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This article is based on a paper in English which read at the Sixth Conference of European
Association of Japan Studies held from 16 to 19, September 1991 at the Japan-German Center in Berlin.
Translation into Japanese and improvements fit for a Japanese version were done by one of the authors
(Ishida). '

In the last decade, the keywords ‘comfortable’ or ‘amenity’ have acquired much importance than
‘efficiency’, ‘functionality’ and ‘minimum safty’ in Japanese urban planning. Yet it is doubtful that
Japanese urban planners can really achieve high quality urban built forms or good urban environments
worthy of these new keywords.

Urban built form in the contemporary Japan is extremely heterogeneous, often in a state of chaos.
Surely there are examples of high standard urban built environment such as in new towns or on large
scale sites in cities, and good examples of design control by some municipalities. But even in these cities,
we can easily find many examples of chaotic urban built form; blocks where so-called ‘pencil buildings’
stand out disorderly on every small lots, and buildings whose shapes are strictly decided by the setback
regulation.

The purpose of this paper is to apply a concept conceived by one of the authors (Dunin-Woyseth)
to status quo of Japanese urban design and reexamine the history of urban design in Japan. The concept
is that “hidden or invisible urban designers” such as planning legislation, taxation system, citizen’s
lifestyles and so on, have very much affected urban form throughout history.

We discussed in this paper, from historical and international comparative viewpoints, how Japanese
urban planning legislation, together with land problems, created, changed and even deformed the urban

built form of Japanese cities.

In the first chapter of this paper, first we categorized urban designs for the creation of urban built
form into three; namely structural or compositional urban designs, district or corner urban designs and
surface urban designs. Structural urban design is defined as the design and creation of trunk road
networks and major urban land uses in a city. Structural urban designs have seldom been realized in
Japan because of lack of effective comprehensive plan system in Japanese planning legislation. Good
urban built forms realized by urban design efforts in the last few decades are mainly those of corner
urban designs at small sites or surface urban designs for design of building- frontages and street
pavements.

And we explained briefly our concept of ‘the hidden urban designer’ in Japanese context for further
discussion.

In the second chapter we briefly described the history of Japanese urban design from above
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mentioned viewpoints.

We find that in the history of Japanese urban planning, good urban built forms of fairly large scale
have been realized only : (a) on exceptionally large vacant sites which were formerly occupied by large
facilities such as big factories, urban service plants or army bases, etc. (b) at new towns such as Tama
New Town where whole areas of land were acquired compulsorily. (c) in cases of reconstructions after
serious disease such as Tokyo by air raids and Hiroshma City by Atomic-bomb during the Second World
War and (d) in exceptional cases concerning ‘Royal matters’.

In legislating and enforcing town planning systems, there were and still are remarkable difference
in the background of planning between Japan and western countries, notably the land problems, including
high land prices, small size lots and ownerships, and the absolute and dominant power of landownership.
Even planning laws have been legislated and changed under the influence of the land problems. We
discussed in detail about this point taking up two planning methods introduced by the 1919 Town
Planning Act, namely ‘Kenchiku-shikichi-zosei Kukaku-seiri (excess condemnation)’ and ‘Kukaku-seiri
(land readjustment)’ as examples. We believe that in Japan urban planning legislation, together with
urban land problems, have been acting typically and powerfully the role of the hidden urban designers.

In the third chapter we concentrated the discussion on urban design in a new age; the information
age where, according to Kenji Ekuan, as there is no limitation with regard to physical and economic
side of building process, the creation of any shape is possible and at the same time the possibility of
falling into a mere confusion of variety of forms increases. We discussed urban design in the information
age in common Japanese cities under weak planning and building control suggesting a new concept of
urban ‘Yaminabe’ against famous ‘Makunouchi Bento’ concept in landscape design by Kenji Ekuan.
We believe a situation where every owner of individual site, sharing urban environment with owners
of neighbouring sites and knowing nothing about land use and building plans of neighbouring sites,
elaborate his plan for the ‘best’ use of his own site is nothing but ‘Yaminabe' party in which every
member can not assure what kind of materials and seasonings would be thrown into the stew pan by
other members. The ‘best’ use of individual sites, which in Japanese sense often means the highest
utilization of land, make serious and harmful influence on neighbouring environment and townscape and
it will inevitably return and have a ill effect on residential environment and amenity of individual site.

In order to enjoy a urban Yaminabe party and to expect good taste i. e. good urban built
environment, first we need to aware that we are joining the urban Yaminabe party, unconsciously
molding urban environment through using own building site. Second, we, members of urban Yaminabe
party, need to have a mutual agreement about what kind of urban built environment we wish to create

and about the way of cooperation for to do so.





