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arts, entertainment, sports & recreation

T
he Japanese American National

Museum is the first museum in the

United States dedicated to sharing the experi-

ences of Americans of Japanese ancestry, an

integral component of our American heritage.

Centrally located in the Little Tokyo historic

district in downtown Los Angeles, the 100,000-

square-foot museum opened in 1992, a true

union of East and West cultures, communities

and spirits. The new stand-alone expansion

pavilion tripled exhibition space and provided a

state-of-the-art collections space as well. 

“It also includes the all-purpose Aratani

Central Hall capable of holding public pro-

grams, concerts, lectures, receptions, stage

performances, dinners and commercial

shoots,” said Chris Komai, public information

manager for the Japanese American National

Museum. “Two new classrooms and several
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meeting rooms were also important compo-

nents.” The heart of the pavilion is the collec-

tion/archival storage vault located on two sto-

ries at the center of the structure. All the gal-

leries, public spaces and program areas are

built around it.

The Need: 

A new pavilion for the museum 

to provide more exhibition and 

performance space as well as 

increase its level of resources 

The Challenge: 

Working with the city to create 

an urban outdoor plaza, 

and raising adequate funding
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“A key feature is the Japanese American

Garden,” said Paul Nagashima, AIA, vice presi-

dent and project designer for Hellmuth, Obata

+ Kassabaum, Inc. (HOK), the project’s archi-

tect. “The garden is a place to go to transition

from the hustle and bustle of the city streets to

the gallery environments. It is a place for quiet

reflection or for elegant receptions.”

The museum enjoys certain benefits derived

from the construction due to the increased

level of resources available to scholars, visitors

and staff both locally and internationally. One

of the benefits the museum has gained is more

space for collections, production, education

and media arts, as well as the Hirasaki National

Resource Center. Visitors to the Hirasaki

National Resource Center can use the research

library, computer stations, microfiche readers

and video monitors. 

Key to the museum’s purpose is its desire to

collect and document the oral histories of the

older generations of Japanese Americans. The

facility gives the museum all the tools and

capabilities to achieve this mission.

“Creating a pavilion that served so many pur-

poses was a challenge,” Komai said. “Because

the city of Los Angeles has so many building

codes and regulations, getting each phase

approved was another difficult challenge.

“Originally the site of a warehouse, the land

on which the pavilion stands needed to be exca-

vated. One level of underground parking was

created for the two-story structure. Sufficient

parking was required to help replace the parking

lost in the construction of the building.”

According to Komai the original site for the

museum’s expansion was to the rear of the his-

toric building, on a parking lot owned by the

city of Los Angeles. The Japanese American

National Museum’s historic building is itself

owned by the city and leased back to the

museum for a dollar a year. 

To the west of the museum site, Central

Avenue was repaved to create an urban plaza

between the pavilion and the existing historic

building. The pavilion anchors the eastern end

of the historic First Street block, and the plaza

completes the pedestrian link from the north

of the site to the southwest.

“It was a challenge working so closely with

the various agencies of the city to create an

urban plaza out of the end of Central Avenue,

which for many years had ceased to perform

as a street,” said Nagashima. “This plaza is also

one of the elements of the facility’s design of

which I am most proud, partly because of all

the leg work and cooperation it took to make

this a reality, but also because it works so well

as a public and pedestrian space. In my mind

it is the museum’s gift back to the city.”

The pavilion’s layout was designed to

emphasize maximum flexibility and adaptabili-

ty, which in the past has proven beneficial for

the museum and has allowed its growth from

regional to national to international status. 

Renowned architect Gyo Obata, FAIA, co-

founder of HOK, designed the pavilion. In

award-winning fashion, the stone, steel and

glass structure bridges East and West aesthetic

traditions.

“The architect respects and relates to the

historic structure and the historic context

[of the site] but does not mimic it,” said

Nagashima. “The architecture is bold and

contemporary, creating a dialogue

between new and old from one genera-

tion to the next. I think that has been key

to the museum’s success in drawing so
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many visitors, particularly of the younger

generation.”

Time-honored materials such as stone and

wood are juxtaposed with perforated stainless

steel and high-performance glazing. “We have

a custom curtain wall system designed for this

project,” said Jun Eguia, project manager for

Ray Wilson Co., the project’s general contrac-

tor. “On the interior flooring we used Oregon

wood.”

“We went through two very rigorous

value engineering sessions, one during the

design process and one after the general

contractor was on board,” said Nagashima.

“I am very proud that we accomplished so

much, particularly maintaining so much in

the way of fine finish materials and detailing,

which were so critical to conveying the

Japanese nature of the facility.”

The team encountered several challenges,

however, during the project. “We had to hire

a surveyor when normally we would rely on

our crews.” 

Another issue was ensuring the imported

stone for the construction project was deliv-

ered on time, Eguia said. “When the sand-

stone that was originally selected was no

longer available, we had to come up with a

different quarry and select granite.

“When we did the demolition of the exist-

ing curb and gutters we discovered old

granite curbs. When the landscape architect

heard about that he used the old granite

curbs in the museum’s fountain. Because

Little Tokyo is a historical part of Los Angeles

we just recycled the curbs.”

“Certainly the hardest challenge was raising

the $45 million for this project,” said Komai.

The overall $45-million project included $22

million for construction of the building itself,

$13 million for furnishing and programming

the pavilion, and $10 million used to establish

an endowment, he said. A large number of

donations was received from private individu-

als in the community. Private foundations such

as the Weingart Foundation and the

Ahmanson Foundation provided significant

grants, and the Keidanren, an association

composed of Japan’s largest corporations,

raised almost $10 million for the project.

“The museum truly has a grass roots origin,”

said Nagashima. “The museum continues to

be funded a great deal through its grass roots

constituents.”

All in all, the project was worth every cent.

“The new pavilion moved the Japanese

American National Museum forward in being

recognized as a world-class institution,” said

Komai. “A first-class facility is fundamental to

gaining that sort of recognition.” ●

— J.S.

Name:

Japanese American National Museum

Location: 

Los Angeles

Owner: 

Japanese American National Museum,

Los Angeles

Type of Project: 

Construction of a stand-alone pavilion 

as an addition to an existing museum

Architect: 

Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum, Inc.,

Culver City

General Contractor: 

Ray Wilson Co., Pasadena 

Size: 

85,000 square feet

Cost: 

$22 million (construction costs); 

$13 million (finishes and program); $10

million (endowment); $45 million (total)

Construction Time: 

February 1997 - October 1998
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