


The Japanese kitchen changed dramatically in the 
Meiji (1869-1912), Taisho (1912-26), and Showa 
(1926-89) periods. In the traditional kitchen, the 
chopping board was placed on the floor, and one sat 
on one’ s knees to prepare food. Today’ s style of 
cooking in “standing position” was first introduced 
in the late Meiji period. The job of cooking also 
passed from a servant to the wife. I have researched 
in detail such aspects of the Japanese kitchen’ s 
modernizat ion,  us ing the  home economics  
textbooks of women’ s schools as my original 
source.
The home economics textbooks of that time covered 
all the activities in a household, from clothing, 
sewing, food, dwelling, infant nursing, child care, 
old age, administrating house finances to keeping 
maids and performing the rituals of weddings and 
funerals. Such textbooks are also offer valuable 
information about the house, including house 
layouts and room styles through the passing years. 
In my research,  I  have analyzed the spatia l  
development of the kitchen by referring to drawings 
in these textbooks and suggestions they provide for 
kitchen improvement. In particular, I have examined 
three important concepts behind the modernization 

of the kitchen: cooking in “standing position” plus 
“sanitation” and “convenience.”
   
“The body” is a subject closely tied up with these 
three concepts. Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) pointed 
out that “the body is man’ s first and most natural 
instrument.” The innovation of the modern kitchen 
was a direct result of interplay between this 
instrument, the body, and the element of space. 
This exhibition takes “the body” as a keyword in 
showing how kitchens evolved. 

Innovation was the power driving the kitchen’ s 
m o d e r n i z a t i o n ;  t h i s  i s  u n q u e s t i o n a b l e .  
Westernization and improved sanitation in the Meiji 
per iod were fol lowed by the Taisho-per iod 
movement to improve living conditions in which all 
sectors—government, academia, and private—
played a role. It was home economics education, 
then, that spread understanding of these modern 
concepts to homes in general.  
In our study of lifestyle, either that of individuals or 
a community, we can obtain important clues in our 
predecessors’ design practices and innovative 
endeavors. 
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The Germination of Ergonomics 

At first, the introduction of “standing 
position” simply meant a change to 
working while standing. Gradually, 
however, standards were established 
f o r  t h e  m e a s u r e m e n t s  o f  
equipment—such as “countertops 
s l ight ly  be low the  he ight  o f  a  
woman’ s navel”—and designers 
grew attentive to the relationship 
between the body and the burden 
p o s e d  b y  t h e  l a b o r .  W i t h  t h e  
germination of ergonomics research, 
Japanese women’ s average height 
and effort under the applied load 
came to be scientifically analyzed, 
with result that specific standard 
measurements could be established. 
Kitchen space is inseparably related 
to the body. For this reason, efforts 
to create a basis for regulating and 
s t a n d a r d i z i n g  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  
architecture focused on the kitchen 
at an extremely early stage. 

From around 1897 (Meiji 30), the traditional sitting position came to be viewed 
negatively, and the standing position recommended. It was judged unsanitary to place 
the cutting board directly on the floor, for this meant cutting and preparing food at 
the level of people’ s feet as they walked and moved about. The sitting position was 
also judged inefficient, as it was necessary to stand, move, and sit again each time 
a new task was begun. Cooking in standing position became a topic of education 
throughout the prewar period. Innovations based on “body technique” thus greatly 
transformed the space of the Japanese kitchen.

Introducing New Materials

In order to make kitchens “brighter” 
and “cleaner,” new materials were 
introduced that combined beauty 
w i t h  h i g h  d u r a b i l i t y  a n d  fi r e  
resistance. From Taisho (1912-26) to 
early Showa (1926-89), such new 
materials as tile, artificial stone, 
glass, concrete, and linoleum became 
an important feature of kitchen 
décor. As for the kitchen sink, before 
the kodan-nagashi ( “kitchen set” ) 
b e c a m e  c o m m o n l y  a v a i l a b l e ,  
mounted kitchen sinks known as 
jintogi-nagashi ( “crushed stone 
sink” ) made of  metal  sheet or 
crushed stone were often seen. 
Jintogi was a composite material 
with a polished surface, produced by 
mixing cement with crushed stone, 
usually sand, granite or limestone. 
The jintogi-nagashi sink displayed in 
this exhibition was actually used in 
T o k y o ’ s  D o j u n k a i  E b a r a  
apartments. In height, the sinks of 
t h i s  p e r i o d  w e r e  g e n e r a l l y  
700-750mm, some 50-100mm lower 
than today’ s standard 800-850mm.

Stainless Steel Arrives

Stainless steel, having rust resistance 
and durability, became popularly 
used for sinks in Japan and abroad 
b e f o r e  W o r l d  W a r  I I .  M e t a l  
free-standing sinks used from Meiji 
to Taisho featured a sink formed of 
m e t a l  s h e e t  p l a t e d  w i t h  Z i n c  
(aluminum) or tinplate, supported 
on wood legs. Because the metal 
sheet had to be bent and shaped or 
welded,  the bowl was shal low,  
sometimes less than 5cm in depth. In 
time, welded stainless steel sinks 
arrived, and after the war, technical 
innovation by the Sunwave company 
yielded the first deep-bowl sinks, 
mass-produced for use in Japan 
Housing Corporation apartments. 
Not long thereafter, the sinks came 
into use in ordinary houses, as well. 
Th i s  exh ib i t i on  d i sp l ay s  s ink  
specifications circa 1952 (left) and a 
deep-bowl stainless steel sink from a 
Housing Corporation apartment 
(below).

( A s s i s t a n t  P r o f e s s o r ,  F a c u l t y  o f  E n g i n e e r i n g ,  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  A r c h i t e c t u r e ,  
I n s t i t u t e  o f  t h e  S t u d y  o f  J a p a n e s e  F o l k  C u l t u r e ,  K a n a g a w a  U n i v e r s i t y )  

Kitchens
in

Modern
Japan

The Introduction of Cooking in “Standing Position”

After Japan's opening to the world, acute infectious diseases such as cholera and 
plague became rampant, and sanitation became an issue of urgency in Japan as in the 
West. In the traditional house, the kitchen was generally located in the north where 
it received little sun, so it tended to be soiled by mold and soot. Therefore, 
kitchen modernization took “bright,” “well ventilated,” and “easy to clean” as its 
aims. In time, during Taisho (1912-26) and early Showa (1926-89), equipment for water 
supply and draining, and exhaust ventilation, arrived as did new materials such as 
tile and stainless steel. “Hygiene” was an unavoidable issue for the kitchen as a 
space promoting physical health.

Hygiene

Convenience
Convenience refers to the rationalization of labor, particularly amid the customs of 
daily living. The active pursuit of improved efficiency, on the other hand, dates 
from mechanization during the Industrial Revolution. Scientific management, aimed at 
efficiency in factory production, was also suited to efficiency of bodily movement in 
the household, and provided a standard for household spaces and equipment just as it 
had for mechanization. The concept of eliminating wasted effort from housework, in 
other words, drew attention to the body, with result that specific measurements were 
decided for spaces and equipment in connection with the burden of human labor. This 
in turn gave germination to ergonomics. Worthy of note is that this history is 
clearly visible in the development of kitchen spaces. 


