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Abstract: This paper pays special attention to a series of typological spaces which are hypothe-
sized as morphogenetic forces in building the Japanese urban environment. Sakamoto School’s 
“architectural compoßsition”, which comprehensively and systematically unfolds the spatial logic 
in urban structure, is introduced as the theoretical framework for urban morphological analysis 
and design. Five differences in typological application between Japanese School and European 
School are stressed. They are further investigated through the series above of typological spaces in 
three case studies from three architectural domains. Based on the discussion of three conditions 
behind three domains, as well as how these typological spaces play with these conditions through 
related architectural and urban design theories, this paper proves that these typological spaces 
are significant in urban environment formation in Japan. It further concludes that these typolog-
ical spaces, which work as both emergent “urban public realm” and spatial “connecting part”, are 
closely related to five differences of typological application in Japan. This paper explores an op-
erative mechanism of urban growth by applying these typological spaces for assembling discrete 
urban elements into an integrated whole. It also tentatively provides an alternative approach in 
shaping and organising urban morphology from a bottom-up architectural design instead of top-
down urban planning.

1. Introduction

1.1. The missing theories from architectural and urban design

According to Conzen’s (2013) definition, “urban morphology is the study of the built form of 
cities, and it seeks to explain the layout and spatial composition of urban structures and open 
spaces, their material character, and symbolic meaning, in light of the forces that have created, 
expanded, diversified and transformed them”. Although urban morphology as an interdisci-
plinary discipline, is broad and inclusive to include many aspects and factors related to the 
cause of urban form, it is no doubt that the essential objects of morphological study still fall 
into the research of physical aspects of human artifacts, especially emphasis needs to be put on 
the “genesis” or “engendering process” of urban form rather than the whole urban story (Kropf 
and Malfroy, 2013, pp. 129-130). The present-day urban landscape is an agglomeration of various 
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individual artifacts (architecture, infrastructure, and landscape) built across different time and 
space through history. Theories and thinking of associated design disciplines are indispensable 
origins informing the underlying principles of urban formation and transformation. Whereas 
surprisingly many influential studies in some urban form-driving disciplines of architecture, 
urban design and landscape, have not been included into the field of urban morphology for dis-
cussion (Scheer, 2016, pp. 8-13), or occasionally mentioned without underlining (Kropf, 2014b, 
p. 71; Scheer, 2008, p. 140), or criticized for narrow and isolated view (Whitehand, 2012).

1.2. Typology application in Japanese Sakamoto school

“Architecture composition” (Sakamoto et al., 2012) is among these design theories which are not 
paid much attention in urban morphological studies. The typological analysis and design tool 
– namely “architectural composition” method – mainly developed by a group of architects in 
Tokyo Institute of Technology under the supervision of Kazunari Sakamoto. It is closely relat-
ed to the application of typology, which is the essential logic of form and directly leads to the 
finding of morphogenetic forces behind urban growth.

Sakamoto believes that architecture needs to be elevated from an isolated object to part of a 
broader urban environment. He stresses an interdependent relationship between architecture and 
city. Therefore, his typological approach underlines an interaction between inside and outside, 
as well as the integration of part and whole. In his book Studies of Architectural Composition: 
Design Methods in Architecture, he lists a series of spatial components in architectural composi-
tion, and classifies them into three domains: “constructed material”, “rooms” and “interior space” 
in inside domain, “exterior shape” and semi-exterior space in interface domain, and “extended 
urban space” in outside domain. Each spatial component on the upper level is composed of its 
subordinate spatial components. The urban environment is a continuum in nested part-to-whole 
relations, and therefore architectural composition implies a bottom-up way of building urban 
environment through typological spaces and elements in architecture. He compares typology in 
building to grammar in semantics and believes that architecture and its meaning is established 
based on the part-to-whole relation, “syntagmatic” relation and “paradigmatic” relation. With a 
different degree of complexity in architecture, the different “articulation” (classified units, for 
example, “room” or “groups of rooms” or “architectural volume” as the basic units in analysis) is 
established. Architectural composition applies different “syntagmatic” relationship (spatial struc-
ture like grammar in language) and “paradigmatic” relationship (attached spatial characters, for 
example, “height” “scale” “area” “openings” as well as human interventions like sightline and cir-
culation) form different “layout” or “arrangement” as different integrations of spatial meanings.

The architectural compositional method has been widely used in both small and large scales 
in urban morphology and environment analysis1. It clearly and powerfully demonstrated the 
principle of typology in physical environment construction and its potential application as a 
tool in creating a new urban landscape in practice.

1. For reference to the studies of the Japanese school of architectural composition, see Konnon, C. (2010) ‘Characteristics 
of loggia space as public space in contemporary architecture’ Journal of Architecture and Planning 657, 2719-2727; Minobe, Y. 
Sakamoto, K., Tsukamoto, Y. (1999) ‘Architectural composition of complex buildings by arrangement of volumes’, Journal 
of Architecture and Planning 525, 137-144; Terauchi, M. et al. (2002) ‘Exterior void spaces in architecture forming a street wall: 
a study on composition of exterior space’, , Journal of Architecture and Planning 554, 159-166; Yasumori, A., Sakamoto, K., 
Terauchi, M. (2008) ‘Forms of station square assembly at JR stations in Tokyo 23 wards: a study on spatial composition of 
contemporary urban vacant land’, Journal of Architecture and Planning 73(632), 2099-2105; For application in practice, see ar-
chitectural works from Kazunari Sakamoto, Yoshiharu Tsukamoto, and Go Hasegawa. 
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1.3. Five differences in typological applications between Japanese School and Europe-
an School

The architectural composition provides a theoretical framework and practical method of Japa-
nese architects’ general view towards urban environment design. Compared to European School, 
Japanese Sakamoto School’s typological methodology shows five differences in the typological 
application in research analysis and design practice. These differences directly impact on the 
formation and transformation of Japanese urban morphology.

 – The condition of typological application. European School’s typological approach is wide-
ly applied in traditional and historic villages in Western countries where urban condi-
tions are more consistent. The typology in Europe is about inheritance. On the contrary, 
contemporary Japanese modern cities confront more complex urban environment. The 
influence of frequent disasters, high population density, a mix of traditional and foreign 
culture, etc. all ask for new demands in architectural typologies (Scheer, 2008; Levy, 1999). 
The typology in Japan is about creation.

 – The resolution of typology. Most of the European school’s urban morphological studies 
treat building typologies as an entity, under the hierarchical level of plots, addressing the 
building’s physical boundaries as a whole. The typological analysis in Japanese school un-
derlines interior components. It not only studies building typology as a whole (to classify 
different building types) but also examines a specific part of the architecture, for example, 
“hall” “corridor” “staircase”, namely typological spaces and elements.

 – The depth of typological relations. Typological spaces and elements in Japanese school 
cover more details on interpreting the spatial logic inside the architecture. It not only 
studies the “articulation” of different rooms into categories as basic units but also discov-
ers their layouts to investigate spatial configurations (“syntagmatic relations”) and “inte-
gration” within architecture. It also includes circulation and sightline of human behaviour 
into typological consideration to investigate “paradigmatic relations”.

 – The interdependency of typological classification. Japanese school underlines the inter-
active relations of architectural components in forming multi-layered urban structure, 
underlying a part-to-whole continuum across different levels. Compared to a hierarchi-
cal classification of urban form by scale listed independently: “building”, “street” and 
“plot” (Moudon, 1997), “street” and “plot” can be designed as exterior spaces formed by 
architectural composition in group form, jumping out their predetermined ambiguous 
definition2. Japanese school raises an approach to building a consistent urban landscape 
through architectural design.

 – The autonomy of the typological application. Japanese School of Sakamoto defines typol-
ogy as the spatial properties and organization principles that are beyond the limitation 
of function. The autonomy of architectural composition3 (Sakamoto, 2012) can respond to 
the changeable spaces in Japan due to the limited urban spaces in terms of dense popu-

2. The definition and classification of built forms vary in different schools, people, and context. For reference to the is-
sue of diverse definition, see Kropf, K. (2014) ‘Ambiguity in the definition of the built form’, Urban Morphology 18(1), 41-57.

3. For more discussion on the autonomy of architecture, see Rossi, A. (1982) ‘Architecture of the city’ (MIT Press, Cam-
bridge). Frampton, K. (1991) ‘Reflections on the autonomy of architecture: a critique of contemporary production’, in Ghira-
do, D. (ed.) Out of site: a social criticism of architecture (Bay Press, Seattle, WA) 17-26. Eisenman, P. (1997) ‘Autonomy and 
the Avant-Garde: The necessity of an architectural Avant-Garde in America’, in Somol, R. (ed.) Autonomy and Ideology: 
Positioning an Avant-Gardein America (The Monacelli Press, New York) 70-79.
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lation. This typological phenomenon is shown in many architectural renovation projects 
and hybrid function of spaces in Japan.

A series of typological spaces (table 1) – no functional programs predetermined to be allot-
ted inside these typological spaces for functional use – are brought to the front. They have been 
frequently applied in Japanese architectural and urban morphological compositions, therefore 
needed to be addressed with special attention. They exemplify the five differences mentioned 
above of typological application in Japanese School and closely related to the uniqueness of 
Japanese urban growth. They call for two invaluable characters both urban design and urban 
morphology emphasized – “connectivity” and a centre of shared “common bond” (Talen, 2014); 
they work as both emergent growing unit and fundamental connecting part as a result of five 
differences in typology, therefore are hypothesized as an urban form generator. Moreover, many 
design theories imply their significant role in organising the urban environment. In terms of 
that, the exploration of these typological spaces will unfold the hidden law behind morpholog-
ical accumulation in Japan.

2. Methodology

Three cases will be chosen to study a series of typological spaces mentioned above in relation to 
the formation of the urban environment in Japan. They are Tokyo Plaza Omotesando Haraju-
ku (2010-2012) by Hiroshi Nakamura completed in one phase, Inter-Junction City (1988-1994) 
by Riken Yamamoto completed in five phases, and Hillside Terrace (1969-1994) by Fumihiko 
Maki completed in six phases. Respectively, each case is an excellent example of the typological 
application in three domains. Collectively, three study cases are developed by individual archi-
tects as architectural projects, but all of them show a significant impact on urban design. They 
are completed in a different period with different phases, showing different speed and process 
of urban growth. They are different in morphologies, scale and site condition, but all are de-
veloped based on a similar spatial organisation through applying the aforementioned typolog-
ical spaces in three architectural domains. In terms of that, these three cases can better reveal 
the shared commons – the application of typological spaces as morphogenetic forces of urban 
form- among differences. Typological spaces (table 1), will be examined in three case studies 
from three architectural domains. Related architectural and urban theories will be discussed to 

Table 1. A series of typological spaces from three architectural domains in three case studies.

Inside Domain – Depth 
Condition

Interface Domain – Field 
Condition

Outside Domain – Group 
Condition

Tokyu Plaza Omotesando
Atrium (At), floating Plaza 
(P)

Entrance Hall (H), Terrace 
(T), Loggia (Lo)

Inter-Junction City (XY-
STUS Building & Plaza 
between PRADO, AMNIS, 
G.F, and CŌTE á CŌTE

Plaza (P), front Yard (Y), 
Terrace (T), Corridor (C), 
Stair (S)

Arcade (Ar), entrance Hall 
(H), Platform (Pf), Corridor 
(Co), Stair (S), Terrace (T), 
Bridge (Br), Proch (Po)

Plaza (P)

Hillside Terrace (ground 
floor)

Lobby (L), Platform (Pf), 
entrance Hall (H), Stair (S)

Platform (Pf), Terrace (T), 
Threshold (Th), Arcade (Ar), 
Porch (Po), coner Plaza (cP)

sunken Plaza (sP), Courtyard 
(C), Plaza (P)

Projects
Three Domains
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explain the conditions behind three domains developed in architectural composition. Design 
theories will also be used to justify these series typological spaces as an urban form generator.

3. The application of typological spaces in three case studies

3.1. Architectural inside domain: depth condition

Historically, the urban morphology is not just the lines of depicting the patterns of the border 
between groups of buildings and urban open space. Based on Nolli’s map, urban space had already 
intruded inside the solid mass, providing an intimate relationship between inside and outside; 
private and public, city and architecture. In today’s society, with a steady increase in population 
density, new typologies of ‘urban spaces’ have been developed and further inserted into the ar-
chitecture (Koolhaas, 1978). Urban activities are permeable inside the interior space and turn 
architectural space into a new realm of urban spaces when programs are introduced (Koolhaas, 
2001; Kajima, Kuroda and Tsukamoto, 2001). A fluid urban interaction flows in the deeper layers 
of urban morphology are traditionally not depicted. The depth of architecture creates new urban 
public realms and opportunities for urban events. It not only appears in two-dimensions but also 
in three-dimensions (Frampton, Solomon and Wong, 2012; Ramo and Upmeyer, 2014). Urban 
space accumulated on different levels is beyond what traditional urban morphology can imagine 
on the ground level. The intensification of the city is “marked by not by demarcating lines but by 
thickened surfaces” (Allen, 1999, p. 98). Interior space is big enough to contain everything and 
becomes new ‘exterior’ (Koolhaas, 1995, p. 515), interior urbanism is forming.

The Japanese cityscape has distinctive features which are unique when compared to the West-
ern cities. Japanese architect and urban designer Fumihiko Maki used the term “Oku” - a deep 
layer of space embedded in the architecture- to indicate the inwardness of hierarchically spa-
tial quality of Japanese urban city. The concept of Japanese “Oku” expands multi-layers urban 
spaces in depth (Maki, 2008, pp. 150-159). In the case of Tokyu Plaza Omotesando Harajuku, a 
floating ‘plaza’(P) as a new typology inside the commercial building is created in response to 
Tokyo’s hyper-dense urban condition. It is an excellent example of new urban public realm cre-
ated by the concept of “Oku” as the result of the scarce of land. Since the project completed in 
2012, it has not only attracted thousands of tourists to visit this landmark but also becomes an 
urban public space for local residents to enjoy the natural life in a city environment. The float-
ing ‘plaza’ (P), together with multiple micro urban spaces -‘terrace’ (T) and ‘loggia’ (Lo)- create 
multiple gathering spaces scattered on three-dimensional spaces vertically (figure 1). These ty-
pological spaces engender a deep layer of new urban public realm inside architecture and also 
create social connection and integration of different groups of people at the same time. The 
floating ‘plaza’ (P) is inserted without any pre-determined functional programs; however, it in 
turns is imbued with much flexibility and capable of adjusting to and accommodate any types 
of urban activities. Seats and tables as typological elements are scattered in these typological 
spaces, turning it into eating space for office stuff near after work, a study space for student 
after school, a rest and viewing deck for tourist, an extension of the cafeterias for customers, 
a communication space for young mothers and their children, etc. The application of these ty-
pological spaces also helps to build environmental contextualization. The connection between 
architecture and urban space is realized by introducing a variety of trees, plants, and flowers as 
typological elements inside these typological spaces. Circulation and sightline which strength-
en “paradigmatic relations” with people and environment are brought into the consideration of 
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the typological application. On the one hand, with well-designed circulation, people are drawn 
up to upper floors and exposed to the natural environment in open space; birds, butterflies, and 
other living biology are brought into the site without disrupting the ecosystem. On the other 
hand, it builds visual continuity on streetscape through showing greenery in floating ‘plaza’ 
(P), ‘terrace’(T) and ‘loggia’ (Lo) for people walking on the street. Architecture becomes part of 
environmental components and dissolved in the surrounding environment- a green landscape 
filled with zelkova trees on both sides of the street.

Similarly, the concept of “Oku” is reflected on the other two projects through these typo-
logical spaces.  In the case of Hillside Terrace (figure 3), urban activities happen in the various 
“functional rooms”, as well as typological spaces discuss in this paper: entrance ‘lobby’(L[1]) 
and entrance ‘hall’ (H[7]) for gathering,  chatting, and rest; ‘hall’(H[5]) for temporary seminar; 
the “stair” (S[8]) for meeting and studying; ‘lobby’(L[7]) and ‘courtyard’ (C[7]) for exhibition, 
monthly market and preservation of ancient tomb within project (Song, Jeon and Yoon, 2015), 
etc. In Yamamoto’s Inter-Junctional City (figure 2), ‘hall’ (H[2], H[6]), ‘platform’ (Pf[4]), ‘pla-
za’(P[4]), ‘terrace’(T[9]) becomes new public realms for spontaneous urban events. Typological 
spaces turn architecture into the extension of urban space for different groups of people.

3.2. Architectural interface domain: field condition

If you want to make a living flower, you don’t build it physically, with tweezers, cell by cell. You grow 
it from the seed (Alexander, 1979, p. 162).

Despite the fact that in the urban morphological study, urban form is divided into different 
compositional elements on different levels of resolution for simply study and analysis -for ex-
ample buildings, plots, streets, urban tissues, etc. (Kroft, 2018, p. 27), the complexity of urban 
environment cannot be simplified as a “tree-like” structure with series of static hierarchical 

Figure 1. Typological spaces in Tokyu Plaza Omotesando Harajuku. Source: Photos (‘entrance hall’ is taken by the 
authors) and section plan are taken and reproduced from http://www.nakam.info/en/. 
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components (Alexander, 1967). The urban environment should be an organic whole (Alexander, 
1987). A dynamic and fluid relationship by which varies urban elements are interacted and or-
ganized is crucial to guarantee the discrete parts to function as an integrated whole. The internal 
relationship as an underlying law for urban spatial configuration among urban elements has 
been studied and interpreted in different urban models like Alexander’s “semi-lettice” system or 
Kurokawa’s rhizome system. According to Deland’s (2007) assemblage theory, parts constitute 
the whole and generate emergent properties arose from the mutual interactions; parts also have 
own autonomy to retain its own identities and can be detached from one assemblage and then 
be plugged into another different whole generating new emergent properties. This entangled, 
inter-dependent relations on multi-layers are further concluded and summarised by Stan Allen 
as “field condition”:

A field condition could be any formal or spatial matrix capable of unifying diverse elements while 
respecting the identity of each. Field configurations are loosely bound aggregates characterized by 
porosity and local interconnectivity. Overall shape and extent are highly fluid and less important 
than the internal relationships of parts, which determine the behaviour of the field. Field conditions 
are bottom-up phenomena, defined not by overarching geometrical schemas but by intricate local 
connections. Interval, repetition, and seriality are key concepts. Form matters, but not so much the 
forms of things as the forms between things (Allen, 1999, p. 92).

The construction of a coherent urban environment based on the “field condition” can be 
realised through a series of typological spaces and elements in the architectural and urban de-
sign discipline. These typological spaces (figure 1) are capable of creating an ‘in-between space’ 
or ‘threshold’4 to physically mediate and accommodate complexity on functional demands, as 
well as socio-cultural relations. In the building “XYSTUS” (figure 2) – one of eight buildings 
in the case of Inter-Junction City, due to the different interests arising from mixed ownership, 
various of intricate relationships among different compositional elements in architecture need 
to be under “field condition”. The spatial configuration of the building is well arranged by the 
architect through applying typological spaces or spatial gaps on multiple. The ‘arcade’(Ar[1]) 
space on the ground floor creates the first layer of “intermedia” space between the building 
and exterior urban space. ‘Arcade’ (Ar[1]) then as one side of separation, together with edge 
of elevator room, ‘corridor’ (Co[3]) and shops, enclose a void space – entrance ‘hall’(H[2]) – as 
the second layers of separation between interior and exterior. The ‘platform’(Pf[4]) inserted 
on the second floor together with sky ‘bridge’(Br[6]), becomes third layers –‘hall’(H[6]). The 
central ‘hall’ (H[6]) as a “Media Space” or “En-Space” (Kurokawa, 1977, pp. 171-180), on the 
one hand, separates three branched volumes(programs) of the building. On the other hand, 
it connects the building to the adjacent supermarket on the west side, bring people from the 
west-side station into the building through ‘bridge’ (Br[4]), ‘platform’ (Pf[4]) and ‘plaza’ (P[5]) 
to the north-east street, eliminating the height difference between the north and south street. 
On the second floor, ‘arcade’ (Ar[5]) creates another layer of interface domain – between ‘plaza’ 
(P[5]) and shops. Similarly, The ‘porch’(Po[4]) is also an interface domain between ‘platform’ 
(Pf[4]) and shops. The above-mentioned interface domain works a ’grey’ space in terms of No-
lli’s figure-ground (black-white) relations, mediates the separation of functional differences 
and connection of possible interaction. The ‘hall’ (H[6]), together with ‘platfrom’ (Pf[4]), ‘plaza’ 

4. For more discussion of ‘in-between’ or ‘threshold’ in architectural and urban space, see Hertzberger, H. (2005) Lessons 
for students in architecture (Vol. 1) (010 Publishers, Rotterdam); Farhady, M. and Nam, J. (2009) ‘Comparison of in-between 
concepts by Aldo Van Eyck and Kisho Kurokawa- through theories of “twin phenomenon” and “symbiosis”’, Journal of Asian 
Architecture and Building Engineering Vol.8(1), 17-23.
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(P[5]), and ‘arcade’(Ar[5]) provide a new public realm for different groups of people, showing 
the autonomy of typological space which can adjust to multi-functional space: a playground for 
children in the neighborhood, a meeting place for community, a pathway for local people from 
station and shopping mall, an open market for commercial shops, a viewing deck for visitor 
to see the opposite building ‘OBERISK’ (figure 2) and people on the street. These architectural 
components create architectural ‘transparency’5, which can be seen through from people on the 
street and reveal an inclusive amenity to draw people inside the architecture. The fourth and 
the fifth layers are created by introducing shared ‘terrace’ (Te[9]) and front ‘yard’ (Y[11]) per unit 
in residential level. ‘Yard’ (Y[8]) becomes an interface domain in another deep layer between 
“terrace” (T[9]) and private houses on the third and fourth floor. The ‘yard’ (Y[8]) and the ‘ter-
race’ (T[9]) acclaim territories between private housing unit and public terrace with a perme-
able and undefined boundary. The private ‘terrace’(Te[12]) can only be accessed by people who 
live in rent houses, but by manipulating the direction and position of private ‘terrace’(Te[12]) 
towards shared “terrace”(Te[9]), the communication and a sense of connection between local 
residences and people outside are built by visual contact, which may further trigger physical 
activities.

Similarly, the concept of “field condition” is reflected on the other two projects through 
these typological spaces. In the case of Tokyu Plaza Omotesando Harajuku (figure 1), the “field 
condition” is realised by introducing the entrance ‘hall’ (H) as an “urban square” at the corner 
of the crossroad. The corner opening as a buffer zone provides a hollow space between exteri-
or and interior. It accommodates the flush of people across the street, divides them into two 
streams of circulation, and provides a transitional space from chaotic, the hustle and bustle to 
order. In the case of Hillside Terrace (figure 3), semi-exterior ‘courtyard’(C[3], C[3][4][5], C[7], 
C[7][8][9]), ‘plaza’(sP[1][2], P[7][8][9]), elevated walking ‘platform’(Pf[2], Pf[4]), ‘threshold’(Th[2], 
Th[3]), ‘porch’(Po[3], Po[4], Po[5], Po[6], Po[7]) as well as internal entrance ‘hall’(H[5],H[7],H[8]) 
and ‘lobby’(L[1]) are in the interface domain, mediate the relation between inside and outside, 
architecture and urban space.

3.3. Architectural outside domain: group condition

When architecture is built, it not only creates the space it contains, it also divides and becomes 
part of the exterior environment. It is important for architects to turn an exterior space from an 
“N-Space” (negative space) to “P-Space” (positive space) (Ashihara, 1970). “Collective form” pro-
vides an operable approach to achieve positive urban space through architectural design. There 
are three paradigms in Maki’s conceive of collective form- “compositional form”, “mega form” 
and “group form” (Maki, 1964). “Group form” can respond to the future uncertainty though 
formal and spatial adjustment and variations flexibly, providing an order of urban growth from 
individual elements to an aggregational form of the whole (Allen and McQuade, 2011, p. 196). 
It provides an alternative way of urban formation and transformation by a group of different 
types of buildings through “voids metabolism” (Tsukamoto, 2012). Megaform (Frampton, 1999) 
based on “collective form” as growing order, on the one hand, is megastructure, mat-building 
and landform building, directly impacting on urban morphology in terms of scale; on the other 
hand, it has been developed to form a “hybrid morphologies” of both natural and artificial and a 

5. In Rowe, C. and Slutzky, R. (1997) Transparency (Birkhäuser, Basel), Rowe and Slutzky present two kinds of trans-
parency: one is literal, the other is phenomenal. The transparency of Inter-Junction City case is the phenomenal one, beyond 
the materiality. It is a spatial depth with multiple layers that people can perceive outside and explore inside the architecture.
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“fluid morphologies” of both architectural and city “scape” (Angelil & Klingman, 1999). The inte-
gration of infrastructure, architecture, and landscape (Waldheim, 2016) dissolve the established 
understanding of urban form configuration, give more potential for architecture to synthesised 
into urban environment and ecosystem (Mostafavi and Doherty, 2016). It allows architectural 
implementation as ‘urban acupuncture’ for urban intervention and regeneration. In terms of all 
the significance of group condition, it is worth to be paid much attention to this new form-giv-
ing language of urban growth.

The “group form” theory is well represented and rooted in Maki’s renowned Hillside Terrace 
(figure 3) as a positive engagement of urban design through architectural design. There is a total 
of six phases in a quarter century period across the whole project. There is no pre-determined 
overall masterplan ahead. The project in the next phase depends on the project completed in 
the previous phase as well as the context of the current urban situation. Each phase of Hillside 
Terrace can be regarded as a single “compositional form”. Several adjacent buildings in consec-
utive phases are arranged in “group form”. The entire buildings in all 6 phases together present 
as a “mega form”. The hidden logic for this slowly incremental urbanism is a multi-centred 
growth in “collective form” (Maki, 2008, p. 162) based on two typological spaces: “courtyard” and 
“plaza”. ‘Courtyard’ and ‘plaza’ are the centripetal centre to organise the individual parts into 
the collective whole. They structure the “syntagmatic relation” in architectural composition. 
Through applying different typological elements (pavement, tree, chair) as well as manipulation 
of architectural volume and contour into various forms and varying degree of enclosure, the 
“paradigmatic relation” of each “courtyard” and “plaza” changes and shows different meaning. 

Figure 2. (a) Typological spaces in building XYSTUS. Sources: floor plans are reproduced from Shinkenchiku (1992)-
67(10), p. 254. Photos are taken by the authors. (b) The master plan of Inter-Junction City and highlighted linear 
plaza. Sources: the master plan is reproduced from Yamamoto, R. (1997) ‘Inter-Junction City’, in SD (ed.) Modern 
architects: Riken Yamamoto (Kajima Institute Publication), 33-39. Photos are taken by the authors.
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In the 1st phase, the layout of building #A and building #B connected by sunken ‘plaza’ (sP[1]
[2]); The building #C in the 2nd phase can be treated as a “group form” consisted of 3 volumes 
enclosed by internal ‘courtyard’ (C[3]) and a “compositional form” as one single building at the 
same time. The building C as a whole is borrowed and added to the two buildings (#D and #E) 
in 3rd phase; three buildings (#C,#D, #E) are arranged by a bigger central ‘courtyard’ (C[3][4]
[5]) as another “group form”. Similarly, the relationship of three buildings (#F, #G,#N) in the 
6th phase also mediated and organised by ‘courtyard’(C[7][8][9]) and ‘plaza’(P[7][8][9]). All the 
buildings are arranged and organised under the concept of “group form” by applying two typo-
logical spaces – ‘courtyard’ and ‘plaza’ – as connecting part and central growing units. These two 
typological spaces are open and inclusive for both customers and passersby through intimate 
relation with urban space and street, providing an “open block” (Portzamparc, 2010) exposed 
to air, sunlight and people. All “courtyards” and “plazas” are further linked by pathways in a 
circuit, preparing for spontaneous events. Continuous circulation dedicates to breaking the 
physical boundaries and build social interaction and cohesion.

Inter-Junction City (figure 2) is another excellent example of the city growing with the as-
semblage of urban elements in “group form”. The individual building is not constrained by any 
overall plan pre-established by the top-down planning system; the design of each building is 
determined by the relationships between the buildings. For example, the opening and position 
of outdoor ‘stair’ in OBERISK is determined by the opening of XYSTUS on the opposite side 
(axis B). The direction (axis A) of ‘platform’(Pf[4]) and ‘plaza’(P[5]) is decided by the parallel 
relationship with the exterior street (axis C). Similarly, the relative position and opening as 
continuous street in-between PRADO and AMNIS are determined by the ground pathway of 
ARCUS (axis E). The linear ‘plaza’(P[13]) as a new urban public realm for collective living is the 
result of “group form” between Prado, Amnis, G.F and Cõte á Cõte. The position of Cõte á Cõte 

Figure 3. Typological spaces in Hillside Terrace. Sources: axonometric plan reproduced from Shinkenchiku (1992)-
67(6), pp. 234-235. Ground plan reproduced from The Japan Architect (1991)- 4 HOUSING, p. 194. Photos are taken 
by the authors (L[7] and C[7] from Shinkenchiku (1992)-67(6), p. 220).
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is based on the linear ‘plaza’ (axis F) as well as direction of exterior street (axis D). A collection 
of fragmented urban scenes- vaulted roof, small ‘square’, sky ‘bridge’, galvanic tower (rental 
houses), big ‘stairs’, alley-like ‘corridor’, ‘platform’ – are all collaged together and form a city-like 
“architecture”. A new figure-ground relationship6 is built through a serious of typological spaces 
(table 1) inside building, creating Aldo Van Eyck’s “twin phenomenon” between architecture 
and urban space, dispelling the illusion of architecture as an urban component subordinated to 
the city. The morphology of Inter-Junction City is an open-ended design process; therefore, it 
has an un-fixed image which can be transformed over the years (Yamamoto, 1993, pp. 212-213).

4. Discussion and conclusion 

Through the analysis of three case studies, it shows a series of typological spaces discussed in 
this paper are frequently applied in three architectural domains in three study cases. They are 
fundamental structure in organising discrete urban elements as well as social relations into an 
integrated whole. These typological spaces exemplify unique typological approaches derived 
from five differences compared to European School in building urban environment in Japan: 
(1) urban conditions decide the application of building typologies. The floating “plaza” in Tokyu 
Plaza is created as the result of lack of urban public space in the hyper-dense city landscape. 
The various types of spatial voids (“arcade” “platforms” “terrace”, “square”) from different di-
mensions and layers in Inter-Junction City and Hillside Terrace are created as the result of 
emergent relations – between various programs, people as well as architecture and city- in an 
unforeseen future. (2) Three projects vary in building typologies when compared them as three 
individual entities, but they are all composed on and organised through a series of typological 
spaces discussed in the paper, showing a similar logic of spatial configurations when comparing 
their parts. Tokyu Plaza is developed by arranging functional rooms vertically around these 
typological spaces, while Inter-Junction City and Hillside Terrace horizontally, one based on 
various types of pathways, the other based on various courtyards. (3) Typological spaces and 
elements in three cases include circulation and sightline of human behaviour into typological 
consideration. The “paradigmatic relations” in a specific part of architecture are strengthened 
and cause a new typological effect. For example, the application of mirror and trees as typologi-
cal elements in the exaggerated entrance hall and floating plaza in Tokyu Plaza rebuild the con-
nection between people, architecture and surrounding urban environment; the arrangement 
of circulation and multi-layers of transparency in Inter-Junction City and Hillside Terrace 
through typological spaces break boundaries between architectural space and urban space. (4) 
The application of typological spaces reverses the hierarchical understanding of positioning 
architecture subordinate to the broader urban environment. Take the example of XYSTUS 
building in Inter-Junction City, the ‘arcade, ‘platform’, ‘plaza’ ‘stair’ becomes “urban public 
spaces” (though still within architecture) on the city level, and all functional rooms with their 
volumetric shapes become many individual “buildings”. A consistent landscape between inside 
and outside makes it difficult to identify whether people are wandering in a city or within an 
architecture. (5) These typological spaces are hybrid spaces that can accommodate different 
functions and programs without changing their forms. The floating plaza is a study space for 

6. In Rowe, C. and Koetter, F. (1983) Collage City (MIT Press, Cambridge), Rowe and Koetter present two kinds of city 
patterns: one is the city of fabrics in the traditional city, the other is the city of objects in the modern city. This paper argues 
architecture is an integrated part of the continuum of the urban environment. Two types of figure-ground relationship also 
appear within architecture.
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student, commercial space for a coffee shop, a communication space for local residents, and a 
viewing deck for tourist. Similarly, courtyards of Hillside Terrace and terraces of Inter-Junc-
tion City provide multi-functional space as urban public space for different groups of people, 
accommodating spontaneous urban events.

This paper shift attention away from description and explanation of various forces behind 
urban transformation done by most morphological studies. It focuses on investigating urban 
form generator as an operative mechanism of urban growth. A series of typological spaces men-
tioned above are found significant in creating a new urban realm and connecting urban spatial 
structure. They are proved to assemble discrete urban elements into an integrated whole, hence 
need to be paid more attention as an “innovation tool of urbanism” in future design practice 
(Kropf, 2006, p. 73). A series of typological spaces discussed in this paper also tentatively pro-
vides an alternative approach in shaping and organising urban morphology from a bottom-up 
architectural design instead of top-down urban planning.
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