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Statement of Conservation and Renovation for Modern Architecture in Japan

Louise Cox, President, International Union of Architects
Taro Ashihara, President, Japan Institute of Architects

Modern Architecture, the most important movement in architecture during the
twentieth century, utilized the technical innovation of reinforced concrete and steel
construction to expand beyond the restrictions imposed by conventional stone and brick
masonry construction to achieve rational design and function free of the decorative and
style-based philosophies of the past. In fact, it is reasonable to propose that Modern
Architecture was born from a new philosophy supported by advanced technologies that
generated innovative solutions to address evolving challenges in urban development
resulting from radical changes in social structure associated with increasing population
densities and housing shortages in cities following the industrial revolution.
Consequently, the Modern Architecture movement spread extensively worldwide in
tandem with the modernization of society.

Although the Modern Architecture movement is historically significant, a number of
important buildings benchmarking its evolution have been demolished without proper study
or concern for their preservation under a wave of economic expansion fuelled by advancing
technologies and practices in architecture, construction and building function. This has
been especially true in Japan, where many buildings have been declared unsafe and
demolished out of concern for seismic stability.

The demolition of buildings representative of the Modern Architecture movement is made
not only at great expense to local communities and culture, but also negatively impacts the
global environment. Until recently, the demolition of buildings in Japan due to economic
recession had been rare, although that number has been on the increase of late. In fact,
this year, many people were shocked to learn the Grand Prince Hotel Akasaka, designed by
Kenzo Tange in 1983, is now scheduled for demolition. This news is not only shocking
because of the building’s significance to the Modern Architecture movement in Japan, but
also because the building only has been in service for 27 years.

There is an aspect of Modern Architecture that advanced and innovative building features
tend to be emphasized most when it is first built, which in turn leads to the misconception
that the mission of Modern Architecture is complete when those features become obsolete.
On the other hand, it also appears practical to preserve these buildings through
maintenance and renovation utilizing current advanced techniques and exploiting the skills
and creativity of architects.

The UIA and the JIA hereby strongly express it is time to identify the cultural value of
Modern Architecture and support the conservation and renovation of representative
buildings to the benefit of society. Furthermore, the UIA and the JIA emphasize it is
essential to halt the demolition of these buildings and alternatively create sustainable
urban environments with the goal of promoting cultural continuity.
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