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The Strength of Circles 
Train station plaza in Japan displays cost benefits of repetitive precast and  
stabilizing strength of circular design 

by Deborah R. Huso 

In the small town of Tenri, Nara, Japan, Tokyo-based 
design office nendo has created a new public space called 
CoFuFun. The client, the city of Tenri, “wanted to 

encourage local community revitalization by providing a 
space for events, tourist information and dissemination, and 
leisure facilities for local residents,” explains Oki Sato, Chief 
Designer and Founder of nendo. 

Noritaka Ishibayashi, nendo Architect, says the budget for 
the plaza was about 1000 million YPY (about 9 million USD). 
Planning for the project began in December 2014, 
construction began in March 2016, and the project was 
completed a year later.

Inspiration from the Countryside
Tenri, which is located an hour south of Kyoto, occupies a 

countryside rife with temples and the sacred tomb mounds, 
believed to be 1600 years old,1 that served as the burying 
places of emperors and empresses. The tomb mounds, known 
as kofun, inspired nendo’s design for the plaza, where 
mound-like discs create a playground, meeting spaces, an 

outdoor stage, a cafe, and retail spaces.
Sato says the plaza’s design is also a manufactured 

representation of the region’s “characteristic geography.” The 
Nara Basin is surrounded entirely by mountains. “We also had 
an idea to make the space accessible from anywhere,” he 
adds. “For this purpose, [we chose] the round shape of the 
kofun...to express the space is open for everybody.”

The plaza’s name not only incorporates the main design 
motif of the kofun but also the colloquial Japanese expression 
fufun, which translates to “happy, unconscious humming.” 
And the atmosphere at the Tenri Station plaza would certainly 
seem to inspire fufun with its playful design. 

Site Incorporates Repetitive Design Elements
The plaza features five discs, placed at four different 

heights, each with concentric stairs that also act as benches 
and amphitheater seating. The varying heights also 
minimize noise transfer among spaces, which may, at one 
and the same time, serve as stages for public concerts or 
lounging areas for reading or studying. The result is an 
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The precast manufacturer used three frames of steel 
formwork to create the discs: one for the floor of Cofun A, 
one for the roof of Cofun C, and one for the column of Cofun 
C. Using those same forms, fabricators also produced floors of 
Cofun A (37 pieces), the roof of Cofun C (36 pieces), and the 
pole of Cofun C, according to Isoda. The same mold was used 
multiple times, ensuring efficient cost performance. 

Sato says, “The individual pieces were installed on 
shoring using bridge building cranes.” The precast elements 
were then post-tensioned using circumferential prestressing 
strand. The design-build team used the resulting circular 
structures to create large spaces without the need for 
columns or beams, as the shapes have inherent stability 
against forces of wind and weather.

“Each part is firmly bonded so as not to be separated,” 
explains Isoda. To join the precast pieces together, the team 
allowed for 25 mm (1 in.) joints between respective parts, 
applied a nonshrink mortar, and then installed the 
circumferential strand. 

Once the precast elements were placed and joined, workers 

ambiguous space that is at once a sculpture and a plaza.
Whereas the ancient kofuns are enveloped by grass and 

shrubs, allowing them to blend into the environment, the 
mounds for CoFuFun were fabricated from precast concrete, 
which gives them a resemblance to flying saucers, particularly 
at night when they are lit up. 

“We thought this was the most cost-conscious and effective 
solution in many ways,” explains Sato, “as precast concrete 
pieces are formed at the factory and then assembled on site. 
The resulting structures are precise, and the same mold can be 
used multiple times, ensuring excellent cost performance.”

The precast manufacturer created the plaza’s round 
structures by casting pieces of precast concrete as giant pizza 
slices. The five discs are each made up of up to 37 different 
pieces (slices). According to Chiaki Isoda, Director, 
Construction Division, at Daiwa House Industry Company, Ltd., 
the largest piece of precast concrete used in the structure was 
the roof for the information center and lounge, Cofun C, which 
was 2240 mm (88 in.) wide and 11,830 mm (466 in.) high with 
a total weight of 17.2 tonnes (19 tons).
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used mortar to patch the lifting inserts, grout tubes for 
post-tensioning cables, rectangular blockouts, and joints 
between each precast unit.

The CoFuFun discs feature a smooth, white, uniform 
surface texture. To achieve this clean look, the precast pieces 
were cast in steel forms. After the formwork was removed, 
workers repaired pinholes with plaster mortar. According to 
Isoda, surfaces were then finished with urethane, dampproof 
paint, a polymer cement dampproof film, and dampproof 
spray paint to make sure the structure was white and uniform 
in color. The polymer cement film is the same kind of finish 
applied to roofs and serves as both protective membrane and 
aesthetic coating. Isoda adds that the city of Tenri will conduct 
preventive maintenance on the surfaces, washing them with a 
pressure washer and reapplying the coating as needed. 

Active Fun
For glimpses of the many activities taking place at Tenri’s 

new plaza, visit http://cofufun.com/event/. 

Project Credits
Daiwa House Industry Company, Ltd., Osaka, Japan, 

organized the construction team. P.S. Mitsubishi Construction 

Company, Ltd., Tokyo, Japan, was the precast manufacturer.
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