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Abstract

The present study investigates the intricate interplay between meaning, spa-
tial configuration, and formal expression in Tadao Ando’s Water Temple (Hon-
pukuji), situating it within the broader discourses of minimalist and spiritual
architecture, as well as the philosophical and religious frameworks that inform
its conception. Recognized as a paradigmatic work that unites modernist archi-
tectural techniques with profound cultural and spiritual traditions, the Water
Temple represents not merely a physical space for ritual and meditation, but
a multilayered narrative that orchestrates the visitor’s journey through mate-
riality, voids, circulation, light, and water. This research argues that the temple
simultaneously offers opportunities for personal transcendence and reflection
while at the same time enforcing a degree of controlled meaning through the
architect’s precise manipulation of experience. By adopting a hermeneutical
approach, the study positions Ando’s design as both a conduit for interpretive
freedom and a framework that reinscribes cultural, symbolic, and experiential
limits.

The objective of this research is to analyze how Ando’s careful synthesis of form
and space generates meaning that is both universal and context-specific, creat-
ing a dialogue between designer intention and audience reception. While Zen
Buddhist philosophy traditionally emphasizes openness, indeterminacy, and
the possibility of self-discovery, the Water Temple reconfigures these principles
into a curated experiential path. Visitors move through a descending, dimly lit
passage before arriving at a central lotus pond, and eventually into the inner
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sanctum of the temple. This spatial sequencing is not arbitrary; rather, it enacts
a metaphorical journey from the profane toward the sacred, one that is metic-
ulously choreographed to elicit certain psychological and spiritual responses.
This paper seeks to determine whether such an orchestration of experience
aligns with or contradicts the underlying tenets of Zen philosophy, raising crit-
ical questions about authorship, agency, and interpretive freedom in spiritual
architecture.

The methodological framework of this study is analytical-descriptive and in-
terpretive, founded upon the principles of hermeneutic criticism. The research
is conducted as a qualitative inquiry, aligning with Linda Groat’s methodolog-
ical principles in architectural and design research. Rather than emphasizing
guantification, measurement, or statistical generalization, the study focuses
on interpretive richness and the uncovering of hidden layers of meaning. The
philosophical foundation of the research is based on an interpretive-phenome-
nological paradigm, which holds that architectural meaning is neither objective
nor fixed, but instead emerges from human interpretations, social structures,
and lived experience.

In this approach, knowledge arises through immersion in data, interpretation,
and the discovery of meanings embedded in the relationship between architec-
tural work, audience, and its cultural-historical context. The research strategy
combines grounded theory and phenomenology. Grounded theory enables the
discovery of concepts, categories, and their interrelations directly from data,
thereby allowing for the development of a conceptual framework or theoretical
model. This is achieved through a systematic, iterative process of open, axial,
and selective coding. At the same time, hermeneutic phenomenology—espe-
cially inspired by postmodern thinkers such as Hans-Georg Gadamer—focuses
on analyzing lived experience and interpreting architectural phenomena from
subjective, sensory, and emotional perspectives.

This methodological synthesis provides a deeper understanding of how mean-
ing in the Water Temple is constituted through the interplay of material ele-
ments, spatial sequencing, and symbolic attributes, and how these shape the
perception and emotions of visitors. While grounded theory anchors the re-
search in systematic conceptual development, phenomenology ensures sensi-
tivity to the qualitative and experiential aspects of architecture.

The data collection method is primarily documentary (library-based), involving
a comprehensive review and analysis of textual and visual sources relevant to
the Water Temple, its cultural-philosophical frameworks, and its architectural
attributes. These sources are critically examined and thematically coded to pro-
vide both empirical grounding and theoretical depth.

Findings from this research highlight several key elements of design that con-
tribute to the creation of a profound spiritual and emotional environment. The
contrast between material and immaterial—exemplified by the cold solidity
of exposed concrete against the fluidity and impermanence of water—creates
a haptic and visual dialogue that deepens the visitor’s engagement with the
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space. Similarly, the transition from darkness to light not only mirrors the phys-
ical progression of the architectural journey but symbolizes the inner journey
from ignorance to illumination, resonating with spiritual themes across cultures
while remaining firmly rooted in Zen thought. The central lotus pond serves as
both a literal and symbolic centerpiece: in Buddhist cosmology, the lotus em-
bodies purity, rebirth, and enlightenment, and its placement in the temple re-
inforces the metaphysical journey of the visitor. Moreover, circulation through
the temple is carefully structured to embody philosophical principles of detach-
ment, reflection, and transcendence, transforming movement into ritual.

At the same time, this study recognizes a tension within Ando’s architectural
narrative: the extent to which the visitor’s interpretive freedom is constrained
by the architect’s predetermined sequencing. On one hand, Ando provides a
rich symbolic and sensory palette—water, shadow, silence, texture—that can
elicit deeply personal and subjective experiences. On the other hand, the very
precision with which these experiences are orchestrated raises the question
of whether the architecture truly permits interpretive openness, or whether it
functions as a governance of perception, channeling the visitor toward a nar-
rowly defined spiritual experience. This paradox—between Zen philosophy’s
valorization of openness and Ando’s architectural determinism—becomes a fo-
cal point of the hermeneutical critique advanced in this paper.

The significance of this research lies in its contribution to theoretical debates
in architectural meaning, phenomenology, and hermeneutics. First, it demon-
strates how architectural space, far from being a neutral container, actively pro-
duces and directs meaning through formal and sensory manipulations. Second,
it situates the Water Temple within a cultural continuum, showing how Japa-
nese traditions of spirituality, symbolism, and landscape aesthetics are reinter-
preted in a modern architectural idiom. Third, it advances the hermeneutical
argument that meaning in architecture arises not solely from the designer’s in-
tention nor exclusively from the user’s interpretation, but from a dynamic inter-
play between the two. This interplay is especially visible in sacred architecture,
where cultural narratives, religious symbols, and personal emotions intersect.

Furthermore, the study offers broader insights into the role of architecture as
a medium of governance and control, particularly in spiritual contexts. By ex-
amining how the Water Temple channels the visitor’s bodily movements, visual
focus, and emotional responses, the research underscores the power of archi-
tectural design to structure not only physical experience but also interpretive
possibilities. This has implications beyond the case study, contributing to on-
going discussions about the ethics of design, the autonomy of users, and the
cultural politics of architectural meaning-making.

In conclusion, this research argues that Tadao Ando’s Water Temple constitutes
compelling evidence of an architectural work that is capable of eliciting pro-
found spiritual and emotional experiences. It demonstrates how the manip-
ulation of material, spatial, and symbolic elements can guide visitors toward
transcendence, while simultaneously restricting the openness of interpretation
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that Zen philosophy advocates. The temple thus embodies a paradox: it is at
once an invitation to personal reflection and a carefully curated path toward a
prescribed understanding of the sacred. Such a paradox enriches the herme-
neutical critique of architecture by revealing how meaning in design is never
purely individual nor entirely imposed, but always negotiated within cultural
and philosophical frames. Ultimately, this study contributes to the understand-
ing of architecture not merely as a technical or aesthetic practice, but as a cul-
tural act with profound implications for human experience, emotion, and spir-
ituality.

This inquiry, therefore, advances architectural scholarship by situating the Wa-
ter Temple within debates on architecture, meaning, and interpretation, while
also offering methodological reflections on how hermeneutic criticism can illu-
minate the multilayered relationships between form, space, culture, and spir-
ituality. It underscores the necessity of analyzing architectural works not only
as physical structures but also as repositories of cultural narratives, spiritual
aspirations, and controlled dialectics of meaning. In doing so, the research pro-
vides a deeper appreciation of how design, when informed by cultural and phil-
osophical traditions, shapes not just spaces but the very conditions of human
perception and spiritual experience.

Keywords: Dialectic of Space, Hermeneutic critique, Reading architecture, inter-
pretation of meaning, Lived experience
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7. Edmund Husserl
8. Martin Heidegger
9. Paul Ricoeur

10. Michel Foucault
11. Josef Bleicher
12. Spirit of Place

1. Hermeneutics

2. Grounded Theory

3. Phenomenology

4. Hans-Georg Gadamer

5. Friedrich Schleiermacher
6. Wilhelm Dilthey
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13. Being in the world 19. Zen
14. Phenomenology 20. Wabi-sabi
15. Being in world 21. Tadao Ando
16. dialogical 22. Mu
17. Water Temple
18. Awaji Island
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