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Kyoto State Guest House
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KIEBROEHSEF[H%ERS  View toward the yoritsuki from the tsugi no ma.
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Kyoto Imperial Park is so quiet, one almost forgets one is in the middle of
the city, even in daytime. The long history of the place, suggested by the
very air, is impressive to visitors. The State Guest House is located in the
park, on the former site of the Kyoenden just east of the Kyoto Imperial
Palace. It was built as a Japanese-style state guest house as opposed to the
Western-style state guest house in Tokyo (the former Akasaka Detached
Palace). The aim is to have foreign guests gain an understanding of
Japanese history and culture through direct spatial experience in the middle
of the imperial park in the heart of Kyoto where Japan's traditional culture
is still very much alive.

Because the site is completely surrounded by the same restrained wall
of clay used in the adjacent Palace, the entire site blends naturally into the
historic landscape of the park. The roof, which is visible from outside the
wall, is covered by compound metal panels that give it a different, more
restrained appearance compared with the enormous roof of the palace.

The building is organized around a Japanese garden with a large pond.
Only one-story spaces for use by guests are aboveground; all service rooms
have been buried in a basement. The extensive courtyard is connected
to small gardens, making it possible to find pleasant Japanese-style spaces
everywhere one turns. Although the structure was supposed to be of wood
construction, the structure supporting the roof over the corridors was
changed to steel. The 12 centimeter square columns standing at the edge
of the glass are made of thick steel tubes, but inside a corridor, one can
suddenly fall into the illusion that one is walking inside a work of wooden
architecture.

The highlight of this building is undoubtedly the outstanding works
of traditional craftsmanship which are worthy of National Treasure
status. The skills of master craftsmen including carpenters in the sukiya
style, plasterers, joiners, gardeners and makers of hanging scrolls, tatami,
hanging metal ornaments, lacquer, gold and silver leaf, bamboo fences and
stone craft are on display here. The most skilled craftsmen were selected
for each craft and allowed to exercise their talents. For example, when
the six shoji panels in the large hall are slid in place, one can see by the
continuity of the grain of the wood that the frames of the three panels
on the right were made from what was originally one piece of wood and
the three panels on the left were made from another piece. Such brilliant
displays of craftsmanship are found everywhere. Another example is the
unusually large cedar panels, 12 meters in length, that cover the ceiling of
the large hall. They were made by a single carpenter who secured the finest
material and then worked, assembled and installed the panels. Displays of
this kind are possible only through a series of steps requiring the highest
skill at each stage. The furnishings and ornaments arranged throughout
the building are also of breathtaking quality; e.g. lacquerware sprinkled
with gold or silver; mother-of-pearl work; Yusoku-weave; Nishijin-weave;
crepe; silk gauze; wood craft; Kyoto-style embroidery; lacquer; beaten
gold; bamboo craft; folding screen; cloisonne; ceramic; Kyoto-style joinery;
dolls; cotton carpet; and figured brocade. The items represent the best of
Japanese craftsmanship. The spaces in which these superb works of art and
craft are introduced are intended to allow foreign guests to get a pleasurable
taste of "Japan" and are of extremely high quality. Being a national project,
it is not fair to compare this work to other works, but it was nevertheless
chosen for a special prize for successfully giving spatial expression to
"Japan" and preserving traditional skills.

101



