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Houses of the
Aleutian Archipelago
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Otsuki Gentaku:
Kankai-ibun, 1807

National Diet Library, Japan
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Early Forms of
Architecture

‘But there aren’t any windows!” is the common com-
plaint. In the following report, I will undertake a
survey of the region commonly known as the ‘Pacific
Rim.” When looking at the greater Pacific Rim, one’s
first impression tends to be: ‘Where are all the win-
dows?’ Any scholar of fenestration might rightly balk
at conducting a study of such an apparently window-
less region, and so I would like to address this skep-
ticism by considering the earliest forms of architec-
tural in the region.

We begin on Amchitka Island, in the Aleutian
archipelago. In the 18th century a Japanese fishing
boat was adrift at sea and landed on this island. Even-
tually the fishermen were taken to Russia, spent ten
years there, and returned to Japan after making a trip
all the way around the globe. These fishermen kept a
record of their travels, the very first entry of which
was an account the people of the Aleutian Islands,

Early Forms of Architecture

where they first landed. These houses were nothing
like the sorts of architecture that the word ‘house’
ordinarily evokes — they were described as pit dwell-
ings 1. According to the fishermen’s account, they
sat on the ground like mud pies with holes through
which residents would enter and exit. Each struc-
ture housed several families, and featured a pitin the
center for urination, the urine of which was reused
for bathing.

The infamous Captain Cook had also made land-
ing in the Aleutians a few years prior to our fish-
ermen, and left his own record. The sketch of an
Aleutian dwelling, by an artist accompanying Cook,
indeed depicts a portal in the ceiling > 2. It’s a smoke
hole. The only opening in the structure.

While fundamentally different from Japanese
textbook definition of a ‘pit dwelling’, I would still
be inclined to categorize this as a form of pit house.
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House of
Unalaska Island
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Wellcome Collection
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Pit houses, of course, were by no means unique to
Japan, and dome-shaped mud dwellings like this
existed throughout the Pacific Rim. A hole in the
ceiling would serve as an entrance, or in later forms
it would serve as a smoke hole or a skylight while a
second hole in the side was used as the door. This, to
me, represents the prototypical ‘dwelling’. It’s a hole
in the ground—windows are out of the question.
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Pit D\vclling of the
Plateau Indians
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James A.Teit: The Thompson Indians
of British Columbia, 1900

a
Cross Section of a Pit Dwelling

of the Plateau Indians
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James A.Teit: The Thompson Indians
of British Columbia, 1900

A Ladder to the Skylight

A Ladder
to the Skylight

Next [ would like to look at the houses of the Thomp-
son Indians, in America >3+4. As you can see, the
dwelling in the photo is quite similar to the sketch
of the Aleutian house. Houses like this, with a roof
built over a pit, continued to be used into the twen-
tieth century. A ladder extends up through this hole,
with carvings of birds and other animals at the top.
These totems differed for each house, and apparently
represented beings that the residents had met in their
dreams. Each bird or animal served as a spirit guard-
ian to the house, and were thought to have guarded
the skylight from enemies and hostile spirits.

The Thompson Indians settled into these pit
dwellings in winter and emerged in spring, when
they would pitch tents along rivers and engage in
hunting. Their lifestyle likely bore a resemblance to
that of Japan in the Jomon era.

Next we will look at the houses of the Califor-
nia Indians ~5. While occupying a more southern
region of the continent, they also dug earth lodg-
es into the ground. The reason that people seem to
build pit dwellings everywhere is that, like the ocean,
mud exists everywhere on Earth. It’s the quickest and
easiest thing to build with. In the arctic, where the
ground was covered with ice, the Inuit people used
snow in lieu of dirt, but their igloos were structurally
identical. One imagines that the form was universal
to humans around the globe.

While the California Indians no longer live in
earth lodges, they carry on the form in the sweat
houses they construct for their communities. The
sweat houses are built for ritual use—the men use
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Earth Lodges/Sweat Houses
of the California Indians
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Stephen Powers: Tribes of
California, 1877
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them as ceremonial saunas—and are highly special-
ized affairs.

So far we’ve been looking at domiciles with roof
holes that served as entrances, but over time pit
dwellings developed entryways in their sides, per-
haps because of the difficulty of entering and exiting
through the ceiling. Pawnee houses, for example, have
the skylight opening as well as a side entryway - 6.

This doesn’t mean that the skylight no longer
served a purpose, however, since its symbolic use
persisted. Ritual stargazing is an important practice
of the Pawnee people. Houses are built to reflect the

movements of heavenly bodies—not only their polar
orientation but the constellations that can be viewed
through these skylights both have important ritual
meanings. For this reason an altar always sits in the
western corner of a dwelling, while the entryway is
on the east. The priests sits before the altar, watching
the stars. The intentions of the Star Gods enter the
house as starlight, and a clear view of where this light
falls is imperative to understanding its nuances. This
is how the Pawnee converse with stars. These cere-
monies maintain an important place in Pawnee Life.

A Ladder to the Skylight
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While many people harbor the impression of
Native Americans as living in tipi, this was in fact a
rather uncommon occurrence, and the majority lived
in these sorts of earth lodges.

And buildings evolved beyond the earth lodge.
The houses of the Northwest Coast Indians are a
fine example of this: large wooden buildings, with
totem poles flanking the entryway-7+8. And while
the entryway itself may be quite diminutive, there is
always a roof hole.

The buildings of the Haida people have large
entrances, and a hearth in the middle-9+10. The
Haida believed that evil spirits wander the outdoors,
and spend the winter months inside conducting

ceremonies. In this ceremony, a ladder to the roof
hole is placed beside the hearth, and a shaman play-
ing the role of a ‘Man-Eater’ climbs up this ladder
and out the ceiling.

The Haida have another important legend. When
the earth was created, a raven stole the sun, moon,
and stars, and brought them to humans—arriving
through the roof hole. The smoke from the hearth
beneath the roof hole turned the raven black. In this
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Pawnee Earth

Lodges
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Tlingit House Interior
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Photographed by

Winter & Pond, 1895
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Sketch of a Tlingit House
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Painted by
James G. Swan, 1874

manner roof holes continued to be built into the
architecture long after it stopped being used as a por-
tal of entry, assuming a distinctly symbolic role.

A Ladder to the Skylight
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Haida House Exterior
N THROER

Photographed by
Edward Dossetter, 1881
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Haida House Interior
N THROER RER

Photographed by
Richard Maynard, 1884
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Windows for
Bear Spirits

1

The Summer and
Winter Habitations in
Kamtschatka
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ZDBREEDR
Engraving by S.Smith after
].Webber, 1780/1785
Wellcome Collection

We now move to Asia. After landing on Unalaska
Island, Captain Cook proceeded to the Kamchatka
Peninsula, where he met the Kamchadals and reported
on their dwellings »11+12. The Kamchadals live in pit
dwellings only in the winter months. These dwell-
ings include a ventilation window next to the hearth.
A fire allowed to burn unchecked will quickly fill a
room with smoke, and so a roof hole is opened to let
the smoke out, while the ventilation window brings
fresh air in from below. This is the primary purpose
of side window. But it is also easier to enter and exit
the building through this window than climbing a
long ladder up through the roof hole. This conven-
ience, however, is restricted to women and children;
a man seen entering or exiting through a ventilation
window is considered a laughable sight.

Windows for Bear Spirits

The Koryaks have similar sorts of dwellings-13.

They likewise use the roof hole as an entrance, but
their houses have separate rooms toward the front,
which are used in the summertime. In the winter, the
room is closed off, and becomes a sort of refriger-
ated storage room. This refrigeration room also has
a small hole in its ceiling, but its use is limited to
women, children, and shamans dressed up as women.

On the north end of Sakhalin Island lives the
Nivkh. Their domestic environs closely mirror that of
the indigenous people of North America, except that
their entrances are on the sides of their buildings -14.
Nevertheless, the verb for entering a house is ‘diving
down,’ and the verb for leaving a house is ‘climbing
out.” And during the winter Bear Festival, the biggest
ceremony of the year, the Nivkh uniformly use the

12

Kamchatka Peninsula
Habitation Interior
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Engraving by W.Sharp
after J. Webber, 1780/1785
Wellcome Collection
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Permanent Koryak
Pit Lodge
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Waldemar Jochelson,

The Koryak, 1905

roof hole to enter and exit.

And the Ainu have similar customs. Mamiya Rin-
z0’s record of the Ainu of Karafuto found that they
spent winters in dwellings nearly identical to those
of the Koryaks.

Contemporary Ainu houses no longer have a roof
hole, but they do have a window on the eastern wall,
by the altar, known as the ‘Holy Window’~15. This
window is off limits, and a curse is thought to befall
those who use it. The window is only meant for use
by bear spirits, during the Bear Festival. At this time,
bear spirits are believed to enter houses, and stay for

a while before leaving.

Windows for Bear Spirits

14

Sumarinkul [Nivkh]
House
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Mamiya Rinzo:
Hokuibunkai Yowa, 1810

PR
HLEH R 18104

15
Ainu House

Interior
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Ethnology, Japan
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Interior of a Nando
Storeroom, Akiyama-go,
ca. 1828.

The straw curtain

to the left rear leads to
the nando.
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Suzuki Bokushi:
Akiyama Kiko, 1829
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Windowless rooms:
Nando and Nurigome

And what of Japan? One might assume that Japanese
houses originally had windows, but I would aver that
the inchoate form of the Japanese house is nando, or
the storeroom ~16.

Nando is windowless. Nowadays nando used sole-
ly for storage, but in antiquity husband and wife slept
in the nando with the valuables. And depending on
the region, rice and seeds for crops were kept here as
well. In some places, the business of childbirth is del-
egated to the nando. As such, the nando plays a very
vital and central role in the Japanese house.

Related to the nando is a particular form that bed-
rooms took, known as the nurigome rooms of the
Shinden-zukuri buildings, Japanese aristocratic man-
sions in the Heian period (794-1185) ~17. These were
women’s quarters, which men would visit. As the

name suggests, they were heavily painted (nuri) and

Windowless rooms: Nando and Nurigome

sealed chambers (gome). There are stories of houses
burning down in which the family valuables sur-
vive the ordeal inside the impenetrable nurigome. In
the classic folktale Taketori Monogatari (The Tale of
the Bamboo Cutter), Princess Kaguya is locked in a
nurigome which is guarded by the old bamboo cutter,
in order to prevent her from returning to the moon.
Like the nando, the nurigome comprises the core of
the old Japanese aristocratic house, a space that kept
one safe from evil spirits and other dangers. Wher-
ever people build houses, this storage space seems to
assume a central role.

Now let’s take a look at Mongolian architec-
ture »18. Most people are aware of the infamous yurt,
but I would argue that this, as well, is a natural exten-
sion of the indigenous North American and Ainu
pit dwelling. The layout of the Mongolian yurt is
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Tomono Yoshio’s nurigome

is visible to the rear. Amidst
the dainagon’s sudden arrest,
various pillows, swords,

and mirrors have been strewn
about the room.
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Ban Dainagon Ekotoba,
12th century
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predesigned, with an entrance on the south side and
a hearth in the middle. The person of highest status
is seated toward the rear of the yurt, to the right of
which are the men’s quarters, and to the left of which
are the women’s. Also present: a large skylight.

There’s a famous Mongolian anecdote about sky-
lights, involving a female ancestor of Genghis Khan.
After her husband passed away, she became pregnant
with three children. Interrogated about how she had
become pregnant when her husband was dead, she
replied that the light of the heavens came in through
her skylight, and she had been so moved by the star-
light that she had conceived. According to Mongolian
history, one of these three children was a forbearer
of Genghis Khan.

When a yurt’s resident falls sick a shaman comes
and climbs up into the skylight, where they hold a
ceremony to summon spirits. The skylight is con-
sidered a portal not only to the outside world but to
the very heavens.

This holds true when someone passes away.
While the simple thing to do would be to carry their
body out the entrance, entranceways present a thresh-
old that spirits cannot cross. This is meant to keep
spirits from coming into a yurt, but the soul of the
departed must somehow be set free. And so a corner
of the yurt’s walls, to the left of the entryway, is peeled
up, the body of the departed carried out through
the gap.

18
Mongolian Yurt Interior
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National Museum of

Ethnology, Japan
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Windowless rooms: Nando and Nurigome
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Letting in the Good and
Keeping out the Bad

Now let’s move to my area of expertise: Southeast
Asia. The Torajan people of Sulawesi, in Indone-
sia, are famous for their massive houses ~19¢20. In
spite of their great size, the interiors of these houses
are extremely dark and cramped. Comfortable liv-
ing seems to have been the last thing in mind when
these narrow, boarded-in spaces were designed.
Rather, they assumed this shape in order to prevent
bad things from entering.

This is a space that was created in order to
sequester humans from all the evil things thought
to be lurking outside. To be boarded in, like this, is
to be safe. Still the need for an entrance persists, just
as the dead must be carried back out. Sometimes the
spirits of these ancestors need to be called back to the
house for their protection. Doors and windows were
created for this purpose, establishing a set of cultural
norms for preventing the ingress of evil while allow-
ing good things inside.

The entryways of Torajan houses are decorated
with carvings of buffalo heads, to ward off evil spir-
its. When someone dies inside a house, a window in
the front of the building is smashed open and the
body is carried out through the hole.

And while we have been talking about traditional
houses in Torajan villages, the same holds logic
applies to the walls and gates of villages and cities.
Human spaces are created by walling them off from
the rest of the world, which in turn necessitates some
means of breaking through this barrier and connect-
ing with the outside. Opening a portal in these walls
allowed people to connect, and let our story begin.
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The houses we’ve looked at today were largely
from stationary agrarian societies>21+22. This has
been done to the neglect of the many nomadic hunt-
ing societies in the world~23+24. Nomadic hunters
have no need to settle in one place. There’s no need
to call ancestors back to a given place. For this rea-
son, their houses are created with a greater empha-
sis on human comforts. There are no altars. Child-
birth happens elsewhere, and the dead are simply left
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Toraja Village, Sulawesi
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Toraja House Interior
kY v RDIERRER



Window Ethnology

20

SEBN LIERIE. (FEAENTE
FELTW2EHMEDERTT »21°22,
EZANIDHICITITHIRERL LW
DIFTT 2324, FHIRERIZE -
Tld. HEBAICEELTLWAREL
HY EFLA. ROPBIZEREFNRAS
BERBRLDTT, BOORIE, £-
K ABDI-DIz2oNnET, FiE
bAbHY A, CORTIEFFED
HEFT. ADPRALSORERB T
TIT>TLEVET, Z5 WS EER
NDTT, EATHDE, RRDETFIL.
5 LERHBEERIEVLO T, A
EROPTEENHRLL, BRI ED
W, ZIBRTITON TV S DT
TT. SEILTRERDIZ. EHED
REDH, FHEERDRE DD Fh
IZIFHIBE D DD R W e 2 AL H ) £7,

RIEIREOHNEREDRE, KFH
EANBHAE DR CERTT, EFEI
L322 ETEENZDTTH. ZD
REZEIIEZAATLZER (L>2<)
RETLHY 9. FoZznIIABEE
ROMBOEEATH S LRABKIC. X
MR RS TOERIZEE>TWET,
COMRICMYBELET. BEWLWS D
DIZZNIFEBEB L TWehIFTIE%
WOTTH BERTWC LEERD
LI LERD>TEET, AL
TR ERBVWE LT,

behind. In many ways, this nomadic lifestyle reflects
our own contemporary lives. We are neither born nor
die in our houses. We delegate these events to hos-
pitals, now. So should we turn to the houses of our
agrarian or nomadic ancestors for inspiration? The
jury is still out, on this.

Windows connect the inside with the outside, the
human world with the universe at large. Houses are
conceived as a way to enclose us, while their windows
attempt to thwart this venture. These windows frame
the roots of human storytelling, and are the stages
from which all of our cultural dramas unfold. Before
beginning this research, I hadn’t put much thought
into the role of windows, but as a lens they have cer-
tainly broadened my purview. They are certainly a
subject of great fascination.

21

Akha House (Thailand)
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Akha House Interior (Thailand)
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House of
Penan Hunter-Gatherers,
Borneo
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Penan House
Interior
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Windowology

Windowology was launched in 2007 as

a unique research project unlike any other in

the world. In the course of its development,

it has ranged far into various domains,
including design, language, environment, health,
ethnology, history, stories, manga, and film.

Its breadth speaks to the fact that windows,

in addition to being key elements in a building’s
design, are closely tied to human behaviors

and also reflect our social, cultural, and
technological circumstances.

We will be pleased if it successfully conveys

the joy of observing the world

through the window.

Taro Igarashi:
General Supervisor of Windowology
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Window Research Institute

The Window Research Institute is an
incorporated foundation dedicated to contrib-
uting to the development of architectural
culture through conducting and supporting
research and cultural initiatives. Windowology
was launched as part of these activities by
Window Research Institute President Tadahiro
Yoshida based on the belief that ‘windows

represent civilization and culture’.

This booklet contains abridged versions of

a selection of the Windowology research that
the Institute has developed together with
researchers and university laboratories.
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