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This eloquent, though sometimes perverse, essay on the
Japanese sense of beauty by one of the most articulate of
modern Japanese novelists is something everyone inter-
ested in Japan should read. I shall certainly recommend it
strongly to all my students. The publishers of this book
have given us a little gem.
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I read the piece with absolute delight. Tanizaki captures in
an amusing, flowing commentary on architecture, drama,
food, feminine beauty, and many other aspects of Japanese
life the uneasy mixing of two clashing aesthetic traditions
based on differing technologies. He makes clear his own
love of the softer, quieter, more shadowy, older aesthetic
tradition and his pain as it is challenged by the brighter,
more garish products of Western technology.
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FOREWORD

One of the basic human requirements is the need to
dwell, and one of the central human acts is the act of
inhabiting, of connecting ourselves, however tempo-
rarily, with a place on the planet which belongs to us,
and to which we belong. This is not, especially in the
tumultuous present, an easy act (as is attested by the
uninhabited and uninhabitable no-places in cities
everywhere), and it requires help: we need allies in
inhabitation.

Fortunately, we have at hand many allies, if only we
call on them; other upright objects, from towers to
chimneys to columns, stand in for us in sympathetic
imitation of our own upright stance. Flowers and gar-
dens serve as testimonials to our own care, and breezes
loosely captured can connect us with the very edge of
the infinite. But in the West our most powerful ally is
light. “The sun never knew how wonderful it was,” the
architect Louis Kahn said, "until it fell on the wall of a'
building”” And for us the act of inhabitation is mostly
performed in cahoots with the sun, our staunchest
ally, bathing our world or flickering through it, helping
give it light.

It comes with the thrill of a slap for us then to hear
praise of shadows and darkness; so it is when there
comes to us the excitement of realizing that musicians
everywhere make their sounds to capture silence or
that architects develop complex shapes just to envelop
empty space. Thus darkness illuminates for us a cul-
ture very different from our own; but at the same time
it helps us to look deep into ourselves to our own in-
habitation of our world, as it describes with spine-
tingling insights the traditional Japanese inhabitation
of theirs. It could change our lives.

Charles Moore
School of Architecture, UCLA



hat incredible pains the fancier of traditional ar-

chitecture must take when he sets out to build a
house in pure Japanese style, striving somehow to
make electric wires, gas pipes, and water lines har-
monize with the austerity of Japanese rooms—even
someone who has never built a house for himself must
sense this when he visits a teahouse, a restaurant, or
an inn. For the solitary eccentric it is another matter,
he can ignore the blessings of scientific civilization
and retreat to some forsaken corner of the countryside;
but a man who has a family and lives in the city cannot
turn his back on the necessities of modern life—
heating, electric lights, sanitary facilities—merely for
the sake of doing things the Japanese way. The purist
may rack his brain over the placement of a single tele-
phone, hiding it behind the staircase or in a corner of
the hallway, wherever he thinks it will least offend the
eye. He may bury the wires rather than hang them in
the garden, hide the switches in a closet or cupboard,
run the cords behind a folding screen. Yet for all his
ingenuity, his efforts often impress us as mervous,
fussy, excessively contrived. For so accustomed are we
to electric lights that the sight of a naked bulb beneath
an ordinary milk glass shade seems simpler and more
natural than any gratuitous attempt to hide it. Seen at
dusk as one gazes out upon the countryside from the
window of a train, the lonely light of a bulb under an
old-fashioned shade, shining dimly from behind the
white paper shoji of a thatch-roofed farmhouse, can
seem positively elegant.

But the snarl and the bulk of an electric fan remain a
bit out of place in a Japanese room. The ordinary
householder, if he dislikes electric fans, can simply
do without them. But if the family business involves
the entertainment of customers in summertime, the
gentleman of the house cannot afford to indulge his



own tastes at the expense of others. A friend of mine,
the proprietor of a Chinese restaurant called the
Kairakuen, is a thoroughgoing purist in matters archi-
tectural. He deplores electric fans and long refused to
have them in his restaurant, but the complaints from
customers with which he was faced every summer ul-
timately forced him to give in.

I myself have had similar experiences. A few years
ago I spent a great deal more money than I could afford
to build a house. I fussed over every last fitting and
fixture, and in every case encountered difficulty. There
was the shoji: for aesthetic reasons I did not want to
use glass, and yet paper alone would have posed prob-
lems of illumination and security. Much against my
will, T decided to cover the inside with paper and the
outside with glass. This required a double frame, thus
raising the cost. Yet having gone to all this trouble, the
effect was far from pleasing. The outside remained no
more than a glass door; while within, the mellow soft-
ness of the paper was destroyed by the glass that lay
behind it. At that point I was sorry I had not just set-
tled for glass to begin with. Yet laugh though we may
when the house is someone else’s, we ourselves accept
defeat only after having a try at such schemes.

Then there was the problem of lighting. In recent
years several fixtures designed for Japanese houses
have come on the market, fixtures patterned after old
floor lamps, ceiling lights, candle stands, and the
like. But I simply do not care for them, and instead
searched in curio shops for old lamps, which I fitted
with electric light bulbs. -

What most taxed my ingenuity was the heating sys-
tem. No stove worthy of the name will ever look right
in a Japanese room. Gas stoves burn with a terrific
roar, and unless provided with a chimney, quickly
bring headaches. Electric stoves, though at least free
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from these defects, are every bit as ugly as the rest.
One solution would be to outfit the cupboards with
heaters of the sort used in streetcars. Yet without the
red glow of the coals, the whole mood of winter is lost
and with it the pleasure of family gatherings round the
fire. The best plan I could devise was to build a large
sunken hearth, as in an old farmhouse. In this I in-
stalled an electric brazier, which worked well both for
boiling tea water and for heating the room. Expensive
it was, but at least so far as looks were concerned I
counted it one of my successes.

Having done passably well with the heating system,
I was then faced with the problem of bath and toilet.
My Kairakuen friend could not bear to tile the tub and
bathing area, and so built his guest bath entirely of
wood. Tile, of course, is infinitely more practical and
economical. But when ceiling, pillars, and paneling are
of fine Japanese stock, the beauty of the room is utterly
destroyed when the rest is done in sparkling tile. The
effect may not seem so very displeasing while every-
thing is still new, but as the years pass, and the beauty
of the grain begins to emerge on the planks and pillars,
that glittering expanse of white tile comes to seem as
incongruous as the proverbial bamboo grafted to wood.
Still, in the bath utility can to some extent be
sacrificed to good taste. In the toilet somewhat more
vexatious problems arise.

very time I am shown to an old, dimly lit, and, I

would add, impeccably clean toilet in a Nara or
Kyoto temple, I am impressed with the singular vir-
tues of Japanese architecture. The parlor may have its
charms, but the Japanese toilet truly is a place of spiri-
tual repose. It always stands apart from the main build-
ing, at the end of a corridor, in a grove fragrant with
leaves and moss. No words can describe that sensation

3



as one sits in the dim light, basking in the faint glow
reflected from the shoji, lost in meditation or gazing
out at the garden. The novelist Natsume Soseki count-
ed his morning trips to the toilet a great pleasure, “a
physiological delight”” he called it. And surely there
could be no better place to savor this pleasure than a
Japanese toilet where, surrounded by tranquil walls
and finely grained wood, one looks out upon blue skies
and green leaves.

As I have said there are certain prerequisites: a de-
gree of dimness, absolute cleanliness, and quiet so
complete one can hear the hum of a mosquito. Ilove to
listen from such a toilet to the sound of softly falling
rain, especially if it is a toilet of the Kanto region, with
its long, narrow windows at floor level; there one can
listen with such a sense of intimacy to the raindrops
falling from the eaves and the trees, seeping into the
earth as they wash over the base of a stone lantern and
freshen the moss about the stepping stones. And the
toilet is the perfect place to listen to the chirping of
insects or the song of the birds, to view the moon, or to
enjoy any of those poignant moments that mark the
change of the seasons. Here, I suspect, is where haiku
poets over the ages have come by a great many of their
ideas. Indeed one could with some justice claim that of
all the elements of Japanese architecture, the toilet is
the most aesthetic. OQur forebears, making poetry of
everything in their lives, transformed what by rights
should be the most unsanitary room in the house into
a place of unsurpassed elegance, replete with fond as-
sociations with the beauties of nature. Compared to
Westerners, who regard the toilet as utterly unclean
and avoid even the mention of it in polite conversa-
tion, we are far more sensible and certainly in better
taste. The Japanese toilet is, I must admit, a bit incon-
venient to get to in the middle of the night, set apart
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from the main building as it is; and in winter there is
always a danger that one might catch cold. But as the
poet Saitd RyokT has said, “‘elegance is frigid.” Better
that the place be as chilly as the out-of-doors; the
steamy heat of a Western-style toilet in a hotel is most
unpleasant.

Anyone with a taste for traditional architecture
must agree that the Japanese toilet is perfection. Yet
whatever its virtues in a place like a temple, where the
dwelling is large, the inhabitants few, and everyone
helps with the cleaning, in an ordinary household it is
no easy task to keep it clean. No matter how fastidious
one may be or how diligently one may scrub, dirt will
show, particularly on a floor of wood or tatami mat-
ting. And so here too it turns out to be more hygienic
and efficient to install modern sanitary facilities—tile
and a flush toilet—though at the price of destroying all
affinity with “‘good taste’” and the “beauties of nature.”
That burst of light from those four white walls hardly
puts one in a mood to relish Soseki’s “physiological
delight!” There is no denying the cleanliness; every
nook and corner is pure white. Yet what need is there
to remind us so forcefully of the issue of our own
bodies. A beautiful woman, no matter how lovely her
skin, would be considered indecent were she to show
her bare buttocks or feet in the presence of others; and
how very crude and tasteless to expose the toilet to
such excessive illumination. The cleanliness of what
can be seen only calls up the more clearly thoughts of
what cannot be seen. In such places the distinction
between the clean and the unclean is best left obscure,
shrouded in a dusky haze.

Though I did install modern sanitary facilities when
I built my own house, I at least avoided tiles, and had
the floor done in camphor wood. To that extent I tried
to create a Japanese atmosphere—but was frustrated
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finally by the toilet fixtures themselves. As everyone
knows, flush toilets are made of pure white porcelain
and have handles of sparkling metal. Were I able to
have things my own way, I would much prefer
fixtures—both men’s and women’s—made of wood.
Wood finished in glistening black lacquer is the very
best; but even unfinished wood, as it darkens and the
grain grows more subtle with the years, acquires an
inexplicable power to calm and sooth. The ultimate, of
course, is a wooden “morning glory’’ urinal filled with
boughs of cedar; this is a delight to look at and allows
not the slightest sound. I could not afford to indulge in
such extravagances. I hoped I might at least have the
external fittings made to suit my own taste, and then
adapt these to a standard flushing mechanism. But the
custom labor would have cost so much that I had no
choice but to abandon the idea. It was not that I ob-
jected to the conveniences of modern civilization,
whether electric lights or heating or toilets, but I did
wonder at the time why they could not be designed
with a bit more consideration for our own habits and
tastes.

he recent vogue for electric lamps in the style of
Tthe old standing lanterns comes, I think, from a
new awareness of the softness and warmth of paper,
qualities which for a time we had forgotten; it stands
as evidence of our recognition that this material is far
better suited than glass to the Japanese house. But no
toilet fixtures or stoves that are at all tasteful have yet
come on the market. A heating system like my own,
an electric brazier in a sunken hearth, seems to me
ideal; yet no one ventures to produce even so simple a
device as this (there are, of course, those feeble electric
hibachi, but they provide no more heat than an or-
dinary charcoal hibachi); all that can be had ready-
made are those ugly Western stoves.
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There are those who hold that to quibble over mat-
ters of taste in the basic necessities of life is an extrava-
gance, that as long as a house keeps out the cold and as
long as food keeps off starvation, it matters little what
they look like. And indeed for even the sternest ascetic
the fact remains that a snowy day is cold, and there is
no denying the impulse to accept the services of a
heater if it happens to be there in front of one, no
matter how cruelly its inelegance may shatter the spell
of the day. But it is on occasions like this that I always
think how different everything would be if we in the
Orient had developed our own science. Suppose for
instance that we had developed our own physics and
chemistry: would not the techniques and industries
based on them have taken a different form, would not
our myriads of everyday gadgets, our medicines, the
products of our industrial art—would they not have
suited our national temper better than they do? In fact
our conception of physics itself, and even the princi-
ples of chemistry, would probably differ from that of
Westerners; and the facts we are now taught concern-
ing the nature and function of light, electricity, and
atoms might well have presented themselves in dif-
ferent form.

Of course I am only indulging in idle speculation; of
scientific matters I know nothing. But had we devised
independently at least the more practical sorts of in-
ventions, this could not but have had profound
influence upon the conduct of our everyday lives, and
even upon government, religion, art, and business. The
Orient quite conceivably could have opened up a world
of technology entirely its own.

To take a trivial example near at hand: I wrote a
magazine article recently comparing the writing brush
with the fountain pen, and in the course of it I re-
marked that if the device had been invented by the
ancient Chinese or Japanese it would surely have had a
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tufted end like our writing brush. The ink would not
have been this bluish color but rather black, some-
thing like India ink, and it would have been made to
seep down from the handle into the brush. And since
we would have then found it inconvenient to write on
Western paper, something near Japanese paper—even
under mass production, if you will—would have been
most in demand. Foreign ink and pen would not be as
popular as they are; the talk of discarding our system
of writing for Roman letters would be less noisy; peo-
ple would still feel an affection for the old system. But
more than that: our thought and our literature might
not be imitating the West as they are, but might have
pushed forward into new regions quite on their own.
An insignificant little piece of writing equipment,
when one thinks of it, has had a vast, almost bound-
less, influence on our culture.

But I know as well as anyone that these are the
empty dreams of a novelist, and that having come
this far we cannot turn back. I know that I am only
grumbling to myself and demanding the impossible. If
my complaints are taken for what they are, however,
there can be no harm in considering how unlucky we
have been, what losses we have suffered, in com-
parison with the Westerner. The Westerner has been
able to move forward in ordered steps, while we have
met superior civilization and have had to surrender to
it, and we have had to leave a road we have followed
for thousands of years. The missteps and inconven-
iences this has caused have, I think, been many. If we
had been left alone we might not be much further now
in a material way than we were five hundred years ago.
Even now in the Indian and Chinese countryside life
no doubt goes on much as it did when Buddha and
Confucius were alive. But we would have gone only in
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a direction that suited us. We would have gone ahead
very slowly, and yet it is not impossible that we would
one day have discovered our own substitute for the
trolley, the radio, the airplane of today. They would
have been no borrowed gadgets, they would have been
the tools of our own culture, suited to us.
One need only compare American, French, and Ger-
man films to see how greatly nuances of shading and
coloration can vary in motion pictures. In the photo-
graphic image itself, to say nothing of the acting and
the script, there somehow emerge differences in na-
tional character. If this is true even when identical
equipment, chemicals, and film are used, how much
better our own photographic technology might have
suited our complexion, our facial features, our climate,
our land. And had we invented the phonograph and the
radio, how much more faithfully they would reproduce
the special character of our voices and our music. Japa-
nese music is above all a music of reticence, of at-
mosphere. When recorded, or amplified by a loud-
speaker, the greater part of its charm is lost. In conver-
sation, too, we prefer the soft voice, the understate-
ment. Most important of all are the pauses. Yet the
phonograph and radio render these moments of silence
utterly lifeless. And so we distort the arts themselves
to curry favor for them with the machines. These
machines are the inventions of Westerners, and are, as
we might expect, well suited to the Western arts. But
precisely on this account they put our own arts at a
great disadvantage.

Paper, I understand, was invented by the Chinese;
but Western paper is to us no more than something
to be used, while the texture of Chinese paper and
Japanese paper gives us a certain feeling of warmth, of
calm and repose. Even the same white could as well be
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one color for Western paper and another for our own.
Western paper turns away the light, while our paper
seems to take it in, to envelop it gently, like the soft
surface of a first snowfall. It gives off no sound when it
is crumpled or folded, it is quiet and pliant to the touch
as the leaf of a tree.

As a general matter we find it hard to be really at
home with things that shine and glitter. The Westerner
uses silver and steel and nickel tableware, and polishes
it to a fine brilliance, but we object to the practice.
While we do sometimes indeed use silver for teaket-
tles, decanters, or saké cups, we prefer not to polish it.
On the contrary, we begin to enjoy it only when the
luster has worn off, when it has begun to take on a
dark, smoky patina. Almost every householder has had
to scold an insensitive maid who has polished away
the tarnish so patiently waited for.

Chinese food is now most often served on tableware
made of tin, a material the Chinese could only admire
for the patina it acquires. When new it resembles alu-
minum and is not particularly attractive; only after
long use brings some of the elegance of age is it at all
acceptable. Then, as the surface darkens, the line of
verse etched upon it gives a final touch of perfection.
In the hands of the Chinese this flimsy, glittering
metal takes on a profound and somber dignity akin to
that of their red unglazed pottery.

The Chinese also love jade. That strange lump of
stone with its faintly muddy licht, like the crvstallized
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air of the centuries, melting dimly, dully back, deeper
and deeper—are not we Orientals the only ones who
know its charms? We cannot say ourselves what it is
that we find in this stone. It quite lacks the brightness
of a ruby or an emerald or the glitter of a diamond. But
this much we can say: when we see that shadowy sur-
face, we think how Chinese it is, we seem to find in its

10

cloudiness the accumulation of the long Chinese past,
we think how appropriate it is that the Chinese should
admire that surface and that shadow. ‘

It is the same with crystals. Crystals have recently
been imported in large quantities from Chile, but
Chilean crystals are too bright, too clear. We have long
had crystals of our own, their clearness always
moderated, made graver by a certain cloudiness. In-
deed, we much prefer the “impure’’ varieties of crystal
with opaque veins crossing their depths. Even of glass
this is true; for is not fine Chinese glass closer to jade
or agate than to Western glass? Glassmaking has long
been known in the Orient, but the craft never de-
veloped as in the West. Great progress has been made,
however, in the manufacture of pottery. Surely this
has something to do with our national character. We
do not dislike everything that shines, but we do prefer
a pensive luster to a shallow brilliance, a murky light
that, whether in a stone or an artifact, bespeaks a
sheen of antiquity.

Of course this “sheen of antiquity’’ of which we hear
so much is in fact the glow of grime. In both Chinese
and Japanese the words denoting this glow describe a
polish that comes of being touched over and over
again, a sheen produced by the oils that naturally per-
meate an object over long years of handling—which is
to say grime. If indeed “‘elegance is frigid,’ it can as
well be described as filthy. There is no denying, at any
rate, that among the elements of the elegance in which
we take such delight is a measure of the unclean, the
unsanitary. I suppose I shall sound terribly defensive if
I'say that Westerners attempt to expose every speck of
grime and eradicate it, while we Orientals carefully
preserve and even idealize it. Yet for better or for worse
we do love things that bear the marks of grime, soot,
and weather, and we love the colors and the sheen that
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call to mind the past that made them. Living in these
old houses among these old objects is in some mysteri-
ous way a source of peace and repose.

I have always thought that hospitals, those for the
Japanese at any rate, need not be so sparkling white,
that the walls, uniforms, and equipment might better
be done in softer, more muted colors. Certainly the
patients would be more reposed where they are able to
lie on tatami matting surrounded by the sand-colored
walls of a Japanese room. One reason we hate to go to
the dentist is the scream of his drill; but the excessive
glitter of glass and metal is equally intimidating. At a
time when I was suffering from a severe nervous disor-
der, a dentist was recommended to me as having just
returned from America with the latest equipment, but
these tidings only made my hair stand on end. I chose
instead to go to an old-fashioned dentist who main-
tained an office in an old Japanese house, a dentist of
the sort found in small country towns. Antiquated
medical equipment does have its drawbacks; but had
modern medicine been developed in Japan we probably
would have devised facilities and equipment for the
treatment of the sick that would somehow harmonize
with Japanese architecture. Here again we have to
come off the loser for having borrowed.

here is a famous restaurant in Kyoto, the Waran-
jiya, one of the attractions of which was until re-

cently that the dining rooms were lit by candlelight

rather than electricity; but when I went there this
spring after a long absence, the candles had been re-
placed by electric lamps in the style of old lanterns. I
asked when this had happened, and was told that the
change had taken place last year; several of their cus-
tomers had complained that candlelight was too dim,
and so they had been left no choice—but if I preferred
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the old way they should be happy to bring me a
candlestand. Since that was what I had come for, I
asked them to do so. And I realized then that only in
dim half-light is the true beauty of Japanese lac-
querware revealed. The rooms at the Waranjiya are
about nine feet square, the size of a comfortable little
tearoom, and the alcove pillars and ceilings glow with
a faint smoky luster, dark even in the light of the lamp.
But in the still dimmer light of the candlestand, as I
gazed at the trays and bowls standing in the shadows
cast by that flickering point of flame, I discovered in
the gloss of this lacquerware a depth and richness like
that of a still, dark pond, a beauty I had not before seen.
It had not been mere chance, Irealized, that our ances-
tors, having discovered lacquer, had conceived such a
fondness for objects finished in it.

An Indian friend once told me that in his country
ceramic tableware is still looked down upon, and that
lacquerware is in far wider use. We, however, use
ceramics for practically everything but trays and soup
bowls; lacquerware, except in the tea ceremony and on
formal occasions, is considered vulgar and inelegant.
This, I suspect, is in part the fault of the much-vaunted
“’brilliance’’ of modern electric lighting. Darkness is an
indispensible element of the beauty of lacquerware.
Nowadays they make even a white lacquer, but the
lacquerware of the past was finished in black, brown,
or red, colors built up of countless layers of darkness,
the inevitable product of the darkness in which life
was lived. Sometimes a superb piece of black lac-
querware, decorated perhaps with flecks of silver and
gold—a box or a desk or a set of shelves—will seem to
me unsettlingly garish and altogether vulgar. But ren-
der pitch black the void in which they stand, and light
them not with the rays of the sun or electricity but
rather a single lantern or candle: suddenly those garish
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