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Minoru Yamasaki:
Contradictions of Scale in the Career of the
Nisei Architect of the World’s Largest Building

Bert Winther-Tamaki

Whether remembered as the perch of King Kong in a Hollywood
movie or as the target of terrorist bombing, the 110-story twin
towers of the World Trade Center have indeed become a defini-
tive landmark of New York City (figure 1). As the world’s tallest
skyscrapers upon reaching their full height in 1974 and still today
the tallest in New York City, they have excited much attention.!
They were anticipated as a “fearful instrument of urbicide” which
would “clobber Manhattan’s beautiful skyline.”2 Once built,
however, their minimal forms were not without admirers, includ-
ing one who pronounced them “one of the most dramatically
beautiful sights in New York.”3 But while the twin towers have
been much debated, the fact that they were designed by a Japa-
nese American has received very little attention. Not only was
the Seattle-born, Detroit-based Nisei Minoru Yamasaki (1912-
1986) the chief architect of the World Trade Center, he was also
the first Asian American to achieve a national reputation as an ar-
chitect in the United States.

It was in 1962 that the powerful bistate agency, the Port Au-
thority of New York and New Jersey, selected Yamasaki to design
its World Trade Center, and he devoted much of his energy to
various aspects of this prestigious and complex project over the
next fourteen years. But Yamasaki’s architectural practice and
thinking matured in the 1950s prior to his involvement with the
World Trade Center. During this period, International Style ar-
chitecture which had been developed before the war by Europe
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ans such as Mies van der Rohe, Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier
was simplified to a formula which rapidly became an “architec-
ture of bureaucracy” in the United States and elsewhere.® Yamasaki
was a practitioner of this mode in the early 1950s, but by the end
of the decade he had developed a unique stance at a critical dis-
tance from the International Style and was regarded as a leader in
the search for progressive alternatives together with such archi-
tects as Philip Johnson, Eero Saarinen and Edward Stone.

Yamasaki’s critique of the International Style stood on two re-
lated convictions. First, he argued that the overwhelming monu-
mental character which was the aim of many contemporary archi-
tects and clients was detrimental to democratic society; and sec-
ond, early architectural traditions, particularly those of Japan,
posed models of human scale of unique significance to contempo-
rary architecture. But Yamasaki’s most famous legacy, his World
Trade Center design, has most frequently been criticized precisely
for its colossal scale. How is it that the architect of a design pro-
nounced already in 1966 as “gargantua by the sea,”® had been
recognized just five years earlier as “the forerunner. . .of a general
movement to reconcile the measure of his art to the measure of
man”?’ And compounding the contradiction, although practically
none of the World Trade Center’s commentators have speculated
on Japanese allusions or influences, however obscure, this archi-
tect was honored by the Japanese American Citizens League in
1962 for the role which “his understanding of Japanese art and
culture” played in the goal of “elevat[ing] the dignity of man in
his environment.”® This is a study of such contradictory values
of architectural scale—the proportions, dimensions and degree of
impressiveness of buildings relative to human beings—in the ca-
reer of a Nisei architect.

Yamasaki’s Early Years

Prejudice was a predominant factor in Yamasaki’s early years in
Seattle: “I know from personal experience how prejudice and
bigotry can affect one’s total thought process.”” It was virtually
impossible for Japanese Americans to become architects in the
prewar United States. The young Minoru was first inspired to
study architecture by his uncle who earned a degree in architec-
ture at the University of California. As a first-generation Japanese
immigrant, however, the uncle was ineligible for U.S. citizenship
and therefore had no hope of ever becoming a licensed architect
in the United States and returned to Japan to pursue his career.



Yamasaki put himself through the architectural program at the
University of Washington by spending his summers laboring on a
Nisei and Filipino workforce in Alaskan canneries. He would
later describe “the repugnance” he felt at “the way we employees
were exploited.”10

If the theme of anti-Asian prejudice is the dominant note in
Yamasaki’s autobiographical account of his early years, a second
theme appears with increasing frequency in the narrative. A series
of sympathetic and influential European American men are re-
membered as important role models. To his professor of architec-
ture at the University of Washington, Yamasaki “owe[d]. . .a tre-
mendous debt; the intensity and enthusiasm he evoked in me has
been a great influence through much of my architectural life.”!!
At length, Yamasaki succeeded in obtaining employment and
proceeded to work for several important New York architectural
offices between 1935 and 1945. In his autobiography, Yamasaki
gives the impression that the tutelage and sympathy of several
European American architects and designers in these firms car-
ried him through the war years with relatively little distress.

By the war’s end in 1945, Yamasaki obtained the position of
chief architectural designer in the Detroit-based office of Smith,
Hinchman and Grylls. As a firm of 600 employees, this was an
important job, but when Yamasaki attempted to purchase a home
for his family, a realtor told him that he could not sell property to
Yamasaki in the exclusive Detroit suburbs. Nevertheless, his ca-
reer prospects continued to advance and by the late 1950s archi-
tectural journals were publishing his work under the name of
“Minoru Yamasaki & Associates.”

Crawling Beneath Mies’s Floor

Yamasaki had much experience with the design of large-scale
projects early in his career. During the war, he worked on a fifty-
million-dollar defense project as an employee of the firm of Shreve,
Lamb and Harmon, which had designed the Empire State Build-
ing in the 1920s. At the end of the war, he spent a year in the of-
fice of Wallace Harrison, famous for his role in the design of
Rockefeller Center.

In 1951 Yamasaki and his partners obtained contracts for the
design of three very large projects in Saint Louis: the U.S. Mili-
tary Personnel Records Center, the Saint Louis Airport Terminal,
and the Pruitt-Igoe Housing Project. Built for the Department of
Defense to house thirty-eight million service records and a staff of
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four thousand, the Records Center was one of the world’s twenty
largest buildings at the time of its completion.? It was the Saint
Louis Airport Terminal, however, that established the reputation
of Yamasaki. Its great vaulted space provided a precedent for
Saarinen’s famous TWA Terminal at Kennedy Airport and was
greatly acclaimed in architectural circles at the time for its expres-
sive invention.’® Yamasaki was also chief designer for Pruitt-Igoe, a
public project for housing 12,000 residents in thirty-three eleven-
story buildings which was heralded at the outset as a trend-set-
ting plan that “saves not only people, but money.”14

Nevertheless, Yamasaki was not entirely at ease in his role as
designer of these large projects. He expressed his most serious
misgivings about the Pruitt-Igoe housing complex. Regrets over
this project would emerge over time, but already in 1952 when
construction had just begun, Yamasaki made his apprehensions
apparent. In this year he published a defense of the modernist
approach to housing design practiced at Pruitt-Igoe, that of “elimi-
nating slums” by erecting high-rise apartment towers separated
by generous swaths of open space cordoned off from automobile
traffic.)® But Yamasaki began this essay with an acknowledgment
that low buildings would be preferable, for “Man is a ground ani-
mal [and it is] quite natural for him to live near the earth.” He con-
fessed, “if I had no economic or social limitations, I'd solve all my
problems with one-story buildings.” If, as John Ruskin claimed, the
very practice of architecture tends to instill “a tendency in [archi-
tects] to build high. . .in mere exuberance of spirit and power,”1¢
Yamasaki’s avowed preference for low buildings would seem a
rather self-abnegating disposition for an architect. He proceeded
to argue for high-rise housing on the basis of need rather than de-
sirability. He maintained that he and his colleagues had argued
unsuccessfully to restrict the density to half the fifty-five to sixty
families per acre required by the housing authority. In 1956, just
one year after its completion, Yamasaki published a self-recrimi-
nating disavowal of Pruitt-Igoe: “We have designed a housing
project, not a community, which is tragically insensitive to the
humanist aspects of security and serenity and have multiplied
tragedy because of the great number of buildings and extent of
the site.”l” Indeed, in later years it became a notorious case of the
failure of modernist principles, particularly after it was given up
as hopeless in 1972.18

If Yamasaki’s 1952 defense of the large scale of the Pruitt-Igoe
complex was striking for his apprehensiveness and reservations,



he was much more at ease criticizing large-scale architecture in a
talk about factory design later that year.!® Yamasaki criticized
“large industrial architects” (such as the firm from which he had
just resigned) for determining design by considerations of economy.
He defended “the dignity of the individual worker” and protested
huge industrial complexes where “the machine is king; man a
minion, to be accommodated as inexpensively as possible.” He
took his architect colleagues to task for “recklessly build[ing]
buildings so vast that they affect the feeling of importance and se-
curity in everyone who uses them.”

Yamasaki’s aversion to large-scale design was unusual in this
optimistic age of growth in the United States, but not without pre-
cedent in the Anglo-American architectural press. In 1948, the
London-based Architectural Review published views expressed at
a symposium titled “In Search of a New Monumentality.” Most
felt that modern architecture could benefit from a greater sense of
durability, solidity, dignity and largeness of scale. One partici-
pant, however, dissented and leveled a critique at monumental
architecture that seems implicit in Yamasaki’s misgivings: “Im-
perialistic architecture—whether it is built in an empire or a re-
public—means an architecture which induces in the subjected
people fear, admiration, and a feeling of insignificance through its
vast dimensions and the associations connected with its forms.”?

Yamasaki’s 1952 stand against large-scale industrial construc-
tion was prefaced by an amusing and self-effacing anecdote
which no doubt succeeded in winning the affections of his listen-
ers. He told the story of his personal visit to Mies’s recently com-
pleted Farnsworth House in Illinois. When he arrived at this
minimal glass-walled dwelling raised on an elevated floor, he en-
countered a group of Mies’s students studying their master’s
work. “A very tall young man came over and asked, ‘Are you an
architectural student?’” At this time Yamasaki was responsible
for such projects as the Saint Louis Air Terminal and the Pruitt-
Igoe complex, but he only “hesitatingly” managed to inform the
young man that he was indeed an architect. Hearing this, the tall
student “drew himself up to his full height and, looking down his
nose at me in a very disapproving manner, said, ‘When I get to be
an architect I shall always consider myself a student.”” Yamasaki’s
punch-line entails a humorous self-humiliation: “With that 1
crawled under the Mies’s house.”

This was not all in jest, however, for even years after
Yamasaki began to articulate his departure from Miesian modern-
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ism, he still identified Mies as “the best architect in the world.”?!

The German American Midwesterner was a towering charismatic
figure in American architectural culture of the early postwar
years.?2 Mies was one of the most influential leaders in the trans-
formation of the International Style into an architecture of monu-
mentality in the United States. The prewar buildings of this move-
ment, including Mies’s own, tended to be small structures which
aimed for free-flowing space and a sense of weightlessness. Mies
invested the minimal block of steel and glass with the authority of
an absolute statement of the Zeitgeist of modern times, though it
has been observed that the pretensions of universality of his Zeit-
geist belied its basis in the “industrial West.”2

Yamasaki’s anecdote about the Farnsworth House and the re-
mark in which he yearned for one-story solutions for all architec-
tural problems point to a belittling sort of tension that encum-
bered Yamasaki’s ambitions in the Miesian milieu of American
architecture. Such an interpretation would seem confirmed by
the narrative related in a 1958 feature on Yamasaki in the architec-
tural press.* Shortly after his experience at the Farnsworth
House, Yamasaki reportedly suffered a personal and professional
crisis. The industrial designer George Nelson, a former partner of
Yamasaki, was quoted as saying that Yamasaki had “never lacked
professional confidence, but there was a remembered inferiority
that had to be purged.” This inferiority, the journal claims, “was
doubtless the major reason, along with the rapid pace he had
been setting himself, for his nearly fatal ulcer attack in 1954.”
Yamasaki’s own comment was quoted too: “I hadn’t been able to
order my life. I felt that something was missing and that I had to
keep running after it. But look: everyone has a complex. It took
the ulcer to show me what mine was—that I was Japanese.” Per-
haps Yamasaki’s anecdote of humiliation beneath Mies betrays an
internalized experience of prejudice which shaped his development
in the predominantly European American architectural world.

Yamasaki’s practice of architecture until this point had been
assimilationist; being an architect meant dedicating himself to an
overwhelmingly European-American professional community
and absorbing its cultural premises. Later he would dismiss his
early buildings as “shallow imitations of those of Mies.”?® Most
of his major works of the early 1950s did indeed adhere to a steel
and glass curtain wall grid of the sort perfected by Mies. More-
over, the interpretive accounts of these buildings in the architec-
tural press presented neither evidence nor speculation that any



aspects of these buildings sustain any relationship to Japan, Japa-
nese culture, or Japanese American identity.

In other words, Yamasaki’s architecture did not seem to pro-
vide a vehicle for the expression of any relationship to Asia which
may have characterized his personal identity. The only excep-
tions to this were a few private dwellings which Yamasaki de-
signed. In 1951, Architectural Forum published a lengthy survey of
recent trends in residential architecture, including two Yamasaki
houses, and Japanese characteristics were claimed for both of them.
One was the 125-year-old house in Birmingham, Michigan (out-
side the white-only Detroit suburbs) that Yamasaki had purchased
and remodeled for himself and family. Its modern living room
was said to be “designed with the sensitivity and restraint charac-
teristic of the finest Japanese architecture.”? Yamasaki’s approach
to the richly forested Connecticut site of the second house was
“the traditional answer of Japanese architecture: Respect nature,
and insinuate the architecture with subtlety and grace.”?’

Thus, traditional Japanese qualities were perceived and ap-
preciated in Yamasaki’s private residential work, but were re-
garded as irrelevant to his large modern buildings. This dichotomy
may be correlated to a larger schism in American architectural
culture in the postwar period. Joan Ockman contrasts a “male”
culture of production situated in office towers and factory build-
ings outfitted in a modern architectural imagery to a “female”
culture of consumption in suburban tract housing styled as tradi-
tional cottages.?® The reception of Yamasaki’s work in the early
1950s suggests that Japanese allusions were more welcome in the
female/residential side of this divide than the male/corporate.
Perhaps a stigma of a gendered sort may have been involved when
Yamasaki endeavored in the mid-1950s to reduce the dependence
of his office on scattered “small projects” such as residences, and
focus on the design of the “fine, larger building.”?® Moreover, the
disinclination to design homes for wealthier private clients, where
there was greater potential relevance for Japanese expressivity,
may be related to the fact that such residences tended to be lo-
cated in racially segregated areas such as the Detroit suburbs
which excluded Yamasaki.

Thus, Yamasaki’s practice of architecture in the United States
in the early 1950s admitted precious little opportunity for him to
express the Japanese American identity which differentiated him
from the overwhelming majority of people in his working envi-
ronment. Consequently, the resolution to the “crisis” of 1953-54
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took the form of an unexpected opportunity to design an impor-
tant building in Japan later in 1954. As Architectural Forum put it,
“By one of fate’s happy tricks, the U.S. State Department inter-
vened at this point, asking Yamasaki if he would be interested in
trying a design for the American Consulate General’s office and
staff quarters at Kobe, Japan.”30

The Serenity and Scale of Japanese Architecture

Although the U.S. military occupation of Japan following World
War Il ended in 1952, Japan remained firmly within the dictates of
American foreign policy and military strategy. Yamasaki’s Kobe
Consulate was part of the infrastructure of this American pres-
ence in Japan as well as the larger postwar program of what has
been described as the “architecture of imperialism”—the embas-
sies, consulates, and cultural centers constructed by the State De-
partment all over world.3! But this did not necessarily mean that
structures of imposing monumentality were regarded as the most
effective architectural tools of American diplomacy. The objec-
tives of this building program were described as “represent[ing]
American architecture abroad” and “adapt[ing] it to local condi-
tions and cultures so deftly that it is welcomed, not criticized, by
its hosts.”3?  Concern for criticism was well-placed, for many of
these overseas American buildings would indeed become sym-
bolic targets for anti-American protests.>

Thus, the selection of Yamasaki for the building in Kobe was
sensible diplomatic strategy from the perspective of the State De-
partment. The use of a Japanese American artist by the United
States government to mount an appeal to Japanese people was not
unprecedented. For example, during the war, the accomplished
Issei painter Yasuo Kuniyoshi created poster illustrations of the
Japanese enemy for the U.S. Office of War Information and gave
speeches broadcast by American propagandists to the public in
Japan.* Of course, coming nine years after World War II when Ja-
pan was an ally of the United States in the Cold War, Yamasaki’s
work for the State Department had quite a different character from
that of Kuniyoshi. Nevertheless, as the following commentary in
the architectural press suggests, the diplomatic value of his Con-
sulate was similarly inscribed in his Japanese American identity:

The Japanese have been tendered a gracious double compliment.
The State Department. . .selected as architect Minoru Yamasaki,
a native-born American of direct Japanese descent. Yamasaki then
gladly acknowledged—and indeed the building makes clear—



the strong influence traditional Japanese ethos and architecture
have played in both his philosophy and design for the project.?

The agenda of U.S. diplomacy, however, was not necessarily
incompatible with Yamasaki’s personal and professional goals.
Since the prewar period, the journey to Japan had been fraught with
great consequence for Japanese Americans with careers in the arts.
For example, the sculptor and designer Isamu Noguchi, whose fa-
ther was Japanese and mother was European and Native Ameri-
can, travelled to his father’s country in 1931 in order to “fulfill my
heritage” as an “interpreter of the East to the West.”3¢ Later he
remembered the experience of working with clay in Japan at this
time as entering a “close embrace of the earth, as a seeking after
identity with some primal matter beyond personalities and pos-
sessions.”¥’

In Yamasaki’s case, the fateful encounter with Japan came at
the moment in his career when, as we have seen, illness brought
him to a realization that he had a “complex” about being Japa-
nese. Supervising construction in Kobe gave him his first major
opportunity to develop an affirmative image of Japanese identity
through the medium of architecture. Yamasaki found himself
drawn to Japanese architecture of the past such as the modest sev-
enteenth-century wooden pavilions of Katsura Detached Palace.
In his design for the Consulate he explored the relevance of such
models to contemporary architecture (figure 2). The Consulate was
a walled compound containing three structures distributed around a
central garden: an office block, staff apartments, and servants
quarters. Yamasaki explained that a central objective was the provi-
sion of “a Japanese look” for his design.3® Thus, as Architectural
Forum readers learned, he elevated the floor line “in the manner
of fine old Japanese temples,” set his buildings “in a lovely native
garden,” and designed the front facade of “delicate bands of glass-fi-
ber plastic in a bronze gridwork [which] adapt[ed] traditional
shoji screens to new outdoor use.”® Moreover, the garden pond
was provided with a wooden deck on posts set in unfinished pil-
ing stones in the manner of the famous moon-viewing platform at
Katsura.

The widespread enthusiasm for Japanese culture among Ameri-
cans during the postwar years provided an important context for
Yamasaki’s turn toward Japanese traditional architecture at this
time. In terms of architecture, the most remarkable expression of
this fashion came in the very same year Yamasaki was experi-
menting with Japanese traditional architecture in Japan. 1954 was
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Figure 2. Minoru Yamasaki of Yamasaki, Leinweber & Associates. U.S.
Consulate General Headquarters. Kobe, Hyogo, Japan. 1954.

Photograph by John Launois, Black Star

the year that a seventeenth-century-style Japanese house was con-
structed in the garden of the Museum of Modern Art in New
York. Features such as post and lintel skeleton construction, flex-
ibility of plan, interpenetrating indoor and outdoor space, and the
decorative use of structural elements were seen as possessing
“unique relevance to modern Western architecture.”4 Even Mies
seemed to feel that Japanese architectural tradition posed a uni-
versalizing legitimization of the goals of modern architecture.*!
Nevertheless, Yamasaki’s experience of Japanese and other ar-
chitectural traditions would carry him away from Miesian mod-
ernism. Later Yamasaki would claim that his stay in Japan in 1954



and subsequent visits to historical sites in India and Italy “changed
my life—maybe saved it.”#? Proof of new resolve came quickly in
the form of a bold critique of modernist architecture published in
the American architectural press in 1955.#3 In this essay, Yamasaki
claimed that the previous twenty years of architecture were domi-
nated by Mies’s “structural integrity” and Corbu-sier’s demonstra-
tion of “plastic possibilities,” but asserted that the time had come
to move beyond their stifling influence. The cost of an excessive
reliance on functionalism was an eclipse of the “emotional qual-
ity” of architecture and the prioritization of economic means served
as a “crutch for unimaginative design.” On the other hand, “origi-
nality” for its own sake led to “many excesses” such as the elimi-
nation of traditional materials and the abjuration of the architect’s
social responsibility.

To remedy these ills, Yamasaki counseled greater attention to
architecture of past centuries, and photographs of sites he visited
in his travels to Japan, India and Italy illustrated the article. Such
historical models led Yamasaki to conclude that modern architec-
ture was deficient in such qualities as a sense of surprise, richness
of detail and adornment, and forms which give pleasure and drama.
In this 1955 essay, Yamasaki also revisited the issue of disturb-
ingly large-scale buildings, noting that, “The question of the emo-
tional or spiritual quality of architecture in relation to scale had
troubled me for some time.” He acknowledged that before his
trip, the only buildings that had moved him with a “feeling of up-
lift” were physically large buildings such as Mies’s twenty-six-
story Lakeshore Apartment towers in Chicago. In fapan, however,
he discovered this quality in small buildings. “If the feeling was
different, it was only that mixed in it was a little less awe and a
little more peace.” On the other hand, though the structural qualities
of Gothic cathedrals were “marvelous almost beyond belief,” they
offered little value as models for the contemporary architect in
search of “uplift or spiritual quality.” The Gothic cathedral, Yama-
saki claimed, was “a monument to God with no relation to a daily
environment for people.” He further identified “monumental quali-
ties” with “the roars of trucks or hot rodders” in American cities
in contrast to the enjoyable “narrow streets and open squares” of
Florence and Venice. The architect’s social obligation was not
served by creating environments of monumentality, but “relaxed,
friendly and enjoyable places.”

In subsequent years, Yamasaki repeated and expanded these
thoughts in a series of addresses, interviews, and essays.** The
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task of architecture in a democracy was not served by monumen-
tal structures, he claimed, but by the design of “tranquility in en-
vironment as respite from the turmoil of mechanization.”*> At times
this critique of monumentality suggested a more pointed refer-
ence to contemporary architectural practice: “A monument to the
ego of a particular owner or architect is contradictory to the prin-
ciple that each man who uses the building should be able, through
his environment, to have the sense of dignity. . .”4 Foreshadow-
ing something of the spirit of recent feminist architectural criti-
cism,¥” he charged “some very influential architects” among his
American contemporaries for believing that “all buildings must
be ‘strong’” in the sense that “each building should be a monument
to the virility of our society.”*8

But Yamasaki was much more sensitive to the architectural
consequences of cultural biases in his social environment than
gender biases. He attributed the undemocratic monumentality of
contemporary architecture in the United States to its traditional
blindness to non-Western architecture and exclusive focus on
Western architectural history which, he claimed, was primarily a
history of monumental architecture.** Yamasaki named the archi-
tectural history of Banister Fletcher, the canonical text in Ameri-
can architectural schools, as an influential instrument of this tra-
ditional bias.>® The 1945 edition of this respected volume intro-
duced a very brief appendix of non-Western architecture with the
disclaimer, “These non-historical styles can scarcely be as inter-
esting from an architect’s point of view as those of Europe, which
have progressed by the successive solution of constructive prob-
lems, resolutely met and overcome.”! Yamasaki claimed to the con-
trary that study of non-Western architectural history was sorely
needed. “In the understanding of serenity and scale,” he asserted, “I
believe we must turn to Japanese architecture.”5?

Yamasaki’s position regarding the relevance of Japanese tra-
ditional architecture did not go unnoticed. As mentioned at the out-
set, the Japanese American Citizens League (JACL) honored Yama-
saki as “Nisei of the Biennium” in 1962, citing his commitment to
“elevating the dignity of man in his environment” by “artfully
blending his understanding of Japanese art and culture with that
of Western architecture.”> The JACL apparently saw Yamasaki’s
accomplishment as a gratifying resolution of what Ronald Takaki
suggests was one of the central dilemmas of the Nisei experience,
namely a “bifurcat[ion] between the land of their parents and the
land of their birth.”%* Yamasaki’s commitment to Japanese tradi-



tional architecture was also acknowledged in the largely Euro-
pean American environment of his professional career. “As typi-
cally American as the big Chrysler he drives,” noted the previ-
ously mentioned feature in Architectural Forum, “Detroit’s Minoru
Yamasaki nevertheless draws artistic inspiration from another
heritage.”®> While the Japanese reference is lauded as “inspiration,”
it is also disciplined by the automobile simile to assuage any doubt
about Yamasaki’s American identity. But finessing this balance of
identities required some tact on Yamasaki’s part. On one occasion,
he patiently corrected those who were unable to distinguish be-
tween involuntary racial identity and artistic inclination:

Though I jokingly protest that those who contend that my build-
ings have a distinctly Oriental flavor must have seen my face or
name before seeing my work, [ am fully aware that my admira-
tion of certain intrinsic qualities in Japanese architecture has had a
positive effect on the underlying philosophy on which I try to
base my designs.3

Japanese Serenity vs. Gothic Verticality

How, then, did Yamasaki’s admiration for aspects of Japanese
architecture affect his architectural practice in the United States?
The intense nationalism of these Cold War years circumscribed the
degree to which Japanese culture could be seen as relevant to Ameri-
can architecture. “The lessons that can be learned from the house
in Japan,” cautioned Yamasaki’s friend the designer George Nelson,
“have nothing to do with copying its superficial aspects. ... Any
effort to reproduce the Japanese house, or its parts, would merely
result in a freak, because the Japanese way of life is not ours.” %
Experimenting with features of traditional Japanese architecture
on a building in Japan was one thing, but could they be imported
to the United States?

One of Yamasaki’s most admired buildings in the late 1950s was
a two-story conference center for Wayne State University in De-
troit (figure 3). This design was among a group of projects which
earned Yamasaki the reputation of a leading proponent in revers-
ing the austerity common in modern architecture with a new decora-
tive sense of pleasure.® The glass pyramids topping the central
lounge and the triangular ends of V-shaped ceiling beams estab-
lished a decorative motif repeated with variations throughout the
structure. The building reminded contemporaries of European pro-
totypes; the skylight seemed to “recall Renaissance palazzos” while
the building’s mass seemed “coolly classic.”* But the reference of
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Figure 3. Minoru Yamasaki Associates. McGreggor Memorial Community
Conference Center, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 1955-1958.

Photograph by Balthazar Korab

the adjacent sunken garden, with three hovering planes of raked
gravel in a pool of water, was Japanese. It was observed that “Japa-
nese-style rocks” were installed in the pool which “serve[d] the
same reflective purpose as water in Japanese temples.”*® Here then
was an apparently successful attempt to smooth the rough edges
of modern architecture and create an environment of serenity in-
formed by Japanese tradition.

Yamasaki’s first and only skyscraper design before the World
Trade Center was his thirty-two-story headquarters for Michigan
Consolidated Gas company in Detroit, commissioned in 1958 and
completed in 1963 (figure 4). Perhaps we can see some continuity
in the treatment of the front entry to the tall glass lobby of this
building with Yamasaki’s prior interest in Japanese prototypes
for flat planes hovering over sheets of water (the deck at the Kobe
Consulate and the rectangles of raked gravel at Wayne State Uni-
versity). But any associations with Japan here are very obscure
indeed.

The most striking feature of this building is the design of its
windows in the form of vertically attenuated hexagons, each sheet of
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Figure 4. Minoru Yamasaki
Associates. Michigan
Consolidated Gas Co.
Headquarters. Detroit,
Michigan. 1958-1963.
Photograph by
Balthazar Korab

glass pointed at its top and bottom and framed in units of spar-
kling white quartz aggregate. These were promptly dubbed “lan-
cet windows” and contributed to the frequent association of
Yamasaki with Gothic imagery in the late 1950s and 1960s.% This
picturesque quality was a dramatic departure from the perpen-
dicular reticulation of the typical steel and glass curtain wall of
the 1950s. One reviewer enthusiastically likened the building to
an “Arabian Nights fantasy” and an “Eastern temple.”%2
Yamasaki, however, explained that two aims—one pertaining
to the interior and the other to the exterior—motivated these nar-
row vertical window designs. On the one hand, by placing the
mullions on twenty-inch centers, he hoped to avert the acropho-
bia which he confessed he experienced when standing near the
windows in the upper floors of tall buildings.® This goal is cer-
tainly consistent with the various statements we have attributed
to Yamasaki thus far on behalf of an architecture of intimacy. But
for the exterior, he professed a very different aim. He wanted the
building to express “an aspiring sense of verticality which seems
necessary for a building of this height.”®* Thus, Yamasaki’s ear-
lier wish for one-story solutions to all architectural problems, his
reservations about Gothic monumentality, and belief in the con-
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temporary relevance of Japanese traditional architecture all seem
to have been abandoned in his new embrace of the lofty height of
the skyscraper.

Before charging Yamasaki with a lack of integrity, however,
the previously mentioned disconnect between the topics of sky-
scraper design and Japanese tradition in the discourse of modern
architecture deserves reiteration. Rarely did the appeal of Japa-
nese architecture seem to hold any relevance to the urban office
tower. The biography of Wallace Harrison, Yamasaki’s one-time
boss, provides a provocative illustration of the divorce between
the skyscraper and Japanese architectural imagery. Harrison is
known for his many Manhattan skyscrapers including Rockefeller
Center, the United Nations Secretariat, and the Time and Life build-
ing. Less well known is the fact that he spent holidays in a small
country house which he designed for himself on the coast of Maine,
a cottage that was “Japanese in feeling” and complete with his very
own effort at a “Japanese rock garden.”%® The image of Harrison
rejuvenating himself from his metropolitan world of soaring steel
and glass towers in a rustic “Japanese” retreat suggests a cultural
environment where “Japan” signified a desirable antithesis to the
modern skyscraper.

Despite Yamasaki’s reference to the Japanese garden tradition
at the Conference Center at Wayne State University, it would not
be accurate to say that he wished to introduce a Japanese imagery
to American architecture. His proposition was rather that the
Japanese architectural tradition bore a special relevance to the re-
form of modern architecture due to its exemplary illustration of
qualities such as “inner security and pleasure to man.” In 1959,
Yamasaki’s articulation of this message in an address to a gather-
ing of architects received “a thunder of applause.”® In effect,
Yamasaki’s colleagues were endorsing the desirability of a trans-
fer of certain humanistic qualities from Harrison’s Japanese re-
treat to his urban skyscrapers.

The Monumentality of the World Trade Center

Yamasaki would remember that when Port Authority officials
first contacted him to solicit a proposal for the design of the World
Trade Center in 1962, he thought they were mistaken. When ap-
prised otherwise, his first response was that it would be “too much
for us to tackle.”®” But Yamasaki overcame his misgivings about
the enormous size of the construction because, in his words, it
“represented a once-in-a-lifetime, no, once-in-two-lifetimes situa-



tion.”®® Philip Johnson was probably right when he said, “I don’t
care what the hell they say. All architects essentially want to be
monumental.”® Rising to the occasion, Yamasaki convinced him-
self that enormous dimensions were justified for the design of the
World Trade Center: “World trade means world peace. . .I felt that it
had a bigger purpose than just to provide room for tenants.””°

Nevertheless, the long streak of ambivalence regarding monu-
mental architecture we have traced through Yamasaki’s career
manifested itself in his work on the World Trade Center as a pos-
ture of reluctance surprising for one who was, after all, its chief
designer. “It was a terrifying program from the standpoint of size,”
he confessed in 1965, “You just run scared before you get ad-
justed.””! The statistics were fantastic indeed. The two towers and
the four low buildings around the plaza at their base would break
world records not only for height but also floor space, tripling
that of the previous record-holder.”? The Port Authority of New
York and New Jersey wanted a facility to expedite and increase
the movement of international commerce through the Port of New
York by centralizing the government and other functions, services
and activities vital to the marketing and processing of trade. To
do so, they desired nothing short of a city-within-a-city housing a
working population of fifty thousand and facilitating another eighty
thousand visitors daily. Skyscraper height in particular was
symbolic; in search of a publicity stunt, the Port Authority execu-
tives instructed their architect, “Let’s go higher than the Empire
State.””3

Surely this mammoth undertaking was an unlikely task for
an architect known for his delicately scaled buildings and opposi-
tion to monumentality. It may be, however, that this reputation
was an asset from the perspective of the Port Authority. Accord-
ing to Anthony Robins, the Port Authority selected Yamasaki for
this project over such contenders as Wallace Harrison, Gordon
Bunshaft, Edward Stone and Walter Gropius because he was re-
garded as an “iconoclastic outsider” more likely to realize an in-
novative alternative to the steel-and-glass International Style.”*
Of course, one of the striking ways Yamasaki differed from them
was his pronounced critique of architecture that threatened human
scale. In his proposal statement, Yamasaki acknowledged the
“excitement and glory” desired for the World Trade Center, but
he also promised to find a way “to scale it to the human being so
that, rather than be an overpowering group of buildings, it will be
inviting, friendly, and humane.””>
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In 1962 Manhattan was in the midst of a major spree of sky-
scraper construction which was not without its critics. One of the
most articulate critics of overdevelopment was Lewis Mumford
who railed against “the growing invasion of office buildings” which
he condemned as “human filing cases.” For Mumford, a “creep-
ing paralysis” of the city was the result of the “’swaggering in spe-
cious dimensions’ that Oswald Spengler called a sign of decadent
civilization.””®  As builders of airports and highways, the Port Au-
thority officials knew that their plan to demolish a densely built dis-
trict of seventeen acres in downtown Manhattan would incur the
wrath of the likes of Mumford. They clearly desired colossal scale
for the World Trade Center to symbolically thrust the New York
port to the forefront of international commerce, but no doubt they
also wished to defuse the arguments of vociferous critics who feared
the brutal neighborhood-destroying gigantism of their project. Per-
haps it was hoped that by entrusting Yamasaki with the design of
their project, they could mollify the gigantism of a skyscraper of
unprecedented dimensions with the qualities of scale and refine-
ment for which he was such an elegant spokesman.

But Yamasaki may have caught himself in cross purposes: was
it really possible to design a building for clients who demanded a
structure that was the world’s largest in size at a human scale?
Yamasaki approached this problem by postulating a fundamental
disjunction between distant and proximate scale. “I realized that
what really matters is the scale at or near the ground—it doesn’t
really matter, in Manhattan, how high up you go.””” In effect, he
freed himself to design the reach of the building into the sky in
terms of the larger panoramic perspective of the city at great dis-
tances, while the perspective of individuals approaching the
buildings could be facilitated by adroit handling at ground level.
To compose distant scale, Yamasaki built scale models of the whole
Lower Manhattan cityscape and then tried various configurations
of boxes in the spot of the World Trade Center to devise a compo-
sition for the volume required. Thus, the building was conceived
in relation to the macrocosm of the topography of the whole city
and harbor. From this vantage, Yamasaki developed the concept
of two identical towers set in an open plaza on a diagonal axis to
one another.

This composition suggests Mies’s pairing of identical towers
at the Lake Shore Apartments, though the latter were oblong in plan
while Yamasaki’s were square. Mies’s arrangement juxtaposed the
short wall of one building to the long wall of its counterpart, how-



ever, creating a pinwheel effect. Being square in plan, Yamasaki’s
towers read as an identical pair. Moreover, due to the thinness of
their proportions and their sheer vertical profile unimpaired by
any setback, they look more like two square columns. The ap-
pearance of pure solids is further enhanced by the avoidance of
deep relief or patterning of the facades which might seem to fig-
ure the blocks from afar. Indeed, they have been admired for pos-
sessing a “unitarian will” exceeding even the “monolithic nature” of
Mies.”® Or, in the view of a critic who deplored them, the towers
suggested the stonelike monolith of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A
Space Odyssey cloned into two.”® It is the looming of this pair of
shiny silver columns high above the motley aggregate of spires,
turrets and dwarfed skyscrapers of Lower Manhattan that gives
Yamasaki’s World Trade Center its enduring and distinctive monu-
mental quality.

From the distant perspective, Yamasaki's monumentality suc-
ceeds in creating an indelible landmark image. But according to
his own logic, it was proximate scale that counted when it came to
making the building “inviting, friendly, and humane.” On a project
of this enormity, however, even “proximate” scale concerns much
more than fine detailing. Yamasaki created a vast five-acre plaza
at the bases of the towers. This was closed off from automobile
traffic and bracketed by four lower buildings intended to “main-
tain human scale in the face of the towering office blocks.”% This
huge outdoor space, however, has been much derided, for example,
as a “sterile plaza. . .alienating man from his environment.”8!

Yamasaki handled the immediate zone of contact between the
skyscrapers and pedestrians by altering his fenestration pattern at
the ground level approach. Each of the four facades of both tow-
ers is designed as a series of massive equidistant vertical piers
clad in silver aluminum (figure 5). Yamasaki provided an arcade-
like interface between the building and plaza level by funneling
each set of three columns into a thicker trunk. This is realized
with a system of sinuous curves that create the effect of a row of
pointed arches, though each arch sweeps the eye upward into an
unbroken vertical ribbon of glass rather than actually terminating
in a point. Like Yamasaki’s Detroit tower, the effect here too was
frequently described as “Gothic.”

The arcade was intended to provide human scale for the build-
ings from ground perspective. But to be relevant on such enor-
mous structures the arcades had to be large, and in fact they do
reach high above the heads of those who pass through them. Still,
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so dwarfed are the arcades by the massive shafts of the skyscrap-
ers looming so heavily above them that they strain in their task of
creating a meaningful threshold for the lilliputians of the towers.
Writing in the 1950s, one architectural historian addressed the
principle of scale operative here as follows: “the large building
which belittles itself by using forms satisfactory only for a tiny
structure produces an unpleasant sense of the puny, the toylike,
even the unreal.”®? Yamasaki's design was criticized repeatedly
on these grounds:

He has developed a curiously unsettling style, which involves
decorative traceries of exotic extraction applied over structure
or worked into it. His choice of delicate detail on massive con-
struction as a means of reconciling modern structural scale to
the human scale of the viewer is often more disturbing than re-
assuring. It makes many competent architects go to pieces. Here
we have the world’s daintiest architecture for the world’s big-
gest buildings.®®

Perhaps this derisive reproach is the parody of the vestige of
Yamasaki’s Japanese-inspired anti-monumentalism. His principled
opposition to what he had regarded as the oppressive expression
of virility by Western architectural monumentality was over-
whelmed by the scale inherent in the project which he undertook.
Sadly, Yamasaki’s earnest dedication to the World Trade Center
was incompatible with the particular vision of Asian expressivity
with which he identified. “In today’s world,” he wrote in 1979,
three years after the completion of his World Trade Center plaza,
“traditional Japanese architecture in its pure form is impossible,
except in the most special of circumstances.” Continuing in a quix-
otic note, he added, “But I think it important to use both its deli-
cacy and the warmth of feeling. . .One is never overwhelmed in a
traditional Japanese structure, and the same should be true of
today’s buildings, no matter how large and imposing they may
be.”® The world’s largest building simply stretched this convic-
tion too far.

Urbanists may well regret the failure of Yamasaki’s Japanese
inspired anti-monumentalism to temper the World Trade Center
design. What remains to be said is that Yamasaki’s identification
of serenity and intimacy of scale as primary characteristics of
Japanese architecture was by no means definitive of Japanese ar-
chitecture in any inclusive sense. From the powerful vertical pro-
files of feudal castles to the colossal megastructures envisioned by
Yamasaki’s contemporaries in the Tokyo architectural group known



Figure 5. Minoru
Yamasaki Associ-
ates and Emery
Roth and Sons.
World Trade
Center, 1962-1976.
Close-up view of
elevation at
ground level.

Photograph by
Balthazar Korab

as the Metabolists, large scale was very much a part of Japanese
architectural vocabulary.®> Yamasaki’s omission of such references
from his image of Japanese architecture corresponded neatly to
an enduring modern American tradition of appreciating Japanese
culture in terms of an aesthetic of smallness. Since the late nine-
teenth century, Americans had been admiring “tiny doll-like gei-
sha” and the intricate workmanship of miniature crafts.®¢ This
theme was resuscitated in the early postwar period as part of a
transformation of the popular American image of Japan from that
of the violent enemy of World War II to a peaceful and acquies-
cent ally in the Cold War. While Yamasaki encountered this re-
gard for diminutive Japanese aesthetics in the American architec-
tural world, it was also a topic in popular writings about Japan,
for example, by James Michener.” Though his success may be
debated, it should be acknowledged that the Nisei architect of the
World Trade Center aimed to redirect that Japanese stereotype to
resist a European American propensity for oppressive architec-
tural monumentality.
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