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Kitakyushu Municipal Museum of Art, opened in 1974, is a pioneering public art museum
in western Japan. Designed by the world-renowned architect ISOZAKI Arata', who won the
Pritzker Architecture Prize?, often referred to as the ‘Nobel Prize of Architecture, and is also
known as a leader in postmodern architecture?, it is considered one of his representative works.
We spoke with a member of the museum’s public relations team to learn more about the charm
of this architectural masterpiece. (Text: TANAKA Nozomi)
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The exterior of Kitakyushu Municipal Museum of Art, featuring the striking two rectangular box-shaped structures at the upper center.
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HISTORIC JAPANESE PUBLIC ARCHITECTURE OF THE MODERN ERA
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The beautiful symmetrical entrance hall.

itakyushu City, located at the northernmost

point of Fukuoka Prefecture in Kyushu, is

one of the region’s major cities with a popula-
tion of approximately 910,000 (as of January 1, 2025%).
Kitakyushu Municipal Museum of Art, established
as a public art museum, is situated on a small hill in
Bijutsu no Mori (‘Art Forest’) Park, about a 30-min-
ute bus ride from JR Kokura Station, a stop on the
Shinkansen line. SAKAGAMI Soichiro, the museum’s
promotion manager, shares insights about its history
and appeal.

“Designed by architect ISOZAKI Arata, Kitakyushu
Municipal Museum of Art is considered one of his
early representative works. The most striking feature
of the building is its eye-catching exterior, dominated
by two large rectangular structures that jut out, resem-
bling tubes. These structures are composed of square
units, each measuring 9.6 meters on each side. The
entrance hall, with its perfect symmetry, is another
notable aspect. Locals fondly refer to the museum as
the ‘Binoculars on the Hill’ because of its distinctive
appearance, and it has become an iconic landmark in
Kitakyushu City. First of all, the most distinctive fea-
ture of the museum is its impressive exterior design.
Some visitors say that the museum itself, built to take
advantage of its location surrounded by mountains, is
as beautiful as a picture.”

In addition, the distinctive features of ISOZAKI, a
leading figure in postmodern architecture, can also be
seen in the interior space.

“In the 1970s, modern architecture, which had
become dominant, was criticized for being too ratio-
nal and functional, leading to the rise of postmod-
ern architecture that emphasized design, decoration,
and the architect’s individuality and sensibility.
This museum, with its unique exterior design, also
showcases postmodern characteristics in its inte-
rior spaces. For example, the entrance hall, with its

strict symmetry, and the atrium, which resembles a
medieval European courtyard with columns arranged
around a central pond, clearly reflect the features of
postmodern architecture,” explains SAKAGAMI.

“The museum’s collection exceeds 8,000 pieces,
primarily focusing on modern and contemporary
art from both Japan and abroad. It includes a diverse
range of works, such as paintings, sculptures, prints,
and more, including Impressionist works by Renoir,
Degas, and Monet, as well as ukiyo-e woodblock
prints®.”

The museum, located in a quiet, elevated area,
offers views of Kitakyushu’s cityscape and the distant
sea. “At the café inside the museum, visitors can enjoy
meals proposed by chefs from a long-established local
hotel while taking in the scenery.”

The museum, which still boasts timeless archi-
tectural beauty even after 50 years, offers signage
in Japanese, English,
Chinese, and Korean.
If you have the chance
to visit Kitakyushu
City, it’s definitely
worth a stop.

Aview of Kitakyushu’s
cityscape from above
the museum.

1. Bornin1931and passed away in 2022, ISOZAKI Arata was an architect from Oita Prefecture. He
received the Pritzker Architecture Prize in 2019 and achieved recognition for his work both in
Japan and abroad. Many of ISOZAKI's early architectural projects are located in Oita and Fukuoka
Prefectures, where he began his career.

2. Establishedin 1979 by American entrepreneur Jay Pritzker and his wife Cindy, this award honors
living architects who have consistently made significant contributions to humanity and the
environment through architecture. Itis often referred to as the Nobel Prize of Architecture.

3. Anarchitectural style proposed as a response to the criticism of the standardized and rationalized
modern architecture. The term was coined by critic C. Jencks in his 1977 work, referring to trends
in contemporary architecture. It aimed to revive decoration, excess, historicity, symbolism, and
other elements.

4. Based on the estimated population and demographic changes of Kitakyushu City, announced in
January 2025.

5. Atype of woodblock print that developed in Japan from the 17th to the 19th century, depicting
landscapes, people, actors, and more.
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