technical criteria, that’s
way. My father devoted his life broadly to "technologies for public welfare."
Come to think of it, we may have inherited from our father’s DNA focusing
particularly on versatile structures and town development that makes people
happy.We also hope that our skills will be useful for those who we know and
work with, and we can make them a little happier.
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