
199Ephemeral. Built Not to Last

Encapsulated Masculine Dreams:  
The Cultural and Material Impermanence of the  
Nakagin Capsule Tower

Aki Ishida
Associate Professor, Virginia Tech School of Architecture, Blacksburg, VA, USA 

aishida@vt.edu

Keywords: Nakagin Capsule Tower; Kisho Kurokawa; impermanence; obsolescence; gender;  
metabolists; adaptive architecture 

As the Nakagin Capsule Tower in Tokyo reached its imminent demolition at age fifty, the 
tower brought into question the physical and cultural impermanence of architecture. The 
tower opened in 1972 as one of a few built works by the Metabolists, a group of avant-garde 
Japanese architects who sought to develop a mode of non-Western modern architecture. Based 
on the Japanese notions of constant renewal and eternal adaptation, Kisho Kurokawa, the 
youngest founding member of the Metabolists, designed the tower with a plan for its individual 
living units to be replaced every twenty-five to thirty-five years, while the concrete cores were 
estimated to last for more than sixty years. Now, fifty years after the Tower’s completion, none 
of the capsules have ever been replaced, and the building suffered from significant structural 
and cosmetic deterioration. The questions over the tower’s fate — whether to replace the units, 
reconstruct the original design, or demolish and build new — were debated over the past 
decade, until April of 2022, when the tower was surgically dismantled. 
Artists and architects who have lived in the tower over the past dozen years have illuminated 
conditions and stories that the promotional architectural photography and monographs fail 
to convey. Amidst the debate over the tower’s demolition, they uncovered details of everyday 
lives housed within the building during its end-of-life controversy. Photographer Noritaka 
Minami stayed in the tower ten times over nine years, documenting the lives lived in the 
deteriorating tower. Portuguese architects Filipe Magalhães and Ana Luisa Soares lived in unit 
B807 from October 2012 for ten months while Soares attended the University of Tokyo and 
Magalhães worked for SANAA. In their capsule, the couple founded the practice Fala Atelier. 
The images by these artists and architects (Fig. 1 and 2) stand in stark contrast to the highly 
staged photos at the building’s completion in 1972. The interiors depicted range from those 
that were left to decay from water damage and neglect, those carefully restored and furnished 
like a showroom, to those that have been drastically altered and repurposed by the unit owners. 
The photographs not only show the declining state of the aging tower but also intimate how the 
tower denied domestic acts of cooking, bathing, and even sleeping with privacy and darkness; 
they demonstrate the challenges — or the near impossibility — of adapting the capsules from 
the lives of salarymen for which it was designed in the 1970s, to the lives today that include 
women, children, and older adults. On a brighter note, they also depict idiosyncratic ways in 
which the residents made the capsules their dorms, offices, and weekend homes, for purposes 
other than those of the original design. The photos and stories lay bare, however, that even 
though the tower was intended to evolve through replacement of capsules over time, the 
building’s design—combined with neglect by the building owner — did not allow the tower to 
adapt alongside the shifting societal values and aspirations. 
Lastly, material and ideological obsolescence of the tower begin to suggest alternative 
approaches to impermanence and adaptability of architecture. Recent examples of adaptable 
buildings by such architects as Elemental and Lacaton & Vassal propose more flexible 
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Fig. 1: Exterior of Nakagin Capsule Tower in Tokyo, Japan.

approaches to the Metabolists’ aspirations. Despite the material and cultural obsolescence of the 
Nakagin Capsule Tower, Metabolists’ assertion — that a building is an impermanent organism 
— remains relevant and compelling fifty years later, and with modifications, could suggest a 
model for sustainable architecture that adapts along with the changing ways to live, work, and 
play, over the building’s lifespan. 

The Nakagin Capsule Tower

The Nakagin Capsule Tower consists of two reinforced concrete and steel frame cores, to which 
140 capsule units (2.5 m by 4m) are attached with high-tensile steel bolts.1 Prefabricated by a 
shipping container manufacturer, each module consists of a bathroom unit, a circular window, 
a bed, built-in cabinets, stereo, and appliances, designed primarily for lounging and sleeping. 
Each capsule is individually anchored to the concrete shaft, intended to be replaced without 
affecting the others.2 The entire construction took only one year, with all 140 units sold by the 
time of completion.3 
Metabolist philosophy stood in opposition to Japan’s pre-war modernization, which was to 
become Westernized through industrialization. The two pillars of the Metabolist movement 
were to resist the course of cultural evolution based on Western values, and to seek out a 
contemporary language of architecture specific to Japanese culture.4 Kurokawa criticized those 
who, during the World War I colonization and even after World War II, tried to resuscitate and 
imitate ancient Japanese structures. Instead, he argued for defining the present, not the past, as 
the backbone of Japanese culture. 

1  Sayaka Nakamura (of Kisho Kurokawa architect and associates), e-mail message to author, May 11, 2017.
2  Hiroshi Watanabe, “Evaluation: composition of cubes in Tokyo,” AIA Journal 69, no. 12 (1980): 74-77.
3  Zhongjie Lin, “Nakagin Capsule Tower: revisiting the future of the recent past,” Journal of Architectural 

Education 65, no. 1 (2011): 13-32.
4  Kisho Kurokawa, “Grave-Post of Contemporary Architecture,” Space Design 163 (1978): 3-6.
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Kurokawa designed these capsules for a homo-movens, an elite businessman who would occupy 
the unit as a temporary residence and office in central Tokyo, allowing him to eliminate as 
much as 90 minutes of daily commuting time from his main home in Tokyo’s outskirts. The 
capsule was designed to be basic, and man’s other needs, including socializing and meals, 
could be fulfilled by the city. Like a well-appointed business hotel that could be purchased 
by individuals, or by companies for use by their employees, the building offered amenities 
including secretarial and housekeeping services. In the tower’s deluxe units, built-in Sony color 
televisions and stereos offered the latest in entertainment technology. The Tower has never 
provided cooking facilities. Instead, it has always housed food services on the ground floor. 
A café initially occupied this space, and later a convenience store that served bento boxes. 
Abundant eateries and pubs pack the streets and narrow alleys surrounding Shinbashi Station 
a few blocks away. Ana Luis Soares recounted that, when she missed Portuguese home-cooked 
meals, she bought an electric stove and cooked in the bathroom with the fan turned on. 

Metabolist Impermanence

Based on the Metabolist philosophy founded in Japanese thinking, both ancient and modern, 
Kurokawa intended for the building to be partially impermanent. The idea of constant 
renewal is rooted in the Buddhist religion. Kurokawa wrote extensively on the paradoxical 
Japanese practice of achieving permanence through impermanence, which is embodied in the 
predominantly light-weight timber construction used throughout Japan. He writes that because 
most important Japanese buildings are timber, they accepted their own entropy; buildings 
participate in the Buddhist idea of rinne, the on-going cycle of life and death.5 Moreover, the 
Buddhist idea of muso holds that “human beings should not become too attached to any one 
idea or place but should always remain aware of being in eternal time.”

5  Kurokawa, Metabolism in Architecture (Boulder: Westview Press, 1977), 35.

Fig. 2: Interior of unit B905 with exposed plywood sheathing.
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Kurokawa’s position on impermanence also has a foundation in his youth spent in war-torn 
Japan. In a 2005 interview with Rem Koolhaas, Kurokawa recalled witnessing his hometown 
of Nagoya, a city of 1.5 million, destroyed overnight by hundreds of bombers.6 Witnessing 
his city vanish in an instant impressed upon the young architect the impermanence of all 
things, including cities and architecture. Following the devastating losses in the war, Kurokawa 
continued to look to iconic buildings in traditional Japanese architecture which were studied 
by the imperialist architects of his fathers’ generation. However, the Metabolists did so in ways 
fundamentally different from those of the previous generation. 
The Metabolists pursued modernity in philosophy, not in style. Unlike the visually dominant 
traditions of the West, they sought the invisible, looking to venerable architectural practices 
of the past such as the Ise Shrine (4 BCE) and Katsura Villa (1620). Here they found the 
notions of impermanence and prefabrication that they then transposed into their own 
practice.7 Kurokawa says, “We are talking about Ise as an invisible continuity: every 20 years 
the visible—the architecture—is rebuilt. We say the tradition has been maintained for 1,200 
years, though the material is always new.”8 He writes, “… the Japanese have never felt that 
the materials themselves have a sense of eternity. On the contrary, they are and always have 
been conscious of the spirit and philosophy beyond the materials and regard the form as an 
intermediary conveying that spirit and philosophy of human beings.”9 Similarly, the Katsura 
was expanded twice over 150 years, with different modules for each phase, and that at each 
stage it was considered a beauty, “perfect as a constantly changing process.”10 The Palace 
embodied metabolic ideas of cyclical growth over time, which made it an apt precedent for the 
Metabolist manifesto. Where Western culture might retain the very blocks of stone with which 
ancient temples were built, in Japan, permanence of the artifact is secondary to the process of 
craft that is passed on for generations.11 This attitude is even evidenced in the Japanese laws 
which protect cultural properties such as manners and customs, and in the designation of 
the title “National Living Treasure” to a living person practicing a craft such as noh theater or 
pottery. Despite the futuristic appearance and narrative of homo-movens who would live there, 
the Nakagin Capsule Tower was shaped by these culture-specific ideas that distinguish it from 
the European counterparts. 

Preservation Debate 

Despite the now-inevitable outcome, arguments for its demolition have been as compelling 
as those for preservation as a cultural monument. For a building as radical in concept and 
form as the Nakagin Capsule Tower, its life of nearly five decades is already “a miracle,”12 in 
the words of Arata Isozaki. Nonetheless, the building’s failure to uphold its philosophy of 
continual change and growth makes its preservation controversial. As the tower aged, the 
question of replacement or demolition came as no surprise to its architect. Since 1998, Kisho 
Kurokawa and his associates had devised plans to update the tower. In accordance with his 
philosophy of permanent impermanence, the office made elaborate schemes to replace the 
capsules and the by-then dangerously corroded steel connection bolts while repairing and 
preserving the concrete cores. While the outward appearance would remain consistent with the 

6  Ibid.
7  Rem Koolhaas et al, Project Japan: Metabolism Talks (Köln: Taschen GmbH, 2011), 385-391.
8  Ibid., 379. 
9  Kurokawa, Metabolism in Architecture, 32.
10  Koolhaas, Project Japan, 379.
11  Yoichiro Hakamori, “The Sacred and the Profane in Matsuri Structures,” Matsuri! Japanese Festival Arts, 

ed. Gloria Gonick (Los Angeles: UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History, 2002), 77-95.
12  Nakagin Capsule Tower: Japanese Metabolist Landmark on the Edge of Destruction, DVD, directed by 

Rima Yamazaki (New York: Michael Blackwood Productions, 2011).
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original design, the capsules would not be exact replicas of the 1972 model. Rather, Kurokawa 
wanted “to see new ones built to the same design, but incorporating new technologies like 
renewable energies and broadband.”13

The tower’s preservation was widely supported by the international architecture community. 
In February 2005, the World Architecture News (WAN) website published their poll of 
over 10,000 architects in 100 countries. The results were overwhelmingly in favor of saving 
the tower: 75 percent favored maintaining the core and replacing the capsules, 20 percent 
supported restoration to its original condition and five percent voted for total demolition. 
Many argued that the core concept of the structure should be honored; the capsules replaced 
and the tower restored as an example of the Metabolist movement.14 There has been a striking 
disparity between the building’s futuristic aspirations and aesthetics, and the nostalgia that 
surrounded the preservation movement.
However, those outside the global architecture community responded differently. On April 
15, 2007, 80 percent of the capsule unit owners voted in favor of demolition and replacement 
with a more profitable building. This plan would give each capsule owner more than double 
the space for the same price as rebuilding the original design.15 Consequently in 2005, at 
the age of 71, Kurokawa launched a passionate campaign to save the Nakagin tower.16 The 
architect garnered support worldwide, but in October 2007, Kurokawa died at age 73. By this 
time, development of the new tower had stalled for multiple reasons: the economic recession 
of the late 2000s, the public’s suspicion of postwar architecture and the general lack of interest 
in housing investments.17 In 2013, there were only 10 to 15 people living in the tower, while 
the rest were abandoned.18

Other factors stood in the way of the tower’s preservation. The original construction cost of 
each capsule was US $4,500.19 Shortly before his death in 2007, Kurokawa’s office estimated 
the replacement cost to be as high as $80,000. In 1972, the structure stood prominently 
as the tallest building for blocks around. Today, other buildings encroach tightly on three 
sides with an elevated highway on the fourth, escalating the cost to replace the capsules by 
crane. The tower also stood on prime Tokyo real estate. On average, the construction cost 
of a building in Tokyo accounts for a tenth of its land value, a statistic which highlights the 
inclination for Japan’s scrap-and-build mentality. Moreover, the building management firm, 
Nakagin, faced complicated security and utility billing challenges with the building’s multiple 
functions of apartment, office and informal hotel. The building was no longer watertight and 
had lost running hot water. Many abandoned capsules had moldy and compromised ceilings 
and walls, and makeshift waterproofing contraptions made from plastic bags and tubes were 
common sights.20 The capsule walls were thin with limited asbestos insulation, making them 
hot in summer and cold in winter, and with no operable windows, completely dependent on 
mechanical systems.21

13  Jan-Carlos Kucharek, “Podcast: Nakagin Capsule Tower, Japan,” RIBA Journal 114, no. 4 (2007): 63-64.
14  “Nakagin Tower dilemma,” World Architecture News, September 23, 2005, accessed February 25, 2015, 

http://www.worldarchitecturenews.com/project/2005/126/wan-editorial/nakagin-capsule-tower-in-tokyo.
html?q=nakagin%20capsule.

15  Yuki Solomon, “Kurokawa’s Capsule Tower to the Razed,” Architectural Record, April 30, 2007, accessed 
June 5, 2022, http://archrecord.construction.com/news/daily/archives/070430kurokawa.asp. 

16  Nakamura, e-mail message.
17  Nicolai Ouroussoff, “Future Vision Vanished to the Past,” New York Times, July 6, 2009, accessed June 5, 

2022, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/07/arts/design/07capsule.html.
18  Filipe Magalhães and Ana Luisa Soares, “The Metabolist Routine,” Domus: Blog, May 29, 2013, accessed 

June 5, 2022, http://www.domusweb.it/en/architecture/2013/05/29/the_metabolist_routine.html.
19  Hiroshi Watanabe, “Evaluation: composition of cubes in Tokyo,” AIA Journal 69, no. 12 (1980): 76.
20  Based on the author’s stay at unit B907 through Airbnb on July 9, 2014.
21  Watanabe, “Evaluation,” 76.
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Fig. 3: Interior of a capsule with two businessmen and a female assistant.

Over the past decade, advocates for the preservation of the tower had purchased units one by 
one, including those who rented their units on Airbnb to tourists and architecture enthusiasts.22 
Just prior to the pandemic, a foreign investor expressed interest in buying the tower, but the 
plans fell through. Now, the capsules have been disassembled and are being distributed to 
museums around the world. The owner will demolish the concrete cores to build a new building; 
that the capsules will travel the world as Kurokawa imagined but having reached obsolescence, 
is an irony. The capsules were manufactured by metal fabricators at Daimaru who typically 
built shipping containers – an apt symbol for a live-work capsule that Kurokawa envisioned as 
a mobile living unit that, in a near future, could also transport humans. In fact, in his Capsule 
Declaration of 1969, he calls a variety of vehicles, including the traditional Japanese palanquin, 
train cars, to aircraft carriers, “capsules.”23 As the dismantled capsules are shipped across the 
world, will they be cleaned and restored to their original state? When Rachel Whiteread cast 
the interior of an East London row house as an act of protest to demolition, the ashes left in 
the chimney cast marked the lives lived in the house. Similarly, with capsules as they stand, 
with their leaking ceilings, dusty umbrellas, and exposed asbestos, they convey realities and 
subjectivities lived by the tower and its occupants better than a restored capsule ever could. 

Gender Roles and Masculinity 

The Japanese masculinity of the 1970s emanates from the tower’s original sales brochure from 
its developer, Nakagin24 (Fig. 3), and the promotional video by Taisei Construction Company.25 

22  Katie Forster, “Tokyo’s tiny capsules of architectural flair,” Japan Times, October 3, 2014, accessed May 
31, 2015, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/2014/10/03/arts/tokyos-tiny-capsules-architectural-flair/#.
VD3Y-CldUpw.

23  Kisho Kurokawa, “Capsule Declaration,” in Metabolism in Architecture (Boulder: Westview Press, 1977), 
75-85.

24  Nakagin Capsule Mansion, Marketing brochure (Tokyo: Nakagin, 1972). 
25  Nakagin Capsule Tower, Promotional video (Tokyo: Taisei Construction Company, 1972). 
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The video shows the architects – wearing pressed business suits and with cigarettes in their 
hands – presenting their visionary ideas of capsule living and novel construction methods: 
precast concrete panels and metal capsules fabricated by makers of shipping containers that 
travel the world. These were the decades of unbridled ambitions and exponential economic 
growth in Japan: the world of men who rebuilt the country following the devastations of 
World War II. Metabolist architecture, which grew to accommodate an unexpected surge in 
population across cities and countryside, mirrors the population and economic boom in Japan. 
The Nakagin tower was designed for businessmen whose high social status was associated with 
mobility; as such, they moved between multiple residences. After a late night at the office, 
they would dine and drink with their colleagues. Instead of commuting back to their home 
in the Tokyo outskirts, they would sleep in their capsules until they return to the office early 
next morning. The capsules isolated the men in a world without wives, and underscored their 
separation from domestic life. 
To be fair, Kurokawa set out to dismantle the pre-war patriarchal household structure where the 
most important space was the room in which the male head of the household received guests. 
He notes that following the war, the bedroom and the living room of the married couple has 
taken on importance instead. In his 1969 Capsule Declaration, he advocates for independence 
of both genders when he writes, “individuals, both male and female, have capsules of their own 
when they are single. When a man and a woman marry, they will furnish their respective spaces 
to form a necessary space for themselves as individuals.”26 However, in reality, women remained 
at home in the outskirts of the city while the working men had their own capsules paid by 
their companies. The capsules in downtown Tokyo enabled salarymen to distance themselves 
from domestic responsibilities. Rem Koolhaas and Hans Ulrich Obrist critically interpret this 
outcome: “Adjacent to the nightlife district of Ginza, Capsule Tower is a Japanese pied-a-terre 
for the salaryman who prefers not to return home to the suburban bedroom community…”27 
Indeed, the tower left no room for families with young children or older parents for whom the 
women may be caring at home.
Human figures are visibly absent from Minami’s photographs of the capsules. However, the 
objects, garments, and a seeming lack of domesticity portray a masculine world. When asked 
if he noticed this absence of women during his time spent there to photograph the building, 
he replied that even though around a quarter to a third of the tower’s occupants are women, 
Japanese cultural norms stopped him from asking permission to enter their capsules. In 
contrast, Magalhães and Soares photographed the capsule interiors while interviewing residents 
in their units, including two women who agreed to be photographed. The residents learned 
of each other through the signup sheet for the only shower unit with hot water, and when 
Magalhães and Soares, as curious foreign architecture students, inquired if they could see 
their units, the residents also asked to see theirs in return. Although the couple did not speak 
Japanese and were accompanied by their bilingual classmate who served as their interpreter, the 
fact that Soares was a woman imaginably offered safety and comfort for the female residents 
to show their private capsules and be photographed. Fala’s photographs that include women 
offer different gender perspectives on the interior worlds of the tower. Nonetheless, with water 
leakage plaguing the building throughout, the dimly lit hallways and stairs, the security desk 
that becomes unmanned after midnight, and the general deserted state, the building does not 
offer a sense of safety for single women living or traveling alone.28 Despite the changing roles 
of women in Japanese society, the tower remains a world of men, isolated in their capsules. The 
photographs underscore the contrast between the current failing conditions and the futuristic 
ideals, with which the building was designed, as well as the obstinate gender roles that have 
persisted in Japanese society over the past fifty years. 

26  Kisho Kurokawa, “Capsule Declaration,” 80. 
27  Koolhaas, Project Japan, 388. 
28  Based on author’s Airbnb stay, July 9, 2014. 
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The Nakagin Capsule Tower is an embodiment of the far-reaching aspirations and utopian 
visions of Japanese men of the 1970s, which have yet to return since the economic bubble began 
to burst in the late 1980s. Along with the fading ambitions and confidence of the men who 
built it and at whom it was targeted, the tower has deteriorated both physically and symbolically. 
Perhaps more significantly, the masculine ideals of the 1970s have reached obsolescence 
alongside the building. Compared to their fathers, the newer generation of Japanese men are 
generally thought to be less ambitious, and there is a term for this — herbivorous men or grass-
eater men. In both professional and romantic relations, they lack assertion and proactivity 
associated with Japanese masculinity. If they choose to marry, more men now expect a home life 
with a partner or a family, and share domestic chores as well as earning power with women, even 
though they lag behind men of other countries in performing housework. 
Despite these shifting values, the capsules did not evolve alongside them and were never 
replaced as the architect intended. In her book The Japanese Woman, Traditional Image and 
Changing Reality,29 psychologist Sumiko Iwao writes that the generation of women born in the 
decade after World War II rejected the male-dominated households of their parents’ generation 
and married men whom they saw as equals, all the while their male partners continued to 
expect their wives to perform the traditional, maternal role at home. Along with the lack of 
equal employment opportunity legislation and other support systems like childcare, architecture 
also stood in the way of women’s aspirations for change. 

Photographs of Real Lives and Staged Spectacles

As with most works of modern architecture, the Nakagin Capsule Tower has been iconized 
through the highly stylized photographs that were taken at the time of the building’s 
completion. For nearly its first four decades, the tower was publicized globally through the 
images from the 1970s, when it stood as the tallest building in a neighborhood still populated 
with pre-war wooden low-rise buildings (Fig. 4). Kurokawa, the youngest founding member 
of the Metabolists, an outspoken public intellectual, and a dapper cultural ambassador and 
a celebrity, commanded the attention of the mainstream media and frequently appeared 
in weekly journals and women’s lifestyle magazines.30 He addressed the public audience on 
television shows with his images and stories of Metabolism architecture and modern ways 
to live, work, and play. It was only decades later, around 2010 (the year that Minami first 
photographed the tower) that images of deteriorating, water-damaged capsules began to alarm 
the architecture community worldwide. Suddenly, the tower’s fate seemed precarious. 
While architects, students, and Airbnb travelers started to broadcast the deteriorating condition 
of the tower on blogs and websites, the photographs by both Minami and Fala Atelier seized 
upon the quotidian details of the everyday work and diversions of its residents, who appear 
ambivalent or nonchalant about the preservation controversy. Minami stayed in the tower 
ten times between 2012 and 2021, for sometimes as long as six weeks in one stay, building 
up relationships over the course of the decade – after all, he depended on the generosity and 
trust of the preservation activists and their network of residents to enter the intimate interiors 
of their capsules. Magalhães and Soares struck a conversation with a resident of one of the 
capsules while standing in front of the tower days after their arrival in Tokyo. Earnestly as 
fledgling architects and tourists, they told the man that they wanted to live in a capsule. The 
man laughed and handed them a business card, and the couple soon moved into a capsule that 
was barely large enough to fit a double-size mattress. Minami and Fala Atelier’s photographs 
unearth the everyday lives within an iconic building: the realities that oppose the architecture of 
spectacle and myths portrayed in the media and architecture publications.

29  Sumiko Iwao, The Japanese Woman, Traditional Image and Changing Reality (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), 20-24.

30  Koolhaas, Project Japan, 452-465.
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Fig. 4: Nakagin Capsule Tower upon completion stands as the tallest building in the neighborhood.

The capsules were stylized by design, always appearing as if a stage set for photography. Every 
ten square meters capsule has the same circular window, which serves as a datum and a constant 
backdrop for every interior photograph. Kurokawa drew an analogy to a camera whenever he 
described this glass oculus, which originally included a circular, folded-paper shade that opened 
and closed radially; he says in the documentary Kisho Kurokawa: From Metabolism to Symbiosis 
(1993) that the oculus was “designed to have a mechanism resembling the shutter of a camera.” 31 
The window is visible from every point in the unit except when one is in the bathroom.
Minami’s photographs also lay bare materiality not evident in the promotional photographs. 
While the futuristic appearance of the built-in cabinets with their modern electronics of the 
capsule suggests materiality of plastic or metal, carpenters built the interior cladding and cabinets 
in plywood – a practical, affordable material with a relatively short lifespan that suited the 
planned obsolescence of the replaceable capsules. The general impression that the units were 
mass produced like cars is inaccurate. Minami’s photographs reveal handcrafted details, like the 
radius of rounded corners, that vary from one unit to another according to each carpenter. The 
photographs also show that the wood interior made the capsules prone to mold and deterioration 
from humidity of Tokyo, further exacerbated by poor plumbing design.
Minami’s photographs chart not only the building’s state of neglect and deterioration, but also 
the different ways in which each capsule and the artifacts inside reflect the idiosyncrasies and 

31  Kisho Kurokawa: From Metabolism to Symbiosis, DVD, directed by Michael Blackwood (New York: 
Michael Blackwood Productions, 2011). 
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character of each occupant. Before the preservation activists amplified their efforts around 2013, 
the tower’s occupants could be categorized in three groups, according to Minami: those who were 
there for practical purposes, including its convenient location; those who had no other choice but 
to rent a unit in a dilapidated tower; and those who took an interest in its historical significance.32 
The most intriguing unit interiors are not those that attempt to restore the original conditions, or 
the ones furnished with minimalist décor, but those of the first two types of occupants. 
One of the units Minami photographed belonged to a fish broker (Fig. 5). Unlike the owners 
of units that include Rem Koolhaas books, iMacs, or mid-century modern furniture, the fish 
broker does not appear to be concerned with the capsule’s aesthetics. He has replaced the 
original built-in cabinets with a large utilitarian desk and a metal wire shelving from which 
headphones and work-related papers hang. Behind the desk are folded blankets and activewear 
atop a bed covered in a fabric featuring teddy bear and apple patterns, over which hang a few 
more casual garments, a helmet, and belts. A poster of saltwater fish and a map of Tokyo Metro 
crowd the wall. Had the trader chosen this tower for its proximity to the Tsukiji fish market? 
Minami says it was due to closeness to public transportation and the nightlife in Ginza. In a 
2017 photograph of unit B506, which appears abandoned, a cut-out map of Japan covers the 
unit door. On the dust-covered cabinet is a white construction worker’s helmet. Was this the 
temporary home of a construction worker who migrated across the Japanese archipelago? Like a 
detective’s crime scene photographs, Minami’s shots leave only fragmentary clues about the lives 
lived by the recent homo-movens; artifacts left in the nearly-abandoned tower seem to belie the 
business-suit masculinity the architect and his client projected at the building’s completion. 
The interviews that Soares and Magalhães conducted while photographing the residents in their 
capsules offer a different kind of personal narratives that may be less enigmatic than Minami’s 
images, yet as compelling and vivid in their descriptions. In unit B1004, they met a couple, 
a 51-year-old industry worker and a 49-year-old part time office worker, who purchased the 

32  Noritaka Minami, in interview with the author, February 8, 2022. 

Fig. 5: Interior of unit B702.



209Ephemeral. Built Not to Last

unit as their weekend home. They say they “love the building” and find the residents “very 
interesting.”33 They purchased a unit that had the original cabinets intact, which they had not 
renovated. Minami observed that the units on lower floors had deteriorated more severely than 
those on the upper floors due to exposure to leaking water from the units above,34 and B1004 
appears to be one that was not nearly as damaged as others on the lower floors. In A1104, 
another unit on an upper floor, Soares and Magalhães photographed Yuko Motohashi (Fig. 6), 
a 19-year-old college student who had rented the unit because of its central location and “it’s a 
very cool building”35 despite it being “really old,” a perception that is evidenced and amplified 
due to lack of maintenance. The original cabinets had been removed when she moved in, and 
she says she bought all new furniture, which includes a wardrobe and a bed. She says her friends 
admire the building, and says she lives not in a house but in a washing machine. 
In addition to photographs of capsules that are still occupied, Magalhães and Soares captured 
units that have severely deteriorated, primarily from water damage (Fig. 7). Damages reveal 
moldy plywood panels that had been painted to appear futuristic in all white, the punctured 
walls and ceiling now exposing asbestos insulation. 

Impermanence, Maintenance, and Sustainability

In her book Maintenance Architecture, the architect Hilary Sample writes that architects have 
treated the maintenance of buildings with indifference, and that our contemporary culture 
privileges architecture in its original form, more than lived experience of it.36 In the case of the 
Nakagin Capsule Tower, for a variety of reasons, Nakagin neglected to maintain and replace the 

33  Filipe Magalhães and Ana Luisa Soares, “Living in Limbo,” Mark Magazine 43 (2013): 114-123. 
34  Minami, interview.
35  Magalhães and Soares, “Living in Limbo,” 121.
36  Hilary Sample, Maintenance Architecture (Boston: MIT Press, 2016). 

Fig. 6: A 19-year-old female student Yuko Motohashi in A1104.
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units. Without systematic maintenance—including units’ replacement—the capsules could not 
evolve with the changing work culture, gender roles, and domestic life. At a moment before the 
building’s inevitable demolition, Minami’s photographs capture lived experience in a tower that 
has reached obsolescence both as a physical building and as a symbol of masculine dreams. 
Moreover, access to parts of the building that require regular maintenance by the owners, 
including plumbing fixtures and pipes, are concealed from view and not optimized for access. 
The tower’s state of decay may be attributed, at least in part, to the building being denied 
maintenance by design. Plumbing pipes that run horizontally under each unit, just inches away 
from the unit below, are nearly impossible to access for repair or replacement. The promotional 
video by the construction company shows a cast, unibody plastic shell draped over a standard 
ceramic toilet fixture, which restricts access to the fixture below.37 The architect intended for the 
capsule to be replaced every few decades, perhaps a reasonable lifespan for plumbing fixtures. 
However, if the owner cannot conduct simple repairs on leaking pipe joints under a bathtub, or 
replace a gasket, for instance, the damage to the unit and subsequently to other units and the 
core can be significant, and so they were. 
Many residents had installed makeshift plastic sheets and tubes as drainage to divert the leaking 
water that plagued the towers. Since the original unit was not designed to accommodate air 
conditioning units, the unit owners passed pipes to condensing units placed elsewhere on 
the tower by puncturing the steel capsule walls, which caused water to seep through. Plastic 
drainage tubes hang from the capsules along the facades as if the building were on life-support. 
Similarly challenging were custom cabinets with built-in television, tape deck, and other 
technologies that demanded replacement multiple times during the capsule’s lifespan. Either the 
defunct electronics have remained intact, as if a museum exhibit, or the owners have installed 
shelving to accommodate new entertainment systems that no longer fit the bespoke millwork. 
Finally, capsules were designed for salarymen who would stay here to lounge and sleep after a 
long day of work. Presumably, this is not where men spent their weekends, the only time they 
would do house maintenance work, if they did at all.
Other modern buildings from the 1970s, including Centre Pompidou (1977) by Piano and 
Rogers placed the infrastructure—the ducts, pipes, and escalator—on the building’s facades. 

37  Nakagin Capsule Tower, Promotional video.

Fig. 7: Interior of one of the highly deteriorated units.
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The infrastructure that is visually and physically accessible became a conceptual pillar in their 
architecture. Maintenance not only facilitates physical longevity of a building, but also sustains 
attachment that develop between the owner and their home. Sample writes, in reference to 
the Dymaxion House (1929) by Buckminster Fuller, which was made with materials requiring 
minimal maintenance, “The maintenance-free house, particularly the stylistically minimal 
house, leaves no room for individuals to make their own environment…Though maintenance 
is something people often complain about, it also allows us to make our homes our own.”38 The 
dimensions and functions of the Nakagin capsule were overly tight and prescriptive, providing 
no agency for the owner. The bathroom of the capsule, appearing seamless and continuous 
like the Dymaxion House, made repair and replacement of plumbing fixtures and pipes 
challenging if not impossible without breaking the sealed joints or even cutting the plastic shell. 
The photographs by Minami and Fala Atelier show a variety of ways in which each occupant 
rearranged their bed, desk, and storage according to their preferences. However, a 10-square 
meter unit limits layout options and forbids expansion. As Sample asserts, it leaves very little 
room for the unit owner to make their own environment, or even to maintain and repair it. 
In Minami’s photograph of unit A605, the unit owner has removed the built-in cabinets and 
added a large stainless-steel sink with a kitchen faucet. Soares noted in an interview that one 
woman resident bought a water heater to fill her bathtub so that she could bathe in her private 
unit, instead of showering in a prefabricated unit on the ground floor of the tower, which was 
shared by about ten residents regularly. Such recent attempts to reclaim domestic functions 
may signal a shift away from capsules that deny domesticity both by design and due to aging. 
The lived-in conditions depicted in the photographs of Nakagin Capsule Tower suggest that 
sustainability of a building depends not only on selection of building materials and systems, but 
also on the residents’ abilities to adapt their living environment as societal expectations, gender 
roles, and personal aspirations change over the course of a building’s lifespan. 

Questions of Adaptability and Agency

Over the past several years, the architecture community has increasingly recognized the work 
of such practices as Elemental and Alejandro Aravena of Chile, or Lacaton & Vassal of France, 
for their responses to these needs in ways that are affordable and accessible. With Elemental’s 
Half a House, for example, the architects designed affordable housing so that each family can 
start with half of a “good” middle-class house, at a price that qualifies for low-income housing 
in Chile, and can build the other half over time. The architects conduct workshops and provide 
a manual for each resident to educate them on how to expand their house using affordable 
construction materials that are readily available. 
While Elemental have built new housing that can be adapted by the inhabitants, Lacaton & 
Vassal have modified existing structures grounded on their motto “Never demolish, always 
transform, with and for the inhabitants.” They have expanded the living spaces of existing 
public housing units by adding a partially enclosed balcony which they call the “winter 
garden”, all done without moving the existing residents during construction. In their mass 
housing renovation at Tour Bois-le-Prêtre (2011) in Paris, winter gardens were added along 
the perimeter of a deteriorating 16-storey tower block from 1960. The architects applied the 
same approach at Grand Parc’s 530 dwellings (2016) in Bordeaux. Doors separate each unit 
from the wintergarden which can operate as an additional room, and connect the interior 
rooms to the exterior. Each resident can modulate both the permeability and dimensions of the 
room depending on the activities, weather, and desired privacy. Like the layering of outerwear, 
multiple layers of walls, windows, and doors can be opened or closed in fine increments by the 
occupants–not requiring complex or costly equipment–to achieve comfort with ease. Unlike the 
tightly sealed glass curtain walls prevalent in contemporary residential buildings, or the highly 

38  Sample, Maintenance Architecture, 143. 
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prescribed interior of a capsule unit, the ease of operability and adjustability by the users offer 
a sense of agency. These examples acknowledge and embrace impermanence, changeability, and 
indeterminacy of architecture.
Admittedly an extraordinary work of architecture, the Nakagin Capsule Tower, nonetheless, 
represented a particular type of domestic and professional ethos centered around men, in 
which women were alienated, subjected to assistive roles both at home and office. The tower 
has reached its obsolescence in materials and ideology. At the same time, however, Kurokawa’s 
interpretation of impermanence and continual growth in building such as Ise and Katsura Villa 
may offer ways of building that are less rigid and prescribed, and more flexible and adaptable. 
Incremental adaptation, expansion, and reconstruction may also prove to be less wasteful and 
more sustainable, and facilitate a building to evolve along with the changing societal values. 
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