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Recent Trends of Architectural Reconstructions in Japan and Overseas

by SAYOKO MATSUHO

This study considers the recent domestic and international trends of reconstruction in
architecture with reference to the formulation of ICOMOS (International Council on
Monuments and Sites) guidance, the formulation of standards by the Japanese Agency for
Cultural Affairs, and discussions regarding Notre Dame de Paris and Shuri Castle that are
actually undergoing reconstruction. Reconstructed buildings have long been criticized as
lacking authenticity (considered as the standard for evaluating historical buildings) for not
being the “genuine article,” or as inviting historical inaccuracies. However, in reality, it is not
the case that there is a poor evaluation of all reconstructed buildings; the Historic Centre of
Warsaw, which was reconstructed by local citizens after being destroyed in the war, has been
registered as a World Heritage Site in recognition of its outstanding universal value.

In 2016, ICOMOS enacted the ICOMOS Guidance on Post Trauma Recovery and
Reconstruction for World Heritage Cultural Properties Document, which established the
procedures to be taken when making decisions about reconstruction. The background to the
production of this guidance is the greater emphasis that was placed on the viewpoint of local
residents’ participation with regard to the continuation of cultural heritage sites. Even in Japan,
in 2020, the Agency for Cultural Affairs decided on and published the “Standards for the
reconstruction, etc., of historic properties at historic sites, etc.” These new standards allow for
reconstruction even when historical records are lacking as long as specifications are provided
regarding points of uncertainty and areas where additions have been made, as well as the
details of investigations and historical studies.

Notre Dame de Paris (France) and Shuri Castle (Japan) were brought up as examples of
recent architectural reconstruction. Although there are similarities between the two cases, such
as a declaration of reconstruction being made by the president or prime minister the day after a
fire and the immediate collection of large donations, the difference is that the discussions about
reconstruction plans in France were chaotic, whereas in Japan there were almost no debates at
all.

The discussions regarding the reconstruction of Nagoya Castle (Japan) can be cited as
an example of new trends in deciding the policy of architectural reconstruction. The opposition
between the mayor, who wanted reconstruction to be faithful to historical facts, and disability

organizations, which sought the installation of elevators, is an example of citizens’
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participation in debates about reconstruction also demonstrating a new issue regarding the
public nature of reconstructed buildings.

Based on the information above, the recent trends in Japan and in other countries
include the proactive movement to position reconstructed buildings scientifically and the

frequent application of policy that harmonizes with citizens’ will in actual reconstructions.
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