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INTRODUCTION

Japan is rapidly becoming the world’s next cultural superpower. In his
influential essay, socio-political writer Douglas McGray termed Japan’s
recent drive to produce hip products its “Gross National Cool”"—a
phenomenon Time Magazine defined as “pop-culture production.”
The economic powerhouse of the 1980s has refocused her energies
from mass production to design and popular culture, as the players in
the new era of Japanese cool—street-fashion designers, independent
filmmakers, indie record labels, artists of the “Super Flat” movement,
art galleries, DJs, restaurateurs and interior designers—gradually gain
international recognition.

The change first began in the early 1990s, when Japan’s “Bubble
Economy” collapsed. With massive budget cuts, the nation’s designers
were forced to re-evaluate the jarring landscape of huge, garish build-
ings left behind by the bubble generation, who aspired toward any and
everything extravagant, Western and international. Japan’s younger
designers retaliated by returning to their roots—and began exploring
traditional Japanese materials and architectural features, the use of
abstract new shapes and textures, as well as the “zen” garden land-
scapes that are so quintessentially Japanese.

Young interior architects, working hand-in-hand with up-and-com-
ing avant garde entrepreneurs, are today completely reshaping the
basic concepts of how contemporary Japanese eat, work and shop.
This new generation of businesspeople seized the opportunities that
came with the economic downturn—as rental fees, construction costs
and interest rates plummeted. Disillusioned with the false stability

offered by employment in the large corporations of Japan Inc, they



opted to establish their own businesses. These entrepreneurs capitalize
on Japan’s vibrant youth market and its fascination with newness and
change, as well as the recent IT revolution—in partnership with a new
generation of designers and architects—to redefine a national image
that was once deeply rooted in the rigid conventions of the workplace.
Unhindered by the barriers of tradition, the new Japan style has now
become synonymous with youth, hip and cool culture.

This volume showcases seven of Japan’s foremost interior architects,
whose diverse styles reflect the eclectic tastes of contemporary Japan.
Like all Japanese master craftsmen, they express their creative energy
through fine detailing and complex finishes. This high level of crafts-
manship is one reason why Japanese interior design is now state-of-
the-art. Whereas in the past Japanese design trends swung from one
extreme to the other—from thoroughly Western to old-style Japanese
models—contemporary designers now mix international influences and
traditional elements. Modern lighting and new technology are central
to the designs, but at the same time, the imprint of traditional Japanese
materials and aesthetic concepts is clearly seen. An example of this is
the use of spatial intervals. In a traditional tea garden, the path to the
teahouse was designed to help guests transcend their social back-
ground before commencing the tea ceremony. The use of distance in
many of the designs featured in this book is inspired by this traditional
Japanese concept of transcendence. Another concept is to minimize
demolition, even if it means integrating the less-than-aesthetic existing
elements or oddities into the design. This sets the younger generation

apart from many other Japanese designers.

The influences of fashion trends are seen throughout global society
today. In the world of interior design and architecture, flexibility and
changeability—qualities valued in the fashion industry—are now rated
above monumentality, which used to be the primary measure of good
building design. The interiors of many shops and restaurants in Japan
have to be renovated frequently so that they reflect the ever-changing
trends. To avoid having to demolish their own work so frequently, the
designers in this volume have decided to base their work on personal
ideals or abstractions that are relatively timeless—such as time, history,
abandoned submarines, a childhood experience. These concepts are
often discovered and developed through conversations and personal
relationships between the designer and the client.

All seven designers share a fairly “analogue” approach to materials
in this age of computer rendering and IT technology. It goes without
saying that every designer is concerned with materials, textures and
color but these designers have diligently pursued materials to a higher
level—researching industrial processing methods that allow for radical
applications of common materials and freedom in fabricating new forms.
Some also frequent the workshops of traditional craftsmen, hoping
to enlist their help in the design and production process, while others
scour demolition sites for materials to recycle. Some of the designers
have even traveled across foreign countries on foot in search of exotic
handicrafts, and applied their patterns to imported, non-local material.
This is a rather uncommon practice among Japanese designers but one
that has been found to be—ironically perhaps—far more inexpensive

than casting the patterns in Japan.
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real-life experiences worldwide. As a designer of restaurants and retail
spaces, he claims that he has no intention of designing form, which he
views as rigid, and is more concerned with creating ambience. He does
this by synthesizing elements such as the merchandise, the menu and
the services provided with the displays and furniture. His work is a
unique amalgam of the designer’s personal experiences, history and
culture as well as regional factors.

Mamiya strongly opposes the separation between exterior and
interior spaces, a preference adopted by many of his contemporaries.
Instead, the designer believes that “by obscuring the boundary lying
between the exterior and interior, such that they interfere with each
other, the silent exterior begins to narrate events happening within

and beckons passers-by to enter.”

Mamiya’s former studio was a statement of his working principle.

His studio was located in an area known as Minami-senba, historically

a warehouse-and-office district on the outskirts of town. He designed
a cutting-edge bookshop on the ground floor but blended it into the
landscape and history of the area. This single shop triggered the birth
of a hip new area with boutiques and cafés cropping up in former
warehouses and offices.

Mamiya stresses the importance of “happening”—a key word in
street culture—and talks about his ultimate goal as a designer. He
says, “| believe that design should bring happiness to people. The city,
with its architecture and interior spaces, can only begin to exist with
human presence. Our environment should create a harmony between
nature, society, architecture, fashion, art and culture. When sensitivity
to people, place and time is juxtaposed with a new genre of stimulus,
the design of a space is created. And more than anything, | would fike
my designs to conjure that indescribable joy that | myself experience

from the sight of people enjoying themselves within that space.”

Yoshihiko MAMIYA
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134 | Yoshihike MAMIYA






























g















EEEERREEEE
FEFEEERESE

SENENENEEDE |
FENEEEEREE|

EEEEEEEEEE(,
SENEENEEEE
TEREEREBE:
I-IIII--!

/

5




SEERERERE]

HE B B EEEN I . EEEE N











































164 Ichiro SATO







Takao Katsuta recently set up his own studio, Line, having become
independent from a design studio/metal furniture workshop called
Exit Metal Work Supply, which he co-founded with four colleagues in
1996, in an old house equipped with little else except a secondhand
welding machine.

Katsuta’s work can be best described as raw, edgy and hard—
qualities which he felt offered a creative solution to the limited bud-
gets of his clients, many of whom were similarly young and upcoming
in their respective fields. Together, designer and client scoured old
sites in search of weathered textures or some architectural elements
that could be integrated into one of their shop designs. Over the
years, some of Katsuta’'s clients, such as Number (N)ine and Frapbois,
have now become icons of Japan'’s youth culture. These clients have
commissioned Katsuta to design a number of highly visible projects
within and outside of Japan—including a shop in New York.




Craftsmanship skills, culled from years working in a furniture
workshop, allow for an attention to detail, and the use of unadorned
materials adds touches of elegance and warmth to his designs.
Calculated crudeness and untidiness are other signature elements
of Katsuta’s designs. His obsessive attention to detail and penchant
for overlaying materials may mislead us to imagine the designer as a
severely high-strung character but oddly enough, he is, in person, an
extremely amicable and mischievous individual. In fact he not only
delights his clients with his designs, Katsuta is constantly racking his
brains in search of the perfect joke or prank to entertain his clients
with, and his sense of humor is apparent in many of his projects.

Katsuta’s interest'in-design was first inspired by a part-time job

restoring antique furniture while he was in his teens. “I felt a great joy

in being able to transform an object into something to be appreciated

and used again.” Having also been an apprentice in a metal factory for

six months—during which he learned to haul raw materials and weld—
his initial, natural inclination was to build his designs in steel. “It was
fascinating to see how a sheet of steel can be transformed into a three-
dimensional object, a design on paper becoming a physical reality,” he
says. Now he chooses materials based on what each project requires.

Having begun his career designing furniture, Katsuta says that he
makes an effort to design retail spaces with the same detailed atten-
tion given to designing a chair. “At the initial stages of design, | walk
through the visualized design, beginning at the entrance, imagining
what a visitor may feel. | try to eliminate visually unattractive or non-
functional details before finalizing the design, in order to prevent it
from becoming superficial. My ultimate goal is to achieve a space
which echoes its own silence by overlaying materials, form and light.”
In reply to what he wishes for at the moment, Katsuta says he hopes

for free time—to design the perfect chair and to travel.

Takao KATSUTA
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