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This summer house is located in Oiwake, at the western edge of
the mountain resort of Karuizawa, about 160 kilometers
northwest of Tokyo. Oiwake was once a thriving post town at
the juncture of two highways: Nakasendo, connecting Edo and
Kyoto, and Hokkoku Kaido, connecting Edo and Echizen.
Adjacent to Oiwake was then-smaller Karuizawa, with a
cloudier and rainier microclimate. With the fall of the Edo
government and the Meiji Restoration, both towns fell into
neglect, especially after the decision to build a long-distance
railroad alongside the Tokaido highway on the Pacific

coastline.

Rediscovered in 1886 by a Canadian missionary looking for
respite from Tokyo heat and humidity, Karuizawa soon became
a summer destination for well-heeled Westerners not only in
Japan but throughout East and Southeast Asia. They formed a
small Western enclave in the Nagano mountains in the rapidly
modernizing island country. Later, curious and successful
Japanese followed suit, turning Karuizawa into a premier
summer destination. The less visible, now rustic Oiwake
attracted those who were less wealthy but no less eager to
mimic the novel Western ways of life: writers, poets, and

scholars.

The house combines the characters of old Oiwake and new

Karuizawa, or Japanese and Western styles of living.

There is no formal entrance. Guests may enter through either
the sliding doors of the Japanese room on the north or the

French windows of the Western living and dining room on the
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south. Residents use a kitchen door on the north half of the

house.

There are two study/bedrooms at opposite ends of the house. A
small one frames the northwest corner and a larger one the
southeast corner. Both are accessed through the central living
and dining area. There are also a work area and a bathroom.

The machine room is below grade.

The northern side, facing an unpaved forest road, has a low
eave that evokes the humble and traditional townhouses that
lined the main street of post-town Oiwake in the nineteenth
century. The main sitting style in such a house requires tatami

and engawa floors.

The small Japanese room with six tatami mats looks outside
across a large engawa. A large pane of fixed glass separates the
tatami mats inside and the engawa outside, but they share the
same floor level and look continuous. This inside-outside
continuity allows the room to feel full-sized, with eight tatami
mats. The cool if not cold mountain climate of Oiwake
sometimes precludes the opening of windows even in
midsummer, but this arrangement allows the windows to
appear wide open at all times. Of four shoji screens, two are
open and out of the way, or so it seems. Actually there are only
two to begin with, to allow maximum light to enter the house

and to minimize clutter around the window perimeter.

The bottom window frame ends below the tatami and engawa
floors, the top window frame slides above the transom, and the
side window frames hide behind the shoji screens. These

window frame positions work together to minimize the glass



window's presence and encourage the interior architecture to

join the exterior garden.

A small garden outside the Japanese room is enclosed by a
three-sided fence. The garden features a large rock spewed
from Mt. Asama, a great and fearsome volcanic mountain with
a long, gentle slope located nearby to the north. Flanking the
volcanic rock are stands of kurochiku, a black-stemmed

bamboo that is a traditional staple of Japanese gardens.

Old columns and thresholds saved from demolished kominka,
or old houses of Echigo, were used to make the Japanese room.
They are stained with a high-quality composite enriched with
hues of burgundy, teak, and sumi. Handmade washi paper
covers the fusuma and shoji screens enveloping the room. The
ceiling is a saobuchi tenjo with no light fixture, and lanterns

and indirect lighting behind the tokonoma light the room.

An anteroom, together with two large closets on either side,
buffers the connection between the house's northern and

southern halves.

The contrasting southern side of the house faces a large garden
and has a high eave that evokes the Western-style houses that
lined the streets of Karuizawa when the area first started
attracting Western-minded Japanese. Summer houses in the

new style went up at the beginning of the twentieth century,

during the Meiji, Taisho, and Showa periods. The main sitting

style preferred in a Western-style house requires chairs.

The Western living and dining room has a cathedral ceiling and
a large Chinese altar and is over-scaled in general. Small bulb
pendants, spotlights, table lamps, and candles light the room.
The dining table and chairs are from nineteenth-century New
York.

A continuous wood deck wraps around the southern half of the
house, allowing the residents to enjoy the outdoors, weather
permitting. The deck's floor area becomes enlarged toward the
south at its center and is shaded by a high, corresponding roof
extension. After nightfall, exterior floodlights, together with the
interior's relative darkness, allow the residents to take in the

garden views to the north and south.

Combining Japanese and Western house types was an
established way to build a house before World War II. The
owners of this house, a distinguished scholar of economic
theory and a renowned novelist and critic, grew up seeing such
houses still standing and wanted one for themselves. The name
of the house, Yuan, means “play hut.” Their house plays at the
crossroads of cultures and pays homage to the bygone era
when such houses were treasured, back when Japan sought to
absorb all things Western while remaining half immersed in the

traditional ways.
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Street view of the northwest side of the house. #E74* H RK DAL % WL %

Street view of the north side of the house. 72> bR DA% W%
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