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The sun is still 30 degrees above the horizon -a nd m akes the same angle 
with the axis of the aircra ft . D ead ti red , the passenge rs have all 
cur ta in ed their windows to try Lo slee p. I ca nn ot imi ta te them. 

T he space above is of a deep vio let blue colo ur. W e fl y on im-
pa lpa ble, cotton-like stre tch es of cl ouds tha t Lake cha nging and stra nge 
hues, [rom violet and pink to dark reel . 

fa r ahead, on the imprecise horizon, strata of foggy clouds ar e 
not com pact enough to preven t u s from imagining the ind igo ocean . 
lL is a cosmic fligh t. For h ou rs alread y, the sun h as immobili zed 
itsc l r. J et speed scoffs at the earth 's rotation. 

T hen, i t's the climbing cl own . Several skies pass by a nd, sud-
denl y, Tokyo Bay invades ou r windows. T h e sun h as been Je(t behind 
clo uds . I t is th e evening- fu ll of the question m arks ra ised by th is 
land flt the oth er encl of the ea r th. Seven teen ho urs fro m Paris to 
Tokyo by the polar rou te . .. has i t rea lly been a proper prelude to 
this new coun try? 

Do the immensities so full of su ch ex traord inar y colours th a t we 
have just crossed , and which h ave no equivalent in the skies o f the 
"Old World," imply a nother kind of li fe? 

Suburbs- or rather, th e ci ty itself- is a lready here. H ere is an 
immensity of two-storeyed houses, very low, m ade of dark wood, wi th 
grou nd fl oors offering shops like those of a ny other coun try, with sign-
boards showing indecipherable and da ncing ideograms, infini tely 
variable bu t with a few iden tifi abl e constan ts. 

T he old dom estic architectu re of tiny houses, on a minimum 
hu man sca le, hiding the secrets of this n ew world, is ba thed in the 
no ise of conges ted roa ds, with a lighting m ore or less comparable to 
the lighting of an y o ther big occidental city. Oddness is thus push ed 
back by the m otion of co ntem porar y and familiar techniques. 

Techniques h ave m ade the ea r th smaller and uni form . T he 
basis? Oil and electrici ty. 

l expected to see ex traordin ary car bodies created entirely in 
Japa n. It was not so. Am erica n cars domin ated the picture, and 
French fo ur horse-power R ena ul ts we re earmarked fo r the cheaper 
taxi compa nies. H owever, crea tive imagina tion was burst ing in neon 
signs in th e central d istricts o f the city. Nigh t lighting of a m odern 
city is a m ajor m eans o f m ass expression. Tha t's why we will foc us ou r 
auen tion there for a while. 

Roughl y, there exist two ca tegories of lighting: one which is to 
be fo und in pleasure d istr icts such as the Ginza; the other which 
incl udes the advertising of large industrial fi rms. T h ese latter signs 
are perch ed on the tops of ten-storey buildings in the cen tre o f 
Tokyo around the Imperial Palace, i tself surrounded b y a wa ll o f 
enormous, almos t cyclopean, stones, lapped by a large m oat. 

Pleasure signs begin at ground level and occupy two or three 
storeys on night clubs, resta u rants, and shops, a nd in these narrow 
streets th e play of forms a n cl co Jou rs has th e brutali ty of ar t works 
created by a communi ty that h as run amuck. No lonely brain could 
ever seek such a r ichness o ( express ion, and the tri als o f iso la ted 
Western avant-garde ar tists are bu t pale stammering compared with 
this tumult. 

\!Vhy is that so? I thin k th ere are three fund amental laws 
governing such fac ts: (a) the signs must all and always be visible 
from both d irections in the stree t, whi ch takes care o f the three 
dime nsiona l tap estry of th e neon tubes; (b) technica l eco nomy, resul t-
ing from the small size of the nigh t cl ubs and of the shops, necessarily 
demands smaller signs; (c) but to attract customers forms a nd colou rs 
must vary infinitely, p recisely, and ·without a ny possible ambiguity. 

Since this m eans density a nd varia tion, it also implies music in 
colours. There we touch upon a fundamental problem of abstract 
urbanism, laid ou t on d rawing tabl es, like th a t dem anded by a 40-
year-old tradi tion, which produced nothing but brand-new cities 

a lready dead . A geometrical ci ty born from the best u r ba nist's brai n 
ca n n ever replace th e vita l push backed by thousa nds of individu al 
in teres ts a nd tas tes in a community. 

In urba nism as in ar t, the thinker must a bandon his sta ti c con-
ceptions, r eminders of the R enaissa nce, and, instead, take ca re of the 
ph enomena a nd effec ts crea ted by m asses, u sing th e laws governing 
la rge numbers. In shor t, he must dea l with sta tisti cs and retreat to 
a calculus. 

Cities in J a pan, su ch as Tokyo a nd Kyo to, o ffer a visu a l demon-
stration for a n ar tist. Of course, the ar tistic sense of the J apanese 
people h as controlled the artisti c fl avo ur of th e least. 

In con tras t, th e luminous adver tising on large buildings is con-
trolled b y the law of greater volume. Huge, spherical, conical, 
cylindri ca l stru ctures are illuminated, creating a spa ti al cinerama 
which proves tha t soon visu al ar t will in vade the streets of large 
urba n cen tres. 

Tokyo is a true city of light a nd not only a city where gas lamp-
posts h ave been r eplaced by fluorescen t lamp-pos ts. 

·whether i t be in day or night time, the appeara nce of a city, 
h owever, gives only a su rface impress ion. Human contacts are the 
tru e key to th e cen tral problem of a people a nd hear t o f a city. 

For m y work, I h ad to get in touch with J apa nese musicians and 
technicia ns. English was the only vehicle for informa tion. And I 
was struck by ou r difficulty in understanding each o ther. What 
would h ave required 10 minutes in the W es tern world to excha nge 
views n eeded mu ch longer in T okyo. I was told tha t the p rofess ional 
hierarch y could explain this loss of time. This explana tion was no t 
sa tisfying because I h ad m entioned difficulti es in turns of sen tences 
and a fluidity tha t seemed to reflect J a panese thought. This indica-
tion orien ted m e towards the problem o f langu age. In school, we 
learn tha t J apanese h as not the Inda-E uropean language structu re. 
I ques tio ned O rienta lists who admitted tha t, although th e order of 
the words in the sentence were sensibl y different in J a pa nese, the 
logic was basically the same. Tra nslation from J apanese into French 
or in to E nglish, consequently, sho uld no t ra ise such mental b arri ers. 
T his is largely true. But a serious doubt kept n ettling my mind, and 
h ere is the d ia logu e I h ad with several literary or scientific .Japa nese 
and European residents of J ap a n : 

"I s the order of th e words di fferent?" 
"Yes. " 
"But the sam e p henomenon exists in severa l Europ ean la nguages; 

fo r insta nce, in Rumanian the arti cle is welded a t the end of the 
no un ; in German, the verb is a t the end of th e sentence, and verbal 
fo rms can be tra nsla ted into a ny other la nguage thro ugh nominal 
forms, forge tting languages su ch as modern Greek, which still have 
kept a fluid i ty which a Frenchma n find s deceiving. Where is the 
differen ce then ?" 

"There is a difference. But it is difficult to express i t quickl y. " 
"Let us admit it is so. But since we know tha t Aristotelian 

logic, a nd consequently m odern logic, has been and still is moulded 
in side th e langu age, in spite of recent efforts to expel them, could 
we also su pp ose tha t, behind the J a panese la nguage, there remains 
hidde n a fundamentally differe nt logic which h as not yet been dis-
covered either by the ·w es terners or by the Eas terners?" 

" Yes, we could suppose so." 
"If such is the case, would there be, in tha t, an y prospect of the 

em ergence of a scien ce and, co nseq uentl y, of :i technology, di ffere n t 
from Occiden tal on es?" 

"Possibly, but it would be impossible to crea te artificiall y a 
process such as the one which required more tha n 3,000 years in the 
W es tern world to r esult in today's knowledge." 

"Yes, tha t's true, bu t perhaps that one means of knowledge and 
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more generally, of thought, could profit from the discovery of a new 
algebraical structure outside the scope of the Japanese language?" 

I heard later, that in Osaka there is a logician who works on 
these questions. As for myself, I decided to ask the question of 
logicians in Paris. 

It is very simple to admit this hypothesis because of the triple 
nature of the written Japanese language-one Chinese ideographic 
and two Japanese syllabic alphabets-which means that a noun, for 
instance, can be written in several different forms and that, con-
versely, written Japanese literature can have an infinity of resonances 
in sounds and images. Such is the difficult but potential richness of 
the language, clue to the [act that there is a lack of precision between 
symbols, sounds, and thoughts. Through his language and his hand-
writing, the Japanese finds himself directly in the most advanced 
climate of occidental thought, where European symbolical and sono-
rous means of expression can hardly follow. 

I recall, by the way, that printing was known in Japan long 
before typography was invented, as proved by the printing blocks of 
Buddhist sutras of the Kamakura Period in the thirteenth century, 
such as exist at the museum of Horyuji Temple near Nara. 

The absence of street names and numbers in Tokyo, which is 
quite surprising for a European visitor, is within the same order o[ 
ideas. The principle of classification, through arithmetical order, has 
been replaced by more immediate geometrical knowledge, to the 
despa·ir of the U.S. Occupation Forces, which were obliged to import 
Fifth and Ninetieth streets on wooden posts that still exist after their 
departure. Nevertheless, I had to change taxis four times before I 
could reach an address written in Japanese by a Japanese friend , 
although the four drivers were perfectly able to read. (There are no 
illiterates in Japan in spite of the three different writings.) 

This polyvalence makes the Japanese alert and curious about 
everything that is new. After the assimilation of art, of culture and 
religion from China, there follows today a thirst for knowledge that 
makes the .Japanese attentive to any new discovery. We are far from 
the hypnotic and blase state of Europeans who have said everything 
and are waiting for no more. This explains, perhaps, the extreme 
kindness in human relations. At each meeting, it is a renewal of 
acquaintances which is expressed by a long and respectful ceremony 
of salutations and bowing. 

One day a gentleman introduced himself to me and invited me 
to visit Kyoto and Nara. I was very much touched by this kind offer, 
but I objected that, not knowing the language nor anybody at all, 
my trip would be unrewarding. He immediately offered to accom-
pany me as guide. He made me live Japanese style in Kyoto and 
showed me around the city. I could not but compare this attitude 
to the indifference and the self-sufficiency of vVesterners who destroy 
one of the greatest richnesses in man, namely, the possibility to give 
selflessly. But this was not an isolated case. In particular, two of 
my friends, one of whom is a young poet and critic and the other a 
young architect, both avant-garde, have facilitated my experiences, 
during practically my whole stay in Japan, as brothers would have 
done. 

H Europe and, more generally, the West, including Russia, have 
always been able to create a unique culture monopolized by religion, 
capital, or state, in Japan several cultures co-exist: Buddhism, Zen, 
Shinto, Christianity, Atheism, and Science born from contemporary 
industrialized life. 

Traditional arts show this diversity, as well as family 
habits and architecture do, so that several lives are simultaneously 
possible in Japan. This co-existential equilibrium has not always 
prevailed, but today it constitutes an exceptional and probably unique 
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mood in contemporary history. It could, perhaps, be compared with 
Hellenic civilization where all religions were accepted, including newly-
born Christianity, and where sciences were springing up in a state 
comparable to the fifth century of the Periclean Period. 

The Grecian indented coasts of Japan produce a proximity of past, 
present, and future which touch and reproduce one another. And 
pervading all this ferment is the rich character of the Japanese, ex-
pressed in traditional architecture, human contacts, cooking, scenic or 
musical expression, and industrial aesthetics. 

One evening, I entered the noh theatre in Kyoto (free admit-
tance). On the square stage, men in black or grey-blue uniforms, 
sitting like Buddhas, recited in unison from a book on a stage polished 
like a mirror, each holding obliquely a fan, ·which is a kind of Japan-
ese sceptre giving them the right to speak (it is withdrawn during 
silences). Sentences are read- monotonously for a Westerner-for 
hours on encl. Slow chromatic ascents, then descents, modulate the 
texts and, at times, conclusions, which resemble Byzantine psalmoclies, 
punctuate the naked severity of the recital. Noh derives from Bud-
dhist chant, so it is not improbable that this similarity comes from 
an historical relation lost in centuries of Greek-Buddhism. The men's 
choir alternates with the solo. Then the composition changes. The 
choir is replaced. A fragile Ii ttle girl, 12 or 13 years old, wearing a 
red-and-white blouse and a gown with a blue-grey belt of gold and 
silver embroidery, in contrast with the severity of the men' uniform, 
comes and sits silently in front of the stage. 

The reading of another book starts with imperceptible vari-
ations. Then, abruptly, the little girl takes up the fan and injects 
her fresh voice, without vibration, at short periods. This economy 
of method explains the strength of traditional art in Japan. 

All this time, the audience which was not very numerous, and 
mostly composed of men and women well over 40, religiously followed 
the solos on their personal text . 

Noh is the most austere stage sight for gesture or musical accom-
paniment. The bugaku stage in the Imperial Palace, most ancient 
and of Chinese origin, has a grand orchestra of Chinese violins and 
percussion instruments, with sumptuous colours. Then follow panto-
mime and plays such as the Miyako-oclori of the mailw and geisha, 
all refined in gesture, song, and scenery, with choirs and what we 
would today call stereophonic music. Then comes kabuki, a popular 
theatre which recent interventions tend to modernize, thu threaten-
ing to destroy part of its traditional purity .. . 

The distilled art of Japan is to be found again in its unique 
cooking. The aromas of raw plants or raw fish are offered to taste 
and smell at the end of chopsticks on the tip of the tongue. I think 
that anywhere else but in Japan cooking is synonymous with eating. 
The senses of smell and taste are submerged in a multitude of tones 
which oppose one another. The fork of Westerners or the fingers 
of Indians prove this. 

I had heard much of Japanese gardens. This magazine offered 
a reproduction of the small Japanese garden of UNESCO in Paris. 
Architects and sculptors talked about Japanese gardens with admira-
tion. I waited until I saw the real thing. It comprises two broad 
types of garden: (a) the monastic type, such as the "stone garden" of 
Ryuanji Temple in Kyoto; (b) the type at the Katsura Palace, also in 
Kyoto. In both cases, the real thing differs from what I had heard 
and seen of the imitations by sculptors and landscape painters. The 
Ryuanji garden was born from two fundamentally religious compul-
sions: orderliness and Nature. When these two compulsions are 
observed by people who are not artists, such as monks, the result is 
highly significant and beyond art itself. It is the opposite of the 
stone-totem planters who believe they have made a masterpiece. The 
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Katsura park expresses the same preoccupation but from a layman's 
viewpoint: respect for Nature and collaboration with Nature. The 
Japanese do not outrage Nature as \ 1Vesterners do when they impose 
geometry on it. The liberty of sites and of forms is channelled here 
into a composition or several dimensions: three for space; one for 
materials, pebbles, shingles, stones, earth, wood, Jakes, species of 
plants, coniferous trees, animals, and turtles; one for the shades, 
flowers, green tints; one for the forms, clearly cubical, of the dark 
brown buildings laid out along footpaths ; and then, a final dimension , 
the time which leads to the discovery, at every turn, of a new surprise 
for the senses and for the intell ect. Man-made hills cliversi fy the 
ground and the ponds. Water opens ravines. The sun is gaily and 
tenderly playing on these natural forms lavishly created by man. 

But, if the Japanese respect Nature and work essentially with 
it without ever vio lating it, they behave geometrically, severely and 
nakedly when they build their small tearooms, scattered in the park 
or palaces. With the use of sliding doors, they have given the interior 
infinite richness of perspective, far greater and friendlier than ever 
the greatest masters of contemporary cubic architecture did . The 
changing plastic effect and the lights filtered through paper partitions 
should be a rich lesson for architects the world over. 

It is very difficult to make the best use of wooden structures with 
Japanese cedar in temple and pagoda. It is a true acrobatic cascade 
of the weight of roof and framework. It is an infinite variation of 
the Jaws of Archimedes. But such structures are not studied in school. 
In school they teach us about trellis and Ponlonceau beams. Who 
will ever study the exceptional lessons on resistance of materials such 
as are taught at Kyoto's Toclaiji Temple or Nara 's complicated Ho-
ryuji Temple? 

But if music, architecture, and plastic arts generally have not 
succeeded in shaping means of modern expression, comparably in 
value to traditional arts, cinema, and industrial aesthetics are of 
the highest quality. Besides classical pictures, such as Rashomon, 
there is scientific cinema work of which I saw a few samples and 
where the technical excellence of colour and image, as well as com-
position, is unsurpassed. 

Intelligence-common measure in all arts-succeeds in these films 
in creating a vital current between the realism of the subject and the 
"cosmic" abstraction, shall l say, of forms and motion. The result 
is immediate logic, as in The World of Microbes, Marine Snow, and 
Lubricating Oil produced by Mr. Sozo Okada. 

As for industrial aesthetics, Japanese patience and delicacy have 
developed technical finish, colour, and shape which strongly compete 
with European and American products. Tape recorders, transistors, 
television sets, and home appliances-all these small devils of in-
dustrial civilization are perfect, tempting and friend! y here, where 
utilitarian purpose is hidden behind good taste. 

Attic vases, vulgar old containers, had greatly helped to establish 
the Athenian econom ic supremacy in the Me<iiterranean world and 
even as far distant as Great Britain and Germany. Japan, with her 
small machine-finished products, has conquered a part of the Amer-
ican transistor market, and if Europe is not yet invaded, it is because 
she protects herself behind high tariff barriers. In Ja pan, the 1960 
electronic production was 300 per cent above that of l 956, and the 
average yearly index of industrial expansion is 29 per cent, compared 
with 7.5 per cent for the United States. Of course, this expansion is 
not without problems. Labour is relatively cheap, and peaceful May 
Day demonstrations have proved that the workers' world is organized 
and controlled. 

What will be the future of this country where everything is in 
rapid motion but which has kept its traditional roots so deeply alive? 
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