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Window Dialectology
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Window Dialectology

We have been using the perhaps somewhat unfamiliar
term ‘dialectology’ as a lens through which to exam-
ine windows found predominantly in Japanese tra-
ditional folk houses. This time we were able to con-
duct on-site surveys at 36 locations. Survey sites were
selected in places with distinctive climatic conditions,
such as areas that see heavy rain or snow. I will begin
by describing each case study building, starting at the
northern end of the Japanese archipelago.

The Takahashi House in Kuroishi, Aomori, forms
an urban space known as a komise, which is a shared
sidewalk sheltered under the front eaves. Fixtures are
inserted along the outer perimeter during times of
snow. These fixtures are composed of shoji (translu-
cent screens) and itado (board shutters), so they allow
light to enter-1.

The Former Onuma House in Isawa, Iwate, has
very simple windows closed using two itado. One
itado is operable while the other is fixed in place - 2.

The windows of the Former Nara House in Aki-
ta, Akita, are equipped with inuyoke (dog guards).
Though I am uncertain how many dogs there still are
today, the region has historically been known for its
fighting dogs. The latticed portion of the inuyoke are
fitted with glass to allow light in even when closed.

The Ishiguro House in Senboku, Akita, makes use
of yukigakoi (snow screens) as a defense against heavy
snow. Temporary elements can be added as needed in
response to the amount of snowfall »3.

Similarly, shoji have been built into the upper
third of the amado (storm shutters) for light at the
Iwahashi House, also in Senboku. The amado at these
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Takahashi House (Kuroishi, Aomori)

Date of construction: 1762 (mid-Edo period)
Climatic conditions: Heavy snow, severe cold
House type: Merchant house
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Former Onuma House (Isawa, Iwate)

Date of construction: Circa 1817

(late Edo period)

Climatic conditions: Strong winds, severe cold
House type: Warrior mansion
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Ishiguro House (Senboku, Akita)
Date of construction: 19th cent.
(late Edo period)

Climatic conditions: Heavy snow
House type: Warrior mansion
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*1 Gangi: Continuous eaves sheltering walkways along townhouses in snowy regions such as Niigata and Aomori.
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Window Dialectology

houses are located at the outermost part of the enga-
wa (perimeter walkway/porch).

The corridor leading to the storehouse at the
Former Kazama House in Tsuruoka, Yamagata, is
enclosed with fixtures for security. The rotating fix-
tures are particularly well crafted. The house also has
features designed to bring plenty of light inside even
when covered over in snow.

At the Former Nakayama House in Koga, Ibar-
aki, the intermediary spaces are closed with a single
otoshido (drop-in shutter) and a shitomido (flip-up
shutter)-4.

The Oba House in Ishioka, Ibaraki, is another
example of a house where the amado are positioned
along the outside of the engawa ~5.

The Former Imai Dyehouse in Joetsu, Niigata,
features gangil (eaves sheltering walkways). These
are both solutions for dealing with the snow.

Yukigakoi (snow screens) are installed around the
Shindo House in Toyama's Tonami Plains. It takes a
lot of work to set them up every year.

The windows of the Rinshoan (Former Hayashiya
House) in Kanazawa, Ishikawa, occur in a wide varie-
ty of arrangements ~6. They enable the spaces around
them to be adapted to the seasons.

The Kamisagaya in Kiso, Nagano, is a former inn.
Its windows are also closed using otoshido and shi-
tomido, but a shoji is inserted in place of the central

otoshido for light. Remarkably, one column has been
omitted from the facade, presumably to enhance the
openness of the house towards the street.

The Miyaji House in Takayama, Gifu, has an odo
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Former Nakayama House (Koga, Ibaraki)
Date of construction: 1674

(early Edo period)

Climatic conditions: Strong winds
House type: Farmhouse
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Oba House (Ishioka, Ibaraki)
Date of construction: 19th cent.
(late Edo period)

House type: Farmhouse
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Rinshoan (Former Hayashiya House, WiERE (IBMREES - A R&R) X—MRIENE
not to open to public/Kanazawa, Ishikawa) B 191148 (BARRIRE)

Date of construction: 1911 (late Meiji era) EEER: BE
House type: Mansion
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*2 Bucho: A system of paired fold-out board shutters found in folk houses in the Setouchi and Shikoku regions.
The upper shutter folds out upwards to bring in light, and the lower shutter folds out downwards to form a
display shelf or bench. When closed, it acts as a storm shutter.

Window Dialectology

(large door), which is not so much a window but an
entrance. Beyond it there is a koshido (lattice door). The
intermediary space between the doors serves as a place
where neighbors can drop in for casual conversation.

At the Kubo House in Gobo, Wakayama, otoshi-
ita (drop-in boards) are used to board up windows
during typhoons.

Similarly, something called a bucho > (paired fold-
out shutters) is used at the Kunimori House in Yanai,
Yamaguchi.

The Yamaya House in Aki, Kochi, has something
known as a butcho (window system composed of shit-
omido and itado). The shitomido opens outwards rath-
er than inwards, and the itado folds out to become
a bench.

Similar fold-down engawa known as banko
(‘bench’ in Portuguese) can be found at the Former
Kawachi House in Hyuga, Miyazaki, but they cannot
really be described as window fixtures.

I have heard that folk houses in Motobu, Okina-
wa, have removable walls instead of windows - 7. The
walls are made of woven bamboo. Light and wind
can enter from a gap between the roof even when the
walls are closed.
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House in Motobu

(Kunigami, Okinawa/Owned by Ocean Expo Park)
Date of construction: 20th cent.

(early Showa era/reconstructed ca.1980)

Climatic conditions: Severe heat, typhoons

House type: Farmhouse
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*3 Hinpun: Privacy walls built within the gates of folk houses in Okinawa. They are also believed to provide
protection from evil spirits.

4 Chinibu: Woven bamboo walls found in Okinawan houses.
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Classifying Intermediary Zones
Based on Their Components

Looking back over the case studies, it is evident that
so-called ‘intermediary zones’ tend to occur around
windows. People shape windows by interacting with
these intermediary zones in response to the local con-
ditions. If we refer to the way in which intermediary
zones are composed as shitsurae (‘setup’ or ‘arrange-
ment’), we could say that windows exist as a combi-
nation of intermediary zones and shitsurae. In other
words, windows are things that people operate on.

We classitfied the intermediary zones into a num-
ber of distinct types. Every intermediary zone is modi-
fied in some way according to factors such as sunlight,
wind, snow, and rain. We categorized them by focus-
ing on their components, such as windows, doors,
koshi, and engawa.

As a result of our analysis, we identified 10 differ-
ent types of intermediary zones -8.

type I: doen

type II:  urban intermediary zones
type III:  sotoen

type IV:  uchien

typeV:  yukigakoi/amagakoi

type VI:  windbreaks

type VII: externalization of functions
type VIII: absence of fixtures
type IX:  koshi (compressed intermediary zones)

type X:  rearrangeable intermediary zones

Classifying Intermediary Zones Based on Their Components

Those categorized as doen, for example, refer to
instances where fixtures occur at the outermost edge
of the building and the space behind them forms an
engawa with an earthen floor.

When doen are extended out horizontally to con-
nect multiple buildings together, the intermediary
zone they create takes on the character of an urban
space. Gangi are a good example of this. People use
these spaces as walkways in heavy snowfall areas.
Engawa which are not equipped with any fixtures and
are exposed to the outside are categorized as sotoen
(exterior perimeters). Engawa that are enclosed with
fixtures along their outer edge are categorized as uch-
ien (interior perimeters).

In regions that see a lot of snow or typhoons,
people take the approach of setting up temporary
enclosures along the outside of houses as needed.
Planting windbreaks beyond the perimeter of a house
is another strategy used. There are also cases where
the defensive function of such elements is given to
something other than plantings.

In some instances, buildings do not have any fix-
tures and are completely exposed, while in others, the
intermediary zones are ‘compressed” with the use of
koshi (lattice screens). It is particularly common in
densely populated urban areas for people to alter the
shitsurae of intermediary zones that occur between
eaves and engawa.
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The Periphery Theory and
Isolated Development Theory

Of the various identified types, the doen are mainly
distributed along the Sea of Japan from the Hokuriku
to Tohoku regions~9. Instances of intermediary zones
forming urban spaces can be found in heavy snow-
fall areas such as Aomori and Niigata. Sotoen are dis-
tributed widely throughout Japan. The same can be
said of uchien. Yukigakoi and amagakoi (rain screens)
can be found widely in places that experience heavy
snow or typhoons.

Windbreaks are a common sight from Okinawa
to Iwate. They presumably serve to counter the many
kinds of seasonal winds in Japan that are known by
various names in different regions. Also common
are instances where fences and stone walls are built
around buildings to provide shelter from winds.

Through looking at the various types, it became
clear that some types are distributed in particular
regions while others are distributed throughout
Japan.

This led me to ask: How should we interpret their
distribution patterns? This is where the analogy of
‘dialects’ comes in. I hypothesized that the diversity
of windows may be explained similarly to that of lin-
guistic dialects. The results show that this hypothesis
has largely held true.

9
Distribution of

intermediary zone types
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The Periphery Theory and Isolated Development Theory
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Conceptual model

of the periphery theory
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What I arrived at is the ‘dialect formation the-
ory’. One dialect formation theory holds that words
formed in major population centers, such as Edo
(present-day Tokyo), Kyoto, and Nara, and then
spread out into the provinces. Some of the words
that spread were accepted while others were reject-
ed. Where they were accepted, they were preserved
and became part of the local dialect. This theory is
called the ‘periphery theory’»10. Sometimes, words
that were accepted did not retain their original form
and were altered. The ‘revised periphery theory” con-
siders the words produced through this phenomenon
known as ‘renewal’ to also be part of regional dialects.

The Periphery Theory and Isolated Development Theory

1
Conceptual model of

the isolated development theory
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There is another theory which holds that dialects
are composed of words that existed natively from
the start. It is called the ‘isolated development theo-
ry’>11. Today, dialects are considered to have formed
through a combination of all three of these ways,
which also covers cases where words native to par-
ticular regions gradually changed and underwent
renewal over time.

We can model these theories to visualize how,
in the case of the periphery theories, words spread
from Kyoto and Tokyo to the provinces and, in
the case of the isolated development theory, words
were originally part of their native domains where
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Conceptual model of
the dialect formation theory
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they gradually changed over time. Combining these

models would result in something like the figure
titled ‘Conceptual Model of the Dialect Formation
Theory»12.

This same model can be used to explain the cir-
cumstances that have given rise to the diversity of
windows, which also exist both uniquely in isolated
regions and throughout Japan with slight variances.

Diversity Created by the Inhabitants

Diversity Created by
the Inhabitants

What are windows? Analyzing the findings from
our field surveys of Japanese folk houses has led us
to define windows as things that exist between the
ground or other horizontal surfaces referred to as
en (perimeter floors) and the roof or eaves overhead.
Specifically, the source of our fascination at the var-
ious survey sites has been the mado (lit. ‘interstitial
doors’) that occur between engawa and eaves. Such
mado are of a different nature from mado (windows),
which can be described as holes cut out of walls>13.

Similarly to how there are various names for
engawa, such as uchien, sotoen, and doen, there are
also a variety of names for eaves, such as hisashi (gen-
eral term meaning ‘eaves’), tsuchibisashi*s (eaves shel-
tering earthen floors), gangi, and komise (eaves shel-
tering enclosable walkways). The intermediary zones
they create have been the interest of this research. The
diversity of such spaces arises from the ways in which
humans interact with them, and this is the aspect that
I find deeply intriguing.

When I observed people setting up yukigakoi, I
was made aware of how the local inhabitants possess
a literacy for nature. That is, they have the power to
read subtle changes in nature and know that it will
be an early winter or that storms are on the way. This
enables them to change the setup of their windows
accordingly all year round.

In such places, people have a relationship with
their environment. The windows there exist as
they do as a result of this. One could thus say that
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*5 Tuchibisashi: Deep overhanging eaves supported by columns set in the ground.
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Diversity Created by the Inhabitants

windows are diverse by nature and, at the same time,
that their diversity arises from the rich senses and
diverse techniques that the inhabitants possess.

Before ending, I would like to introduce a quote
by philospher Kiyoshi Miki, who I met through this
research: ‘Do not search for the one by eliminating
the many or by removing yourself from the many;
rather, search for the one within the many by recog-
nizing the many as is.” (Miki Kiyoshi Zenshu 8: Iwan-
ami Shoten, 1985, p.456).

I have interpreted his words as meaning that you
should not reduce subjects to a single generaliza-
tion and consider them as all the same, and that you
should instead appreciate variegated subjects as they
are because doing so may lead you to discovering
something universal within them.

While designing my own architectural work, I
have always thought about whether it is possible for
diversity and universality to coexist simultaneously,
and if so, what kind of devices are needed to enable
that to happen. I feel like I have found the answer to
these questions through this window research.
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Windowology

Windowology was launched in 2007 as

a unique research project unlike any other in

the world. In the course of its development,

it has ranged far into various domains,
including design, language, environment, health,
ethnology, history, stories, manga, and film.

Its breadth speaks to the fact that windows,

in addition to being key elements in a building’s
design, are closely tied to human behaviors

and also reflect our social, cultural, and
technological circumstances.

We will be pleased if it successfully conveys

the joy of observing the world

through the window.

Taro Igarashi:
General Supervisor of Windowology
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Window Research Institute

The Window Research Institute is an
incorporated foundation dedicated to contrib-
uting to the development of architectural
culture through conducting and supporting
research and cultural initiatives. Windowology
was launched as part of these activities by
Window Research Institute President Tadahiro
Yoshida based on the belief that ‘windows
represent civilization and culture’.

This booklet contains abridged versions of

a selection of the Windowology research that
the Institute has developed together with
researchers and university laboratories.
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