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The first photo I took in Tokyo

When someone ask me to describe my-
self with few words, I always say “I can 
adapt to anything”. I don’t know why, I 
think there are more incisive sides of my 
character, yet this is always the first thing 
that comes out of me. Perhaps this phra-
se remained in my mind when I bought a 
bag a few years ago, of net, in canvas, 
like those to go shopping, on the label 
was written: “I can hold anything, wi-
thout ever losing my original form”. And 
I thought: I want to be just like this bag. 
It was this spring, for the first time, that I 
thought that perhaps I did not know my-
self at all, that perhaps the phrase with 
which I have always proudly described 
myself did not really belong to me. The 
first impact with Tokyo was devastating: 
I did not understand her, she did not un-
derstand me. She totally escaped the 
preconceived logic I had of the city, of 
centrality, of planning, of rule. Even the 
simplest thing, orienting at the exit of the 
subway, became impossible: everything 
led to an inside, even more inside, which 
was still followed by an inside. If in the

MY FIRST IMPACT WITH TOKYO 

終わりのない街
introduction
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Western world to exit meant entering an 
open space, in Tokyo it simply meant en-
tering into something else. Every morning 
I woke up without getting out of bed, I 
had to get up from the floor. My window 
did not open, it scrolled sideways. After a 
while I got into the habit, leaving the hou-
se, to water the hydrangeas at the en-
trance of my neighbor, because I realized 
that in fact, its entry was the same as my 
entrance, that there was not a mine or 
yours, but an our to take care of. I was 
disoriented, but never scared. I walked 
a lot, I observed a lot. I marveled at the 
contrasts: 4 million people on a subway, 
and the prohibition of talking inside, and 
the diligence with which the rule was re-
spected. Google Maps showed me to be 
in the heart of the city, but around the-
re were only two-story wooden houses. 
Then I took a wrong way, and around the 
corner I found skyscrapers and the repro-
duction of the Eiffel Tower. It was a slow 
appropriation, but chaos gradually began 
to become familiar to me. Comfortable.

I left Italy with the idea of writing a per-
sonal diary, pinning the first impressions, 
imagining a continuous stream of con-
sciousness for the thousand visual sti-
muli I would receive. It remained empty 
until March 27th. Then, I do not know 
what happened during the night, but in 
the morning I write in the diary: “Tokyo - 
This morning I woke up at home.” And 
then nothing ever, never again a note or 
a sensation, only this awareness, as if 
was suddenly proved true, I can adapt 
to anything.
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ASSUMPTION

THE WHOLE IS GREATER THAN
THE SUM OF ITS PARTS

My thesis starts from the identification of 
a problem, the large use of land in Tokyo, 
and proposes as a solution an archi-
tectural strategy aimed at a creative and 
alternative use of space: building above 
the existing. The analysis that is done 
retrospectively is therefore completely 
focused on the application of this spe-
cific solution, going to break the analy-
sis-project temporal dogma. The analyti-
cal part intends to observe Tokyo as a 
city in the most complete sense of the 
term, deliberately jumping between phy-
sical and social descriptions, in order not 
to fall into the reductionism of classifying 
Tokyo as a simple sum of the two parts.
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To read its past to un-
derstand its present. In 
this chapter is made a 
brief excursus to outline 
what were the funda-
mental steps that made 
Tokyo the city that is to-
day, the most populated 
metropolitan area in the 
world. From the ope-
ning to the West, to the 
dizzying growth after the 
post-war destruction, 
to the breaking of the 
economic bubble of the 
80s; every factor has 
been instrumental in 
creating today’s Tokyo, 
transforming it both 
physically and in cha-
racter, making it possi-
ble that the largest city 
in the world was at ease 
in the smallness.

[1]
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It’s difficult to find a definition that can de-
scribe Tokyo in its entirety. In the collective 
imagination this Japanese city is a whole 
of neon lit building facades, overlapping 
faces and flow of people crossing roads 
disproportionate for the effective duration 
of the traffic lights. The real size of the city 
goes beyond the imagination, because 
impossible to be perceived by the hu-
man eye. The horizon line that the mind 
perceives as “end of the city” moves as 
you approach, until it reaches an infinite 
extent. There is nothing but city: the to-
tal built-up area of Tokyo exceeds 3000 
square kilometers. All this enormous ter-
ritory is extremely densely built, made 
up of high or mid-rise buildings, with 
no more empty space between them. 

THE never ending city 

終わりのない街
how tokyo became tokyo

The exponential growth of the city must 
be seen as its way of adaptation to the 
rapid sprawl of population, which has 
recently reached 38 million inhabitants, 
making Tokyo the most populated metro-
politan area in the world.

Scenes from the movie 

Lost in Translation, by 

Sofia Coppola 
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The rapid change that has invested Tokyo 
started at the beginning of the XX century, 
when the westernization push is stren-
gthened, initiated in 1868 with the Meji 
restoration after Japan opens its doors 
to the West, and Edo becomes the new 
capital of the whole country changing its 
name to Tokyo. From this moment Tokyo 
began an unstoppable and vertiginous 
race towards modernity, which led to a 
morphological transformation of the origi-
nal urban structure. Within a short time 
period Tokyo completely reshaped its 
cityscape. Population growth, driven by

EDO FACING MODERNIZATION 

江の近代化
how tokyo became tokyo

industrialization and strong internal immi-
gration, continues unstoppable, forcing 
the city to confront itself with problems 
that are difficult to manage regarding 
space issues (Sacchi e Mercuri 2004). 
The prefecture of Tokyo almost doubled 
its population in just over two decades, 
reaching 4 million inhabitants in 1920 
and 8 million in 1945 (Sacchi e Mercuri 
2004), becoming uncontrollable starting 
from ‘60s, with consequent repercus-
sions on the morphology of the city and 
on the conditions of life inside it, which 
began to become expensive and difficult.

Reproduction of the ancient Edo, 

unknow artist, Early 17th century
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Shibuya crossing, 1959 Shibuya crossing, 1974
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Tokyo HORIZONTAL EXPANSION

東京ホライズン エキスパンション
how tokyo became tokyo

 As a result, the major planning issue was 
to expand and intensify the urban area 
in order to accommodate rapid growth. 
The prefectures surrounding have rapidly 
developed as sub-urban area, inducing 
as a consequence a rapid land-use and 
land-cover changes (Bagan e Yamaga-
ta 2012). Tokyo faced the geographical 
constraint of the land in which stands: 
the impossibility of expansion of an 
island. The physical limits that characte-
rize Tokyo have forced the search for al-
ternative solutions to allow its expansion. 

On the one hand, the intensification of 
the railway network has facilitated hori-
zontal expansion, making Tokyo one of 
the mega-cities most oriented towards 
public transport; on the other, were thou-
ght solutions to maximize exploitation of 
the cubic square footage. Legislation au-
thorizing the subdivision of the property 
into smaller lots was promoted, and the 
height limits were radically raised, starting 
the unstoppable process of verticaliza-
tion of the city in order to make the most 
of the allowed cubing (Sacchi e Mercuri 
2004).

Tokyo urban growth, data 

taken from Made in Tokyo 
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Smallness became a direct consequence 
of the spatial constrain in which Tokyo tur-
ned, embraced in a positive manner not only 
as an aesthetic category, but as a survival 
skill (Radovic e Davisi 2012). Smallness has 
profoundly shaped the Japanese culture, 
exploiting scarcity as a challenge to find al-
ternative and creative solutions, appreciating 
the possibility of working with defined limits, 
seeing small as satisfactory. The problems 
that the modern Tokyo had to face were no 

CULTURAL APPROPRIATION OF SMALLNESS 

小企業の文化的適
how tokyo became tokyo

longer linked only to a question of size, but 
starting from the ‘80s also to financial nature 
issue. The economic bubble, which led the 
city to break all record with unprecedented 
levels of prosperity, broke out. The after ef-
fects was a skyrocketing land value, which 
also caused the consequent, progressi-
ve, downsizing of housing, becoming very 
common the redevelopment of large sin-
gle-family dwelling into small size apartment 
(Sacchi e Mercuri 2004). As a result of this 

compulsively division of land and a relati-
vely weak planning system, the city is a pa-
tchwork of various types of urban space and 
a high amount of variety of urban structures 
(Ackerl 2009). Tokyo is an incubator of diffe-
rent urban realities, which overlap and con-
trast, in a surrounding dominated by intensity 
and density, with some of the highest urban 
population densities in the world, with more 
than 20 000 people per km2 (Bagan e Ya-
magata 2012).

Previous: photos from The 

Japanese Art of Miniature 

Trees and Landscape, by 

Yoshimura & Halford, 1957

Next: Tokyo’s plot division 

through years from Tokyo 

Metaboliszing 
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Tokyo evolves as a living 
organism. The disasters 
of war and nature, and a 
particular building code 
that provides a life span 
of buildings of only 26 
years, make sure that 
the city is constantly 
changing. The nature of 
Tokyo has always been 
metabolic, of continuo-
us growth on multiple 
and different levels, 
where the boundaries 
blur and intersect each 
other. Every building is 
an island, changes wi-
thout worrying about the 
uniformity it has around, 
giving life to a varied 
skyline with contrasting 
heights and dimen-
sions.

[2]
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change belongs to tokyo nature 

化は東京の性質にする
tokyo impermanence

The foreigner who dive into the urban reality 
of Tokyo is subjected to a real visual trauma. 
The city grows in an infinite and chaotic ac-
cumulation of different buildings, but at the 
same time paradoxically similar. Roads and 
trainlines run over houses. Cars run ramps 
that go up on the roof of the buildings. Mini-
mum and enormous size chase and contrast 
each other (Sacchi e Mercuri 2004). Exactly 
as if I were on Lost in Translation’s set by So-
fia Coppola, the city presented itself to me 
as a text difficult to read, in which to under-
stand the differences it had to be deciphered 
and translated. My first step to understand 
was change the point of view: observing the 
city without falling into comparison with the 
European ones that I know. Western cities 
are based on “unchanging model”. In Japan 
the cities are based on a model of “change”. 
People’s lives evolve, and values too, and 
because they evolve, the idea of city evolve 
consequently (Kitayama, Tsukamoto e Nishi-
zawa 2010). The differences in the structu-
re of the cities can be seen as a reflection, 
first of all, of a profoundly social and cultu-
ral difference between the two worlds. If on 
one hand the western cities are based on a 
model of centralization, “the Japanese cities, 
buildings, garden, system, are all based on 
inwardness. This essential concept in the 

Japanese culture is translated as Oku, that-
literally refers to the “innermost”, laying at 
the core of a space, which is organized into 
multiple layers, similar to an onion, and give 
depth to a specific area (…) Since the Edo 
period Tokyo was multi-nodal, with ambiva-
lent centers and edges, made up of interme-
diate spaces with a particular order that posi-
tively values ambiguity and incompleteness” 
(Radovic e Davisi 2012). Tokyo is a moving 
city that evolves like a living organism. This 
characteristic also derives from its repeated 
history of tragic disaster (fire, earthquake, 
war), which forced it to develop a detached 
attitude towards the past, to reject melan-
choly and embrace change, seen in a posi-
tive sense as evolution. There is no real “old 
town” neighborhood in Tokyo, natural-and 
not disasters have destroyed everything that 
we classify as a material record of the ci-
ty’s past (Kitayama, Tsukamoto e Nishizawa 
2010). If the European city is comparable 
to stone - designed to exist longer than a 
man’s life - Tokyo is comparable to a flexible 
structure, able to change its layout according 
to the needs of those who live it. “As a result, 
the average life span of a house in Tokyo is 
a mere 26 years, the structures that form the 
landscape are likely to be completely diffe-
rent in just a couple dozen years” (Kitayama, 
Tsukamoto e Nishizawa 2010).

Images of construction 

site sheets, by Daniel 

Everett
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tokyo balance in contrast

照的に東京のバランス
tokyo impermanence

The flexibility in changing leads to a ra-
ther vague set of circumstances. The re-
sult we see looking at the Tokyo skyline 
comes from a series of processes inde-
pendent of each other. Tokyo is demo-
cratic. Respects everyone’s thinking and 
idea: every building is an island that has 
no concern for anyone. No one thinks of 
formal uniformity, therefore no one finds 
the types or height contrasts strange. 
“No one sees anything strange about 
a superhigh-rise building going up next 
door to a two-story wooden house. The 
city seems to have been created out of 
a series of structure that people built in 
any way they saw fit. It’s as if one of Ar-
chigram’s Instant Cities have sprung up 
on the other side of the globe” (Kitaya-
ma, Tsukamoto e Nishizawa 2010). For 
a stranger like me, one of the key quality 
of Tokyo is the ability to create a sense 
of balance and order in a scenario that 
is actually fragmented, an assemblage of 
independent buildings. 

Expiring the texture of the city, feeling the 
topographical change, seeing the scalar 
diversity of its elements, scanning the city 
like a series of frames, the only thought I 
had in mind was: everything is in its right 
place. The difference in scale is not to be 
understood in absolutistic terms, but is 
to be perceived in a relative and personal 
sense. Smallness or bigness has sense 
only in comparison with other. One of the 
features that makes Tokyo so charming is 
its natural predisposition to live of contra-
sts, finding in them a subtle balance that 
never results in conflict, but in harmony 
between all its different personalities. The 
everyday realities of Tokyo are made up 
of contradictions and juxtapositions, and 
that’s ok. The largest city in the world and 
the smaller plot of land; the most modern 
skyscraper and the old traditional shrine; 
the smaller residential homes and the 
large-scale shopping mall; high speed 
highways and roji large as a person’s 
shoulders.

Tokyo contrast in height, 

photo by Lukasz Palka.
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tokyo multilayer

東京多層
tokyo impermanence

Most of the buildings in Tokyo were built 
as surplus, over and above what was al-
ready existing, resulting thus as a system 
of overlapping historic urban layers (Kaiji-
ma, Kuroda e Tsukamoto 2001). It almost 
seems that in order to remain coherent 
with its non-order of the urban system, 
Tokyo translates the same non-order into 
its architecture. The Japanese multi-sto-
rey building contains within the most di-
sparate services, mixed together without 
any functional logic. Any particular buil-
ding of this cannot be specifically clas-
sified as architecture, or as civil enginee-
ring, city or landscape, but more like the 
sum of all these together. Atelier Bow-
Wow decided to name such situations 
of adjacency “environmental units”. “We 
are in a fluid situation, where rigid distin-
ctions such as between shallowness and 
depth or front and back, private or public, 
are easily overturned by a shift in the set-
ting of the ecological unit” (Kaijima, Ku-
roda e Tsukamoto 2001). Contemporary 
Tokyo situation is a crazy mixture of the

main-product and by-product of moder-
nization. The differences in scale and hei-
ght between the elements that make up 
the city have seen the creation of an unu-
sual skyline, characterized by holes, unu-
sed urban voids. Yoshiharu Tsukamoto 
define by-product as the gap between 
building born from the random juxtapo-
sition of them, resulting as dead space 
(Kaijima, Kuroda e Tsukamoto 2001). 
The challenge for a city like Tokyo, devoid 
of spaces in which to build, is to think of 
a creative and intelligent way to use the 
so-called by-products. This architectu-
ral category indicates spaces currently 
unused, urban voids to which the current 
attitude is a kind of void-phobia, which 
seeks to fill the gaps without paying par-
ticular attention to the real potential of 
the place. They often become the seat 
of vending-machines, paid parking or 
smoking area, thus not taking into con-
sideration the possibility of using them as 
tools for the future urban planning of Tokyo 
(Kaijima, Kuroda e Tsukamoto 2001).

Overlapping light cables /

Expressway patrol building, multilayer building

from Made in Tokyo.
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As we said, Tokyo has 
always been Metabo-
lic in some way. In this 
chapter two similar, 
but contrasting, archi-
tectural movements are 
compared: Metabolism 
and Void Metabolism. 
Along with the same 
aim -the overcome of 
the city limits- they look 
for the solution in diffe-
rent and almost opposi-
te ways, also validating 
the different historical 
period in which they de-
velop. If the one of the 
60s saw the potential 
of the city growth in the 
fullness, grewing accu-
mulating around a core; 
that  one of the ‘00 sees 
as potential the city of 
the voids, remained the 
only urban spaces that 
can still be colonized.

[3]
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If previously the geographical condition of 
islandness was known as Japan limita-
tion, after the dizzying growth of Tokyo in 
the post-war period, became known as 
Japan impossibility. The 1960s decade 
was a period of immense and unexpected 
faith, both from an economic and tech-
nological point of view, going to feed the 
dream of renewal and change that the Ja-
pan was looking for after the destruction 
of the bombs. The sudden growth of the 
population in Tokyo had as a natural con-
sequence the change of the historical 
morphology of the city, which in a short 
time doubled its original dimensions. 

overcoming limits with utopia

とのオーバーライジング制限
FUTURE : FROM THE CORE TO THE VOID

The city advanced inexorably, absorbing 
the available ground in every possible 
way, in order to respond to the new po-
pulation needs. As long as it was pos-
sible, Tokyo’s limits expanded horizontal-
ly, when the space was exhausted the 
city began its vertical growth, but soon 
it becomes clear that not even this was 
enough. In a short time, the archipe-
lago had run out of space. It became 
necessary look for solutions to the ur-
ban crises caused by Japan’s explosive 
economic growth and its unstable and 
scarce land (Koolhaas e Obrist 2011).

Haus-Rucker-Co, Installation Oasis no.7
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The utopian conditions of wellness and pro-
gress that Japan was living in those years, 
was like a fertile ground for equally utopian 
and avant-garde minds. A group of young 
architects, called Metabolists, were ready 
to transform what was felt as an insurmoun-
table limit, the lack of empty land, into an ar-
chitectural opportunity for a new impossibly 
growth. “If there is no more ground to build 
on, Metabolism will adapt and build its own 
ground” (Koolhaas e Obrist 2011). Riding on 
the global wave of hyper-engineering, the 
Metabolist utopia seemed possible. The an-
swer that the architects proposed to a city 
that was too densely populated, stucked 
between the sea and the mountains, seismi-
cally unstable, was simply to create a new 
surface, an artificial ground upon which build. 
The problem of the lack of soil was overcome 
considering the ground no longer as the only 
place in which built, but looking for new so-
lutions in every direction: on the land, on the 
sea, on the air (Koolhaas e Obrist 2011).“The 
group codifies its work and concepts in a 
short book that is something like a manifesto: 
Metabolism 1960: The proposal for New 
urbanism. They suggest a new architectural 
strategy: “buildings and cities must be able 
to adapt, grown, elevate, even float, if they 
are to survive the dual pressure of rapid mo-
dernization and inevitable natural change” 
(Koolhaas e Obrist 2011). The diversity of 
the personalities that composed the group, 
was equal to the sum of the different per-
sonalities of which Japan was composed. 
The Metabolists presented itself as a varied 
group of artists, intellectuals, architects, first 
of all Tange, followed by personality as Iso-
zaki, Kikutake, Kawazoe, Maki, Kurokawa, 
among which the common denominator was 
the overcome of Japan impossibility. 

“Metabolism is the name of the group. 
We regard human society as a vital 
process, a continuous development 
from atom to nebula. The reason why 
we use such a biological word, meta-
bolism, is that we believe design and 
technology should be a denotation of 
human vitality. We are not going to ac-
cept the metabolism as a natural histo-
rical process, but we are trying to en-
courage active metabolic development 
of our society through our proposals.”

METABOLISM

代謝運動
FUTURE : FROM THE CORE TO THE VOID

[4]
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FLEXIBLE AND exchangeable ARCHITECTURE

柔軟で更可能なアーキテクチャ
FUTURE : FROM THE CORE TO THE VOID

Immediately, flexibility and modularity be-
came key words in their design appro-
ach. The growth of the city had to take 
place through accumulation: a central 
tower functioned as a core, into which 
living units could be plugged, as capsule. 
“In their imagination the landscape of fu-
ture cities will be determined by a colos-
sal aggregation of individual unit space” 
(Koolhaas e Obrist 2011). It is not a coin-
cidence that the Caspsule Tower by Ku-
rokawa became the icon of Metabolism: 
144 capsules, prefabricated in a factory 
normally producing shipping containers, 
are plugger into two main cores, heral-
ding the era of moving and changeable 
architecture (Koolhaas e Obrist 2011). 
In the same years in Europe, the provo-
cative group Archigram, faced the same 
themes and proposed solutions similar 
for the growing cities. Peter Cook, with 
his project Plug-in City, imagined a city of 
the future consisting of a series of central 

cores to which were attached modular 
residential units as if they were plug-in 
attachable and removable elements. His 
thought has to be understood in a more 
extended sense of the single building, 
the concept of expandable framework 
had to be applied to the entire city: the 
megastructures contained residences, 
schools, services and transport, able to 
change and adapt to the needs of the 
city in evolution. “Imperative for Archi-
gram’s generation was to create ‘open 
ends’, an architecture that would express 
its inhabitants’ supposed desire for con-
tinuous change” (Sadler 2005). This tra-
dition of continuous change is deeply ro-
oted in the Japanese culture of building 
cities and buildings as temporary. An 
emblematic example is Ise Shrine, which 
is cyclically reconstructed every 26 years 
since 690 CE, and represents the quin-
tessence for Metabolism’s ethos of im-
permanence (Koolhaas e Obrist 2011).

Capsule Tower by Kurokawa, from 

Project Japan: Metabolism talks



46 47

void metabolism 

空隙代謝
FUTURE : FROM THE CORE TO THE VOID

Photo by 

Jan Vranovsky

However, the design approach of vertical 
spaces to support crowded horizontal urban 
density, it has not proved to be an effective 
solution. Over time, the design approach of 
the city has reversed its principles: if first the 
attention was placed in the addition, in the 
fullness; now is designed the city of empty 
spaces, paying attention to the city’s gaps as 
a potential strength for Tokyo’s future growth. 
Fifty years after the birth of the Metabolism, 
other architects, equally avant-garde but less 
utopians, reflected on the evolutionary and 
metabolic nature of the city, but declined in 
different terms. The urban regeneration of 
the ‘60s started for the Metabolists from the 
capsule, from its ability to be modified and 
renewed over time, and from the composi-
tion of vertical core. Instead, for Atelier Bow-
wow, the regeneration of contemporary Tokyo 
is not around a core but a void, referring to 
the left-over space between buildings. What 
they’re doing in the 2000s it’s also a way of 
metabolizing the city, it’s “void metabolism” 
renewing the city starting the urban absence 
(Kitayama, Tsukamoto e Nishizawa 2010). The 
particular conformation of Tokyo, composed 
of millions of isolated-buildings islands, wi-
thout formal homogeneity, with different and 
contrasting heights, has led to the creation of 
numerous urban voids between the buildings. 

“Tokyo, the largest city in the word in the one 
land, and the void and vacancy in the other 
land. In light of city’s specific urban condi-
tion of extreme density, scarcity of space, 
rapid transformation, and urban growth, why 
these urban voids were not used or even 
considered for alternative design?” (Jonas 
e Rahmann 2014) If Metabolism answered 
to the question of space by creating a new 
artificial ground on which to build, Void Me-
tabolism can exploit the same principle, but 
using the existing low-rise buildings as new 
ground zero for the urban community growth. 
“In a future of increased building density, the 
current ground floor, concerned as base of 
the ordinary urban experience, could be shi-
ft on above high-rise buildings, opening to 
an innovative and alternative urban vertical 
expansion of filling the existing voids” (Jonas e 
Rahmann 2014). Alison and Peter Smithson’s 
thinking about the As Found principle, can be 
considered as a starting point for the design 
approach of the contemporary city. Whereas 
we relate to an already extremely build urban 
reality, rather than an environment with new 
development, one of the great challenges fa-
ced by today’s architects is the creative han-
dling and inspiring transformation of such ar-
chitectural remains (Klanten e Feireiss 2009).
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The answer to all the 
problems of the city, lies 
in the city itself and in the 
people who live there. It 
is therefore important 
to take a step beyond 
the physical dimension 
of Tokyo, to try to un-
derstand more closely 
the people within it, to 
understand the sense 
of community that dri-
ves them, intended as a 
sense of belonging and 
responsibility towards 
the place in which they 
live. In this chapter I give 
voice to people’s ability 
to design the surroun-
ding space spontane-
ously, simply by living 
it. Emphasizing the po-
tential of a bottom-up 
participatory planning 
instrument, called in Ja-
panese Machizukuri.

[5]
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JAPANESE BELONGINGNESS TO THE CITY 

日本の都市への緊張
be part of something bigger

To generate a project capable of respon-
ding to the new needs of Tokyo, both in 
terms of land use and social spaces, it is 
first necessary to understand “how in one 
of the densest cities in the world, residen-
ts feel belongingness to the city” (Padron 
Rodriguez 2018) . The sense of commu-
nity is a very strong feeling in Japanese 
culture, even if it differs from the western 
common meaning. Here the collectivity 
is not composed of single individuals, 
but each person contributes to a bigger 
purpose, the one of the community. As 
a result, the opinion and characteristic 
of each of the individuals get diffused 
into the group, creating one single ele-
ment (Inoueu 2007). This difference in 
the meaning comes out clear from the 
fact that there is no Japanese word that 
means community, in the meaning we 
commonly known. The most widespread 
one is “Komyuniti”, which is a phonetic 
translation from English, written with the 
characters of katakana. Setsu Inoueu, in 
his “A study of Japanese sense of com-
munity”, try to find out what could be the 
original Japanese words comparable to

the western denotation, analyzing the 
terms Shakai and Seken. The two have 
similar but not same meanings: the first 
can be simply translated with “society”; 
the second one has a more complex 
acceptation, which cannot be reduced 
in simplistic terms to “collective”, but that 
include also a sense of responsibility and 
attachment to the space they live (Inoueu 
2007). The sense of belonging to the 
community is also part of Japanese heri-
tage for the historical events that have af-
fected the country. The numerous series 
of destructions that struck Japan during 
the last century, both naturals and belli-
cose, meant that a stronger relationship 
developed within the community, seen 
as a safe and reciprocal helpful place in 
case of need. People living in the area of 
the city which survived the destruction, 
are very concerned about preserving 
what is left, feeding a strong sentiment 
for this living heritage (Padron Rodriguez 
2018). This sense of belonging to so-
mething bigger, allowed citizens to be-
come more aware of their city, and en-
couraged them to promote a new kind of 
urbanism participation called Machizukuri.

Local festival celebration, by Lukasz Palka
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The idea of architecture dropped from above has often been 
unsuccessful. What was imposed by architects and designers 
after careful and thorough analysis was often modified by tho-
se who had no knowledge of the subject, but had knowledge 
about the place inhabiting it. What was the problem? What 
was not taken into consideration by the architects? Maybe 
the non-predictability of people, the idea that the project is not 
deducible from a mathematical formula, the idea that we will 
never reach a correct answer, but perhaps the most appro-
priate way to approach it is by observing the habits of people 
living the space around them. This kind of approach belon-
gs to a wide architectural thought, developed parallel to the 
emergence of Metabolism in England, where architects such 
as Cedric Price, the Smithson and the Team X emphasized 
the necessity of architecture as a question of time and not 
just as a question of space, proclaiming the need of a more 
appropriate connection between the city form and its psycho-
logical and social needs (Koolhaas e Obrist 2011). For the 
first time, non-objective factors of the city are considered, as 
a complex system which also includes personal experiences 
and the social dimension. It’s called everyday urbanism, and 
address the attention toward the residual, the voids, the frag-
ments and the empty space of the city, learning how to look at, 
describe and finally design them. The analysis of the society 
and how space is spontaneously produced by it, can help us 
to understand how the urban voids of Tokyo can become sha-
red resource for the people, rather than individual properties.

space designed by people  

人が設計した空間
be part of something bigger

The indipendent group, promoter of everyday urbanism

 E. Paolozzi, P. Smithson, A. Smithson, N. Henderson.
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Machizukuri 

まちづくり
be part of something bigger

Machizukuri has to be mean as a bot-
tom-up participatory planning instrument 
(Jonas e Rahmann 2014), where the lo-
cal resident work in cooperation with the 
government to make their place attractive 
and appropriate to live in (Evans 2014). 
The term Machizukuri derives from the 
union of two different words: maki + zuku-
ri. The first one can be translated as “city”, 
not only in its physical meaning, but in a 
broader sense as a place in which social 
interactions take place; the second word 
is instead the gerund of the verb to make. 
In general, therefore Machizukuri can be 
understood as the will of citizens to create 
their community, not simply relying on go-
vernmental decisions but involving the lo-
cals in the planning. The origin of the term 
is ambiguous and vague. Its spread starts 
from the post-war period, when the chan-
ges in the city become substantial and

people start to be aware about the right 
to decide their lifestyle. Strong communi-
ties started to get formed to express their 
opinion about city planning, an example 
is the case of the University of Kunitachi, 
which together with the residents gave 
life to a participatory planning for the de-
sign of a quality area where to live, for 
this occasion the term Machizukuri was 
published for the first time by the pro-
fessor Shiro Masuda in one of his arti-
cle (Padron Rodriguez 2018). From this 
moment the term slowly begins to enter 
the bureaucratic decrees. Until 1922 ci-
tizen’s participation was implemented, 
however it was always considered more 
a suggestion than a real decision, but 
with the introduction of the Amendment 
Law Machizukuri became a reality in 
Tokyo, and every city decision should be 
done through public participation. Photo by Nguan
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The first risk to avoid in 
observing a culture dif-
ferent from ours, is the 
presumption of knowing 
it comparing with ours 
for the things they have 
in common, or tho-
se that do not have in 
common. In this case, 
describing the Japane-
se public spaces with 
the meaning that we 
Westerners give. In this 
chapter I tried to do the 
opposite, I asked myself 
the question “Where do 
people meet in Tokyo?” 
and I tried to answer-
simply by observing 
their habits and beha-
viors. The deduction I 
have reached is that it is 
not possible to draw a 
clear boundary betwe-
en what is public and 
what is private, and that 
the street is the main 
place where social inte-
ractions take place.

[6]
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Playing on words by deduction: urban 
density is urban intensity. Urban intensity 
is about people intensity. People are whe-
re they need to be, or where they like to 
be. Consequently, the urban is the place 
where meaningful social activities, con-
versations and intense experiences take 
place. That’s why, among the many con-
trasts of Tokyo, this is the one that surpri-
ses me most: the most populated city in 
the world, and at the same time one of 
the most lacking of public spaces. If in the 
collective imagination Tokyo is synony-
mous with extreme urban construction, 
lack of free land, is it possible that in all its 
square kilometers of extension there is no 
space for public social interaction? Isn’t 
the city, according to Lefebvre, the spa-
tial projection of society on the ground? 
(Lefebvre 1991) Where do people meet 
in Tokyo? The intense use of land and 
a basic cultural difference in the living of 
public spaces, mean that in Tokyo a small 
percentage of the total area is dedica-
ted to parks, or more generally to public 
spaces: only 6.3%, compared to 24% 
of New York (Sacchi e Mercuri 2004). 

Densely built / poorly lived

密集している/不十分に住んでいる
focusing on people behaviour

Residential 

Commerce 

Public
Space 

Other

Land use in Tokyo central wards, from Tokyo Me-

tropolitan Government, “Tokyo Land 2014 (land-re-

lated data)” (October 2015).

Private land 17.8 km2
Total 42.2 km2

A few big parks have been introduced 
during the Meji restoration, but the majori-
ty of public spaces are a miniature niche, 
almost hidden in the urban texture (Ra-
dovic e Boontharm 2012). Furthermore, 
the vertical growth that has invested the 
city in recent decades, has not helped 
to enhance the few open spaces left, 
forgotten by the development processes 
of the city, more focused on large-scale 
interventions. New strategies for the de-
sign of public spaces are needed, and 
the residual space of the city has to be 
considered as a possibility in the future 
urban planning (Radovic e Boontharm 
2012). 

From Somewhere to Elsewhere 

by Lukas Korschan 
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A strategy of this kind is difficult to 
apply in a city where the boundary 
between public and private is blur-
red. So probably the most correct 
question to ask before start is: 
“how does the density and the 
intensity relates with public and 
private space in Tokyo?” (Radovic 
2013) Growing up in a completely 
globalized Western world, has li-
mited my views on the rest of the 
world not completely Westernized, 
using certain terms without thin-
king, assuming that the meaning 
that I attribute to a particular word

is the same even for a person who 
has grown up in a cultural context 
different from mine. Public is one 
of such words. In my imagina-
tion the concept of public makes 
sense if in opposition to the con-
cept of private, thus indicating a 
knowledge, a good, a space sha-
red with people who go beyond 
the narrow family circle. But the 
fact that the Japanese language 
does not have a word equiva-
lent to the term public indicates 
absence of, or at least an unu-
sual situation with, that concept. 

translating public in japanese

日本人の
focusing on people behaviour

Public interest in Japanese cities 
is a contentious issue, that goes 
to touch deeper issues, belon-
ging to their culture individuality 
(Radovic & Boontharm, 2016). 
The conception of public space, 
as it is conceived in Europe, does 
not seem to belong to Tokyo. The 
parks and squares are dissocia-
ted from their idea of public lives, 
and even if we’d tried to impose 
this approach, they would not un-
derstand how to use them. Con-
sequently, the design of spaces 
for the community must first of all

pass from the knowledge of their 
culture, habits and needs. With 
the change in the society, the tra-
ditional park and classic square 
may be obsolete, as they are not 
fitting for the needs anymore. New 
ones need to appear, more focu-
sed on being polyfunctional, so 
they can attract new people. The-
se spaces could be open space, 
or buildings, or both, allowing 
the residents to feel closer to the 
community (Radovic e Boontharm 
2012).

Blurred boundary between public and private, photos taken by the author 
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How people use public space, by Lee Chapman

Since my arrival in Tokyo, I understood 
that my foreigner’s eye saw differently 
from the local ones. Perhaps the value 
of my words does not lie in discovering 
something new, but more in pointing to 
some maybe obvious but overlooked 
facts (Radovic 2013). For example, what 
I have understood, is that In Japan the 
lack of open spaces creates the need 
for using other spaces as a community 
focus, social relations take place inside, 
in the space left free, in the streets, in 
small-scale spaces. There is an ambi-
guous border between public and private 
realm. The urban setting emerges spon-
taneously from a collaboration between 
public, private and nature. In the West 
there is always an intention behind desi-
gn, in Japan spaces like this are ad hoc 
creations, in which public and private leak 
into each other (Radovic e Boontharm 
2012). If what Bagnasco writes in “Traces 
of Community” is true, that cities and ro-
ads are in fact two aspects of the same 
reality, in Japan this affirmation is fully ap-
plied. Tokyo feeds on movement, but also 
organizes and produces movement; and 
the street, together physical and social 
reality, does not join only distant points of 
the city, but develops and regulates an 
internal movement made of interactions 
and social exchanges (Bagnasco 1999).

Tokyo Jiyugaoka, diagram of where people meets
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“MEASURING THE NON MEASURABLE”

都市の感性

“The city is a settlement with a soul” (Ra-
dovic e Boontharm, 2016). The design 
approach that I try to achieve, start taking 
into consideration most of all his soul. My 
research begins from a careful study of 
the work done by the International Keio 
Institute of Architecture and Urbanism on 
a definition of the urban in a non-reducti-
ve way, but in a qualitative term. Measu-
ring the Non-Measurable: Tokyo Deri-
vè is the result of researches conducted 
by Professor Darko Radovic and an in-
terdisciplinary team among architects 
and urban planners, whose efforts were 
to analyze the city as a whole, seeking 
the sense of what Levi-Strauss named 
“total social act”- a system of interpreta-
tion accounting for the aspects of all mo-
des of behavior simultaneously, physical, 
physiological, psychical, and sociologi-
cal (Augè 1998). The term “measurable” 
in the title is intended to be a provoca-
tion. “An important aim of the project is 
to challenge the unsustainable schism 
between “measurable” and “non-mea-
surable”, combining at methodological 
levels standard research practices with 
emerging sensibilities” (Radovic 2013). 
The approach aims to describe the 
city in the Lefevrian entirety of “oeuvre”,

developing a new design vocabulary 
that takes into account not only numeri-
cal and objective data, but also includes 
behavioral qualities of the city. If Tokyo is 
the product of the people that inhabits 
it, it becomes fundamental for its urban 
improvement to include subjectivity, dif-
ficult to measure but important in order 
to answer the social space needs ef-
fectively and functionally. This design 
approach is similar to the method de-
veloped by Lefebvre as “Rhythanalysis”, 
and subsequently resumed by the Atelier 
Bow-Wow with the concept of “Beha-
viorology”. In both cases the object of 
interest is the relationship between the 
subject, the time and the space: the 
behavior that an organism assumes in 
adapting to a given environment, or in 
our case the relationship between the 
human being, the architecture and the 
surrounding environment (Escher e Ko-
mura 2013). The aim of this research is 
to understand how space is produced 
by society, how in everyday life people 
take possession of the space around 
them to meet their needs, generating 
unplanned habitats and spontaneous 
activities (Radovic e Boontharm, 2012). 

*

focusing on people behaviour

Title from the workbooks series “Mn’M” by co+labo* [7]
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The understanding of Tokyo pos-
sibility in filling the empty space 
in height, start from the approach 
with SmallTokyo — a collection 
of essays edited by Darko Ra-
dovic and Davisi Boontharm. 
Through different theoretical len-
ses, the book brings to light how 
two aspects live alongside one 
another in Tokyo: that of irreplace-
able largeness of the city, and the 
ubiquitous presence of the small 
(Liotta 2012). The book demon-
strates how this particular condi-
tion of intimacy, is rediscovered 
culturally in small spaces in Tokyo. 
Micro public spaces are as spatial 
condition capable of generating 
a stronger sense of community, 
stimulate the social interaction, 
and generate positive psychologi-
cal effect. Why then not look for 
this sense of community in the 
urban gaps between buildings? 

possibility in skyline void

スカイラインボイドの可能性
FROM THE NEED TO THE PROPOSAL

If, as we have said several times 
before, the lack of a precise plan-
ning system has led to the emer-
gence of a manifold skyline in 
Tokyo, where the heights of the 
buildings differ and contrast each 
other, new building settlemen-
ts starting from the empty height 
could be an alternative architectu-
ral strategy. If the architects of 
the past were called to rebuild, 
those of the present are called 
to modify the one already built, 
using the existing limits as stimu-
li for creativity. In response to city 
changes, new social movement 
are already emerging in Tokyo, in 
which people reoccupy and rein-
terpret small urban places crea-
ting new form of hybrid spaces 
that support diversity and creativi-
ty (Radovic e Boontharm, 2012).
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build above the existing 

存のビルドより上に構築する
FROM THE NEED TO THE PROPOSAL

The solution I propose in this research 
to the problem of land consumption can 
be the application of an urban planning 
policy aimed at densification, thus con-
trasting the uncontrolled expansion of 
the city (Papa 2012). Reading Tokyo for 
what it already is, an overlay of layers be-
longing to different times and typologies, 
what can be done is to intensify the actual 
architectural stratification by filling the exi-
sting urban gaps with new settlements, 
called to meet the needs of an evolving 
society. This type of vertical expansion 
of the city can be read as a stimulus to 
promote diversity in ways of living and 
inhabit residual spaces, breaking down 
the most conventional barriers of the hu-
man settlement (Minero 2012). Starting 
from the attention to the existing, in the 
case of Tokyo from the low-rise buildin-
gs, which flanked to the skyscrapers or 
those of large dimensions become empty 

space on which to build new possibi-
lities. As Pippo Ciorra specified in the 
introduction to his MAXXI exhibition, 
the new challenge must be “to build on 
around inside above, inhabit the exi-
sting instead of building, re-naturalize 
instead of re-urbanize”. Whit this project 
I try to demonstrate that a creative use 
of residual space is the key for new ap-
proaches, for live the city of the future. 
The analysis that will be reported in the 
following pages has been made retro-
spectively, starting with the intention to 
find a concrete application to this specific 
architectural strategy, going to break the 
analysis-project temporal dogma. After 
an overall observation of Tokyo, and the 
characteristics that distinguish its neigh-
borhoods, I found in the district of Aoya-
ma the optimal conditions for the build-a-
bove application, which will be developed 
more in depth in the following chapters.
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reference : 
Raise without weighing on the existing 

存の重さをやすことなく上げる
FROM THE NEED TO THE PROPOSAL

Hanok vertical extension

by CoRe Architects

The elevation project was carried out by 
the CoRe studio in Seoul, South Korea. 
The request was to create an additional 
space to the present one, to be alloca-
ted to book coffee and office. The pro-
blems with which they had to approach 
were related to the ancient nature and 
the lack of resistance of the hanok. The 
expansion project clashed with the will to 
keep the pre-existence unchanged, pre-
serving the traditional wooden structure. 
The design strategy adopted was that of 
making the new volume float above the 
previous house. The structure stands 
on steel pillars, thus presenting itself as 
a structure independent from the exi-
sting one. The result is an intervention 
in which old and new blend in a balan-
ced way, the ancient hanok has kept 
its shape and make balance with the 
modern architecture at the same time. 

Facade of the elevation, where the two volume are visible, from Designboom
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didden village

by MVRDV

reference : 
platform as a container

ナとしてのプラットフォーム
FROM THE NEED TO THE PROPOSAL

The contrast declared with the existing, from Archdaily

The project is located in Rotterdam, and 
arises from the need of the Didden family 
to expand their home-atelier. What MVR-
DV proposes is a rooftop expansion that 
create a crown on the top of the existing 
building. The extension is an example of 
the growing trend to exploit the urban 
roofscape for new living and working 
spaces (Archdaily). The raising project 
is designed as a rectangular platform of 
the same size as the roof, a container of 
architectures and situations. The negati-
ve space, residual from the houses with 
bedroom functions, become the place of 
outdoor activity, making the project similar 
to a rooftop village. The last trick to ma-
king the project even more original is the 
blue color, which indicates a clear division 
between what is old and what is new.
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reference : 
fill the gaps between buildings

建物間の隙間を埋める
FROM THE NEED TO THE PROPOSAL

Breathe

by SO-IL

This project belongs to an initiative called 
“Mini Living: big life small footprint” with 
the aim of encouraging the creative use 
of space into real solution suitable for 
the present overcrowded cities. Nestled 
between two industrial buildings, in an 
unused plot in Milan’s Tortona District, 
the challange for the SO-IL firm was to 
give new life to those 80 square meters 
of space in an innovative way. The archi-
tects “examine the in-between meaning, 
with a minimal eye and a daring sense 
of exploration in texture and proportion. 
The result is a poetic statement set 
against the backdrop of urban concrete 
and brick“ (Mini Living). The use of a tex-
tile layer as a skin allows to make blurred 
the boundary between what is public and 
what is private, reinforcing the relation-
ship between the inside and the outsi-
de, conceived as part of the same entity. 

From Mini Living
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reference : 
stack buildings over the buildings 

の上に建物を積み重ねる
FROM THE NEED TO THE PROPOSAL

tokyo apartment

by Sou Fujimoto

Photo by Jonas Aarre Sommarset

The project is located in a low rise subur-
ban neighborhood of Tokyo, and pre-
sents itself as an elementary  answer 
to the lack of space: a pile of houses. It 
is a four blocks dwelling, looking like a 
child’s drawing of a house, which vary in 
size, going to host an entire apartment, 
or single rooms. The concept has been 
compared by Fujimoto to a mountain, 
where the pitched roofs play the role of 
stairs, giving the occupants the sensation 
of climbing (Julian Worrall). The project 
has a very strong imaginative power, if it 
were not really built, it would have been 
an utopian idea, but instead found a real 
application in an open and experimental 
country like Japan. Starting from a limit, 
the high urban density, the project is a 
solution to overcome it, with an alternative 
architectural strategy that sees the over-
lapping of dwellings on the same plot.
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After the definition of 
the problem and the 
proposal of a solution, 
begins the application 
of this starting from a 
more specific analysis 
of the physical and mor-
phological conditions of 
Tokyo. In this chapter 
we start with a general 
vision of Tokyo, up to 
enter more specifically 
about what is the distri-
ct and the area selected 
for the application of the 
project. The zoom-out 
application allow to take 
a step back, conside-
ring not the single archi-
tecture but the context 
that define it, and which 
in turn defines (Escher e 
Komura 2013). 

[8]
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tokyo districts

東京都
the zoom-out: URBAN ANALYSIS

The variety of Tokyo made leads to the creation 
of proportionate various communities and diffe-
rent levels of social participation. To clarify the di-
visions within the city, we can rely on those made 
by the Government of Tokyo, each of which has 
influenced the type of community created inside. 
Tokyo is divided in 23 wards, 26 cities, 5 towns, 
8 villages. Each ward is in turn divided into neigh-
borhoods, here is where the community get for-
med. The neighborhoods are divided into blocks 
called Chome. The streets don’t have a name 
and each of the blocks are numerated. Each of 
the numerated block is considered a community 
in official terms. The last degree of division tran-
slates into Chou Nai Kai, neighborhood associa-
tion involved in the organization of community’s 
activity (Padron Rodriguez 2018).
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aoyama 

青山

For the choose of the place where to develop 
my architectural project, I relied on the advice of 
those who had more knowledge of me about it, 
my co-adviser Japanese architect Kengo Kuma. 
After exposing my design intentions, he sugge-
sted to me the Aoyama district without hesita-
tion, a perfect example in which find contrasts 
in the heights of the buildings, and apply the ar-
chitectural strategy of filling the urban gaps. The 
area is located between Minato and Shibuya 
and has seen its popularity increase over the 
years thanks to a reconstruction and valorization 
project of 1964 in view of the Tokyo Olympics, 
where the main street Aoyama-dori, then only 
22 wide meters, it was extended to the current 
width of 40 meters. It is an extremely young and 
creative neighborhood that has started in the 
last years to attract emerging artists, becoming 
a ground for creative development of hybrid li-
festyle, where the layering of functions leads to 
living a slow life and combine work, private life 
and social interaction. This unconventional en-
vironment, open to innovation, motivated me to 
analyze deeper the area, in order to find the best 
low-rise building-plot in which apply my parasi-
te-architecture.

the zoom-out: URBAN ANALYSIS
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From a morphological point of view the di-
strict is flanked on three sides by Tokyo’s 
main hub of neon and social life - Shi-
buya, Shinjuku and Roppongi - and is di-
vided into two distinct areas: Kita Aoyama 
to the north and Minami Aoyama to the 
south. The road that marks the boundary 
between the two is Aoyama-dori, which 
along with Omotesando-dori, its perpen-
dicular, is the main street. Here the con-
trasting and varied skyline of Tokyo rea-
ches one of its apexes. The two streets 
are flanked by buildings made by famous 
architects, of great size and height, whi-
ch create a barrier to the buildings that 
develop behind them. In the same nei-
ghborhood coexist streets of 30 meters, 
linear, lined with skyscrapers; and streets 
of just two meters, twisted and convolu-
ted, surrounded by low-rise buildings of 
few floors. Aoyama is a meeting point: 
the variety of people who stroll around 
is proportionate to the mix of functions 
and height that the buildings can offer. 
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Using an approach si-
milar to the one found 
in “In Search of Urban 
Quality”, the district of 
Aoyama is divided into 
layers, each of which is 
classified according to 
its intensity in bigness 
or in smallness (using 
Rem Koolhaas’s appro-
ach defining XL, L, M, 
S, XS), allowing to make 
even more evident the 
variegated patchwork of 
which is composed the 
urban fabric of Tokyo.

[9]



XL

L 

M

S

XS

701 - 29000 m²

323 - 700 m²

181 - 322 m²

40 - 180 m²

2 - 39 m²

de-layering 
building area 

建築エリア
intensily big / intensily small

n



XL

L 

M

S

XS

16 - 35 m

6 - 15 m

3 - 5.9 m

1.5 - 2.9 m

0.9 - 1.4 m

de-layering 
street dimension 

ストリトディメンション
intensily big / intensily small

n



XL

L 

M

S

XS

13 - 25 floors

9 - 12 floors

6 - 8 floors

3 - 5 floors

1 - 2 floors 

de-layering 
building Height

建物の高さ
intensily big / intensily small

n



de-layering 
URA / OMOTE

バック 前面
intensily big / intensily small

The contrasting nature of Tokyo ma-
nifests itself once again in opposing 
what is front (Omote) from what is back 
(Ura). The main roads have this appel-
lation, in addition to their size, also by 
the presence of big scale building, the 
emblem of fashion and capitalism. Such 
constructions are in sharp contrast with 
the Ura (back), that develops behind the 
large buildings which surround them and 
somehow protect their small and unique 
nature. “Such environments tend to be 
composed of small, originary buildings 
which encapsulate the sense of dome-
sticity and nostalgia. Spatial configuration 
of Ura perpetuate their multi-layered pri-
vacy, ensuring that the character of oku 
(inner most) remains.” (Radovic 2013). 

n
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THE PROJECT SITE 

プロジェクトサイト
THE DESIGN PROPOSAL

In order to find the ideal plot in which 
to develop my project, I walked around 
Aoyama on different occasion: at different 
time of the day, weekdays and weekend 
and in different weathers. What I tried to 
do was create my own map of Aoyama, 
able to meet some of the requirements 
set by myself. My map had some tech-
nical requests: I was looking for one or 
more buildings of few floors (if they had 
strange shapes with which to play even 
better), with some residual space next 
to where I could build the pillars of the 
elevation and the distribution to reach it. 
But my map also had subjective reque-
sts: I wandered if it was possible to crea-
te an emotional map of my own Aoyama 
“high-lighting my landmarks, some ob-
vious and others hidden under layers of 
experience” (Darko e Boontharm, 2016). 

I wanted the plot to be not too far from 
the Omote-streets to facilitate the flow of 
people, but enough to have an intimate 
and community atmosphere. The buildin-
gs I was looking for were just a stone’s 
throw from Omotesando Hills, positioned 
in a corner street that makes the plot cen-
tral, but hidden by the confusion. These 
are two newly built buildings, two stories 
high, with a refined and stimulating archi-
tectural design. Next to one of the two 
there is a lot void of permanent buildin-
gs, in which there is a movable caravan 
with a coffee function, an animated and 
lively meeting point for the entire district. 
Both for the technical qualities and for the 
functions that enclosed, I found in the-
se two buildings the ideal conditions on 
which to develop my elevation project.

beauty

eat 

shop

mall

housing

where people walk

where people rush
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THE EXISTING BUILDINGS

既存の建物
THE DESIGN PROPOSAL

n
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THE PROJECT INTENTION 

プロジェクトの予定
THE DESIGN PROPOSAL

A city like Tokyo, under the pressure of 
density and urbanization, is an amazing 
challenge for a creative thinking. If there 
is no more empty space in which to bu-
ild, let’s build above the existing one! The 
idea is the design of a pop-up architectu-
re which stands above, independently, 
the two low-rise existing buildings. The 
project starts from the ideation of an eleva-
ted platform, fluid, able to fill in an acroba-
tic way -jumping and evading all possible 
obstacles- the empty spaces between 
the two buildings, giving life to a negative 
architecture, container of new realities. I 
want to specify that the project does not 
take into account the structural analysis 
that should be carried out before thinking 
of placing a new architecture above an 
existing building, but wants to argue for 
an alternative solution that could also be 
exploited as a future city proposal. The 
project goal is to literally break down the 
idea of wall to create true urban places, 
able to provide inspiration and enhance 
the sense of community. The growing 
city and the scarcity of space involve to 
look for more compact living solution.  

The main idea of this project is to cre-
ate a conceptual structure for flexible 
co-living of shared spaces, able to pro-
mote social inclusion. Inspired also by 
the intentions of the Mini Living initiative. 

+
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THE LAND PROPERTY policy

土地所有権ポリシ
THE DESIGN PROPOSAL

P R I V A T E
P R O P E R T Y 

PRIVATE FUNCTION:
residential 

SEMI-PUBLIC FUNCTION: 
shop + caffè 

space for rent 

P R I V A T E
P R O P E R T Y 

PRIVATE FUNCTION:
residential 

1
2

Since 1968, till the current Building 
Standard act of Japan, there is a mini-
mum side distance requirement betwe-
en buildings of 100 cm. Every building 
must have 50 cm setback from their 
border line, mostly to provide ventilation 
and for seismic safety.

set- back 
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THE decision-maker 

意思決定者
THE DESIGN PROPOSAL
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In a written document 
the two actors decla-
re that they agree with 
the construction of the 
project, without having 
to pay anything.

written agreement, 
no payment

In a written document 
the two actors declare 
to be in agreement with 
the construction of the 
project, only after ha-
ving paid a contribution 
to the private owners.

In a written document, 
the two actors decla-
re that they agree with 
the construction of the 
project, provided that 
the municipality gives 
some benefits (free faci-
lities) to the private ow-
ners.

agreement 
after payment

agreement 
with FACILITIES

The pillars lean half on a property, 
and half on the other

the agreement policy 

合意政策
THE DESIGN PROPOSAL
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距離
new rules for overcoming limits

The elevation project claims 
to act like an acrobat, to 
overcome the limits imposed 
by the space without being 
hindered by the norms in 
force, but making them be-
come part of the exhibition 
itself. So the design proposal 
starts from the assimilation of 
the distance rule, according 
to which there is a minimum 
side distance requirement 
between buildings of 100 
cm. Every building must have 
50 cm setback from their 
border line, mostly to provide 
ventilation and for seismic sa-
fety. The first step is therefore 
to draw an offset, both lateral-
ly and in height, an imaginary 
line 100 cm distant from the 
existing buildings, inside whi-
ch it is forbidden to build. This 
line takes on the appearance 
of an envelope, which deli-
mits the boundary between 
off limits-space and the new 
ground upon which is possi-
ble to build new settlements.

RULE 1 : 
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透過性

RULE 2 : 

The platform that rises above the two buildings never forgets 
what is below, but tries to establish a dialogue with this in a 
system aimed at enhancing each other. In respecting the exi-
sting, the new slab becomes thin, light and permeable, ma-
king public spaces closer to private areas thanks to traspa-
rent material and holes in the floor that allow a mutual visive 
relationship between the parts. The slab divide the space and 
operate both as an independent sculpture and as an archi-
tectural element, creating a project that dematerializes in the 
relationships established between the existing and the new.

new rules for overcoming limits
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柔軟性と参加

RULE 3 : 

A key quality in the design proposal is 
the flexibility that the project can achie-
ve. In addition to finding creative ways to 
optimise space, this solution  is focused 
also on people, their individual needs and 
their ideas, considering the inhabitants 
as active codesigners of their own envi-
ronment. “The project is an invitation to 
discuss and try out new form of life and 
living the city, the space is not permanent 
but flexible and chosen based on current 
need or life situations” (Mini Living). For 
this reason the platform is designed as 
an editable space, in which the installa-
tions and architectures can be removed 
or added depending on the needs of the 
people who use it, leaving open new so-
lutions and possibilities. Below are propo-
sed three different visions of how space 
can be used, but the menu from which 
the resident can choose is much broa-
der, and allows different combinations.

modular system with 
different combinations

new rules for overcoming limits
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文体自由

RULE 4 : 

THE STYLISTIC CHOICE IS ARBITRARY

THE PROPOSED METHODOLOGY NOT

This rule wants to overshadow what was my stylistic choi-
ce, and instead give priority to the message that my project 
wants to spread. The curved shapes referring to the work of 
SANAA are arbitrary, they can change and become square, 
triangular or whatever; what does not change is the value of 
interaction, innovation and shared experience that my project 
wants to offer. Its premise is to think of Tokyo in a different 
way, inviting people to really live in the city instead of just hur-
rying through it. This new architectural strategy it does not 
only want to solve a problem related to the lack of space, 
but also to propose a solution for a new way of living the city, 
where space is not strictly classified as private or public, out-
side or inside, but as a hybrid of all these things (Mini Living).

new rules for overcoming limits
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theatre

open air 
gym

柔軟性と参加

OPTION 

new rules for overcoming limits
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柔軟性と参加

OPTION 

shared
kitchen

theatre

new rules for overcoming limits
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柔軟性と参加

OPTION 

new rules for overcoming limits
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THE functional program 

機能プログラム

SHELL 
basic geometric shape 
combined together

SEMI-PUBLIC SPACELEISURE
WORK
SHARE

PUBLIC SPACELEISURE
OPEN AIR

BOUNDARY 
textile material to increase /
decrease the level of privacy

looking at solution a
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THE PROJECT 

プロジェクト
LOOKING AT SOLUTION A

Rooftop Plan, 1:200

n

South Facade

Section A-A
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自立構造

the self-supporting structure

1

2

3

LOOKING AT SOLUTION A

4

THE HOLES
CONCRETE ARCH IN COMPRESSION, 
REINFORCED WITH METAL ARMATURES.
The armatures are placed over the formwork. 
To create the model of the complex geome-
try the formwork was broken down into lot of 
wooden tables, each supported by an adju-
stable structure (Della Casa).

THE slab
CONCRETE REINFORCED SLAB IN FLEXURE.
The concrete covering between the arches is 
a slab in flexure. The concrete mix must not 
be too compact to allow uniform distribution 
between the metal piles, nor could be too li-
quid. It’s used a thixotropic concrete, solid 
upon standing and becomes more fluid under 
vibration (Della Casa).

THE PILLARS
CIRCULAR HOLLOW STEEL, 250 x 10 mm
The pillars are circular hollow steel pipes with 
a diameter of 25 cm and a thickness of 1 cm. 
They are reinforced with an iron cage in which 
20 vertical bars are placed, and then the con-
crete is poured.

THE bracings
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project conclusions

プロジェクトの結論

The thesis work proposes an alternative 
strategy to the problem of land consump-
tion in the city of Tokyo. This new solution 
wants to overcome the physical limits of 
space, without distorting the nature of the 
city, developing a method for designing 
hyper-dense cities: using the low-rise bu-
ildings as new ground zero for the urban 
community growth. With a respectful ap-
proach to the existing, the project aims to 
rethink urban voids through a conceptual 
structure flexible in uses, breaking the 
traditional idea of building to create true 
urban places able to promote social in-
clusion. The key point of my work is not 
the final result, but the initial ambition. The 
aspiration to find alternative and sustai-
nable solutions to the city urban growth, 
don’t erasing what already exists, but ra-
ther starting from that to create a project 
capable, in addition to filling a void, to 
rehabilitate even a full.
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