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Abstract 

This study investigates the conceptual and spatial continuities between traditional Japanese 

residential architecture and its contemporary reinterpretations. Drawing upon principles such as 

spatial permeability, integration with nature, ritual-based spatial use, and material minimalism, 

the research analyzes how these elements persist and evolve in the works of contemporary 

architects including Kengo Kuma, Tadao Ando, Kazuyo Sejima, and Sou Fujimoto. Rather than 

viewing traditional spatial configurations as aesthetic remnants, this study approaches them as 

dynamic cultural constructs that continue to inform design logic, user experience, and spatial 

identity in contemporary architecture. Using a comparative architectural analysis method, the 

study identifies key interior components such as tatami flooring, shoji screens, fusuma 

partitions, engawa platforms, and tokonoma alcoves, and examines their conceptual 

transformations in modern projects. These elements, while often visually reinterpreted, preserve 

their symbolic functions and contribute to the sensory, meditative, and social dimensions of 

residential space. The findings reveal that the notion of “contemporaneity” in Japanese 

architecture is not a rupture from tradition, but rather a sustained dialogue with it. This process 

of reinterpretation offers valuable insights for global architecture, including Turkish residential 

architecture, where cultural references are often marginalized. The study argues that 

architectural continuity—rooted in local tradition and recontextualized for present needs—can 

foster both cultural memory and sustainable spatial innovation. By emphasizing conceptual 

resilience rather than stylistic mimicry, this research contributes to the discourse on 

architectural identity and proposes a culturally embedded yet future-oriented design paradigm. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Traditional architectural forms offer a valuable foundation for understanding the spatial manifestations of 

cultural and lifestyle practices. In this context, architectural techniques and interior spatial configurations 

can be interpreted as tangible reflections of the inhabitants’ beliefs and daily rituals [1]. Throughout 

history, Japanese architecture and interior design have been shaped and reinterpreted through perceptions 

of nature and spirituality [2]. Architecture, as a cultural career, produces not only physical space but also 

mental, spiritual, and social domains. In this regard, the Japanese house exemplifies a spatial organization 

that preserves traces of the past while contributing to the sustainability of contemporary living [3], [4], 

leaving conceptual imprints in modern architectural practices through generational transmission. 

 

Accordingly, architectural concepts are shaped by the interaction between cultural life and spatial 

practices, forming a unique design language and functional scheme. Particularly, the modular system 

defined by tatami offers spatial flexibility, while sliding partitions such as shoji and fusuma define a 

permeable threshold between interior and exterior boundaries [5]. These components are not mere 

architectural choices, but expressions of the nature-centered Japanese worldview [6]. Thus, architecture, 

culture, and interior elements form an integrated and meaningful whole that is continually reshaped in 

response to societal change and evolving needs. 

http://dergipark.gov.tr/gujsb
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The reinterpretation of architectural concepts in contemporary architecture ensures the integration of 

tradition with modern life. The Japanese house embodies individual identity, spiritual heritage, and 

everyday habits. This conceptual system—carried from the past—is not a static repetition of forms but a 

tradition constantly recontextualized in each new design [7], [8]. Instead of imitation, tracing traditional 

principles in contemporary projects offers a more productive approach for ensuring cultural continuity. 

In this sense, the reinterpretation of cultural heritage through contemporary design holds not only 

aesthetic value but also contributes to social and environmental sustainability [10]. The spatial 

transformation from past to present imbues modern architectural works with meaning as well as form, 

thereby rendering cultural continuity visible. The evolving concepts actively shape new architectural 

understanding and influence the transformation of interiors. Formal authenticity and cultural transmission 

deepen the contextual relationship of the building and support sustainability. The longevity of a structure 

is thus also assessed through the user’s interaction with the interior environment. 

 

This study aims to identify the core spatial concepts shaping traditional Japanese residential interiors and 

to examine how these concepts are reinterpreted in contemporary Japanese residential architecture. The 

research focuses on establishing the relationship between traditional conceptual systems and 

contemporary architectural understanding. Projects by contemporary architects who reinterpret traditional 

principles—rather than replicate them—have been selected for analysis. 

 

The study centers not only on architectural formation but also on design principles contributing to cultural 

continuity. The selected examples highlight how concepts such as integration with nature, spatial 

permeability, flexibility, and aesthetic simplicity—central to traditional Japanese architecture—are 

reproduced through contemporary technologies and design approaches. These projects establish 

conceptual and formal bridges between tradition and modernity, demonstrating how ritual-based spaces 

are transformed into individualized spatial narratives. This reinterpretation process transcends physical 

alteration and engages with deeper cultural and spiritual dimensions. 

 

2. METHOD 

 

This study was conducted based on a qualitative research method. Initially, a comprehensive literature 

review on traditional Japanese residential architecture was performed to identify and analyze the 

fundamental spatial concepts. Through descriptive analysis, prominent principles such as integration with 

nature, permeability, simplicity, and spatial flexibility were identified. 

 

To examine how these conceptual principles are reflected in contemporary architecture, the residential 

projects of Tadao Ando, Kengo Kuma, Kazuyo Sejima, Toyo Ito, Shigeru Ban, and Sou Fujimoto were 

selected as case studies. In selecting these examples, the primary criterion was the reinterpretation of 

traditional values through contemporary design rather than the formal imitation of traditional elements. 

The architects’ works were subjected to qualitative content analysis from structural, conceptual, and 

spatial perspectives. 

 

In this analysis, four fundamental conceptual principles were used to evaluate the selected contemporary 

buildings: spatial flexibility, integration with nature, ritual use, and aesthetic simplicity (shibui). These 

principles—drawn from the core design values of traditional Japanese residential architecture—formed 

the analytical framework through which each project was examined. The spatial organization, material 

usage, and furnishing systems of the buildings were interpreted within this conceptual framework. In 

doing so, the study offers a comparative and multilayered evaluation of how traditional concepts are 

projected into contemporary architectural practice. 

 

This methodology enables detailed exploration of how each architect reinterprets the traditional design 

logic in their residential projects, tracing a multidimensional architectural analysis from spatial 

adaptability to nature integration, from ritual spatial arrangements to aesthetic restraint. 
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3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Traditional Japanese architecture is not merely a means of physical shelter, but a spatial reflection of 

cultural identity, belief systems, and daily life practices. In this context, space is shaped as an extension of 

the relationship with nature, serving as a medium for the individual’s spiritual and aesthetic connection 

with their environment [3], [4]. 

 

The Japanese house, accordingly, is constructed with a sensibility that exalts the cyclical nature, 

transience, and simplicity of the natural world. This spatial depth is rooted in a philosophical framework 

intensified by the influence of Zen Buddhism and embodied in the wabi-sabi aesthetic, which celebrates 

the ephemeral, the simple, and the natural [5]. Philosophical foundations bring forth concepts such as 

permeability, adaptability, and ambiguity within space, transforming architecture into a cultural narrative 

[6]. These values manifest not only in spatial organization but also in interior furnishing systems, shaping 

architecture as a multilayered medium through which cultural memory is continually re-produced. 

 

Traditional interior furnishings provide tangible expressions of this conceptual system, ensuring both 

functional flexibility and cultural continuity. These philosophical and aesthetic foundations are reflected 

not only at the architectural scale but also in interior spatial planning and furnishing systems, redefining 

architecture as a domain of cultural memory. The modular grid defined by tatami enables spatial 

transformation based on user needs, while movable partitions such as shoji and fusuma create permeable 

boundaries between interior and exterior zones [5], [6]. Engawa, the semi-open transitional space, defines 

a fluid threshold between interior space and nature. These components serve not only functional purposes 

but also act as carriers of cultural continuity [9]. In this respect, furnishing systems are not merely 

physical installations, but memory spaces where cultural values are preserved, presented, and 

transformed. 

 

The relationship between space and belief in Japanese culture becomes particularly evident in ritual zones 

within the house. Practices such as tea ceremonies, seasonal ornamentation, and rituals of cleanliness and 

maintenance position the space not only as a site of use but as an atmosphere of meaning production [2], 

[8]. These rituals, performed in conjunction with the furnishing systems, enrich the user-space interaction 

with layers of meaning. In this way, the building becomes not only a physical entity but a symbolic and 

social object of cultural memory. Traditional structures and spatial practices continue to be reinterpreted 

within contemporary architectural approaches. 

 

Everyday life practices and cultural conventions provide the basis for the reinterpretation of this 

conceptual structure in contemporary Japanese architecture. Despite modern construction technologies, 

principles such as integration with nature, permeability, and simplicity are preserved; traditional elements 

are transmitted not as stylistic replicas, but as conceptual meanings embedded in space [7], [8]. This 

approach synthesizes the tradition with the contemporary, transforming cultural heritage into a living 

form of memory. 

 

3.1. Fundamental Principles and Conceptual Formation in Japanese Interior Space 

 

The Japanese approach to interior space is shaped not only to meet physical needs, but also to respond to 

cultural codes, aesthetic values, and spiritual wholeness. Space is constructed through a multidimensional 

configuration in which concepts such as harmony with nature, ritual-based usage, and aesthetic simplicity 

are integrated [1], [2]. Traditional Japanese architecture is formed through spatial expressions that 

embody the relationship with nature, social norms, and ritual-oriented lifestyles [3]. 

 

This understanding is manifested not only in the overall form of the building, but also through interior 

furnishing elements that define the spatial organization (Figure 1). The tatami module determines the 
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measurable order of interior spaces; this arrangement shapes both the time users spend in the space and 

the nature of their physical interactions [5]. Tatami is not merely a floor covering, but also functions as a 

marker of social distance, usage patterns, and spatial hierarchy [6]. 

 

 
Figure 1. Tatami Module System- Traditional Interior Space Equipment and Design [9][10] 

 

Movable partition elements such as shoji and fusuma create spatial flexibility by enabling a continuous 

interplay between privacy and openness. This condition corresponds to the balance established in 

Japanese life culture between introspection and integration with nature [5], [6]. Such permeability 

supports the transformability of the structure not only in physical terms but also in conceptual 

dimensions. 

 

The formative role of furnishing systems allows spatial experience to acquire not only functional but also 

aesthetic and ritual qualities. The tokonoma alcove, as a focal point where aesthetic presentation and 

ritual representation are displayed, indicates that the house functions not only as a living environment but 

also as a mental and artistic space [7]. The engawa (Figure 2), on the other hand, acts as a transitional 

zone between interior and exterior spaces, providing the physical setting for unity with nature [5]. 

 

 
Figure 2. The Engawa Place for Interaction [11] 

 

This spatial threshold element is interpreted as a structural representation of the concepts of 

impermanence (mujo) and continuity (jo) in Japanese thought [3], [5]. In this sense, space is not merely a 

structure serving the function of shelter but becomes a carrier of cultural values and a philosophical way 

of life. 

 

The multilayered relationship that space establishes with nature lies at the core of Japanese interior design 

philosophy. Buildings are situated with respect for environmental elements; natural components such as 

water, stone, plants, and light are incorporated into the interior both symbolically and physically [4], [8]. 

In this regard, interaction with the environment generates not only a visual but also a sensory and ritual 

experience. 

 

The aesthetic concept of shibui, which emphasizes visual simplicity and naturalness, promotes an 

uncluttered yet profound spatial order [7]. Moreover, spatial flexibility supported by transparent and 

movable elements allows for multifunctional living scenarios [2], [6]. When combined with ritual-based 
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usage patterns, the space transforms into a domain enriched with symbolic and cultural meanings, 

transcending the boundaries of everyday life [12]. 

 

3.2. Interior Furnishing Systems and Cultural Meanings in the Traditional Japanese House 

 

In traditional Japanese houses, interior furnishing systems do not merely offer functional solutions; they 

also enable the spatial representation of cultural values, aesthetic principles, and ritual practices [1], [2]. 

Elements such as the tokonoma (honorific alcove), chigai-dana (staggered shelves), tenbukuro and 

jibukuro (storage spaces associated with the tea ceremony) (Figure 3), and tsuke-shoin (a built-in desk 

or study nook), serve not only as structural components enhancing usability, but also as architectonic 

expressions laden with meaning in relation to one’s inner world, social interactions, and mental 

connection with nature [4], [5], [6]. 

 

 
Figure 3. Traditional Interior Space and Interior Wall Furnishing System [13],[14] 

 

These elements, integrated into the spatial configuration, facilitate the experience of domestic rituals and 

everyday life within a framework of cultural continuity. For instance, the tokonoma functions as a ritual 

space that symbolizes respect during guest reception, offering a representational surface for the display of 

aesthetic and spiritual objects [5]. The chigai-dana serves as a symbolic expression of spatial hierarchy 

and organization. Hidden storage units such as tenbukuro and jibukuro transcend their utilitarian role by 

serving the ritual structure of the tea ceremony [6]. The tsuke-shoin, on the other hand, is a spatial 

arrangement that supports personal actions such as writing, reading, and contemplation—providing an 

architectural interface for the individual’s engagement with nature [1], [4]. Key conceptual principles of 

traditional Japanese architecture are summarized in Table 1. 

 

Table 1.  Key Conceptual Principles of Traditional Japanese Architecture and Definitions (Table 

produced by the authors) 
Concept Definition / Function 

Tatami Modulation Dimensional regulation of space and orientation of use 

Shoji / Fusuma Permeable boundaries enabling interior-exterior connection and flexible privacy control 

Tokonoma Spatial focal point for aesthetic presentation and ritual representation 

Engawa Transitional zone that provides continuity between interior and exterior, enabling unity 

with nature 

Integration with 

Nature 

Harmony with the environment on both physical and spiritual levels 

Simplicity (Shibui) Unexaggerated, natural, and minimal aesthetic approach 

Spatial Flexibility Spatial configuration allowing functional variability 

Ritual-Based Usage Arrangement of space in accordance with cultural and spiritual practices 

 

3.3. Reflections of Japanese Culture and Belief Systems in Interior Design 

 

Japanese culture is grounded in a deep philosophical background that emphasizes harmony with nature, 

impermanence, simplicity, and ritual-based lifestyles. Shintoism and Zen Buddhism, as the core belief 

systems of this cultural framework, have played a defining role in shaping not only spatial organization 

but also the configuration of interior furnishings. In this context, the Japanese house is not merely a living 
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environment but a symbolic architectural whole that unites sacredness, ritual, and aesthetic simplicity [3], 

[5], [6]. 

 

These belief systems have influenced not only architectural concepts but also the building's relationship 

with its environment. The animistic nature of Shinto, which considers nature sacred, encourages design 

principles such as spatial permeability and environmental sensitivity. This approach is manifested in site-

specific spatial arrangements, engawa openings to nature, inward-facing courtyards, and lightweight 

structural elements. Zen Buddhism, on the other hand, prioritizes spiritual purification and mental clarity; 

this philosophy is embodied in architectural minimalism that reflects simplicity (shibui), impermanence 

(wabi-sabi), and self-discipline [4], [7]. 

 

This philosophical framework exerts its influence not only at the structural scale but also in the 

configuration of interior furnishing systems. Furnishings used within the interior serve both the flow of 

daily life and the integration of spiritual and cultural wholeness. Low tables (chabudai), floor cushions 

(zabuton), and sleeping systems (futon) are not only ergonomic but also embody spiritual and cultural 

values. These elements enhance physical contact with nature and deepen the individual’s spiritual 

connection with space [8]. 

 

The transformability of space, like a living organism, is also a natural extension of this design philosophy. 

Movable partitions such as shoji and fusuma increase spatial permeability and adapt to changing user 

needs. This suggests that space is conceived not as a static entity, but as a dynamic and adaptable 

organism. In this context, spaces are used multifunctionally: a single room may serve as a dining area, 

resting space, and ceremonial setting at different times of the day—pointing to a design philosophy that 

reflects the cyclical nature of life [2], [6]. 

 

The interweaving of ritual and aesthetic principles becomes most visible in certain interior elements. In 

particular, niches such as the tokonoma are symbolic components that integrate the spiritual dimension of 

Shinto and Zen into the interior. This niche, a sign of respect for guests, serves as a spiritual center where 

artworks, calligraphies, and natural objects are exhibited. It becomes a focal point not only for aesthetic 

expression but also for conveying ethical and spiritual values [2]. 

 

The integration of symbolic and functional furnishings reveals that interior planning in Japanese houses 

reflects not only aesthetic but also sociocultural organization. The coexistence of sacred corners, spiritual 

centers, and ritual spaces with functional layouts transforms Japanese architecture into not only an 

aesthetic discipline but also a vessel of cultural memory. The irori (sunken hearth) (Figure 4) is not 

merely a heating element but also a central place for social interaction, ritual sharing, and communal 

unity. This demonstrates that the Japanese house offers a holistic structure that shapes social dynamics 

through its furnishing systems [5]. 

 

 
Figure 4. Irori- Traditional Fire Place [15] 

In this context, the classification of conceptual furnishing systems further elaborates how this 

philosophical structure is spatially embodied in interior design. As categorized by Güngör (2019), 

traditional Japanese furnishing components such as tokonoma, chigai-dana, tenbukuro, jibukuro, and 

tsuke-shoin possess both functional and symbolic meanings. Systems like the staggered shelving of 

chigai-dana define visual hierarchy and aesthetic order, while storage units such as tenbukuro and 
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jibukuro serve to preserve the sanctity of ritual objects. The tsuke-shoin functions as a space for both 

contemplation and observation of nature, fostering individual awareness. 

 

The multilayered philosophical structure reflected in Japanese interior furnishings offers continuity not 

only on a formal level but also at conceptual and spiritual dimensions in architectural and interior design. 

Spaces shaped by the principles of impermanence and simplicity are reinterpreted in the modern era 

without losing their symbolic depth; this structural and conceptual legacy is sustained in the works of 

contemporary Japanese architects. (Table 2) outlines the functional and symbolic significance of key 

furnishing elements within traditional Japanese interiors. 

 

Table 2. Functional and Symbolic Significance of Key Furnishing Elements (Table produced by the 

authors) 
Furnishing Element Function Cultural / Ritual Meaning 

Tokonoma Niche for displaying aesthetic objects 

and artworks 

Respect for guests, spiritual center, 

representation of aesthetic and moral 

values 

Chigai-dana Staggered shelf system providing visual 

order 

Emphasis on hierarchy and aesthetic order 

Tenbukuro / Jibukuro Storage areas for tea ceremony 

equipment 

Preservation of the sanctity of ritual 

objects 

Tsuke-shoin Dedicated corner for writing, reading, 

and observing nature 

Personal contemplation, mental 

simplicity, and connection with nature 

Chabudai / Zabuton / Futon Low-height ergonomic furnishings for 

sitting, dining, and sleeping 

Mental simplicity, contact with nature, 

mind-body unity 

Shoji / Fusuma Partitions that provide permeability 

between privacy and openness 

Spatial flexibility, transformability, and 

impermanence 

Engawa Semi-open transition space between 

interior and exterior 

Harmony with nature, permeability, 

fluidity of boundaries 

Irori Central hearth for heating, socializing, 

and ritual sharing 

Social unity, rituality, and traditional 

cohesion 

 

4. CONCEPTUAL CONTINUITY IN TRADITIONAL JAPANESE RESIDENTIAL ARCHITECTURE 

 

Traditional Japanese residential architecture is shaped around key conceptual principles such as 

integration with nature, permeability, simplicity, ritual-based use, and spatial flexibility. These principles 

materialize through spatial elements that carry meaning not only on a physical level but also on cultural, 

aesthetic, and spiritual dimensions. Elements such as the tatami layout, shoji and fusuma panels, 

tokonoma, and engawa exemplify how these concepts are spatially manifested in architecture. 

 

The traditional principles embedded in Japanese residential architecture are reinterpreted in contemporary 

architectural production not merely as formal references but as layers of meaning that establish a sense of 

continuity. This continuity is especially evident in the preservation of principles such as integration with 

nature, spatial flexibility, and aesthetic simplicity in contemporary architectural typologies. 

 

4.1. Tadao Ando’s Azuma House (1976) 

 

In this context, Tadao Ando’s Azuma House (1976) reinterprets the core principles of traditional Japanese 

residential architecture—introversion, courtyard-based organization, simplicity, and permeability—within 

a contemporary framework (Figure 5). The central courtyard does not merely function as an opening to 

the outside but serves as a medium for establishing a spiritual connection with nature. The smooth and 

minimal use of concrete reflects the concept of shibui in Japanese aesthetics through a contemporary lens. 

Despite its closed structural form, the interplay of light and shadow within the interior creates a sensory 

relationship with the natural environment. This building integrates traditional concepts through 

contemporary materials and spatial strategies, producing a unique architectural language without resorting 

to formal imitation [6], [8]. 
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Figure 5. Tadao Ando’s Azuma House (1976) Exterior and Interior View [16] 

 

4.2. Kengo Kuma’s Water/Glass House (1995) 

 

Another example in which the relationship with nature is reinterpreted on a permeable, sensory, and 

holistic level is Kengo Kuma’s Water/Glass House (1995). The direct interaction between glass, the water 

surface, and the surrounding landscape proposes a unity with nature that is not merely physical but 

sensorial (Figure 6). Kuma reimagines transitional spaces—such as the engawa found in traditional 

Japanese houses—with high-tech materials, producing a spatial language in which boundaries dissolve 

and permeability prevails [3]. 

 

 
Figure 6. Kengo Kuma’s Water/Glass House (1995) Interior Space and Window View [17] 

 

4.3. Sou Fujimoto’s House NA (2011) 

 

The principles of permeability and modularity in contemporary Japanese architecture are addressed not 

only on a formal level but also through innovative spatial organization. A striking example of this 

approach is Sou Fujimoto’s House NA (2011). Through a system of transparent platforms, the layered 

planes of the house lose their definable boundaries, transforming the interior-exterior relationship into a 

fully permeable composition (Figure 7). The traditional multifunctional usage observed in Japanese 

dwellings is reinterpreted through openness, light, and unrestricted circulation. Furthermore, the spatial 

concept of “edge” (en) is reconfigured beyond physical boundaries as a central strategy for spatial 

connection [6], [8]. 

 

 
Figure 7. Sou Fujimoto’s House NA (2011) Interior Space Design and User Interaction 
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4.4. Kazuyo Sejima’s House in a Plum Grove (2003) 

 

Aesthetic simplicity in Japanese architecture implies not only visual clarity but also mental and ritual 

purification. In House in a Plum Grove (2003), Kazuyo Sejima emphasizes this notion of simplicity 

through both formal expression and interior spatial organization (Figure 8). The continuity of white 

surfaces, the permeation of natural light, and the use of minimal details generate an intuitive spatial 

experience, reflecting the essence of traditional Japanese aesthetics within a contemporary framework [5], 

[6]. 

 

 
Figure 8. Kazuyo Sejima’s House in a Plum Grove (2003) House Interior Design and Details [19],[20] 

 

4.5. Toyo Ito’s White U House (1976) 

 

Concepts such as spiritual intensity and inwardness are articulated through a courtyard-based spatial 

arrangement in White U House (1976) by Toyo Ito. The house proposes an introverted organization 

where privacy is prioritized (Figure 9). The way light enters the interior and the use of minimal surfaces 

recreate the sense of inner tranquility found in traditional Japanese dwellings, reinterpreted within a 

contemporary context. Rather than replicating traditional forms, Ito adapts the philosophical foundations 

behind them into a modern architectural language [5], [6]. 

 

 
Figure 9. Toyo Ito’s White U House (1976) Exterior View and Interior Space Color and Geometry [20] 

 

4.6. Shigeru Ban’s Paper House (1995) 

 

The principles of impermanence, simplicity, and naturalness are synthesized with sustainability in 

Shigeru Ban’s Paper House (1995). The use of cardboard tubes as the primary structural elements is not 

only an aesthetic choice but also reflects economic and environmental concerns. Ban approaches natural 

materials not merely as surface treatments but as meaningful architectural components. This project 

integrates the Japanese cultural notions of transience and reverence for nature with contemporary 

construction techniques [2], [5]. 
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Figure 10. Shigeru Ban’s Paper House (1995), residential project using cardboard tubes as structural 

elements, reflecting sustainability and the traditional Japanese concepts of impermanence and naturalness. 

[21]. 

 

From the perspective of furnishing systems, traditional spatial elements in contemporary Japanese 

architecture are not replicated formally but are restructured as meaningful spatial narratives. For instance, 

in Tadao Ando’s Azuma House, the use of a central courtyard creates an inward-facing space that recalls 

traditional introversion and spatial simplicity. Toyo Ito’s White U House reinterprets traditional privacy 

and ritual-centered use through an enclosed courtyard typology. Shigeru Ban’s Paper House integrates 

natural materials and impermanence into sustainable architecture, aligning with the values of transience 

and ecological harmony. Kengo Kuma’s Water/Glass House employs glass and water to evoke a 

contemporary reinterpretation of engawa-like permeability. In several of Kuma’s residential designs, 

tokonoma-like niches are reimagined as areas for displaying personal items, while tsuke-shoin-inspired 

window-side alcoves reconnect occupants with nature and contemplative practices [2], [5]. Kazuyo 

Sejima’s House in a Plum Grove exemplifies spatial transparency and sensory minimalism, where 

flowing light and neutral surfaces evoke ritual calmness. Sou Fujimoto’s House NA transforms modular 

transparency into an open-ended, multi-functional spatial network that challenges conventional interior 

boundaries. 

 

Within this scope, traditional spatial and furnishing principles are functionally reevaluated in the works of 

contemporary Japanese architects, contributing to architectural continuity. Rather than formal repetition, 

the sustained conceptual reinterpretation of these elements reveals how cultural heritage in Japanese 

domestic architecture continues to coexist with contemporary life. This relationship is further illustrated 

in the following table, which summarizes how traditional principles are reimagined in the selected 

projects of these architects. Table 3. outlines how selected contemporary Japanese architects reinterpret 

traditional spatial concepts and furnishing systems within their architectural designs. 

 

Table 3. Contemporary Japanese Architects Reinterpret Traditional Spatial Concepts and Furnishing 

Systems (Table produced by the authors) 
Architect Project Name Architectural Expression Conceptual Axes 

Tadao 

Ando 

Azuma House 

(1976) 

Inward-focused living, psychological 

connection with nature, courtyard typology 

Simplicity, integration with 

nature, introversion 

Toyo Ito White U House 

(1976) 

Privacy, inward-oriented layout, courtyard 

form 

Ritual use, simplicity 

Shigeru 

Ban 

Paper House (1995) Natural materials, simplicity, ecological 

design 

Impermanence, naturalness, 

sustainability 

Kengo 

Kuma 

Water/Glass House 

(1995) 

Glass and water interface, spatial 

permeability, nature-technology fusion 

Permeability, integration with 

nature 

Kazuyo 

Sejima 

House in a Plum 

Grove (2003) 

Transparency, flexible planning, ephemeral 

boundaries 

Flexibility, simplicity, 

permeability 

Sou 

Fujimoto 

House NA (2011) Full permeability, modular platforms, 

individual freedom 

Spatial flexibility, permeability, 

multifunctionality 

 

5.CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION  

 

In the examined projects, it becomes evident that traditional architectural principles are not merely 

maintained as nostalgic references or stylistic elements. Rather, they are actively re-contextualized within 

the dynamics of contemporary architecture, reflecting an ongoing dialogue between past and present. This 



                  Zeynep GÖKAYDIN YENAL, Can Mehmet HERSEK / GU J Sci, Part B, 13(3): 453-465 (2025)                  463 

reinterpretation does not rely on superficial replication but instead repositions symbolic and experiential 

values in alignment with today’s lifestyles and technological capabilities. 

 

The notion of “permeability,” for instance, expands beyond physical transparency to include 

psychological and experiential openness, as seen in the works of Sou Fujimoto and Kazuyo Sejima. 

Likewise, “integration with nature” is no longer limited to the visual framing of the landscape but is 

conceptualized as an immersive environmental engagement that enhances sensory awareness and 

sustainability. These reinterpretations suggest a paradigm in which spatial flexibility, material 

authenticity, and ritual continuity are reimagined as critical components of architectural innovation. 

 

This study also reveals that spatial elements such as tokonoma, engawa, and tatami, which traditionally 

governed social hierarchy, nature appreciation, and bodily orientation—are now being reintroduced not 

for their original functional roles, but for their ability to encode cultural memory and produce spatial 

narratives. Contemporary reinterpretations thus become a form of architectural storytelling, in which the 

material traces of tradition are re-scripted to address the evolving needs and values of society. 

 

In this sense, the selected architectural works contribute not only to the continuation of a cultural identity 

but also to its transformation. By integrating traditional principles with innovative technologies, these 

projects present a model of “conceptual continuity” that transcends time. This dual movement—

preservation and transformation—positions Japanese contemporary residential architecture as a unique 

field where heritage and modernity intersect meaningfully. 

 

In conclusion, the reinterpretation of traditional Japanese architectural concepts within contemporary 

contexts fosters a design ethos grounded in cultural sensitivity, spatial ethics, and aesthetic subtlety. Such 

an approach offers valuable insights into global architectural discourse, especially in contexts seeking to 

preserve cultural identity amidst modernization. As demonstrated in the case studies and summarized in 

Table 4, Japanese architecture serves as a compelling example of how built environments can act as 

carriers of intangible heritage through thoughtful spatial and conceptual continuity. 

 

Table 4. Traditional Japanese Architectural Concepts within Contemporary Contexts and Cultural Base 

(Table produced by the authors) 
Architect Project Spatial 

Flexibility 

Integration with 

Nature 

Ritual Practice Simplicity & 

Shibui 

Tadao Ando Azuma House 

(1976) 
✓ ✓ ⬤ ✓ 

Toyo Ito White U House 

(1976) 
✓ ✓ ⬤ ✓ 

Shigeru Ban Paper House 

(1995) 
✓ ✓ ⬤ ✓✓ 

Kengo Kuma Water/Glass 

House (1995) 
⬤ ✓✓ ⬤ ✓ 

Kazuyo Sejima House in a Plum 

Grove (2003) 
✓✓ ✓ ⬤ ✓ 

Sou Fujimoto House NA 

(2011) 
✓✓✓ ✓ ⬤ ✓ 

✓ indicates that the principle is clearly reflected in the architectural project. 

✓✓ indicates that the principle is strongly emphasized both formally and conceptually. 

✓✓✓ indicates that the principle is reinterpreted and positioned as a central design strategy. 

⬤ indicates that the principle is suggested through symbolic or spatial expression. 
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