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Building Diplomacy: 

The Architecture of the 
Australian Embassy in Tokyo

Philip Goad

Buildings that represent nations—embassies—can be potent cultural 
diplomats. In addition to satisfying the functional requirements of 
diplomatic business and housing embassy staff, one of the most valuable 
attributes of an embassy or foreign mission building is its symbolic capital. 
An embassy can signal international neutrality. It can signal political 
ties. It can tell national stories—some selective, some inclusive—but 
rarely, of course, will it relate unwanted ones. There is also the necessary 
measure of welcome expected in any embassy complex. That is part of 
an embassy’s role: to assume in physical form the role of the diplomat; 
crucially a position that has to withstand shifts in foreign policy over time. 
An embassy is also about selective presence: it is important to know where 
to choose to build, for whom and how much to spend. As an edifice, 
therefore, an embassy ought to be resilient in terms of its message. If this 
is a measure of success, then the Australian embassy in Tokyo, in its 
design and construction between 1986 and 1990, can be regarded as an 
exemplary signifier of cultural diplomacy, its completion an assured and, 
in this especial case, profitable act of building diplomacy.

This chapter examines the architectural history of the ‘new’ Australian 
embassy in Tokyo within its national and international contexts. What 
also gives this building significance is the way in which the architects, 
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Denton Corker Marshall (DCM), negotiated cultural understandings 
through a subtle and deliberate interplay of Japanese and non-Japanese 
formal gestures and at the same time, through its design, made Australia’s 
presence appear physically greater, an impression clearly intended to 
strengthen and make more visible the nation’s diplomatic role within the 
region more generally.

Embassy-building across the globe after World War II saw architectural 
modernism triumphant and the commissioning, often, of a distinguished 
architectural practice to represent the nation—though not always with 
success. With any embassy, there is the risk of no impact or a misplaced 
gesture. Architect Macy DuBois’s Canadian embassy in Beijing (1989), 
for example, must rate as one of his least successful buildings: a series 
of respectfully dull, unprepossessing brick and concrete forms that 
say virtually nothing about the nation of its occupants or its place on 
foreign soil. By contrast, Finnish-American architect Eero Saarinen’s 
US embassy in London, in Grosvenor Square (1956–60), while heavily 
criticised at the time of its completion for its overtly decorative precast 
concrete panelled façade and the oversized gilded aluminium American 
eagle perched above the entrance, can now be seen to have been not just 
prescient of but also highly original in its forging of an imperial impression 
of America’s power and global influence in the 1950s and 1960s.1 
Indeed, the ambition and extent of the US embassy-building program 
after World War  II was matched by no other country across the globe 
in terms of scale and expense.2 Because of this, Ron Theodore Robin’s 
Enclaves of America: The Rhetoric of American Political Architecture Abroad, 
1900–1965 (1992) and Jane Loeffler’s The Architecture of Diplomacy: 
Building America’s Embassies (1998) remain the benchmark studies in this 
area, complemented by Fredie Floré and Cammie McAtee’s The Politics 
of Furniture: Identity, Diplomacy and Persuasion in Post-War Interiors 

1	  Harsh criticism, expressed especially by British architects, appeared in ‘Controversial Building in 
London’, Architectural Forum, no. 114 (March 1961): 81–85. See also ‘Critical Appraisal of the New 
American Embassy’, Times (London), 28 October 1960.
2	  Prior to World War II, the embassy-building exploits of Great Britain rated as the most lavish and 
extensive. See Mark Bertram, Room for Diplomacy: Britain’s Diplomatic Buildings Overseas, 1800–2000 
(Reading: Spire Books, 2011); James Stourton, British Embassies: Their Diplomatic and Architectural 
History (London: Quarto Publishing, 2017); J.E. Hoare, Embassies in the East: The Story of the British 
Embassies in Japan, China and Korea from 1859 to the Present (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1999).
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(2017).3 Apart from a chapter on Australia’s embassies in Washington, 
DC, and Paris in the latter edited volume, a small number of design 
review articles on individual embassies, and presentations and a doctoral 
thesis by Rowan Gower on Australian diplomatic building procurement 
in Asia,4 critical literature focused on the architecture of Australia’s 
diplomatic missions overseas is remarkably slight, especially given the high 
quality achieved and considerable finance expended by the Australian 
Commonwealth over the past 30 years on embassy buildings. Yet this is 
also understandable: it could be said quite simply that, as a world player, 
Australia came late to the embassy-building game. This chapter therefore 
adds to much-needed scholarship in this field. The Australian embassy in 
Tokyo exemplifies an aesthetic highpoint in one of the most active and 
expansionist phases (c. 1973–90) of Australian diplomatic building in the 
twentieth century.

As a building type, the embassy is rich with opportunity. It is both 
a public and a private building—a place of public ceremony and official 
reception as well as a secure and private retreat, and for some of its staff, 
a home literally away from ‘home’. An embassy generally has three 
parts, each with a different level of public and private access, and each 
with a  different level of aesthetic ambition in terms of representation: 
a chancery  which houses administrative offices and public spaces for 
ceremonies and exhibition; an ambassador’s residence; and, frequently 
(though not always), residential accommodation for diplomatic staff 
with sometimes ancillary recreation facilities depending on the so-called 
difficulty of the posting.

3	  Ron Theodore Robin, Enclaves of America: The Rhetoric of American Political Architecture 
Abroad, 1900–1965 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); Jane Loeffler, The Architecture of 
Diplomacy: Building America’s Embassies (New York: Princeton Architecture Press, 1998); Fredie Floré 
and Cammie McAtee, eds, The Politics of Furniture: Identity, Diplomacy and Persuasion in Post-War 
Interiors (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), doi.org/10.4324/9781315554389.
4	  See, for example, Chris Abel, ‘Embassies’, in The Encyclopedia of Australian Architecture, ed. 
Philip Goad and Julie Willis (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 232–33; Philip 
Goad, ‘Designed Diplomacy: Furniture, Furnishing and Art in Australian Embassies for Washington, 
DC, and Paris’, in Floré and McAtee, Politics of Furniture, 179–97; Rowan Gower, ‘Image Building: 
A Study of Australia’s Domestic and Foreign Policy in Relation to Embassy Architecture’, in Proceedings 
of the Society of Architectural Historians of Australia and New Zealand 34 (Canberra: University of 
Canberra, 2017), 193–203; Rowan Gower, ‘Exporting Australian Architectural “Expertise” as a 
Matter of Policy’, in Proceedings of the Society of Architectural Historians of Australia and New Zealand 
36 (Sydney: Society of Architectural Historians of Australia and New Zealand, 2020), 196–204; 
Rowan Gower, ‘Image Building: Examining Australia’s Diplomatic Architecture in the Asian Region, 
1960–1990’ (PhD thesis, University of New South Wales, 2019).

http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315554389
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Figure 7.1: Perspective drawing of Australian high commissioner’s 
residence, New Delhi, India, 1955.
Architects: Joseph Allen Stein and Benjamin Polk.
Source: Environmental Design Archives, UC Berkeley.

Australia constructed its very first embassy in London between 1913 and 
1918. Designed by Scottish architect Alexander Marshall Mackenzie, it was 
a suitably pompous example of Edwardian Baroque, a style much favoured 
in London at the time. As a grand classical pile, Australia House symbolised 
the nation as a faithful and prosperous servant of empire. It remains the 
oldest purpose-built chancery of any foreign mission in London. However, 
over the next five decades, Australian missions invariably occupied existing 
buildings. There appeared to be no need, apart from the hoisting of the 
Australian flag, to assert identity through any specially commissioned 
architecture. It was only after World War II that, given the strengthening 
of the Cold War alliance with the United States and Australia’s increasing 
awareness of its role in the Asia-Pacific region, two significant mission 
buildings were constructed: the Australian high commissioner’s residence 
at Chanakyapuri (1955–58) in New Delhi’s diplomatic enclave and the 
Australian chancery in Washington, DC (1965–69).

The New Delhi residence, designed by American architects Joseph Allen 
Stein (1912–2001) and Benjamin Polk (1916–2001), who had both 
shifted to India in 1952, remains one of India’s finest (though little 
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known) examples of a regionally inspired modernism.5 Combined with 
its embrace of local stone, arcades, floating eaves and the adaptation of the 
traditional jali (perforated stone or lattice screen), Stein’s deep interests 
in climate and landscape conspired to produce a ‘building that reflected 
India’ and which, in many respects, transcended in terms of quality and 
ambience, the much better-known and controversial chancery design 
for the US embassy (1954–59), also nearby in Chanakyapuri, designed 
by Edward Durrell Stone.6 This concept of a building that might reflect 
upon the aesthetic, historic and urban contexts of its setting was a 
theme that would find an echo in Tokyo. By contrast, Bates Smart & 
McCutcheon’s white marble–clad design for the Australian chancery 
in Washington, DC, on Massachusetts Avenue at Scott Circle, with its 
corporate-styled public spaces at ground level and ambassadorial suites 
indicated by a loggia at mid-level, was modern but classical in mood—
symptomatic not just of Washington’s strict design controls but also of the 
replacement of the language of classicism by modernism as a language of 
international diplomacy, a pattern determined largely by the expansionist 
program of American embassies constructed across Europe, the Middle 
East, India and Brazil in the 1950s. National identity in Washington 
was subsumed beneath a new form of contemporary architectural 
manners: the studied neutrality of classical modernism. Australia was thus 
positioned as a most competent participant in the global conversation of 
architectural modernism.

In the late 1960s but especially after 1972, with the election of a federal 
Labor government under Gough Whitlam, there was further expansion 
and confidence in the need for overseas presence, first in France but more 
particularly and ever since, in Asia. Again, an assured internationalism 
held sway. The Australian embassy in Paris (1973–77), designed by Harry 
Seidler, was later described unkindly by Deyan Sudjic as ‘an elegant 
iceberg’.7 Yet Seidler’s double crescent form design was brought into 
effective dialogue with the curving forms of the Champ de Mars, gaining 

5	  Stephen White, Building in the Garden: The Architecture of Joseph Allen Stein in India and California 
(Delhi, New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 39–40, 107, 125.
6	  For an account of the praise and controversy surrounding the aesthetics of Edward Durrell 
Stone’s US embassy in New Delhi, see Mary Ann Hunting, Edward Durrell Stone: Modernism’s 
Populist Architect (New York: W.W. Norton, 2013), 83–86, nn. 52, 53 and 55. Australian architect 
Robin Boyd also weighed in with criticism: see Robin Boyd, ‘Decoration Rides Again’, Architectural 
Record 122, no. 3 (September 1957): 183–86.
7	  Deyan Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo, Architects Denton Corker Marshall, Blueprint Extra 02 
(London: Wordsearch Ltd, 1991).
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for its users panoramic views of the Eiffel Tower.8 The chancery bulged 
towards this prospect with the ambassador’s apartment on the top having 
spectacular views from a rooftop terrace. While, at ground level, Italian 
engineer Pier Luigi Nervi, working with Seidler, designed two giant 
concrete legs on pointed toes that formed a porte-cochère and denoted 
a giant ‘A’ for Australia. The second crescent housed the staff apartments, 
all facing away from the street with views to the Eiffel Tower. Seidler’s 
confident use of an abstract late modern language of concrete and granite 
presented Australia as a model modern citoyen du monde—citizen of 
the world.

In Southeast Asia, modernism also informed new chancery buildings 
in Kuala Lumpur (1973–78; architects: Joyce Nankivell) and Bangkok 
(1973–78; architects: Ancher Mortlock Murray & Woolley) but these 
were now modified by boldly accentuated brises-soleil (sun breakers/
baffles) and extensive water bodies to acknowledge each site’s tropical 
climate—again, neutral gestures rather than overt symbolic references 
to Australia. In Bangkok, deep overhangs and expressed structure, like a 
house on stilts, accentuated cooling shadows and responsible deference 
to regional building traditions.9 It was as if Australia, through its embassy 
buildings, was demonstrating that it knew how to behave in the tropics.

Figure 7.2: Street view. Australian embassy, Beijing, People’s Republic 
of China, c. 1992.
Architects: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd.
Source: Photograph by John Gollings.

8	  See Harry Seidler and Associates, Ambassade d’Australie, Quai Branly Paris 15 (Sydney: 1974); 
Harry Seidler, Australian Embassy = Ambassade d’Australie, Paris (Sydney: Horwitz Australia, 1979).
9	  ‘Australian Embassy: Bangkok’, Architecture Australia 74, no. 2 (March 1985): 42.
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By the early 1980s, in an atmosphere of postmodern inclusion, this 
deference to local context became even more marked. At that time, the 
People’s Republic of China had not yet opened up to the West. In Beijing, 
much of the distinctive spaces of the residential streetscapes surrounding 
the Forbidden City still retained many of the hutong (laneways) and 
traditional courtyard houses. In their design for a new Australian embassy 
(1982–92), DCM used the concept of the walled courtyard house 
compound, the familiar greys of stucco and cement render of the hutong, 
and a traditional north–south orientation as the basis for their design 
of chancery, ambassador’s residence and diplomatic staff compound.10 
Inspiration for examining the local context had been partly influenced by 
DCM’s regard for the Danish embassy in Beijing (1974), a soft-brown, 
brick-walled, low-rise compound designed by Gehrdt Bornebusch, replete 
with human-scaled courtyards and heavily planted with trees. However, 
what makes DCM’s accomplished postmodern design acutely Australian, 
even provocative, are the ‘open windows’ set into the walls of each implied 
‘courtyard house’ of the diplomatic residences facing Dongzhimenwai. 
It was a tactical critique of and counter to the traditional closed walled 
compound: the huge openings punched into the walls suggested openness 
and transparency. It was very un-Chinese.

The embrace of the local—in terms of empathy with local urban 
morphology, building typology, style, materiality and colour—was taken 
to its logical extreme in the Australian embassy in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia 
(1985–87). Daryl Jackson with Meldrum Burrows produced a design 
of closely packed flat-roofed blocks, massed like a casbah and spatially 
informed by multiple courtyards, shading privacy screens endemic to 
Islamic architecture and local desert colours.11 The result was an utterly 
convincing piece of interpretive contemporary architecture but the reality 
is that no foreign embassy in Saudi Arabia is allowed to express national 
characteristics—all must accord with the ‘Central Nadj’ style—this is an 
official guideline. Australia, then, was simply following protocol.

10	  ‘Beijing Embassy: Denton Corker Marshall’, Architecture Australia 81, no. 7 (Nov–Dec 1992): 
42–43; Deyan Sudjic, ‘Life in the Forbidden City’, Blueprint, no. 94 (Feb 1993): 32–34; Haig Beck 
and Jackie Cooper, Denton Corker Marshall, Rule Playing and the Ratbag Element (Basel: Birkhäuser, 
2000), 86–87, 90–95; Jianfei Zhu, ‘Denton Corker Marshall in China—Interactions’, in Denton Corker 
Marshall: Non-fictional Narratives, ed. Leon van Schaik (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2008), 136–37, 142–44.
11	  Daryl Jackson, ‘Desert Diplomat’, World Architecture 13 (1991): 58–61. See also Daryl Jackson, 
Daryl Jackson: Selected and Current Works (Mulgrave: Images Publishing Group, 1996), 106–09.
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The careful balance of respect for context and respectful critique as a 
means of marking identity found full expression in the 1986 design of the 
Australian embassy in Tokyo, one of Australia’s largest and most important 
foreign missions. The location of the embassy in central Tokyo’s leafy Mita 
district was key not just to the eventual design of the new building but 
also to the status, even gravitas, that it bequeathed to the building. During 
the Edo period (1603–1867), the ruling Tokugawa Shogunate required the 
nation’s wealthy aristocracy to maintain a residence in Edo (present-day 
Tokyo). The Hachisuka clan from Tokushima, on the island of Shikoku, 
obtained land atop a hill in central Mita. The location was a favourable 
one, and others of the Japanese elite had already built there. The Mitsui 
family, for example, owned land next door and built a huge neo-Italianate 
reception and guest house in 1913 to the designs of the British architect and 
so-called ‘father of modern Japanese architecture’ Josiah Conder (1852–
1920).12 That house, now the Tsuna-machi Mitsui Club, had—and still 
has—extensive and very beautiful landscaped gardens.

Mochiaki Hachisuka (1846–1918) was a grandson of shōgun Ienari 
Tokugawa. But leading up to and anticipating the dramatic political and 
societal changes that would accompany the Meiji Restoration from 1868, 
he shrewdly shifted his alliance to the Imperial throne. Newly relaxed laws 
on foreign travel during the Meiji Era (1868–1912) allowed Mochiaki to 
attend Oxford University in his late 1920s, before he returned to serve 
as second president of Japan’s House of Peers (the upper house of the 
Imperial Diet).

Mochiaki’s son, Marquis Masaaki Hachisuka (1871–1932), and his 
grandson, Masauji (1903–1953), also studied in England but at Cambridge 
University. Both returned to Japan with a fondness for British architecture 
and, following the Great Kanto earthquake of 1923, in 1927 they built 
on the Mita site a picturesque Western-style mansion that resembled 
a grand, rambling English country house with landscaped gardens on two 
levels. Over time, ivy engulfed the house and its porte-cochère. At  the 
rear, also ivy-covered, the house was informally massed with generous 
timber-panelled entertaining rooms that gave directly onto the gardens. 
It was a relaxed house that spoke of its cultured owners—the younger 

12	  Josiah Conder: A Victorian Architect in Japan, exhibition catalogue (Tokyo: Higashi Nihon 
Tetsudo Bunka Zaidan, 1997); Jordan Sand, House and Home in Modern Japan: Architecture, Domestic 
Space and Bourgeois Culture, 1880–1930 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2003), 
doi.org/10.1163/9781684173846.

http://doi.org/10.1163/9781684173846
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Hachisuka, for example, becoming in his early thirties an internationally 
acclaimed ornithologist, writing an important series of volumes on birds 
of the Philippines.13

The Hachisuka mansion was purchased by the Australian government in 
1951 from the widow of the elder Hachisuka for what was then a very 
modest sum.14 Over the years, the Tokyo embassy subsequently came to be 
a much-loved locale of not just diplomatic business but also entertaining: 
its attraction almost certainly was as a place and space that was intimately 
connected with physical reminders of ‘home’, despite its commissioning 
by a Japanese family intent on celebrating their connections with an 
outside, international world.

Figure 7.3: Front of the original Hachisuka mansion in Minato-ku, 
commissioned in 1927 by the Marquis Masaaki Hachisuka (1871–1932) 
and his grandson, Masauji (1903–1953).
Architect: Unknown.
Source: Australian embassy in Tokyo.

13	  Masauji Hachisuka, The Birds of the Philippine Islands, with Notes on the Mammal Fauna, 4 vols 
(London: H.F. & G. Witherby, 1931–35). Another but later significant work by the Japanese scholar 
was Masauji Hachisuka, The Dodo and Kindred Birds: Or, the Extinct Birds of the Mascarene Islands 
(London: H.F. & G. Witherby, 1953).
14	  There is an apocryphal story that the widow sent her major-domo to collect the sum of nearly 
A$200,000 from Australian government representatives in Tokyo, who duly did so but absconded 
with the money. She was never paid but honoured the deal and handed over the mansion and land to 
the Australian government. John Denton, interviewed by Philip Goad, Melbourne, 28 August 2018.
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Figure 7.4: Model, proposed Australian embassy, Tokyo, 1974.
Architect: Commonwealth Department of Works.
Source: National Archives of Australia (NAA): B6295, 3639G, Item barcode: 9744384.

Figure 7.5: Model, proposed staff apartments for the Australian 
embassy, Tokyo, 1975.
Source: NAA: B6295, 4141H, Item barcode: 9737521.
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However, development plans for the site, through force of circumstance, 
were put forward over the next decade as the embassy and its staff grew. 
In 1963, after just over a decade of occupation, plans were proposed for 
a detached multistorey chancery block to be built.15 This did not proceed 
and other proposals were put forward in 1970 and again in 1974 when 
designs for redevelopment of the entire site by the Commonwealth 
Department of Works proposed the demolition of the Hachisuka mansion 
and the construction of a new chancery, ambassador’s residence and staff 
apartments disposed across the site, removing the old garden and replacing 
it with a tennis court and recreation facilities.16 This also did not proceed 
but what did occur was the 1975 design and eventual construction of 
a seven-storey, 16-unit block of flats directly across the street.17 Despite 
some local resistance to the possibility of increased traffic, the blocking 
of sunlight and suggestions in the Australian parliament in 1976 that the 
Japanese storehouse on site that was to be demolished was of historic 
value, the Japanese Foreign Ministry and the Tokyo government raised 
no objection.18

By 1987, opinions had changed and there were thoughts of selling off 
the entire 1.7-hectare site. The problem was that only about half of the 
mission’s staff of 51 could be housed on the embassy grounds and in the 
16-unit apartment block across the street. Given the high costs of external 
rental accommodation, it was felt that all options should be investigated. 
At a time of spiralling real estate prices in Tokyo—the site was worth 
some A$600 million in 1987—it was even mooted at one stage that sale 
of the site would assist in reducing the government’s budget deficit back 
in Australia.19 But selling the site was controversial.

There was a sense that by selling off the site for a quick capital gain, 
the Australian government might deliver an affront to Japanese heritage 
and cause diplomatic embarrassment. As the Canberra Times reported in 
April 1987:

15	  Artist’s impression of new chancery for the Australian embassy, Tokyo, 1963. National Archives 
of Australia (NAA): A1200, L45137, Item barcode: 30673288.
16	  Photographs of proposed Australian embassy, model, 1974, NAA: B6295, 6369F, Item barcode: 
9744383, and B6295, 3639I, Item barcode: 30891508.
17	  Photographs of proposed apartments for Australian embassy staff, Tokyo, model, 1975, NAA: 
B6295, 4141H, Item barcode: 9737521, B6295, 4141K, Item barcode: 30816121.
18	  ‘Embassy Will Demolish Two Houses’, Canberra Times, 14 September 1976, 12.
19	  ‘Embassy Sale as Aid to Reduce Budget Deficit’, Canberra Times, 6 April 1987, 9.
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There is also the problem of historical value. Half of the embassy 
grounds are landscaped, the upper level of lawns and azalea beds 
descending to an old Japanese-style garden which is said to be 
among the loveliest in the capital.

Feelings run deep that redevelopment affecting the garden – with 
its reputedly 400-year-old pine tree and legendary moon-shaped 
rock from behind which a famous samurai is supposed to have 
leapt out and hacked off the arms of a demon would not have gone 
over well in Japan.20

Australian woman Josephine Soothill, who had been an exchange student 
at Daito Bunka University of Tokyo and had been married in the garden 
in December 1986, also contacted the Canberra Times to lodge a protest, 
suggesting that ‘for international relations, to sell it off to land developers 
would be pretty slack’.21

What finally eventuated was that the Australian government did in fact 
sell off part of the grounds—the lower level of the gardens, just under 
half of the site—and the 1970s apartment block for A$640 million 
by March  1988 as part of a broader project of asset sales in 1988.22 
As  part  of  the tender process, a new chancery, ambassador’s residence 
and staff apartments were to be built for no cost by the successful MITA 
consortium of tenderers for the land.23 It was an excellent deal. The 
Australian government had bought the site in 1951 for just A$196,000 
(at 1988 estimates). Even with the excision of land, the remaining site 
was valued at A$500  million, and it was still Australia’s most valuable 
offshore asset.

20	  ‘Dismay in Tokyo over Plan to Sell Australian Embassy Site’, Canberra Times, 8 April 1987, 13.
21	  Keith Scott, ‘Woman in Fight to Save Garden’, Canberra Times, 11 April 1987, 11.
22	  Another part of the deal was that one of the members of the purchasing consortium had also 
agreed to buy an additional 1.5 million tonnes of NSW coal over its normal coal purchases. See 
‘Confidence on Tokyo Package’, Canberra Times, 9 April 1988, 3; Lenore Taylor, ‘Tokyo Land Deal 
Settled’, Canberra Times, 23 April 1988, 3. The final sale price as reported in October 1988 was 
A$607 million, though another A$50–$60 million was gained through the sale of a strip of land 
for road widening to a local city government. See Philip Hobbs, ‘$50m Sale of More Tokyo Land 
Expected’, Canberra Times, 23 October 1988, 2.
23	  The MITA consortium comprised C. Itoh and Co., Takenaka Komuten Co. Ltd, Hazami-Gumi 
Ltd, Pacific Real Estate Co. Ltd, and the Yasuda Trust and Banking Co. Ltd, along with Melbourne 
developers Lustig and Moar. See Andrew Fraser and Andree Coelli, ‘Embassy Sale Nets $640m’, 
Canberra Times, 12 March 1988, 1.
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Conditions on the sale imposed by the Australian government included 
retention of most of the existing gardens that were thick with 400-year-
old trees, and especially the famous historic areas that camouflage 
a cave and  an ancient well some believe was the first bathing place of 
the renowned Heian-period samurai, Watanabe-no-Tsuna (953–1025). 
Suggestions were made that the preserved gardens might be made open to 
the public, but these came to nothing24 and there was a last-ditch effort 
by Mrs Mary Kinney, an American resident of Tokyo, who organised 
a petition to try to save the old mansion-embassy from demolition but 
this too failed.25

The architect of the new Australian embassy in Tokyo was the Melbourne 
and Hong Kong–based practice of DCM, headed by its partners, John 
Denton (1945–), Bill Corker (1945–) and Barrie Marshall (1946–). At the 
time, the firm had designed a series of important urban-based public 
works, including Melbourne’s City Square (1976–79, now demolished), 
additions to the Australian War Memorial in Canberra (1985), the office 
skyscraper at 101 Collins Street, Melbourne (1987–90), and the Australian 
embassy in Beijing, then still under construction and a commission gained 
largely due the expertise demonstrated in their final-placed design for 
Australia’s Parliament House (1979–80) and a recommendation through 
Richard Johnson, then a principal architect within the Commonwealth 
Department of Works.26 An additional attribute possessed by DCM was 
that it was familiar with working in the region and had an office in Hong 
Kong, which made supervision easier and potentially more affordable for 
the government.27

The commission for the Tokyo facility had arisen with some urgency. 
There were mounting concerns over lack of security at the existing facility: 
its openness, while endearing and relaxed for staff and visitors alike, meant 
that people could, quite literally, just walk in off the street. According to 
John Denton, concerns about the typically very high levels of security 
employed at any US embassy—and Tokyo was no exception, given attacks 
on US, Japanese and Canadian embassies by the Japanese Red Army in 

24	  Fraser and Coelli, ‘Embassy Sale Nets $640m’, 1.
25	  Hobbs,‘$50m Sale of More Tokyo Land Expected’, 2.
26	  In 1985, Richard Johnson joined DCM and worked directly on the Australian embassy in 
Beijing. Prior to 1985, his design works in Japan, on behalf of the Commonwealth Department 
of Works, included Australian Pavilions at Expo ’75 at Okinawa and Expo ’85, Tsukuba (both in 
collaboration with Yoshinobu Ashihara).
27	  John Denton, interviewed by Philip Goad, Melbourne, 28 August 2018.
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1986—prompted the client, the Overseas Property Group (OPG) within 
the Australian Government Department of Administrative Services, to 
act quickly and appoint architects directly, bypassing otherwise lengthy 
registrations of interest and interviews to select suitable architects.28 DCM 
was appointed in 1986 and the building was completed by 1990, with 
a construction period of two years, as opposed to the five years it took to 
build the embassy in Beijing. Only one day was lost in the construction 
schedule: a day of mourning to commemorate the passing of Emperor 
Showa (Hirohito) on 7 January 1989.

In the design of an embassy, there is always an inevitable and necessary 
disconnect between the eventual users of the building and the architect. 
The architect does not deal directly with the ambassador or diplomatic 
staff who will be resident on site. The ambassador and diplomatic staff 
are itinerant—invariably short-term tenants liable to move with the 
next posting. Instead, the major client is the agency which represents 
government, in this case the OPG. DCM thus made presentations to 
the OPG, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the more than 
10 government departments that were involved with the embassy’s day-
to-day workings, diplomatic staff representatives, and delegates from the 
Foreign Affairs Women’s Association. As with any diplomatic commission 
for building works, DCM was removed from any negotiations with the 
allocation of named staff within the facility, instead relying largely on 
standardised government space allocations as an overall planning guide. 
As  DCM director John Denton stated clearly, ‘Canberra takes the 
decisions’, an acknowledgement that feedback and evaluation of design is 
negotiated through bureaucratic rather than personal channels.29 At one 
level, this is restrictive in relation to creating a perfect fit with concepts of 
‘home’ and domesticity but at another, it enabled the architects to explore 
more fully issues of representation and national identity on the building’s 
exterior and in the spaces of arrival, reception and ceremony. 

In the late 1980s, DCM, in terms of aesthetics, was interested in the 
postmodern project of the recovery of the city and the recovery of an 
autonomous language that relied increasingly on the abstraction of 
architecture into aesthetically discrete elements. For DCM, this was 
a hybrid interest—which combined the work of Belgian urbanist and 

28	  Ibid.
29	  Ibid.
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architect Rob Krier30 and the formal reveries of American architect John 
Hejduk31—and can be seen in Barrie Marshall’s early conceptual sketches 
for the embassy.32 So DCM’s aim was to search for an appropriate urban 
typology and language of formal abstraction rather than deploy any 
direct representation of obviously ‘Australian’ forms and images, apart 
from obligatory text announcing the building’s name and the Australian 
coat of arms.

Figure 7.6: Preliminary sketch of residential block for Australian 
embassy, Tokyo, c. 1987.
Drawing: Barrie Marshall.
Source: Deyan Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo, Architects Denton Corker Marshall, 
Blueprint Extra 02, (London: Wordsearch Ltd, 1991), no page numbers.

In many respects, then, DCM turned to a language of abstraction and an 
idea of generic urban and building typologies that echoed the contemporary 
ideas of European urbanists Rob Krier and also German urbanist O.M. 
Ungers. Within an urban context of small-scale subdivisions, as a way of 
creating a substantial presence, DCM inserted a large-scale symmetrical 

30	  For an explanation of Rob Krier’s thinking on architecture and urban design, see Rob Krier, 
Urban Space (London: Academy Editions, 1979); Rob Krier, Rob Krier on Architecture (London: 
Academy Press, 1982); and Rob Krier, Elements of Architecture (London: AD Publications, 1983).
31	  For an explanation of John Hejduk’s design approach, see John Hejduk, John Hejduk, 7 Houses 
(New York: Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies, 1979); John Hejduk, Victims (London: 
Architectural Association, 1986); and John Hejduk, John Hejduk: Mask of Medusa—Works 1947–
1983 (New York: Rizzoli International, 1989).
32	  Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo, n.p.
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form based on flanking the chancery with the residential apartments 
and orienting the ambassador’s residence and the recreation block to the 
existing garden behind. A refined language of muted abstraction—metallic 
panels, glass and stone—applied to the building’s exterior became an 
architectural suit and tie with only the Australian coat of arms celebrated, 
held aloft in a three-dimensional gridded metal cage. From the street, the 
new embassy appeared to signal the return of Australia as an international 
citizen, as had been expressed in Washington and Paris, as opposed to the 
good neighbour approach developed at Beijing, Riyadh and Bangkok.

However, at the same time, what distinguished DCM’s design in Tokyo 
was its response to context, movement, landscape and memory. Once 
beyond the front gates, a different form of dialogue—architecturally—
was engaged, one that dealt directly with the site, its context and aspects 
of spatial experience that are typically Japanese. Key is the experience of 
arrival and discovery of the beautiful, preserved gardens beyond. From 
the outset, the building’s symmetrical form and looming grandeur is 
non-Japanese. The idea of axiality is not generally a principle adopted 
in traditional Japanese architecture, even in larger buildings. Here, one 
enters from Mita Avenue on axis, into an open forecourt, then proceeding 
forward—again on axis—underneath a portal-like undercroft and into 
a square courtyard. The feeling is European, rather like entering a palazzo, 
or an echo closer to home, the square courtyard of Roy Grounds’s National 
Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne (before its 2006 refurbishment). Beyond, 
again on axis, is the chancery foyer, which is glazed on either side. Once 
inside, there is a view beyond to the beautiful, asymmetrical profile and 
elegant calm of the historic gardens. The move one has made as a visitor 
has been from public (street and forecourt) to semipublic (central court 
and foyer), and thence to private (foyer and garden), a progression that 
is typically Japanese, but in this case wholly Western in its emphasis 
on axis, a point architect John Denton was careful to emphasise when 
interviewed.33

33	  John Denton, interviewed by Philip Goad, Melbourne, 28  August 2018. See also Veronica 
Pease, ‘Australian Synthesis’, Architectural Review 189, no.  1137 (Nov. 1991): 42–45; Beck and 
Cooper, Denton Corker Marshall, 88–89, 96–107.
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Figure 7.7: Aerial view. Australian embassy, Tokyo, c. 1990.
Architects: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd.
Source: Photograph by John Gollings.

Flanking the chancery are two L-shaped wings, each comprising three 
near-square, planned residential blocks. The addition of these blocks, 
effectively pavilion wings, resembling in many ways a large eighteenth-
century Palladian country seat, had a twofold aim: first, it referenced and 
alluded to the context of the Western-influenced mansions erected nearby 
by the Japanese in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; and 
second, it effectively enlarged the embassy’s visual presence, through each 
block’s repetitive façade, creating the impression of a large and formidable 
institution.34 So in addition to, as John Denton remarks, the embassy 
being ‘another house on the hill’,35 it was also a deliberate and clear 
diplomatic ploy. Australia’s embassy in Tokyo was to state its significant 
presence in no uncertain terms. Its local marking of great scale was to 
reinforce its enhanced presence within the great Asian region.

34	  John Denton, interviewed by Philip Goad, Melbourne, 28 August 2018. This grand pavilion 
planning for an embassy also has a precedent in Tokyo with the construction of the British embassy 
in Chiyoda in 1929 to the designs of Richard Allison, chief architect of the Office of Works, London.
35	  Ibid.
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Figure 7.8: Ground-floor plan. Australian embassy, Tokyo.
Architects: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd.
Source: Sudjic, Australian Embassy Tokyo.

Behind the imposing front façade to Mita Avenue, and at the end of each 
of the L-shaped wings flanking the chancery, were two further elements, 
each offset and individually different in form. As a design tactic, the 
building now became informal and relaxed. This was the ‘garden’ side of 
the ‘palace’, so to speak, where, traditionally in a Western sense, formality 
gave way to informality. To the west was the diplomatic residents’ 
recreation block containing a gymnasium, lap pool and children’s pool, 
and which gave onto a barbecue terrace. While on the east, angled to 
capture and maximise distant views of the garden and an asymmetric view 
of the chancery, was the black South Australian granite–clad ambassador’s 
residence. Viewed from the garden, the embassy now appeared to comprise 
three distinctly different buildings, each scaled harmoniously with the 
mature trees of the garden and complemented further by the placement 
of the reconstructed arched brick porte-cochère of the original Hachisuka 
mansion as a folly fragment in the courtyard between the chancery and 
the ambassador’s residence.
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Figure 7.9: Ambassador’s residence, view from garden. Australian 
embassy, Tokyo, c. 1990.
Architects: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd.
Source: Photograph by John Gollings.

The material choices for the new embassy reflected not only upgraded 
practical requirements but also deliberate aesthetic choices. Special glass 
was specified to deflect bullets and laser eavesdropping. For earthquake 
and fire precaution, the building’s construction was heavier than 
Australian conditions; windows had the Japanese standard ‘red triangles’ 
to indicate where escape ladders might go; and escape stairs were broader 
for emergency egress. But externally and in the main public spaces 
internally, material choices had a more symbolic role.

DCM looked to the way in which the Japanese were building at the time, 
and the enjoyment with which they constructed buildings, large and 
small. While the embassy’s overall substructure is reinforced concrete, the 
exterior of the building is essentially high-precision panellised cladding, 
a technique that was also being explored by the most progressive Japanese 
architects of the time such as Fumihiko Maki, Arata Isozaki and Toyō 
Itō. In this way, DCM’s building could be seen alongside the best of 
contemporary Japanese architecture in terms of construction technique. 
The chancery was thus framed by two thickened blades clad in stainless 
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steel that ran from front to back. From the front, these blades appear 
as two tall silver pylons, which support on angled propped platforms 
two gridded cubes each containing within them a three-dimensional 
cast aluminium Australian coat of arms—a radical proposition which, 
remarkably, went through approval unscathed as a proposition. Between 
the two pylons, each of the chancery windows are shaded and protected 
by angled metal screens painted with a black micaceous iron oxide and 
supported off a slender grid metal frame that sits proud of the building 
face, while at the uppermost level, the windows are shielded by a single 
giant screen that thrusts forward, like a flaring visor. The screens serve 
a practical, protective purpose but in their lightness and semitransparency, 
there seems an echo of the Japanese shōji screen but inverted and 
‘dropped’ outside. The overall composition is neither overtly Japanese 
nor Western but a new contemporary hybrid that seems to echo both 
cultures, an aesthetic exchange that characterised the equally mysterious 
exotic symbolism of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Imperial Hotel (1923) with its 
capped piers, perforated eaves and insistent symmetry.

Figure 7.10: Night view of entry. Australian embassy, Tokyo, c. 1990.
Architects: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd.
Source: Photograph by John Gollings.
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To either side of the chancery, the cladding of the pavilion-like seven-
storey residential blocks is appropriately prosaic. Grey PVF2-coated 
square-panelled and glazed cubes with angle propped balconies in grey 
steel, each topped by a receding two-storey grid crown of white panels and 
glass, and sitting on massive black concrete square columns reinforce the 
tripartite composition (base, middle and top), which reverberates through 
the annals of Western architectural history. Between each cube is a glazed 
stairwell, each with an entry canopy supported by jaunty, differently 
coloured ‘sticks’. The repetitive language of panels, rivets and projecting 
bolt covers is relentlessly consistent. Again, the linguistic echoes are cross-
cultural—is one seeing the tectonic ‘bolts’ of Otto Wagner’s Secessionist 
work in Vienna or Japanese architect Tadao Ando’s trademark concrete 
formwork holes but realised in reverse: as a rigorous aesthetic system for 
applying lightweight cladding?

A radical difference between the Tokyo and Beijing embassies was the 
construction capacity in Japan: it was infinitely superior to China at the 
time. Everything was made to precision: there was virtually no difference 
between shop drawings and constructed artefact. The construction was 
undertaken as a joint venture between the Takenaka Corporation and 
Hazama Corporation and local architectural support was given by Taro 
Ashihara (1950–) of Ashihara International & Associates, the son of 
noted local architect Yoshinobu Ashihara (1918–2003), who had been the 
architect in association with the Commonwealth Department of Works 
for the Australian Pavilion at Expo ’70 in Osaka and who had worked 
closely with Robin Boyd on the exhibit’s installations there.36

Complementing the building was the elegant typography and graphic 
palette developed by Garry Emery of Emery Vincent. This is evident from 
the street: on two black concrete squares that symmetrically flank the front 
gate, the words ‘AUSTRALIAN EMBASSY’ are matched in line, size and 
width by Japanese script. The gesture is at once formal and restrained, 
monumental just as are the shaking of hands and the traditional bow. 
Elsewhere, signage, often on brushed aluminium 3D easels is asymmetrical 
and again, understated and discreet. This restraint, so typically Japanese, 
is part of the overall strategy at the small scale—not to shout ‘Australia’ 

36	  DCM also had full-time staff based in Tokyo during the construction process—notably Frank 
Marioli, who had been initially based in Beijing as project architect to supervise construction of the 
Australian embassy, before moving to Tokyo to take over as DCM’s on-site representative. He is now 
the director of Arkhe Techne Pty Ltd.
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but to ‘speak’ as the Japanese speak, with deference and grace. At the same 
time, the major commissioned artworks37 for the embassy—Japanese-
Australian sculptor Akio Makigawa’s (1948–1999) two garden sculptures, 
‘The Sun’ and ‘The Moon’, two pieces for the central court, and foyer 
sculpture, where a perfect polished form seems to be emerging, birth-like, 
from a  rough rock base—all executed in marble and all located on the 
central axis, suggest an inner, primary, almost visceral energy that lies at 
the heart of Japanese culture.

International commentary described the building as possessing ‘some 
panache’ and Peter Davey, editor of the Architectural Review, may have 
been alluding to DCM’s black-clad ambassador’s residence, when he 
stated, in architectural terms in 1991, that ‘since Perry’s black ships arrived 
in 1853, the cultural interaction between the West and Japan has always 
been enriching to both parties. It has never been more so than now’.38 
Indeed DCM’s shiny black box ambassador’s residence, accessible by a side 
street to the embassy’s east, appears moored to the building’s larger form. 
Like the Portuguese ships that arrived in 1543 and which had their hulls 
painted with black pitch, giving rise to the term ‘black ship’ (kurofune) 
to refer to any arriving Western vessel (especially Commodore Matthew 
Perry’s expeditions of 1852–54, with their black smoking steamers), so too 
here in Tokyo, DCM openly signal Australia’s kurofune—the ambassador’s 
residence—as necessarily a foreign arrival on Japanese soil.

However, not everyone approved of the design. In October 1991, soon 
after staff had moved in, there were reports of complaints by embassy 
people living in the new complex: ‘They all decry the misuse of space, lack 
of storage space, lack of drainage in wet areas, lack of natural light and 
sound intrusion problems.’39

37	  In addition to the five Makigawa sculptures were two naïve paintings depicting the Melbourne 
Cup and surf lifesaving at Bondi Beach (artist unknown and since removed) and a silk artwork in the 
ambassador’s dining room (artist unknown). John Denton, interviewed by Philip Goad, Melbourne, 
28 August 2018.
38	  Peter Davey, ‘Into Japan’, Architectural Review 189, no. 1137 (Nov 1991): 26.
39	  ‘The Australian Embassy, Tokyo. Architect: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd’, Canberra Times, 
23 October 1991, 15. A response to these claims was made in a letter to the editor by Denis Wilson, 
assistant general manager, OPG, ‘Errors of Fact in Article’, Canberra Times, 25 October 1991, 8. Wilson 
admitted to ‘some teething problems with the Tokyo Embassy but no more than usual with a new 
building: The soundproofing inadequacies referred to have been addressed’.
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Figure 7.11: View of foyer sculpture and, outside, ‘The Sun’ and 
‘The Moon’, c. 1990. Australian embassy, Tokyo.
Sculptor: Akio Makigawa.
Source: Photograph by John Gollings.

Figure 7.12: View from the garden door of the ambassador’s residence, 
showing garden, mansion fragment, chancery and sculptures (far left). 
Australian embassy, Tokyo, c. 1990.
Architects: Denton Corker Marshall Pty Ltd.
Source: Photograph by John Gollings.



THE AUSTRALIAN EMBASSY IN TOKYO AND AUSTRALIA–JAPAN RELATIONS

162

The lack of linen cupboards and the complex appearing ‘factory-like’ were 
just some of the complaints. At the same time, it should be noted, none 
of the criticisms were directed at the retention of the garden or at the 
public spaces within the new embassy. As with any new building, teething 
problems were small but significant issues to some, but the overall 
impression was positive and nearly 20 years later, the building—virtually 
unchanged—has proved its resilience.

The success of DCM’s designs for Tokyo and Beijing ensured for the 
firm more design work related to embassies and foreign missions in 
the Asian region, and not just for the Australian government.40 These 
more recent projects, unlike the Tokyo embassy, pursued even greater 
abstraction and addressed substantially increased security as a defining 
and, arguably, limiting design determinant. DCM’s London office, for 
example, completed the British embassy in Manila in 2008 as two giant 
(and mute) grey stone-clad walls surrounded by tall black concrete walls, 
a sort of contemporary linear ‘keep’.41 A similarly recessive language in 
form and layout was repeated in DCM’s latest embassy design for Jakarta 
(2010–16): a hybrid of Beijing and Tokyo—a series of again mute box 
forms for the chancery (but with differentiated material cladding) with the 
ambassador’s residence beside, and beside that again a low-rise complex of 
diplomatic staff quarters with recreational facilities at the site’s perimeter. 
In both cases, the dialogue with the existing site does not, in this author’s 
opinion, resonate with the contextual empathy of the Tokyo commission. 
In Jakarta, for example, the whole complex had to be surrounded by the 
now regular requirement of a three-metre-high impenetrable concrete 
wall. The architecture of the modern embassy has been, one might argue, 
from the position of the city and the street, reduced in its ability to 
‘speak’. With all of these embassies, even those that defer to local context 
as in Tokyo, there is a consistent, one might argue, lack of nationalistic 
expression—a sort of appropriate invisibility, a universalism of diplomacy 
that renders identity appropriately invisible. National pride is put aside. 
Architecture does not have to ‘work’: only the flag, almost always the coat 
of arms, and a program of art that hangs on the walls or adorns the major 

40	  Embassy-related work completed by Denton Corker Marshall since the Australian embassy in 
Tokyo includes the British embassy refurbishment, Budapest, Hungary, 1994–95; British ambassador’s 
residence, Jakarta, Indonesia, 1996; consulate of the People’s Republic of China, Melbourne, Australia, 
2000–02; British embassy, Manila, Philippines, 2004–09; and Australian embassy, Jakarta, Indonesia, 
2009–16.
41	  Richard Vaughan, ‘Denton Corker Marshall’s Embassy in Manila’, Architect’s Journal 228, no. 9 
(11 September 2008): 8–9.
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public spaces are doing the work of direct symbolic representation. These 
are the vicissitudes of architectural diplomacy. In the Australian embassy 
in Tokyo, there is clear evidence that Australia knows how to play this 
necessarily repressed game but with a grace, critique and élan, and a direct 
engagement with the city that may now, with today’s heightened and 
limiting security requirements, be a luxury of the recent past.



This text is taken from The Australian Embassy in Tokyo and Australia–Japan 
Relations, edited by Kate Darian-Smith and David Lowe, published 2023 
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.
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