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New idea and practice 
in office space's design

The new addition to Otaki Town Hall is 
an example of a broader architectural 
concept called the mega-floor. The 
concept has been introduced by 
a number of Japanese architects, 
including Manabu Chiba, as a futuristic 
solution to flexible, open office spaces 
for application in urban areas. A mega-
floor is a large spatial development for 
the free flow of people, commerce, and 
data. It extends both horizontally and 
vertically, offering space for diversified 
activities and large quantities of 
information, in which old and new work 
styles can mix successfully.      
Things are changing at a global level 
in workplace design. Cinema often 
satirises on the problems of our working 
environments. During the 1930s, 
Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times offered 
a tragic-comic critique of Fordism and 
the alienation of the assembly line. 
Now, decades later, countless films 
focus on the dramas and foibles of 
office workers, where endless rows 
of fluorescent-lit cubicles host today’s 

white-collar workers. In Japan, the 
average work day is about 10 hours 
and more than a third of waking life 
takes place in some form of work 
environment. 
Provision of suitable space is thus 
necessary for human welfare, for 
improvement in quality of life, and also 
for growth in productivity. 
Chiba’s proposal for the future of office 
space envisages remarkable diversity, 
with complex programs and activities. 
In a word, we see work+leisure, as a 
unified blend in a single large space, 
named the ‘mega-floor’. We asked 
him about this conception, and in 
particular whether the Japanese 
business community had pushed for 
changes from the conventional work 
place.  His response: The base of our 
idea for ‘office urbanism’ was that the 
city should be designed as a place for 
working. 
Our essential conception was that 
all urban space is ‘equal’ to work 
environment. 

Chiba Manabu Architects 
Work 
Otaki Town Hall 
(Otaki Local Government Building)

Client
Otaki Town

Location
Otaki Town, Chiba Prefecture, Japan

Project Year
2011

Architecture and Design 
Chiba Manabu Architects

Architect (Art advisor, etc) 
Chiba Manabu

Engineering 
Structural design:
Oak Structural Design Office
Construction:
Taisei Corporation

Size and total area
Size: 2 storeys and 1 basement
Building area: 1009.49 m²
Total floor area: 1325.55 m²

Image credits
Credits for building plans:
Chiba Manabu Architects  
Kenichi Suzuki
Masao Nishikawa Photography Studio 
Credit for diagrams:
Maryam Farhady
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For example, people take their 
notebook to a café and work there, or 
choose a café as the meeting place for 
their appointments. The contemporary 
work style is not limited to a closed 
system. At the same time, the essence 
of the city is in all communication 
and interactions between people. We 
thought that a space with such qualities 
is the most appropriate working 
environment. Therefore, we came to 
the conclusion that, as a platform, 
the workspace is best when it is as 
large as possible, like a city. Given 
our thinking, the idea of ‘Mega Floor’ 
was initially proposed by us, as the 
architects, rather than being requested 
by a client.   

Viewing Otaki Town Hall with the mega-
floor concept in mind, we can perceive 
the extension of the pre-existing urban 
landform through the large open room 
of the interior. And as in the context of 
urban areas, we find the coexistence 
of wideness and narrowness in the 
space. The traditional Japanese house 
is characterized by a fluid and flexible 
spatiality. These same features are 
also present in one of the most iconic of 
contemporary Japanese projects: the 
Sendai Mediatheque, designed by Toyo 
Ito. This building too is an example of 
universal space, flowing between inside 
and outside, a place that holds many 
further places, according to changing 
requirements.

The Otaki project is designed for a 
society where places and ways of 
working are undergoing profound 
change. The architect creates space, 
not necessarily functions, hence 
taking an approach that resembles 
traditional Japanese structural 
design, where space is always 
created before function. The mega-
floor is also comparable to the great 
undifferentiated spaces of certain 
monumental European buildings. 
There too, large environments were not 
defined for only one function, and their 
great flexibility still permits appropriate 
uses today. As Manabu Chiba 
describes: Our basic idea was to avoid 
defining how the spaces will be used 
in future. Essentially, the architect is not 
supposed to decide the function of all 
the spaces in the building. Therefore, 
as much as possible, we tried not to 
define the way that the spaces will be 
used.
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Chiba also indicates that the idea for 
the exteriors of Otaki Town Hall is 
related to the conception of the noren, 
another traditional element of the 
Japanese home.  Noren are the fabric 
panels used to divide the spaces and 
define the walls of the home. Here, 
the noren-like walls of the façade wrap 
around the expansive roof, while the 
uncovered parts, without walls, become 
windows. The town hall site is a public 
space surrounded in different directions 
by private houses, without intervening 
streets. The walls help shield the 
view where the building faces directly 
on a house. Thus the sheltering roof 
design and alternating openings and 
solids in the facade design have very 
different logics. The flexibility of the 
approach means that if the architects 
were designing for a different location, 
they could readily consider the outside 
settings and find still further solutions. 

In his essay "Bigness and the problem 
of large" (1993), Rem Koolhaas writes: 
Beyond a Certain critical mass, a 
building becomes a Big Building. Such 
a mass can no longer be controlled by 
a singular architectural gesture, or even 
by any combination of architectural 
gestures. The Otaki project fits with this 
concept of bigness − not particularly 
for its overall dimension, but more for 
setting new standards in its class. For 
example the ceiling, at seven metres 
in height, far exceeds standards, 
thus offering a different experience 
in living and well-being. Bigness in 
Otaki has both symbolic and functional 
roles. The big roof covers all activities 
(function), but its structure is also a 
symbolic feature of the building. Chiba 
also indicates that although Otaki is a 
smaller city, people need a large space 
to gather (function), while the large 
edifice could become a symbol of the 
town. 
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The bigness of the space could 
easily create homogenous and boring 
conditions. However, in Otaki Town 
Hall, the management of change is an 
important parameter in avoiding this 
problem. The large glass wall creates 
a simple, psychologically-penetrable 
skin for the building, with expansive 
views into the surrounding context. 
Individuals move through space from 
the first floor, to a mid-level island-like 
loft space, and finally to the second 
floor. This circulation creates constant 
changes in the sense of distance 
between the indoor human and outside 
landscape scenes. Chiba’s creation 
of long circulation routes within a 
limited architectural terrain creates 
an architectural-psychological effect 
that he describes as ‘open-ended’. 
Ultimately the movement and even the 
changes in position of the people within 
the large open room influence and vary 
the visual effects. 

The qualities in the ‘artificial’ indoor 
terrain of the town hall are also the 
qualities that we might find in the 
‘real’ terrain of a Japanese circuit-
styled garden. Chiba states: The 
most important difference between 
architecture and city is that the city 
is an open-end space. Architectural 
space is dead-end, meaning that 
it is typically a closed space. We 
thought that architecture with an 
open-ended condition would be 
much more naturally connected to 
the urban space. So, in order to 
create an open-end architecture, we 
thought that individuals being able 
to experience a ‘round trip’ is very 
important. So for this, the island in 
the middle of the building helps the 
circulation. Conceiving of the main floor 
of the Otaki Town Hall as an ‘artificial 
grounds’ helps us better summarise its 
features: 
- A horizontally expansive, single-
room space, creating new contexts 
and impacts on the surrounding 
environment;
- A flexible platform for various human 
activities, where spatial functions are 
not predetermined, but instead open to 
change; 
- A terrain of various visual connections, 
both within the building and beyond, in 
relationship with the surroundings. 



84  [architecture]  85

The noren-like skin helps to form 
the visual connection with the 
surroundings. The ‘island’ mezzanine 
is an intermediary space that connects 
the first floor to the second floor, and 
also helps individuals experience a 
‘rising’ connection. As Chiba describes 
it, the stair/mezzanine element acts in 
part as a “cloud in the sky”. 

In a country that is generally flat 
and devoid of significant landforms, 
Japanese architects have long 
recreated natural spaces through 
literally ‘designing the ground’. In 
Otaki Town Hall the interior space is 
designed in a layered manner, with 
different levels of permeability related 
to the different type of users: lounge 
space for the public; office space for 
the staff; private rooms at the centre for 
storage, filing and archives. The same 
stratification is also seen in the roof, 
created in intersecting and overlying 
structural layers that further develop 
traditional spatial interpretations. In 
Japanese society, the form of the roof is 
recognised as having true significance. 
The space for life is continuous, 
enclosed between a large roof and the 
ground. This space is extremely fluid 
and the divisions are only hinted at by 
light partitions and furniture. The central 
archive could be compared to the 
central pillar of the traditional Japanese 
houses, the daikoku bashira. Chiba 
also refers to the vision of an island 
in a body of water, which changes 
the topography of the surrounding 
lands. From the island point of view, 
we change perspective and observe 
the surrounding space differently. 
Metaphorically, the central elements of 
Otaki town hall is the island, often found 
in the pond of the Japanese garden. 
It is the moment of the creation of the 
pond, and the island within that gives 
identity to many gardens. Until the 
island is created, the impression given 
by the pond is much different. The 
island serves as the visual point of rest 
and reference for circulation within the 
entire garden.

With this philosophy, the workplace 
becomes a place for life: an apparently 
simple building contains the essence of 
a radical change in workplace design.

Matteo Belfiore, Maryam Farhady

Conventional

Artificial Ground in Otaki

Mega floor




