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Abstract

Over the past few years, we have closely studied significant
architectural works, translating them into spatial models for first-
year architecture students. Among these, House of Earth proved
uniquely resistant. Despite extensive archival research, dozens
of hand-drawn redrawings, and iterative conversations with
students, the house retained a sense of opacity. Working on a
broader project about hidden rooms, we returned to Shinohara’s
work. We found ourselves compulsively redrawing everything all
over again, attempting to reconstruct the house down to its final
screw. The essay we propose reflects on the notion of the second
glance - one that reveals, contradicts, interrogates, and ultimately
subverts the superficial engagement that so often characterises
our present-day encounters with architectural references.

This essay offers a critical and personal re-reading of Kazuo
Shinohara’s House of Earth. While the house initially appears to
stage a clear opposition between two realms, one that is sunken,
dark, and enclosed, and one that is lying on earth, luminous, and
open, this binomial collapses upon closer examination. Through
spatial analysis, reconstructed “technical project,” and theoretical
reflection, the essay traces how the house operates not through
contrast alone but through ambiguity, inversion, and layered
continuity. It also compels a deeper, slower engagement with
architectural reference, one that values ambiguity,

presence and time.

Upon Early Reading

This essay reflects on the notion of the second glance

on Kazuo Shinohara’s House of Earth, approaching

the work through the provisional insights that emerge
from the very act of looking again. The way in which we
engage with architectural references today has shifted
dramatically in form and speed. Projects are no longer
studied in depth; they are skimmed in passing, consumed
through a brief scroll, gliding over an enormous mass
of references. Familiarity is mistaken for understanding-
the gesture of recognition a building’s name or the mere
act of glancing at a drawing have become a surrogate
for knowledge. This shift has fostered the illusion that
the mind, when stretched to its limits, can encompass
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Figure 1: Early reading of the house.
Source: Ocryptic-k
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the “inventory of the totality of available human
existence,”! at least in breadth.

In the present condition of overabundant knowledge,

a rapid glance has become the only viable means of
navigating the sheer volume of architectural references
available. This manner of looking cannot be dismissed,
however, as purely negative, as it frequently constitutes
the very condition for the emergence of intuition. The
first glance is determined by immediacy, oriented by
the architect’s critical framework and generates rapid
responses of admiration, curiosity and intrigue. Under
the conditions of contemporary visual culture, intuition
has been foregrounded as a central tool of practice. This
immediacy, however, carries with it the inevitability

of superficiality, an enlargement untheorized,
undocumented and driven by fascination (Figure 1).
The first glance thus preserves a disruptive potential,
privileging sensuous encounter before conceptual
explanation as “real art has the capacity to

make us nervous.”

A subsequent perspective (hereafter referred to

as the second glance) articulates the possibility of
returning to a work, whether a painting, a building, or
another cultural artefact, through a revised analytical
apparatus: time, contextual framing, oeuvre, an entire
set of architectural drawings,® rather than fragmentary
depiction. The second glance is less a state of knowledge,
than a practice of searching — it is an unfolding not
rushed to define, one that reveals, contradicts, and
interrogates itself, all by not being rushed to grasp

or define, attentive to nuance. Nevertheless, genuine
discovery, founded on documentation and analysis,
does not strive to invalidate the initial intuition.
Rather, it situates it within a more extensive field of
interpretation and historical resonance, as the two
glances do not claim greater authority.

At the Risk of Being Misunderstood:
the House as a Work of Art

Kazuo Shinohara is acknowledged as one of the most
influential figures in the trajectory of contemporary
Japanese architecture, despite his work only circulating
intermittently within Japan and remaining largely
absent from Western architectural discourse. Rather
than presenting a continuous evolution, Shinohara
positioned his buildings, drawings and texts as a
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syncopated sequence of four styles, moments of
conceptual consolidation that resist subsumption into
a singular or totalizing discourse. As Enric Masip-
Bosch observes,* the Japanese architect exerted
unusually rigorous control over the dissemination

of his work, producing abstracted drawings for his
houses specifically for publication, fixing a canonical
set of photographs and texts for each project, as well as
restricting new photography. He actively authored the
narrative of his own oeuvre.

In the 1960s, while in his early forties, Kazuo Shinohara
articulated his architectural vision through a series

of residential projects such as Umbrella House

(1961), House with an Earthen Floor (1963), House in
White (1963), and House of Earth (1966), which he
retrospectively grouped under his First Style. Parallel
to these works, Shinohara advanced his theoretical
project through his doctoral study, Study of the Space
Composition of Japanese Architecture (1967) and critical
essays such as The House is Art (1962).

In The House is Art,” Kazuo Shinohara articulates

a foundational principle underpinning his lifelong
architectural ethos - the house is not a subset of
architecture’s functionalist agenda but a distinct and
autonomous work of art. This assertion, made “at the
risk of being misunderstood,”® represents not merely

a theoretical provocation but a radical repositioning

of the domestic realm within cultural production. For
Shinohara, the house should be liberated from the
demands of utility, production, and technical rationality
that define mainstream architecture, particularly amid
Japan’s rapid postwar modernisation. In contrast to

the industrialised and corporatised building sector,
designing a house is incompatible with large-scale
economic imperatives. The house thus becomes an
outlier, “a small bubble,”” adrift from the dominant
architectural current. Yet, precisely because of this
marginality, Shinohara argues that the house has the
potential to become something else entirely — a medium
for cultural and existential inquiry, parallel to painting,
sculpture or literature, as he sees the architect as jiutaku
sakka [author of houses], rather than jutaku kenchikuka
[architect of houses].

This repositioning is neither nostalgic nor escapist, but
a direct response to the alienation felt by authors of

4
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houses within an industrialised architectural system.
Shinohara rejects the idea that this alienation stems
from a lack of formal innovation. Still, it reflects a
deeper misalignment between the poetic act of house
design and the mechanised demands of production.
It must instead define its territory — a cultural

space where the architect can engage in acts of
personal expression, critical reflection, and aesthetic
experimentation.

The projects during First Style do not strive to offer
models for mass replication; instead, they operate as
singular gestures, each framing a condition of dwelling
that is both intimate and speculative. The sustained
engagement with the study of abstract space in Japanese
traditional architecture during this time developed a
critical sensitivity to the separation of permanence and
permanent change.® Shinohara’s critical stance® reframes
the house as an ontological tool, directly engaged with
human existence, a tool that operates ar the level of
culture, not mere utility. Within this horizon, the House
of Earth asserts istelf as a paradigmatic work.

The Intricacy of the Double

I have designed this small house for a producer of
documentary films and his script-writer wife. In

the past, I have concentrated on experiments with
square plans, but for the first time in this house I
used an irregular shape. Earth is the keynote of the
building in which the main section has an earth floor
and in which the bedroom is sunken into the earth.
To emphasize the slanting surfaces of the irregular
roof, one side is painted black. This comes into
immediate contact with a red wall that disappears
down the stairwell. The sunken bedroom is less an
underground room than a lower continuation of the
main section earth floor. It is beneath the garden

COTAA 2/2025

Figure 2: Plan of the
room above the ground
of House of Earth.
Source: ©Ocryptic-k
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on the south. I was surprised to see how difficult it
can be to handle unstable forms and color schemes.
Until recently, when the interior of the sunken room
was finished, the occupants have been sleeping on
top of the steel-walled section which creates a sort of
mezzanine. I dare say that from now on they will use
the two alternately as sleeping quarters.'

In its first apprehension, the House of Earth, seems to
stage the theme of the double through a spatial diptych:
above, a room resting on the crust of the earth, defined
by a diagonally folded roof inscribed within a skewed
square; below, its uncanny counterpart, nearly identical
in plan, yet sunken into the earth, withdrawn into
darkness and enclosure. This formal mirroring risks
being to hastily reduced to a binary diagram of surface
and depth, a temptation to classify rather than to dwell
into the unfolding of the space. The two rooms!! are not
structured as original and copy, nor as Dostoevskian
rivals? engaged in a drama of estrangement. Rather,
the theme of the double will try to be understood in

the second glance as a dispositif of coexistence, as two
distorted but self-sustaining organisms, upholding a
dialectic of openness and concealment. In this sense,
the house materialises what Deleuze terms the logic of
repetition and difference,* doubling not as duplication,
but as ontological production where variation
generates complexity.

Reading House of Earth through the lens of duality,

as a confrontation between two opposing spatial
registers, may offer a productive start to entering the
house’s depth. Still, it should not be mistaken for an
interpretative closure. Whereas Shinohara’s other
works often foreground spatial discontinuity through
decisive separation, this project operates through a
more subtle and recursive logic. The actual complexity
of the house resides in the relational tension between
its two conditions: not in their autonomy, but in their
continuous tangency, mirroring, and interpenetration.
These are not two discrete figures sutured together, but
rather differentiated intensities within a single spatial
organism — one that modulates itself across contrasting
states of light and darkness, exposure and withdrawal,
elevation and descent.

The double is not imitation, but continuity that emerges
through disjunction, as Shinohara himself states when
he points toward the earth as the keynote of the house.

Earth is the Keynote of the House

Within the Western intellectual tradition, earth has
most often been conceived as a neutral substrate, a

skin of no thickness, a passive ground to be mastered,
divided or insulated against. From the ancient Greek
notion of VAN (hyleé),** through Vitruvian concern with
firm foundations, to modern architecture’s reliance on
the socle, which severs the interior from the perceived
impurity of the damp and impure soil, earth is imagined
as a base to be stabilised and overcome. By contrast,

in the Japanese tradition, shaped by Shinto thought,
earth is not an inert matter but an animated presence,
inhabited by kami.'> Here, the act of building requires
negotiation with these presences, the house foregrounds
the threshold itself, cultivating an explicit bond

with the earth.

A distinctive feature of the traditional Japanese house
(minka) is the tripartite articulation of its floors into
earthen floor (doma), boarded floor (itama) and matted
floor (tatami). As Heinrich Engel emphasizes,® this
separation is not primarily a matter of construction,
but of purpose, as elevation and material encode
distinct spatial functions. The doma serves as a
transitional threshold between exterior and interior,
itama organises circulation and utility while the tatami
represents the most interiorized and ceremonial

area of living.

Shinohara draws on the vernacular typology of the
doma. In the earthen room of House of Earth, the
grounding sensation is immediate: one feels the earth
beneath their feet, as if inhabiting the surface of the
planet in a state of primordial dwelling. The threshold
between the raw ground outside and the compacted
earthen floor destabilises the conventional limits of
enclosure, rendering the threshold not as a separation
but as a zone of negotiated continuity. By 1966, when
Shinohara was designing House of Earth, this interest
had already been tested in the House with an Earthen
Floor (1964), and would later find another expression
in the Tanikawa House (1970). The idea was not
metaphorical, but deeply material. In House of Earth
both rooms are made entirely of earthen floors, except
for the bathroom niche. Pascal Flammer, reflecting on
House of Earth, captures the physical and existential
condition of the earthen floor - one “lives the crust of
our planet”” when sleeping there. This formulation
expresses not only the visceral sensation of being
embedded in the ground, but also how the house is
constructed in precise relation to the line of the

earth itself (see Figures 3 and 4).

COTAA 2/2025
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Figure 3: Plan of the
underground room of
House of Earth.
Source: Ocryptic-k

Figure 4: Section diagram
through the two spaces of
House of Earth.

Source: Ocryptic-k
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The act of descending into the sunken room discloses,
at the corner opposite the stairs, a concealed escape
hatch. Shinohara himself designated this space as
experimental, remarking that it required testing still.’®
The descent into the irrational in House of Earth
resembles the controlled wanderings practised by
Heidegger through the Black Forest. His pivotal point
was the cabin at Todtnauberg. From there, he would
set off along forest paths, Holzwege, that cut through
the woods without offering direction. Heidegger
compares thinking to walking along such a path: a trail
that leads nowhere, that disorients. Perspective arises
only occasionally, in clearings (Lichtungen), the rare
spaces of openness in the forest where Being reveals
itself, not fully, but as a shimmer between appearance
and withdrawal. But Being does not give itself fully. It
appears in withdrawal, between silence and presence.
This is why wandering is not a mistake, but a choice:

a deliberate plunge into the unknown, a waiting
without guarantee.

I'm off to the cabin—and am looking forward a
lot to the strong mountain air—this soft light stuff
down here ruins one in the long run. Eight days

lumbering—then again writing. . . . It’s late night
already—the storm is sweeping over the hill, the
beams are creaking in the cabin, life lies pure, simple
and great before the soul... Sometimes I no longer
understand that down there one can play such
strange roles.*®

Shinohara himself once wrote: “Sometimes I have the
impulse to create a space which is deeply involved with
the irrational parts of man’s heart.” House of Earth is
such a space: a house of intermingling, of darkness and
light, a house of descent, of plunging into the unknown,
and a house of emergence. And yet, the return from
the kami is never total. The crust of the earth no longer
reads the same, as you come back altered. The earthen
room is the same, but no longer holds you similarly.
There is a subtle shift in one’s return, as the ascension
offers the complex feeling of having inhabited dense soil.

Space in Black

In temple architecture the main room stands at a
considerable distance from the garden; so dilute is
the light there that no matter what the season, on fair
days or cloudy, morning, midday, or evening, the pale,
white glow scarcely varies. [...] And surely you have
seen, in the darkness of the innermost rooms of these
huge buildings, to which sunlight never penetrates,
how the gold leaf of a sliding door or screen will pick
up a distant glimmer from the garden, then suddenly
send forth an ethereal glow, a faint golden light cast
into the enveloping darkness, like the glow upon the
horizon at sunset. [...] How in such a dark place, gold
draws so much light to itself'is a mystery to me.?

The darkness of ancient temples, their depth, their
disorienting nature, and the way gold seems to glow
from within the mist, so vividly described by Tanizaki,
became a foundational theme for Shinohara. In the
spring of 1964, two years before House of Earth, he
curated his first-ever exhibition titled Space in Black
at the Odakyu Department Store in Tokyo, alongside
painter and set designer Setsu Asakura. This moment
offers a revealing glimpse into his evolving stance
toward domestic space.

Among the works exhibited was a conceptual version
of House of Earth titled Daichi no Ie: Kuro no Kiukan
(House of Great Earth: Space in Black) presented through

COTAA 2/2025
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Figure 5: Daichi no Ie Kuro
no Kukan The House of the
Mother Earth Space

in Black. Source: ©cryptic-k

a plan and model (see Figure 5). The project envisioned
an entire 100m? house buried underground, conceived
as a spatial metaphor for the repressed and irrational
dimensions of the human mind: its dark passions,
anxieties, and solitude. This idea, radical in both form
and symbolism, shows that House of Earth was never
meant to be a mere structural experiment, but a site of
psychological and existential depth. “As an inversion of
our everyday lives, it is a house that has denied the sun
and buried everything underground.”

This strategy of excavated movement through mass,
which appeared in both projects exhibited in Odakyu
(The House of Mother Earth and M-Space House), would
return in projects like Shino House, Uncompleted House,
and Repeating Crevice as a fissure through space. There
is also an echo across generations, finding continuity in
Valerio Olgiati’s Villa Além or K+N House, as spaces that
stage slow, deliberate traversals through matter, silence,
and tension. It also represents an unbuilt exploration
that anticipates the sunken bedroom later realised in

House of Earth.

Alongside the intimate relation to kami that underpins
Shinohara’s First Style, the Space in Black constitutes
the conceptual ground from which the House of Earth

emerges (see Figure 6).
The Feeling of Being Sheltered

The earthen room of the House of Earth establishes
itself on a twofold articulation: one of inwardness and
another of quietness in the form of concealed structural
density. It conveys a distinct feeling of being sheltered,
not in a sense of enclosure or containment, but in the
protection of being held beneath the weight and density
of a folded roof plane, half painted white, half black.

112

Figure 6: Plan of the earthen room.
Source: Ocryptic-k
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The prevailing inwardness unfolds in a singular
aperture directed toward the small garden at the rear of
the lot. As in the traditional Japanese house, translucent
paper panels, shoji,* are an adjustable membrane
that can be open, shifted or removed to constitute an
ambiguous threshold between interior and exterior.
Light is never admitted as a direct, frontal illumination,
but filtered, mediated and diffused. Jun’ichird Tanizaki
suggests in his essay that the beauty of the Japanese
interior resides precisely in its shadows and gradations,
where light is never overwhelming, but withdrawn
EEEEE EEEEEE (see Figure 7).

As previously noted, the threshold between the raw

ground outside and the compacted earthen floor

unsettles conventional notions of enclosure. The room

Figure 7: Facade facing the garden. does not impose dominance over the ground; rather,

Source: Ocryptick in resonance with the presence of kami, it rests lightly

upon it, maintaining a tactile relationship with the
earth while remaining visually and atmospherically
open to the exterior. At a single moment, that otherwise
concealed structure of the earthen room discloses itself
—alone rounded pillar exposed when the shoji are
retracted. This solitary visible structural element in the
entire house sustains tension as the structure concealed
inside raw-colored planes?® is palpable, but one cannot
fully grasp its logic.

In the House in White (Figure 8), built within his First
Style, Kazuo Shinohara positioned a pillar at the centre
of the plan. The endpoint of the pillar, with its braces
supporting the highest point, is concealed within the
white planes of the house. The unusable void caught
between the white cube of the living space and the
sloped roof evokes the Japanese notion of oku,* an
inwardness that signifies what is hidden, withdrawn,
yet essential. Oku is not geometric or physical, but
phenomenological, cultural, and symbolic. In the House
of Earth, the weight of the hidden tectonic system,
which might be assumed as a form of oku as well, is
silently borne by the solitary presence of the

wooden pillar.

L

At first glance, the timber roof of the earthen room
presents itself as deceptively straightforward: a
diagonal ridge beam traverses between the two
Figure 8: Plan of House in White, ppposing corners, with rafteys radiating outwards along
Source: ©cryptick its skewed plan. Closer scrutiny, however, unsettles
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Figure 9: Plan of the roof structure
Source: Ocryptic-k
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this apparent clarity, for the diagonal beam, measuring
10.30 meters, constitutes an extraordinary span for a
single timber element. The technical drawings of the
house, which we sought to uncover and meticulously
redraw, reveal that beneath this seeming simplicity
embedded within the thickness of the roof lies a
more intricate and ambiguous structural order. The
diagonal ridge, seemingly a single timber beam, is in
fact composed of three elements: a central span of
5.00 meters flanked by two shorter segments of 2.30
meters, each of 10.5x21 centimetres. This diagonal is
reinforced by four intermediate beams bearing upon
the four facades. Of these, the two beams running
parallel replicate its length and section, while the
perpendicular pair introduce a more intricate device:
each is assembled from eight smaller elements (6x12
centimetres) forming a composite beam that arches
subtly upward to sustain the diagonal span. This
concealed tectonic logic underscores the calculated
tension between formal clarity and construction
intricacy in Kazuo Shinohara’s work.

The structural system converges at four central points,
where the composed yet straightforward beams
intersect atop four rounded pillars of 15 centimetres

in diameter in the middle of each facade. Three are
absorbed into the thickness of the walls, their presence
legible through the openings that avoid the centre

of the facades. The fourth, however, is exposed: the
mysterious pillar situated at the midpoint of the garden-
facing elevation. It’s not just a poetic gesture or a way to
span the large glazed opening. Structurally, the house
depends on it. Absent the pillar, the roof would not hold
(see Figure 9).

The roof itself is an anomalous element: two sloping
planes, one painted black, the other white, converge
along a diagonal ridge that descends toward one
corner, the very point where the staircase is anchored.
The luminous openness of the day space is abruptly
interrupted at this juncture. At the threshold where
light begins to recede and the staircase emerges, a shift
occurs, one that is spatial, material, and also affective.
A long linear stair leads downward into the night space
from this corner, a black void cut into the sunken room.

Without disrupting the oneness of the earthen room,
a small study, a kitchen and a bathroom are tucked
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Figure 10: Diagram of the
open chamber showing the
diagonal beam and the
fixed furniture.

Source: Ocryptic-k
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behind a metallic panel. Above them, in the interstitial
zone between the sloped roof and the ceiling of the
three liminal spaces, the couple reportedly slept on
multiple occasions before the designated bedroom
was completed. Even after its completion, they would
alternate between the two sleeping places.

The diagonal beam, visible where the black and white
folded planes converge, acts as a soft separator. It marks
the shift from the earthen, open part to the functional
zone of cooking, eating, bathing, and even sleeping.
This displacement shifts the threshold from the clear
axial division marked by the staircase to a diagonal
articulation, complicating the spatial reading, making

it intricate and somewhat ambiguous. This open room,
resting directly on the surface of the earth, is marked
by another quiet contradiction. While it appears to
embody lightness, it conceals a cast concrete foundation
anchoring two fixed pieces of furniture: one platform
for sitting and one table (Figure 10). These are no longer
furnishings in the traditional sense, but reminiscent

of itama; they become tectonic interventions that
undermine the grounded pragmatism of the traditional
doma. They no longer dwell lightly on the crust, but are
materially and symbolically embedded in continuity
with the second space, which is itself excavated

into the earth (Figure 11).

COTAA 2/2025

Figure 11: Section through the earthen room.
Source: Ocryptic-k
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The Feeling of Being Isolated

The sunken chamber begins to announce itself from the
very act of descent. The staircase, piercing the ground
like a sharp, deliberate incision, initiates transition. It
is not merely a connector but a performative gesture,
also a descent traced in red paint. This chromatic line
traces the movement downward and unfolds across
the floor of the sleeping space below, a continuous
gesture that marks the fall. Gaston Bachelard, in his
reading of intimate spaces, writes about stairs that
lead underground and the feeling they awaken: “The
staircase that leads to the cellar, we always descend

it. What we retain in memory is its descent; it is the
descent that gives it its dreamlike quality [...].”* This
deliberate rupture between the two spaces makes the
descent feel like a plunge into the irrationality of being.

Upon entering the space carved into the ground, a
sense of disconnection inevitably sets in. The room is
enclosed by black-painted walls and is defined by only
three openings to the exterior: the entrance, that has
no door and is marked solely by a frame that outlines

it like a painting (1), one escape hatch embedded in the
slab at the corner opposite the entrance (2) and another
window that is a narrow vertical slit for minimal
ventilation (3).%

Inside, one finds a bed, a wardrobe, and a desk with

a chair for study in the corner of the room under the
horizontal window. The presence of the desk introduces
a subtle tension into the reading of the space. It anchors
a silent kind of thinking, tentative and suspended,
within a room that resists structure. This space, carved
into darkness, carries the same contradiction as the
earthen room above. Just as the room above anchors

its furnishings in concrete, undermining its apparent
lightness, the sunken chamber, though seemingly
detached and autonomous, mirrors the space above
through embedded spatial correspondences.

The sunken room is not simply a sleeping space, but

a cell, a space of retreat, not from others, but from
orientation itself. The lack of reference points makes

it perfect for retreating from the earthen space and,
with it, from the world. The descent begins even before
crossing the threshold. The geometry of the room and
the inclined diagonal ridge draw the body downward,
gently but irresistibly, toward the stair carved into the
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Figure 12: Plan of the sunken room.
Source: Ocryptic-k

121



The Double

A

Figure 13: Diagram of
colors: white is white, black
is black, and gray is red.
Source: Ocryptic-k

earth. One does not choose to descend; one is swept in.
The stair lures the inhabitant toward the bowels of the
irrational. It is a guided fall, not toward the clarity of
light, but into the substrate kami suffuses. The space
below offers no axis and no fixed orientation. There are
only black walls, diffuse light, and silence. The descent
continues inward, not toward a destination, but into

a condition of unanchored being. One does not arrive.
One sinks.

White, Black, Red

The chromatic strategy in House of Earth, red, black,
and white, is atypical within Shinohara’s oeuvre
(Figure 13). These highly charged, high-contrast colours
create visceral tension, unlike the calm abstraction

of House in White. There, whiteness evokes clarity

and stillness. Here, colour produces a space that feels
dense, unsettling, and emotionally charged. The two
sloped ceilings descending toward the stairs, one black,
one white, dramatise the diagonal line between them.
Without this stark contrast, the roof’s geometry might
have appeared flatter, less deliberate. The black slope
covers the “functional” side of the plan and is echoed in
the dark metallic panel that conceals the bathroom.

At the same time, a vivid red wall descends into

the underground room. This red continues without
interruption, becoming the very floor of the buried
space, which is surrounded by black walls. This
chromatic sequence suggests more than a simple
division; it evokes movement. It gives the impression
that the upper space drains into the lower one, swept
downward into darkness.
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A Deliberate Act of Resistance

House in White is widely recognised as marking the
first significant, albeit perhaps partially unconscious,
rupture with his earlier engagement with traditional
Japanese houses. The project’s introduction of a pure
cubic abstraction signals the transition from his First
to his Second Style. Although House of Earth (Figure

2) was completed during the same period as House

in White (Figure 8), it constitutes a distinct anomaly
within Shinohara’s progression. Eric Masip Bosch, who
studied Shinohara’s work in depth, proposes a vertical
rather than linear reading of Shinohara’s oeuvre,
linking House of Earth to later projects like Tanikawa
and Yokohama house, united by the continuous search
for spaces that strike one’s soul and evoke emotion.
For Bosch, Shinohara’s underlying pursuit was “the
search for an anti-domestic house.”?” If comfort and
sentiment domesticate, then emotion, as an unstable
and potentially disorienting force, resists domestication.

The house does not simply surprise with its sunken
sleeping room, but it distorts domestic legibility
altogether. Its spatial configuration, intense colours,
and refusal of perfect geometry, even in its furnishing,
all disrupt conventional inhabitation. In contrast

to the abstract Cartesian clarity of House in White,
House of Earth “imposes a non-codified gesturality

on the occupant.”®® This approach makes the house
harder to inhabit in the conventional sense, but also
more beautiful. In House of Earth, there is a moment
where Shinohara chooses art over accommodation: a
deliberate act of resistance to the idea that architecture
must first be useful to be meaningful.

In the earlier-mentioned essay “The House is Art,”
Kazuo Shinohara writes of the shoin of Jiko-in temple:
“There is no ‘space. Such beauty as exists is a beauty
stemming from the non-existence of space.” This
privileging of the void, of what cannot be grasped or
fully defined, reinforces the house’s potential as a site of
artistic and philosophical inquiry. In this light, to design
a house is not simply to solve a functional problem,

but to engage in the continuous redefinition of human
dwelling — an act as culturally charged, as symbolically
open, as any work of art.
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Figure 14: first iteration of

Tanikawa House.
Source: Ocryptic-k

Figure 15: distorted angles
of the house.
Source: Ocryptic-k

124

Distorsions

In positioning the timber pillar at the centre of

the facade, the diagonal beam through the middle

of the space, and the stark division between two
fundamentally different rooms, we find Shinohara’s
obsession with splitting, always speaking in twos, never
composing through addition. This logic of division, not
composition, is something other architects like Valerio
Olgiati have inherited from Kazuo Shinohara. It’s a way
of thinking that begins with something clear, a form,

an idea, or both. To divide is not always to separate;
sometimes it is to double. To create a twin not in form,
but in contradiction. In the second glance of House

of Earth we find ourselves understanding more this
dispositif of coexistence, as two distorted but self-
sustaining organisms.

This gesture echoes a deeper logic in Shinohara’s work,
already anticipated in the first, unbuilt version of
Tanikawa house (Figure 14), of a space split into two.
Christian Kerez recalls Shinohara reflecting

on this duality:

Shinohara says that if he had the chance to make a
space, he would make two spaces — one for the man

and one for the woman. It remains a single space,
but the division into two makes the large space more
complex, more varied.*

The rooms in House of Earth as different as they could
be in dimension, material, light, purpose, and also in
relation to the earth. And yet, a contradiction emerges
—they mirror one another. They occupy the furthest
corners of the site, pulled apart diagonally. And yet
they are linked by a single, straight flight of steps,
without a door, an exposed and decisive gesture. From
this perspective, the sunken room is not concealed; it is
revealed structurally and experientially as much as it
can be (Figure 15).

The upper room is not a square, a quiet contradiction
that unsettles the assumption of opposing geometries.
It borrows the angle of the room below. It also borrows
its colours, though in reverse — the sunken room has a
red floor and black walls, while the earthen room has
red walls and half of the roof painted in black. It is as if
irrationality rises from the carved space below, passes
through the always-open staircase, and quietly invades
the lighter space above.

There remain two spaces, one black and one white, but
now they are fused into a whole. The tension between
them and how each alters the other is what keeps the
house alive. It makes it feel like a true dwelling, not

just a diagram. But where the line is drawn, when

this tension between system, rule, and contradiction
strengthens or weakens the organism, we cannot say.
That is what great architects can do: sustain tension and
allow it to resonate, not solve space entirely,

but keep it alive.

The Very Act of Looking Again

Through the very act of looking again, the house hasn’t
changed, but we have. The second glance does not aim
to decipher the house, to contextualise it historically or
to reduce it to a statement. It lingers near its complexity,
absorbing what can be felt from its radiation. What
once appeared as a precise movement between two
opposing worlds now feels less certain. What seemed
dual now reveals entanglement. Yet perhaps this is
where thinking becomes more fruitful — not in clarity,
but in lingering uncertainty. Amid the intricacies of
Kazuo Shinohara’s oeuvre, one thing remains clear,
nothing is accidental. Everything is intentional.
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Abstract

This essay explores the architectural and theoretical stakes of
duality in Livio Vacchini’s School of Architecture in Nancy (1992-
1995), proposing it as a key to understanding the radical nature
of his mature work. Beyond compositional strategy or formal
symmetry, duality is framed as an ontological principle—an
inner structure of thought that governs Vacchini’s design process
and underpins the logic of the built form. The article draws on
critical readings by contemporaries (Vigato, Abram, Masiero,

Le Garrec) and builds an interpretive framework that sees in
duality the convergence of Vacchini’s architectural credo: the
encounter between dogma and calculation, belief and method.
The school in Nancy becomes the exemplary site where duality
unfolds spatially—through the articulation of two U-shaped
volumes, mirrored courtyards, and a central fissure—and
conceptually, as a tension between unity and division, presence
and absence, reason and intuition. By reactivating archaic
values through abstract means, Vacchini reclaims an essential
dimension of architectural thought, one that resists composition
and representation in favor of internal necessity. In doing so, his
work speaks to a disciplinary core concerned not with forms, but
with ideas—the enduring potency of architecture as a mental and
material practice.

Prologue

I was often asked during my doctoral studies why I chose
to study the work of Livio Vacchini, why it mattered.

A question as simple and informal as it is difficult to
answer. His architecture either seduces you immediately
or leaves you skeptical. I believe that seduction comes
from how he thinks and constructs his projects: through
aphorisms and radical positions, staked first at the scale
of the discipline, then translated into each particular
project, always imbued with historical weight. I

would usually answer this question by speaking of the
pair—aphorism and project—and of how radical his
architecture is because it operates through structure

and essence, rejecting trends and irrelevance. And yet,

I always had the feeling that I was merely echoing his
words, or what had already been written about him—
and that, if someone wasn’t already captivated by his
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