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Reduction to Japan-ness?  
Katsura Villa as a Discursive Phenomenon

Benoît Jacquet and Dermott Walsh

Discourses on Katsura Villa

There have been a plethora of studies regarding the Imperial 
Villa at Katsura (Katsura rikyū 桂離宮, ca. 1615–1662) since the 
1930s, by both Japanese and foreign authors.  Most of these 
studies were written by architects, landscape architects, and 
sometimes by philosophers.1  Studies that do not focus on his-
torical documents2 tend to fall into the category of architectural 
“discourses on Katsura” (Katsuraron); attempts to present a vision 
of what is unique about the villa as architecture.  Such well-
known discourses on Katsura are usually done in collaboration 
between an architect and a photographer, with both of them 
conscious of giving a subjective or even “destructive” representa-
tion—which they claim as their personal and “reductive” percep-
tion of this architectural object.  Many of these studies center 
around the idea of Katsura Villa as representative of the unique 
quality of Japanese architecture.  For instance, Katsura Villa has 
variously been described as being representative of “Eternal 
Beauty” (Bruno Taut, 1880–1938),3  “Timeless Modernity”4 
(Walter Gropius, 1883–1969) and “Profundity of Beauty in 
Simplicity”5 (Taniguchi Yoshirō, 1904–1979).
 Looking particularly at the discourse of postwar architects we 
can see how approaches towards “inventive readings” of Katsura 
Villa tend to focus on the centrality of Katsura Villa to the 
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formation, and subsequent understanding of, Japanese culture.  
The objective was to distill the historical fundamentals from the 
modern values of Japanese architecture to eventually abstract its 
“Japan-ness.” Such discourses explain why Katsura Villa has 
come to be viewed as the embodiment of a uniquely Japanese 
“essence,” via key judgments regarding the villa’s design, such as 
its perceived “simplicity” and “elegance.”  The question we wish 
to ask is: what is the status of such claims?  Are they in any way 
justifiable?  These are epistemological questions, and thus of rel-
evance also to the field of philosophy.
 The claim that a particular building, in this case Katsura 
Villa, embodies some kind of unique “Japanese essence” is, in the 
Japanese context, not just a philosophical question but also has 
political implications, as such “essentialist” discourse is closely 
associated with nationalist rhetoric.6  Thus, the purpose of this 
paper is to examine the philosophical validity of the claim of a 
“Japanese essence” to Katsura Villa in relation to the relevant 
postwar discourse.  The method by which we aim to investigate 
the claim is phenomenology, as understood by its founder 
Edmund Husserl.
 Our argument will suggest any attempt to make an “essen-
tial” analysis of Katsura Villa must take into account the key 
Husserlian concept of the “transcendental reduction.”  Broadly 
speaking, there are two ways to understand the reduction.  The 
first is the a-historical interpretation, where it is seen as a move 
that sacrifices history in favor of “essential analysis” on the field 
of transcendental subjectivity.  The second is the historical inter-
pretation, which sees the reduction as a principle that requires an 
historical understanding in order to fulfill its philosophical func-
tion.  With this fundamental distinction in mind, our argument 
will take the following course:
 Firstly, we will consider the discourses on Katsura, with a 
central focus on the work of the architects Tange Kenzō 
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(1913–2005) and Walter Gropius, and the photographer 
Ishimoto Yasuhiro (b. 1921)7 as representing a practical perfor-
mance of the a-historical transcendental reduction designed to 
extract a “Japanese essence.”  We will show that, while it is a 
worthwhile and interesting interpretation that fits with certain 
elements of Husserlian thinking, it is nonetheless a flawed 
analysis.
 We will then argue for the primacy of the historical interpre-
tation of the reduction, over the a-historical interpretation via 
references to relevant issues in Husserl scholarship.
 Finally, using the historical interpretation of the transcen-
dental reduction, we will analyze the claims in favor of a uniquely 
“Japanese essence” to Katsura Villa as outlined in the work of 
postwar architects.  Central to this discourse will be Husserl’s 
later concept of “sedimentation,” a key idea from The Origin of 
Geometry.8  We hope that this interpretation will shed new light 
on the historical and philosophical importance of this building.

Phenomenology and the role of the reduction

The choice of phenomenology as a means by which to interpret 
the Katsura Villa discourse is certainly not random.  As a theory, 
phenomenology prioritizes the relationship between the human 
being and the objects he perceives in the world, leading to what 
Husserl calls “eidetic intuition” or the intuition of essences.  The 
essence is disclosed by the object itself in the field of thought, 
and is thus verifiable on the field of pure objectivity.  Thus any 
discussion of “essence” as part of a philosophical discourse must 
take phenomenology into consideration.9  For Husserl, however, 
before we can come to engage in such “essential analysis” we first 
have to perform the “transcendental reduction,” which is the 
starting point of his phenomenological method.
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 The transcendental reduction is one of the most important, 
and misunderstood, terms in Husserl’s philosophy.  Despite the 
fact that the idea was not explicitly outlined until Ideas I (1913),10 
some scholars have traced its genesis back as far as the Logical 
Investigations.11  The basic premise is that in order to understand 
objects and essences we must first open up a transcendental field 
of evidence within which phenomenological description can 
potentially take place.  Without such a move, we remain caught 
in what Husserl terms the “natural attitude,” and are thus lead to 
mistake our own prejudice for the meanings disclosed by the 
objects themselves.  The reduction can thus be said to involve a 
“bracketing” of (a) The question of the existence or not of the 
external world, and (b) Of our attitudes and concerns about the 
external world, i.e., our preconceptions about the nature of what 
we encounter in experience.  By distancing ourselves from the 
“natural attitude” we can focus on our understanding of the 
world as it appears to us in perception, and thus open up the 
possibility of “essential analysis” in a purely objective sense.  
Regarding our specific case study, by performing the reduction 
we bracket not just the pre-philosophical claim that Katsura Villa 
somehow embodies a “Japanese essence,” but also the prejudice 
that this very claim is both mystical and false.  In other words, 
the reduction equalizes both sides of the equation, and we must 
thus re-build from the bottom up.  However, the reduction as a 
concept is also open to interpretation, with both an a-historical 
and a historical approach being feasible.  Which approach we 
should take will have consequences for how we view the claims 
of a “Japanese essence” to Katsura Villa.

The reduction: an a-historical interpretation

The question of how to interpret the reduction in relation to his-
tory is a key issue.  Paul Ricœur has famously suggested that the 
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reduction, which is designed to open up the field of transcendental 
subjectivity and facilitate the ego-pole in its analysis of essences, 
can have no relation to history or the historical plane as such.12  
Regarding our specific case study of Katsura Villa, we have in 
fact a hint at a ready-made example of such an approach in the 
work of Horiguchi Sutemi (1895–1984) and the photographer 
Satō Tatsuzō (1904–1968), who together in 1952 published a 
study on Katsura Villa.  Horiguchi announced that their inten-
tion was not to enter the field of historical studies—which had 
already been done13—but to propose a new view on the “beauty” 
of this villa.  Such a view seems to embody the idea that the 
search is not for historical significance, but for an aesthetic 
“essence,” and thus the two can be kept separate.  In acquiring 
this sense of the “essence” of the villa, the authors have not only 
been clearly influenced by both the poetic and hermetic approach 
contained in the poems (waka 和歌) written by its founders—
Princes Hachijōnomiya Toshihito (1579–1629) and Toshitada 
(1620–1662)—but have also consciously “invented” some new 
readings of Katsura Villa in order to express their own unique 
vision.  For this purpose, the impact of photography is particu-
larly expressive (see Fig. 1).
 In the foreground of this photograph, the clear and simple 
structure of the architecture contrasts with the grey mist of the 
garden.  Bruno Taut considered this part of the garden as not 
particularly “Japanese,” with its lawn and lines of trees, and he 
wrote that: “it was of the same naturalness as all over the world.”14  
Looking at Satō’s picture, the garden to the rear seems to be only 
a decoration that emphasizes the detailed quality of the wooden 
architecture.  The nature depicted in this picture is not really that 
of a traditional Japanese garden—where trees are specifically 
pruned and reduced to a miniaturization of an ideal landscape—
it is rather international, potentially found in any number of 
locations.  In contrast, the detailed finishing of the broad 



Figure 1.  
Katsura Villa’s broad verandah, view from the residential building towards the 
garden (cf. Katsura Villa plan, Fig. 7, no. 1). From Horiguchi and Satō, Katsura 
rikyū (1952), no. 29.  Photograph by Satō Tatsuzō
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verandah (hiroen 広縁), with its low handrail and wooden struc-
ture appeals to a traditional image of Japanese architecture.
 However, it is with the work of Tange, Gropius, and Ishimoto, 
Katsura: Tradition and Creation in Japanese Architecture, pub-
lished in 1960, that we first come to see an example of how we 
can come to construct a discourse on Katsura Villa by utilizing 
what appears to be an a-historical reduction, designed to expose 
the “essence” obscured by particular physical and historical 
details.  The conscious intention of these authors is to unveil the 
modern and rational qualities of this piece of traditional Japanese 
architecture, independent of its historical significance.  The 
words of Tange Kenzō seem to support this interpretation:

This book on Katsura is not a record of this imperial villa, it is not 
a survey of an historian nor the description of a historical period.  
Moreover, the Katsura that is presented by the photographs of this 
book is probably not the Villa that exists in reality.  Actually, this 
book is the memory of Katsura as lived in the impressions of an 
architect and a photographer.  One may even feel that we have 
carried a destructive watch on Katsura.  Those who have known 
Katsura from the pictures of this book would probably be disap-
pointed to see another thing when visiting the true Katsura.  But 
it is certain that after leaving Katsura these persons will bear in 
mind an impression of Katsura.  This book is the exact remaining 
image that we kept in us.15

This conception also has resonances in Husserl when he says:

The Eidos, the pure essence, can be exemplified intuitively in the 
givenness of empirical experience, in such [givenness] of percep-
tion, memory and so forth, but equally as well also in the given-
ness of mere phantasy.  Hence in order to grasp an essence itself 
and originarily, we can set out from corresponding empirical intu-
itions, but just as well from non-empirical, non-existence-grasping, 
moreover merely imaginative intuitions.16



356 Benoît JACQUET and Dermott WALSH

 Basically, the destruction of the surface structure of Katsura 
Villa is acceptable in an attempt to understand its formal mecha-
nisms and extract the “essential” principles according to a cre-
ative interpretation, such as that provided by Ishimoto’s black-
and-white photographs, which leave us with a fragmented and 
partial vision of Katsura Villa.  This vision simultaneously serves 
to strengthen the impression of modernity: the black-and-white 
printing erases the color and accentuates the contrast between 
the dark structure of the pillars and the whiteness of the sliding 
screens (shōji), as well as the façade’s modularity (See Fig. 2).  
High roofs are “cut” (eliminated from the frame of the picture) 
to reinforce the horizontality and make any principles contrary 
to the aesthetic of modern architecture disappear.  With this pro-
cess, the elements that could “disturb” or “veil” the structural 
truth of architecture are destroyed and a universal formula, the 
“essence” of architecture, appears.  One of Tange’s aims was to 
reemploy the aesthetic values of Katsura Villa for the making of 
a Japanese modern architecture, with this rediscovery of a modern 
“Japan-ness” at its center.17  The creative imagining involved in 
such a process is not necessarily opposed to Husserl’s phenome-
nology and is the inevitable result of an a-historical interpreta-
tion of the transcendental reduction.

The reduction and the necessity of history

There are a number of reasons why a historical interpretation of 
the reduction is preferable, not least the fact that it seems to fit 
with the line of thought Husserl develops in later works such as 
Crisis, The Origin of Geometry, and The Life-World and the World 
of Science,18 where the issues of history and tradition come to the 
fore.19  Another key issue, which an historical interpretation 
solves, is that of the motivation for performing the reduction 
itself, a key point that divided Husserl and Heidegger.20  It is 
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possible to see the reduction as something we are motivated to 
perform by our need to answer historically relevant questions 
that impinge on our attempt at eidetic analysis, such as the cur-
rent issue surrounding the question of the nature or essence of a 
historically contingent building such as Katsura Villa.21

 By looking specifically at Tange’s discourse we can see how in 
fact the a-historical interpretation also leads to a problem which 
was growing in importance for Husserl towards the end of his 
life, the necessity of analysis of essences being not just a personal 
act but one open to inter-subjective critique.  For instance, Tange 
Kenzō has attempted to extract the “essence” of Katsura Villa, 
but has he not adopted a radical interpretation that is inaccessi-
ble to inter-subjective critique?  Is the process by which Tange 
arrives at his interpretation accessible to others?  There seems to 
be no way of classifying Tange’s vision as anything other than 
subjective analysis.  In order to deal with the problem of inter-
subjectivity and objectivity22 Husserl turned to the idea of an 
“originary vision,” and the related concept of “sedimentation,” 
both of which seem to suggest that the reduction is not some-
thing which leaves history behind but which forces us to exam-
ine history in a new light.23

 Discourses on Katsura: 
“originary vision” and “sedimentation”

In The Origin of Geometry Husserl outlines the significance of the 
new direction he is attempting to take phenomenology via the 
concept of “sedimentation,” and its importance for our 
understanding of a phenomenological interpretation of history:

For all of them [sciences] have the mobility of sedimented 
traditions that are worked upon, again and again, by an activity of 
producing new structures of meaning and handing them down.  
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Existing in this way, they extend enduringly through time, since 
all new acquisitions are in turn sedimented and become working 
materials.  Everywhere the problems, the clarifying investigations, 
the insights of principle are historical....  We stand, then, within 
the historical horizon in which everything is historical, even 
though we may know very little about it in a definite way….  Here 
we are led back to the primal materials of the first formation of 
meaning, the primal premises so to speak, which lie in the pre-sci-
entific cultural world.24

 Here Husserl outlines what he calls “sedimentation,” layers of 
meaning built successively upon an initial primal formulation.  
This primal formulation is the “originary vision,” which is 
obscured by the succeeding generations who uncritically accept 
the “sedimented” tradition as the true tradition.  The purpose of 
transcendental history is not just to outline the facts, but to bring 
back to life the “originary vision” as it should be objectively 
understood.25

 It is our contention that the discourses on Katsura Villa rep-
resent not the “originary vision,” but in fact the “sedimentation” 
about which Husserl talks.  Although the construction of the 
villa itself lasted for some fifty years, involving different design-
ers, different “styles” of construction (sōan-zukuri 草庵造, sukiya-
zukuri 数寄屋造, shoin-zukuri 書院造) and different kinds of build-
ings (tea pavilions and residential building) and gardens, each 
architectural book on Katsura offers a rather unique concep-
tual—and hence “reductive”—view of this work of architecture.  
At the end of the nineteenth century, initial research on Japanese 
architecture conducted by Itō Chūta (1867–1954), the first “ori-
entalist” Japanese architect, did not pay much attention to 
Katsura Villa.26  The interest of historians, and Itō Chūta’s main 
field of study, was directed toward the history of the evolution of 
Oriental architecture from the Asian continent through to Japan, 
following the Silk Road and the diffusion of Buddhism.  Katsura 



Figure 3.  
View of Katsura Villa’s main building from the garden (cf. Fig. 7, no. 3). From 
Kishida, Kako no kōsei (1929), pl. 54.  Photograph by Kishida Hideto



Figure 4.  
View of Katsura Villa’s main building from the garden (cf. Fig. 7, no. 4). From Taut, 
Houses and People of Japan (1937), 279.  Photograph by Kishida Hideto
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Villa had very little to do with such a genealogy.
 It is only during the 1930s that Katsura Villa starts to become 
an icon of Japanese architecture, and this is mostly due to the 
work of modern architects, from the book of photography pub-
lished by Kishida Hideto (1899–1966), Kako no kōsei (The 
structures of the past), in 1929,27 and then in the publications of 
Bruno Taut during his stay in Japan between 1933 and 1936.  
Kishida’s book and Taut’s chapter on Katsura, “The Permanent,” 
in Houses and People of Japan (1937)28 have a rather similar 
layout.  This is due to the fact that Taut’s book is partly illus-
trated with photographs taken by Japanese architects—mainly 
Kishida Hideto and Taniguchi Yoshirō29—but this similarity is 
also due to a common presentation of architectural books at that 
time following Le Corbusier’s Vers une architecture (1923), each 
page being composed of pictures and text (Fig. 3–4).
 The subsequent work of architects and photographers such 
as Horiguchi and Satō in 1952, followed by Tange, Gropius and 
Ishimoto in 1960, and then Isozaki Arata (b. 1931) and Ishimoto 
in 1983,30 while all having value, are nonetheless discourses 
which can be traced to the ideological concerns of the partici-
pants rather than the analysis of the villa itself.  Katsura Villa has 
been viewed, inter alia, as representing the values of tradition, 
modernity and environment in Japanese architecture.
 These varying conceptions have been discussed according to 
different perspectives, depending on the historical and social 
contexts of their time.  The nationalistic context of the thirties 
and the forties, the process of the internationalization of Japanese 
architecture in the fifties and the sixties, and the recent postmod-
ernist attitude, have all influenced discourse on Japanese archi-
tecture regarding Katsura Villa.  The construction of these dis-
courses is the result of a “sedimentation,” successive generations 
taking their own ideological concerns as paramount, and thus 
mistakenly transposing them onto the villa itself, thus in the 
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process obscuring the original architectural conception of the 
villa, or the “originary vision.”  So the question thus becomes, is 
it possible to disclose the “originary vision” of Katsura Villa?

A preamble to a future discourse—conclusion

Although the “destruction” perpetrated by the architects and 
photographers on Katsura had the intention of revealing the 
“essence” of its architecture—be it a “poetical” essence, in the 
case of Horiguchi and Satō, or “structural” in the case of Tange, 
Gropius, and Ishimoto—this “essence” cannot have an universal 
value if it remains filtered by any ideological, cultural, or even 
artistic motivation.
 We advocate a return to the origins of the construction of the 
villa in an attempt to understand what is essential to its structure.  
For this, we need history, and cannot “bracket” it out of consid-
eration.  There are key issues that need to be taken into account.  
For example, some historical facts have an important influence 
on its initial conception: just prior to the building of the villa, 
the Tokugawa Shogunate (bakufu) promulgated the “Prohibition 
of Religions” (kinkyōrei, 1614), and “The Seventeen Rules to be 
Followed by the Court and the Nobles” (kinchū narabini kuge 
shohatto, 1615).  Both attempted to compel the Imperial 
Household to retire from the political sphere and to limit itself 
to a role as a guarantor of art and culture.  The Shogunate was 
aware of the fragility of the idea of the Japanese nation, and 
attempted to cement its claim for supremacy in forging a new 
identity.  Given the political context of the time, with Japan just 
coming to understand its identity as a nation-state forged not by 
the Imperial family but by the Shogunate, it seems strange to 
suggest that somehow the villa was built to embody a kind of 
“Japan-ness.”  Rather it came to embody such an idea via 
“sedimentation.”



Figure 5.  
View of the inside of the tea pavilion Shōiken 笑意軒, the “Pavilion of amusing 
ideas” at Katsura Villa (cf. Fig. 7, no. 5). From Isozaki, Ishimoto, Satō, Katsura 
rikyū: kūkan to katachi, (1983), 211. The back (south) window faces the melon 
fields; from there the inhabitants had one of the only views towards the exterior 
world of the villa.  Photograph by Ishimoto Yasuhiro



Figure 6.  
View of the inside of the tea pavilion Shōiken, Katsura Villa (cf. Fig. 7, no. 6). 
From Isozaki, Ishimoto, Satō, Katsura rikyū (1983), 209. Interior view up to the 
front (north) window facing the interior world of the villa.
Photograph by Ishimoto Yasuhiro
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 An attempt to analyze the multilayered “sedimented” levels 
that have developed in relation to discourses surrounding Katsura 
Villa would be an almost endless task, but one that would cer-
tainly be worthwhile.  Literary and pictorial representations such 
as The Tale of the Genji (Genji Monogatari, eleventh century) sug-
gest that Katsura was, even prior to the construction of the villa, 
a place associated with leisurely retreats to the countryside, by 
the banks of the Katsura River.  This image of a hermitage—
rooted in classical Japanese and Chinese literature—was one of 
the first inspirations for the settling of a “detached palace.”  Away 
from the world, the princes of Katsura were free to create a new 
world in their own image and to indulge in their favorite occupa-
tions: mainly tea ceremony, poetry, and sports—each of these 
activities being a means to escape the social world.  The inhabit-
ants of Katsura Villa thus learned to see the world, from which 
they were exiled, through the filters of their home.
 In this hint is there a key to unlocking the “originary vision” 
of the subsequent construction of the villa?  It seems certainly a 
good place to start, and with this in mind perhaps we can look at 
Katsura Villa afresh, to perform a “reduction” which “brackets” 
only what obscures, and which illuminates the original vision 
that spurred the creation of the building and can help us capture 
its true essence.  The aim is to disclose an “originary vision” 
which is not restricted by the narrow confines of “Japan-ness,” 
but something which is both universal and open to intersubjec-
tive clarification.  The question of what this vision or essence 
actually is, cannot be answered by reducing the complex sedi-
mentation of this historical monument to a single notion related 
to the vague idea of “Japan-ness.”  What we wish to suggest is 
that when engaging in such an interpretation we cannot rely 
solely on our own inclination or that of the contingent tradition 
in which we find ourselves. Rather, we need to insist on return-
ing to the building itself and its existence in the historical world, 



Figure 7.  
Plan of Katsura Villa showing the locations of the photographs from Fig. 1 to 6.
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to go back to the “thing itself,” which is perhaps also what Husserl 
would have wanted.

Notes

 1.  Watsuji Tetsurō 和辻哲郎, Katsura rikyū: yōshiki no haigo wo saguru 
桂離宮：様式の背後を探る [Katsura Villa: a search behind the style] (Tokyo: 
Chūōkōronsha, 1958; Chūkō bunko, 1991).
 2.  Among studies on historical documents we will refer to Mori 
Osamu 森蘊, Katsura rikyū no kenkyū 桂離宮の研究 [A study on Katsura 
Villa] (Tokyo: Tōto bunka shuppan, 1955), Hisatsune Shūji 久恒秀治, 
Katsura gosho 桂御所 [The imperial palace of Katsura] (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 
1962), Inoue Shōichi 井上章一, Tsukurareta Katsura rikyū shinwa つくられ
た桂離宮神話 [The invented myth of Katsura Villa] (Tokyo: Kōbundō, 
1986; Kōdansha, 1997), Miyamoto Kenji 宮元健次, Katsura rikyū: kaku-
sareta mitsu no nazo 桂離宮：隠された三つの謎 [Katsura Villa: three hidden 
secrets] (Tokyo: Shōkokusha, 1992).
 3.  In English this expression appears for the first time in Bruno Taut, 
Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture (Tokyo: Kokusai bunka shinkōkai, 
1936), a publication of the “Lecture Series on Japanese Culture” given at 
the Peers’ Club, in Tokyo on 15 October, 1935.  The whole of Taut’s writ-
ings on Katsura were published in Japanese in Bruno Taut, Katsura rikyū, 
trans. Shinoda Hideo 篠田英雄, vol. 1 of Tauto zenshū タウト全集 [Bruno 
Taut writings] (Tokyo: Ikuseisha kōdōkaku, 1942–1944).
 4.  As first described in a letter sent by Walter Gropius to Mori Osamu 
from Kyoto in July 1954.  This correspondence is reproduced in Mori, 
Katsura rikyū no kenkyū, iii.
 5.  See Taniguchi Yoshirō and Satō Tatsuzō, Shugakuin rikyū 修学院離
宮 [Shugakuin imperial villa] (Tokyo: Mainichi shinbunsha, 1956), 33.
 6.  This has been pointed out in the area of Buddhist studies by people 
like Bernard Faure, referring to the perceived nationalistic tone of writers 
such as D. T. Suzuki and certain members of the Kyoto School of 
Philosophy. See Bernard Faure, Chan Insights and Oversights: An 
Epistemological Critique of the Chan Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
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