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A tuzzy boundary resembles, in a way, a forest. [...] A forest
is not made by planting trees or erecting buildings imitat-
ing trees or a forest. It is made by creating a space in which
transparency and opacity, the infinite graduation of shades
between black and white, and the feelings of being connect-
ed and separated are constantly and dynamically shifting
back and forth.¥f
To date, forest areas cover 67% of Japan’s total land, of which
19% is classified as primary forest, the most biodiverse form of
wild nature%. This significant presence played an essential role
in the development of Japanese culture, which is strongly char-
acterized by an entangled relationship with wild and uncon-
trolled nature. Forests have been historically seen as an ancestral
and spiritual site, especially due to the influence of Shintoism, a
religion that puts a particular emphasis on nature because any
mineral or plant, any natural element can house a divine enti-
ty. Ginko, Hinoki, and Cedar forests used to surround Shinto
shrines as protective rooms, the passage through which is part
of the spiritual experiencell. The immense forest area prompt-
ed the development of a wooden architecture that, grafting an
extremely unstable land characterized by intertwined cycles of
earthquakes, typhoons, floods, and fires, is based on yield rather
than on strength and hardness, typical of western constructive
cultures. An architecture with natural characteristics, such as an
extraordinary tendency to change and modification, that roots in
theories of impermanence, voids, the transient, the contingent,
and the precariousA.

The binomial architecture and forest, house and nature,
therefore, consistently connotated traditional Japanese archi-
tecture, which has been renewed several times over centuries,
encountering different experiments and evolutions L. Even from
alinguistic point of view, the word “home” is made of two kanji L :
“house” and “garden.” The blurriness between inside and outside,
between designed and not designed, between anthropic and nat-
ural, characterizes the Japanese conception of space. Instead of
a clear division between these two conditions, a series of inter-
vals, voids, disposals generate a porous, fuzzy and soft border ¥.
More than an imposition of a clear form, space results from the
design of the relationships between the parts. In 1930, Bruno
Taut wrote: “European architects remain in a world of forms,
even as they advocate modernism. They remain in a violent world
called form. On the other hand, Japanese architects have lived for
centuries in a world of relationships” [ . In the Kyokai, the tradi-
tional Japanese technique for articulating the space, many are the
disposals that explore the multiple borders between domestic
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space and nature. The engawa, for example, the Japanese veranda
literally meaning “edge side,” features a non-tatami mat flooring
made of wood or bamboo connects the rooms of the house to
the garden. Here, shoes do not have to be worn. Though it is an
exterior space, it possesses the comfort of an interior space, while
the interior possesses the openness of the exterior. This quality
of “between-ness” is not a third kind of space but rather a con-
tinuum between exterior and interior where the qualities of these
two zones merge and gradually transition from one to the other L.
Architecture is thus traditionally seen not as an individual
object, a shelter that would separate it from the environment T,
but as part of it, resulting from the relationships between heter-
ogenous and precise elements, designed and not designed, inte-
rior and exterior rooms. In this blurriness, experiments in which
domesticity results from the coexistence between anthropic and
natural have developed over time through different interpreta-
tions, challenging both the sylvan dimension of architecture and
the domestic character of nature.

PILLARS
Three hours by car from Tokyo, Pilotis in a Forest by Go Hasegawa
(2014) blends with the tree trunks of the densely vegetated for-
est of Kita-Karuizawa. “The project called for a compact indoor
space and a terrace to enjoy barbecues and other events. Doing
my best to leave the trees undisturbed, I decided to create a group
of pilotis in the forest. By making them tall enough so that even
when you are in the bottom section of the house, you can see
the trunks of the tall trees, I used the forest as the building’s
walls”¥ . A timber structure aerial space, clad in corrugated
galvanized sheeting, stands on nine steel pzlotis of 10x10 cm and
forms a platform in the forest canopy at the height of 6.5 meters:
the right one for framing the distant view over Mount Asama;
the right one for exploiting the shade from the canopy leaves in
summer and letting the light pass under in winter. A few years
after House in Nagano (2006), Hasegawa further investigates the
interaction with the forest, conceiving it as an integral part of
the domestic space. The site is located in a particularly humid
and rainy area: building on pillars and raising the house from the
ground to prevent floods is a common language. Go Hasegawa
decided, therefore, to stress this typology, test it through differ-
ent proportions, and explore the possibilities of designing the
space underneath as a hybrid dimension between architecture
and nature.

The house is divided into two sections connected by light-

Go Hasegawa, Pilotis in a Forest, Kanagawa, Japan, 2014.
Photo by Go Hasegawa & Associates.
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weight stairs echoing Kiyonori Kikutake’s Sky House (1958): an
open room in the ground and a closed one in the air. Underneath,
thin pillars and tree trunks frame a “slightly outdoor space™ ¥ :
a concrete soil open room defined by changeable borders, as in
a clearing. Above, nested between the canopies, a compact, low
loft-like volume — 1.8 meters from floor to beams at the lowest
point — accommodates a bedroom, bathroom, dining, and guest
room, with large openings that frame the forest in every direction.
The house does not establish a mimetic relationship with the
forest but explores a profound dialogic dynamic with it instead
through the drawing of careful proportions. Pilotis in a Forest
can be read as a sequence of rooms, vertically arranged in a deli-
cate crescendo of controlled boundaries: from the “in-between-
ness” of the ground floor room enclosed by tree trunks, passing
through the open oak deck, which filters interior and outdoor
spaces, to the compact and geometrical volume that opens to the
surrounding through framed and precise views.

ROOE
On the hillside of Atami, in the Shizuoka prefecture, Momoyama
House by Erika Nakagawa (2016) grafts an articulated topogra-
phy, where rocks and trees define the plot. The area is located
in front of a hairpin curve, which was once part of the moun-
tain. Due to the height difference, a retaining wall encloses the
site, punctuated by several rocks and trees. “Even if nothing was
built on the plot, it was surrounded by existing things, so we treat
them as the outer wall of a house that accepts whatever elements
[between] inside and outside to come in. [] It seemed a sufhi-
cient intervention to make just a roof” L. The house, in fact,
is developed through a simple gesture: the definition of a roof
and columns, some of which support the slab, some come out
merging with the surrounding, generating an ambiguity between
under and outer the covering, between interior and exterior spac-
es. The ceiling height of the large irregular and concrete roof,
supported by 14 pillars, is 4.5 meters. Underneath, a body-scale
living space, partitioned by glass and furniture, is conceived to
define a fuzzy border to welcome the environment inside. Erika
Nakagawa wanted to design a house made of an amalgamation of
interiors, surroundings, and distant mountain views.

The site, with its spontaneous vegetation and anthropic
traces, is here considered as an object trouve, a kind of ready-made
context that can participate in the definition of the domestic
space. During the process, in fact, the team approaches the pro-
ject through four categories in order to better balance a simple
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and sensitive intervention: exzsting materials (spontaneous vege-
tation, rocks, retaining walls); materials necessary for daily life (fur-
niture and miscellaneous walls); boundary materials (roof and
columns); environmental materials (textures and materialities).
Momoyama House presents a scattered plan, where trees,
ground, rocks, and retaining walls merge with the furniture, bed-
room, bathroom, tatami, and living spaces. Here, the natural and
spontaneous context defines unplanned rooms codified by the
simple roof intervention, concurring in the intentional ambigu-
ity of boundaries that allow future development of the house and
its evolution with natural and uncontrolled times.

PERIMETER
In the Chino forest in Nagano Prefecture, Villa in the Forest
by Kazuyo Sejima (1992-1994) clearly defines a curved perim-
eter inside a wild and apparently isotropic context. Two hours
north of Tokyo by car, the forest expands in all directions: trees
block the sun, the land’s topography is concealed, and direction
becomes irrelevantf A. The Villa is geometrically defined by two
non-concentric and pure circumferences intersected by five rec-
tangular volumes. “Given that the natural space is so uniform,
the geometry of the circle responded effectively to this condition,
where the directionality and context (the variation in each orien-
tation) are irrelevant”¥ L. Sejima designed a house with gallery
for an artist friend who wanted to have his remote refuge where
to host people eventually.

The Villa comprises two parts: the living space and the gal-
lery. Between the exterior and interior circles — 13.9 meters and
7.5 meters respectively for a 30-centimeter thickness — the living
area is divided into two floors, and the space freely flows with-
out fixed partitions. The interior circumference, eccentrically
moved from the center of the outer circle, hosts the painter’s
gallery, conceived as a covered patio on the ground floor. Five
functional volumes — the entrances, the laundry and the bath-
room — intersect the purity of the perimeter, stretching out in all
directions. Both circles are punctured with square or rectangu-
lar openings at different heights, which provide glimpses of the
forest or the house’s spaces. The interiors are finished in wood,
while everything else is white. The forest is here seen as an a-di-
rectional and continuous room, inside which it is impossible to
define a front and back. Sejima, therefore, chose a circular shape,
not for its formal perfection or its ideality of clearness but for its
supreme isotropic form.

In contrast to Pilotis in a Forest and Momoyama House,



Erica Nakagawa, Momoyama House, Shizuoka, Japan, 2016. Erica Nakagawa, Momoyama House, plan, Shizuoka, Japan, 2016.
Photo by Erika Nakagawa Office. Drawing by Erika Nakagawa Office.
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Villa in the Forest does not blur inside and outside. Conversely,
it clearly states a thick and precise boundary. The forest becomes
part of the project not literally but as an ordering and composi-
tional principle. While, on the one hand, the house grafts into it
in a sort of opposition, with its alien, white, pure shape, on the
other hand, it intercepts, on a conceptual and then formal level,
an extremely sylvan character: the continuity, the impossibility of
reading a rational hierarchy. In the maquette, part of the MoMa
collection since 1996, this idea is perfectly expressed through
the decision to represent the building as a small and round vol-
ume, with a white exterior wall, in an endless forest made of tri-
angular, identical, and lined up trees. In the model, the forest
occupies much more space than the house itself, which appears
remote and the only curve that intersects the continuous flows
of the woods.

Pilotis in a Forest, Momoyama House, and Villa in the Forest
question the sylvan dimension of architecture and the domestic
character of the forest through three fundamental and founda-
tional elements: pillars, roof, perimeter. Exploring the binomial
house and nature and interrogating both the physical and con-
ceptual intersection of architecture and forest, they challenge
the design as an act of defining a certain boundary. By hybridiz-
ing it, as for Pilotis in a Forest; by blurring it, as for Momoyama
House; by strengthening it, as for Villa in the Forest. Exploring
the coexistence between designed and not designed, anthropic
and nartural, these Japanese houses dialogue with the forest as
an operative and compositional dimension. A spontaneous and
mutable room, a ready-made space to graft, an a-dimensional
context to intersect.
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Kazuyo Sejima, Villa in the Forest, Nagano, Japan, 1994.

Photo by A. Blair.
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Kazuyo Sejima, Villa in the Forest, Nagano, Japan, 1994.
Photo by Shinkenchiku-sha.
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