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Cultural significance of "Tokonoma "

A unique Japanese room with current changing values
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Abstract

Tokonoma first appeared in the late elite warrior-centered period (Muromachi
period, 12 century), it is a built-in space which items for artistic appreciation are displayed.
The area is assigned for receiving of elders and honorable guests who have higher status
than the hosts. The architecture is originally inspired by the governance of the imperial
power, Tokonoma’s role is considered more than a reception area and decorated space. It
is a symbol determining the level of formality for the position, power and dignity of the
guests as well as symbol to indicate the highly focal part of Jopanese home. In addition, the
important role of the chamber is involved with the etiquette in seating guests; the nearest
seat to Tokonoma is preserved for the most senior whereas the least senior is seated away
from the displayed alcove. This practice is a part contributed to a culture of the elder respect
in Japan. Afterward, the Western culture has more influence in its domestic political and
social reformation. In Meiji period, Tokonoma was obviously found in Japanese-style home
in general. It was regarded as sacred place with strictly forbidden. Children are not allowed
to play in the Tokonoma room, or even adults would not sleep or do daily activities in
Tokonoma area as well.

But after the World War It under the current economic and social conditions,
Tokonoma began to run down its significance. However, Tokonoma was considered as
unnecessary interior decoration because of space consuming, it will be available entirely for
a wide space area only. At present, Japanese teenagers rather recognized Tokonoma as a
simply part of Japanese-style room. The missing of Tokonoma from the house is viewed as
the lack of implication introducing children the concept of ancestor respect which is also the

uniqueness of Japanese culture.

Keywords: Tokonoma, Residential architecture, Japanese style room, Respect for seniors,

Changing value
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