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Exhibition Lighting by Tange Kenzo at the
Yokohama Museum of Art:
Museum’s Renovation and the Modulor

Katada Yuko

(Senior Curator, Yokohama Museum of Art)

This paper examines exhibition lighting of the Yokohama Museum of Art to show that its design
conditions took shape as a continuation of earlier debates surrounding lighting systems at the National
Museum of Western Art, and considers how Tange Kenzo, the architect of the Yokohama Museum of Art,
resolved those conditions. Although the combined use of natural and artificial light was stipulated by the
museum’s design requirements review committee, for Tange, who studied under Maekawa Kunio, a direct
pupil of Le Corbusier, this meant confronting and responding to Le Corbusier’s main building and Maekawa’s
new wing of the National Museum of Western Art . The Grand Gallery of the Yokohama Museum of Art,
covered by a glass roof, stands as Tange’s most decisive response.

The paper also demonstrates that the coffered ceilings with raised centers used in the galleries
before renovation, a ceiling type regarded as the most formal in Japanese architectural tradition, were
designed in accordance with the Tange Modulor (Tange’s proportional system based on human scale, taking
Le Corbusier’s system as a point of departure). This design allowed flexibility in exhibition layouts and
gave scope and depth to the museum’s activities. In addition, by examining Tange’s handwritten notes from
his time at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Frontispiece, no.l, p.5), the paper examines the
background and intent behind the formulation of the Tange Modulor (Table 1, p.17). These materials show
that Tange grappled with three different systems—the inch system, the metric system, and the traditional
Japanese shaku-kan system of measurement—but that by returning to Le Corbusier’s theory he arrived at a
numerical sequence that reconciled economic practicality in Japan with refinement in finish. The distinctive
numerical sequence that Tange appears to have completed around the time of his stay in Boston functioned
as both a theoretical and a practical approach to linking architectural detail grounded in human scale with
the city as a whole. Although the Tange Modulor, conceived with adaptation to Japanese society in mind,
was used only sparingly during the period when Tange undertook many overseas projects, Tange returned
to it in domestic projects from 1980 onward, applying it to the ceiling and exterior wall designs of the
Yokohama Museum of Art. These elements were incorporated into both interior and exterior as symbols
that articulated the museum’s presence within the city, linking inside and outside and, in turn, architecture
and the urban environment. They also gave tangible form to Tange’s longstanding belief in connecting a
single work of architecture to the city in harmony.

The paper then traces the process by which lighting specifications were determined during the
museum’s renovation. Renovation of the louvers restored natural light to the Grand Gallery, reviving the
vitality of the original design. At the same time, the renovation took concrete shape in response to the role
the museum is expected to play going forward, and the pursuit of functionality led to the removal of the
coffered ceiling design that had employed the Tange Modulor. This loss is offset, however, by the need for
architecture to remain vital through practical use, and the museum’s effort to assume a role appropriate to
its time does not in itself conflict with Tange’s original intentions. The paper also looks back on how Tange
Associates led the renovation, with on-site specialists joining the lighting studies and conducting verification
through large-scale, full-size mockups. In this sense, the renovation carried forward the spirit with which
Tange worked in close collaboration with experts across disciplines. Cooperation among the client,
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designers, contractors, curators, administration staffs and exhibition lighting specialists resulted in lighting
improvements that substantially strengthened both performance and usability.
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