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Exploring Islands of Design:

37

Investigating architecture and culture through the lens of island
locations with Singapore University of Technology and Design

SUTD Students with world famous architect Kazuyo Sejima of SANAA architects, artists and botanists, at the Inujima life Garden

B BSICTEHROBY . P HR—IVBFEIRERES
[2017FEE£]| 53, 16DEFE2BDZEANDENER
EPREVELE, ZOHHLS, SHEIISUTD DIFEENICDL
TITHNALET,

Singapore University of Technology and Design (SUTD)
Established in 2009 with M.I.T. it is the 4th public
autonomous university and second accredited
architecture department in Singapore; combining
technology and design with an interdisciplinary approach.

Island life, island people, and island thinking are unique
from their mainland counterparts. Even as society
becomes more globally connected there are still pockets
of differentiation nurtured by the ‘isolation’ of islands.
Perhaps these places are now more important because as
the world homogenizes there is greater need for different
experiences and thinking to offer the catalyst to generate
solutions to contemporary global human problems and
new experiences.

Architecture has always been dependent on location and
site to give meaning to buildings and designed space.
Without social communities and human interaction,
architectural design is without function; as buildings
primarily exist to enable and support human activity.

This research sought out explicitly to explore islands,
island living, island people and island thinking, through
looking at different scales islands operate at;
geographically, culturally and demographically, and
starting in the small but dense Singapore before exploring
the large island country of Japan specifically Honshu and
also the small islands in the Seto inland Sea: Noshima and
Inujima. The outcome is finally presented in Venice one of
the oldest lagoon island states.

Islands are unique in that they have a well-defined
boundary. However this clear differentiation between
local and foreign is finite and limited as islands are
dependent on the outside for critical recourses and
exchange. This trip planned to understand island living,



what unique situations and culture develop and how
architecture can respond to and support this.

The project undertaken was generously funded by the
JCClin support of two initiatives resulting in two trips:

The first was entitled —“Measuring the Unmeasurable” and
focused on geographically mapping, analyzing and
understanding of Kyoto and the Seto sea Islands.

The second was — “Remote Aging Communities: How to
age / live gracefully, and sustainably”. This focused on the
inhabitants and visitors to Inujima and how to integrate
these aspects together.

The first trip introduced 16 SUTD students to Honshu
island and the Kansai area, visiting architecture from
Hiroshi Hara and Tadao Ando and having hands-on
workshop by Japanese carpentry masters at the Takenaka
corporation Tools and Carpentry Museum.

Students leaning first-hand how to use Japanese wood working
tools from master carpenters at the Takenaka corporation Tools and
Carpentry Museum.

In Kyoto SUTD students collaborated with their peers in
Kyoto Institute of Technology. With the assistance of
Shoichi Ota Sensei, they surveyed a historic area around
Kyoto seeking to link spatial architectural urban features
with recorded social activity, through geometric analysis
finding statistical relationships between signage and

minor traffic accidents, or shop type and social noise for
example. Through the project, students learnt and
developed computational urban analysis skills. With
students working in teams with KIT students who also
acted as guides to provide a local insight into the subtle
Kyoto rules and spatial indicators coming all the way form
Edo era, SUTD students were provided a unique window
into the sophisticated culture of life in Japan.

Students then visited the art islands of Naoshima and
Inujima, looking at the beautiful galleries. In Inujima
students collaborated with famous architect Kazuyo
Sejima who is directing the development of the island.
They helped with community activities with house and
route renovation to understand island life, as well as
mapping the island for help with analysis on the link
between art and other activities on the island.

The second trip was closely linked to a 14-week design
studio centered on asking about how architecture can
support community and engagement specifically on the
island of Inujima. This project was used as a contained
place to think about ageing hopefully shedding light on
the topic which would be relevant more globally including
in Singapore which has similar demographic issues as
Japan.

Students learning how to renovate traditional Japanese wood frame
buildings.




JCCI singapore Foundation

Inujima island represents an acute case of ageing in-place
with all of the permanent residents being elderly, with the
workers for the art installations coming from the
mainland every day. Inujima originally housing one
thousand five hundred inhabitants at its peak as a quarry
and copper refinery has now less than 5o so there are
questions not only about what to do with the buildings
and community as it contracts, but also how to revive it.

The island of Inujima in the Seto sea

The second trip as well as visiting the island undertook
more community work with students helping restore and
renovate existing buildings. They also undertook detailed
study into the building fabric of the island marking out old
and abandoned buildings, holding interviews with
residents to understand their personal and communal
needs and desires, as well as living in and experiencing
the island for a short while. This included eating locally
made Oden dinners and bento.

With this intensive study of the islands they then retuned
back to Singapore and undertook their design projects.
These involved developing proposals aimed at renewing
interest in the islands whilst critically engaging and
supporting the local population. The 14 students in the
studio explored separately different potential
interventions, such as basing recuperative care homes for
locals and visiting patients to promote recovery through
making use of the calming nature of the site. In another
instance, students explored using the isolation and
abundance of buildings as commodities for art schools
and residencies which would be able to not only enliven
local communities but also provide demand for their
services. More focused projects investigated the elderly
exercise supporting activity of gardening, developing
sophisticated ‘pods’ as an architectural intervention to
promote healthy lifestyles and sustainable farming.

Student projects based on Inujima explained at SUTD

The projects developed over the studio were used as the
beginning of a larger discussion in the Venice Architecture
Biennale. This was presented by selected SUTD students
in the Singapore Pavilion 2018 under the title “No more
free space?” alongside other investigations by student
architects from Yokohama Graduate School of
Architecture and elsewhere.

These projects were used as the beginning of an
international conversation into aging in Singapore, Japan
and Italy, and how this can be addressed though
architecture. It included important figures such as Mr
Gabriel Lim, Permanent Secretary, Singapore Ministry of
Communications and Information, Kazuyo Sejima of
SANAA architects and Martha Thorne has been Executive
Director of the Pritzker Architecture Prize.

Overall the support of JCCI has allowed a diverse but
significant number of interactions to happen between
Japan and Singapore as well as projecting these finding
into the wider design and architecture realm.
Furthermore this work has enabled wider relationships to
flourish between SUTD and Kyoto Institute of Design,
SANNA Architects and the Yokohama Graduate School of
Architecture which will result in further interaction and
sharing over the next years.

Written by Sam Conrad Joyce Assistant Professor
Singapore University of Design

Kazuyo Sejima of SANAA architects presenting the Inujima work in
the Singapore Pavilion at the Venice Architecture Biennale 2018
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