Ryue Nishizawa :Moriyama House


Post 1945 architecture in Japan was driven by the scale of the destruction of buildings during the Second World War. An estimated 4 million homes were destroyed and around forty percent of the built-up area in major cities. In Tokyo, by the end of the war, around half of the city had been destroyed. The Metabolist movements solution to a critical housing problem was around standardized modular designs. The movement’s vision was of buildings and cities being living, organic organisms that could change, evolve and grow as needed [Buxton,2017]. The advances in design and technology in the world meant building material choices could allow extraordinary designs in Tokyo such as the Nakagin Capsule Tower Building. Contemporary Architect Ryue Nishizawa project ,Moriyama House, reflects the Metabolist concepts of modular units that can evolve and change [Designingbuildings, 2017].     
The vision Nishizawa had came from working with the client. Moriyama was interested in demolishing the house of his late mother and building on the plot. He commissioned Nishizawa to do the work. Through talking together the vision of a  modern design was agreed. The designing of a series of cubes that stand like a self enclosed village in amongst a large built up area had become a leading piece of contemporary architecture  [Kotsioris, 2019].
As a contemporary architect Ryue Nishizawe designs were already known in Japan. Moriyama would be aware that the Japanese design principles are reflected in his work. Nature plays a large part in his designs. Being able to move without effort from the indoor to the outdoor and use the space in a variety of ways is reflected in the design of Moriyama House. Multi-generational living is reflected also in the design. The concept of communal living is deep rooted in Japanese culture and is an element that exists in the concept of Moriyama House. The idea of creating a community for those that live in the buildings by allowing both privacy or interaction by most spaces being open to different uses by the residents shows in the site layout [Public Delivery, 2019]. In 2005 Ryue Nishizawa built Moriyama house.
The area where the plot was is in Ohta-Ku in the centre of Tokyo. The pattern of urban design is typically Japanese [Viva, nd]. The house types are mixed, with apartments and family size homes. The plot of land that Nishizawa had to design for is small. Due to the population needs for houses, Japanese architecture often shows designs that have had to reflect the need for buildings in a dense area. 
Removing the barriers that exist in other houses where walls and doors are a barrier to the outside was important to Nishizawa. Once a person is inside their house there can be a disconnect with nature. Materials chosen in the building of Moriyma house were used to try and take this physical barrier away. Light can pass through the materials chosen. Although the surrounding area is made up of narrow streets it is the lack of physical barriers that makes the grid arrangement of corridors at Moriyama house different but connected to the overall surrounding area.
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Exterior of Moriyama House [Afasia, 2017].
The design has as a key feature adaptability. The buildings can change use and be flexible to the needs of the residents. A social outside area could be changed to a private courtyard if needed. More single use residences could be created or equally changed into family size units. A community feel can be created by the lack of physical boundaries but this could be changed by the placing of trees and plants if more private areas were wanted outside. 
When choosing Ryue Nishizawa to design his house Moriyama was choosing a contemporary architect. Connecting the building to the area it will sit in is shown in his work. Incorporating different ideas from other creative areas such as art is a important element of his work. He will look to other disciplines for ideas and collaboration. Nature is an important theme in his work. This is shown through the light that his designs allow, open spaces to be used whenever possible and plants and trees.
Japanese architecture has core design principles such as simplicity, harmony with nature and flexibility. Moriyama House consists of these design principles. Nishizawa architecture has been described as a living landscape.  He has worked collaboratively with artist Rei Naito to combine the concepts of the natural world, art and architecture. Teshima Art museum is an example of this type of collaborative work. The atmosphere of the surroundings of the building and the internal space should be connected so that people cannot notice a distinction between the interior and exterior of a building. The Japanese concept of Engawa can be applied to Moriyama House where a design creates a harmony between homes and nature [Lee, 2026]. This is created by the thin walls and glass, outside roof space, small gardens, alleyways and the way human activities are not limited to private interior space [Archweb, nd].    
The site consists of ten units that can be rented and the owner’s house. Each unit can be one to three storeys and occupy 290 square metres  [Architecture Tokyo, 2005]. The design reflects the chaotic fragmentation of land in large cities in Japan where land demand has meant  the need to redesign the traditional Japanese residence.
The idea that the building cubes can be used in a flexible way depending on the demands of who lives there may have been influenced by the way that, due to demand for land, plots in Tokyo have become smaller and smaller. What has happened is that original large family plots of land have become divided up, sometimes many times, to form smaller plots. This can be due to economic pressure such as inheriting a larger area and then not being able to afford to keep it as such a large family plot.  The building mirrors the areas fragmented design as its plot can be changed and adapted as needed. This means the city and building are mirroring the changes of use of the land over time. The white boxes that make up the design are independent and different to the other buildings in the city but are still very connected to the overall design and future changes the city may face. 
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There is no boundary to those who want to walk into the area. A person walking down the street can wander then into the alleyways between the units. This creates a sense of community for those that live in the units as they can use spaces to meet, read or socialise without any being private or a traditional enclosed garden or roof terrace. There is no front or back to the site and no set entrance or exit. As there can be free public movement around the units windows have been carefully planned to face inwards to allow light but also privacy where needed. The aim was that people living there can create a space they want to live in and their own experiences [Architecture Tokyo, 2005]. The design of the white boxes and outside areas mean a resident can gather to be social with others but also have an area for their own quiet reflection outdoors if needed [Dominguez, 2018].
The materials used in the buildings were chosen so that the feeling of space for people moving through the site did not feel enclosed. The units walls were of thin steel [Architecture Tokyo, 2005]. The flexibility of the site use is shown in the design by the way each unit can be changed to have a different use if needed. The configuration of the units can also be adapted to suit different sizes of families. Natural light through large windows helps connect the outside to the inside. This helps also to create the feeling of space. Some units allow a view all the way to the other side [Public Delivery 2019].
Nishizawa saw that alleyways often just formed a walkway connecting one building to another and he wanted his alleyways to be more than this. He wanted them to be used as communal areas that could be social areas for meeting or quiet areas for reflection. The design supports a way of life where outside and inside are almost the same.  “Tokyo was born as a village with fields, coexistence between nature and village. No boundary between inside and outside. There is a border but not like in the Western city” [Dominguez, 2018]. The tradition of communal space became more than this just being available in the design of Moriyama House but a concept of a flow between indoor and outdoor space that people could pass through without being aware. The idea that outdoor areas would be rooms used as much as indoor rooms and people could meet or be private in these spaces. Floor to ceiling windows help create this feeling as the light from the outside is also inside the buildings. 
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Aireal view of Moriyama House        Layout of site
 [Public Delivery 2019]
The Ohta-Ku district was already a mix of a variety of housing types such as single family homes, apartment complexes, triple storey houses. They are predominantly wooden structures of similar dimensions as either single or multistorey buildings.The area is dense and built up with a high concentration of buildings and people.  The building of Moriyama House was seen to bring a different scenery to the community that would enhance the city.  Although it stands out as a design for the area the position of the 290 square meter plot of land means it also blends in [Public Delivery,2019] . Two sides touch the street, and the alleyways are open to anyone walking along the street. There is a feeing of no physical boundaries [Dominguez, 2018]. The physical appearance is small. The ten separate buildings are between one and three storeys high. There is high housing demand in Tokyo with a shortage of central housing. Moriyama House provides six dwellings. This space is used by the owner in one and a further five rental apartments. The design fits into the landscape which is comprised of buildings built on narrow passageways. The houses in the area, due to financial pressure, have often been subdivided for multigenerational living or parts of homes sold to others. The design allows for the site to be added to or subtracted from while still keeping the basic site structure. The structure can house six different families, or one person so is very adaptable to economic and social change [Lee, 2026].
The need to incorporate nature and the feeling of the outdoors in an area that has a high density of buildings and people was important for the design. Nishizawa used the landscape of the plot and the surrounding area to allow for this. He looked at the atmosphere of the surrounding area already present that included the site and from that considered the new atmosphere that the new building would create. Access to natural light in the roof top areas provides a feeling of space and outlook. Trees and plants are used to break up the corners of the buildings and will provide shade. The small gardens and strips of vegetation help create a tranquil environment. There had already been a home on the site that had been demolished. Vegetation was planted on the site as part of the design. The small gardens mean individuals can plant what they would like so there is a variety of plants in the alleyways and gardens that help add to the feeling of being close to nature in a densely populated area. The rooftops are utilized with seating [Public Delivery, 2019].
Observing the use of the area by the people who live there and where the parts that worked well could be incorporated into his design meant there is a connection between the site and the area around. For example the shared use of any outdoor space by people to meet is used in Moriyama House. The Urban Void Program explored such concepts in 2005. It explored concepts such as private and public space, natural and artificial and what that means to people. Nishizawa was part of this research in 2005 and started the commission for Moriyama House during this time. Sketches made on visits to the site show the developing of the ideas of walkways and corridors outside but without physical boundaries. People can wander
 [Dominguez, 2018].
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Nishizawas field sketches on site [Dominguez, 2018].

[bookmark: _Hlk195290585]The different inhabitants who occupy units of the Moriyama house must live in harmony with each other, because the total space that the inhabitants occupy is very small, so they live close to each other. However, there is a level of privacy due to the windows of one unit never directly facing the windows of another. There is a flexibility for the person who lives here to have privacy but also lots of mixing with others in the outdoor space which flows with no set boundaries [Archweb,nd].  

Moriyama house has created a space that helps both direct while simultaneously giving residents the freedom to move about the space how they wish. There is a simultaneous feeling created of being part of the whole site, not just the residents own unit. Nishizawas design is both innovative in ideas and also demonstrates how the morphology of Tokyo influences residential design. It’s a piece of contemporary architecture that creates a connection with outside space through balancing light with large windows and thin walls that give the illusion of one continuous space. 
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