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Hakodate Hills
Local residents of the hilly Western 
Quarter of Hakodate have worked to 
preserve their precious old buildings. 

16 hether they be grand 
state guest houses or 
remote coastal inns, 

centuries-old wooden shrines 
or ferroconcrete elementary 
schools, Japan’s important 
cultural properties have one 
thing in common: important 
people who care for them. 
In this month’s special feature, 
we visit a few of the hundreds 
of important cultural properties 
in Japan that attract visitors 
from far and wide for reasons as 
diverse as cures for rheumatism 
and anime-inspired cos-play 
photoshoots.
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THE G7 ISE-SHIMA SUMMIT

PRESIDENT OBAMA VISITS HIROSHIMA

The G7 Summit took place on May 26–27 in 
Ise-Shima, Mie Prefecture. This was the first 
time Japan had hosted the G7 Summit since 

the Hokkaido-Toyako Summit in 2008. Chaired by 
Prime Minister Abe, the leaders held discussions  
on the themes of “G7 Values and Solidarity, Global 
Economy,” “Trade,” “Politics and Diplomacy,” 

“Climate Change, Energy,” “Stability and Prosperity 
in Asia” and “Development, Africa.” 

Based on their discussions, the G7 leaders 
announced the G7 Ise-Shima Leaders’ Declaration, 
which includes the G7 Ise-Shima Economic 
Initiative.

On May 27, Barack Obama, President of 
the United States of America, visited 
Hiroshima, becoming the first sitting 

U.S. president to visit the city. President Obama 
was welcomed in the city by Prime Minister Abe 
and together they visited the Hiroshima Peace 
Memorial Museum. After laying wreaths at the 
Cenotaph for the Atomic Bomb Victims, President 
Obama, followed by Prime Minister Abe, delivered a 
statement. Powerful messages on realizing “a world 
free of nuclear weapons” were delivered by the two 
leaders, respectively the leader of the only country 
to have used nuclear weapons and the leader of the 
only country to have ever suffered atomic bombings. 

G7 leaders gather for a commemorative photograph.

Standing alongside U.S. President Obama, Prime Minister Abe delivers 
his message at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial
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LIVING 
HERITAGE

Japanese buildings designated as national treasures and important 
cultural properties are not merely prized relics of the near or distant 
past, they are vulnerable, often organic structures, lovingly maintained 
by skilled craftsmen, custodian managers and ordinary people alike, 
including the visitors who pay for their upkeep.

In this issue we visit a variety of such buildings and look at the 
ways in which the properties have been and continue to be protected, 
preserved, lived in and enjoyed.

Photo: Tadashi Aizawa
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David Atkinson graduated from the 
University of Oxford with a degree 
in Japanese Studies. He worked for 
many years in Japan as an analyst 
at Goldman Sachs. He is the author 
of numerous books, among them 
last year’s bestseller Shin-kanko 
rikkoku ron (New strategies for 
a tourism-oriented country). 
Atkinson is pictured here in 
Konishi’s Tokyo office. Behind him 
is a painting of the kind in which 
Konishi specializes.
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THE ENGLISH RESTORATION DAVID Atkinson is CEO of Konishi 
Decorative Arts and Crafts, a 380-year-old 
Tokyo-based company which restores 

national treasures. When the retired banking 
analyst assumed the role in 2009, Konishi was on 
the verge of bankruptcy. Seven years later, the 
company is in rude financial health and Atkinson 
finds himself serving on a range of government 
committees concerned with boosting tourism. In 
a frank interview, Atkinson explains the nature of 
his company’s work and how Japan might better 
leverage its cultural properties.

What exactly does Konishi do?
We restore mainly the outsides of temples and 
shrines, mostly shrines. We employ sixty-five 
full-time craftsmen and usually have about 
twenty projects running at the same time all over 
the country. Most of our business is with the top 
end of the listed building spectrum, and the vast 
majority of our contracts come via government 
auction. Although the kind of lacquering, painting 
and gilding we do is a very specialized business, 
companies employing only two or three people 
with no experience are also able to bid for these 
contracts and compete mainly on price. When, 
for example, we strip old lacquer from buildings, 
we strip by hand. This involves a time-consuming 
chipping process in which feel is important. If you 
use electric sanders, as one of our competitors 
does, you can take away a millimeter or so of 
wood beneath the lacquer. A building can only 
be restored to the level of the last restoration. 
Thus, what I try to instill in our staff is the need 
to produce their very best work that will set a 
standard for those who come after them.

How do your employees acquire their skills?
For a while Konishi hired people with university 
degrees, but none of those people stayed around 
for very long so I stopped that. Now we generally 
take in 18-year-olds who have no prior knowledge 

and therefore no baggage. They  gain experience 
through spending their whole lives working on 
buildings at the top end of the heritage spectrum. 
Authentic listed buildings are authentic because 
they preserve a now not commonly used 
methodology. If you update the methodology you 
negate the very reason you are doing the work. 
We hear a lot in Japan about the importance 
of passing on skills. It’s easy to say, but what it 
actually means is getting out there and hiring 
young people, giving them jobs and finding them 
work to do. 

You serve on a number of government 
committees…
In an effort to get the government to spend 
more money on cultural heritage, I wrote a 
book on tourism  last year that has become a 
massive bestseller and which resulted in me 
being asked to join a number of government 
committees, the most important of which was 
the [Meeting of the Council for the Development 
of a Tourism Vision to Support the Future of 
Japan]. Heritage is not the only thing that creates 
a tourism strategy, but if you don’t have a tourism 
strategy then it’s relatively difficult to come up 
these days with a good heritage strategy. At too 
many cultural properties in Japan there is no 
explanation, nowhere to sit or eat and drink, 
no related cultural events, no real reasons for 
people to come back. Too many places charge 
low admission fees, reflecting a total lack of 
presentation. This sense of entitlement that 
culture is something that should be paid for 
and not something that owners should work at 
is one of our biggest challenges. This mindset 
will change. If Japan hopes to meet the new 40 
million inbound tourists by 2020 target, there is 
no alternative. 

Inverview by ALEX HENDY
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STATELY ROOMS 
WITH A VIEW

State Guest House Akasaka Palace
The State Guest House Akasaka Palace in Tokyo was 
constructed in 1909 as the Crown Prince’s Palace, 
and sits on a site that is approximately 120,000 
square meters in area. The Palace is of a Neo-
Baroque style, reflecting the architects’ and artisans’ 
concerted efforts to construct a building befitting of 
Japan’s first European-style palace.

“The Palace was built at a time when Japan was 
actively importing Western culture in a bid to join 
the ranks of elite nations,” explains Hideo Yamazaki, 
a former director-general of the State Guest House. 
“I suppose that it was also meant to show that Japan 

possessed the technology and ability to construct 
good Western architecture.” 

The management of the Crown Prince’s Palace 
was transferred from the Imperial Family to the 
government after World War II and the Palace was 
used to house the National Diet Library and other 
public facilities. However, as Japan built closer ties 
with other countries and began to receive dignitaries 
from overseas more often, the Japanese government 
decided to renovate the building and make it a state 
guest house. Renovation work began in 1968 and 
took about five years. The State Guest House in its 
current form was completed in 1974.

Since 1975, it has been made open to the public 
for a very short period during the summer months. 
However, beginning in April 2016, the State Guest 
House has been opened to the public except when 
foreign dignitaries are in residence. 

“The Japanese government is now making 
concrete efforts to bolster tourism and open more 
national facilities to the public,” says Yamazaki. 
“As part of these efforts, the government decided 
to make the State Guest Houses open to the public 

Japan has two state guest houses — one in Tokyo and 
the other in Kyoto — which are used to welcome and 
accommodate dignitaries from overseas. The general 
public, too, can now ask to visit these houses. We 
booked an appointment and took a look around.

OSAMU SAWAJI

1

2
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as much as possible so that people from Japan and 
overseas have a chance to visit them.” 

Currently the front garden, main garden, main 
bulding (the former Crown Prince’s Palace) and the 
Japanese-style Annex (Yushin-tei) are open to the 
public. The State Guest House, which has two stories 
above ground and one below, is made of granite and 
is completely symmetrical. It has a patina-green tile 
roof in the center of which stand two bronze statues 
of samurai warriors. The front garden extends 
between the house and the main gate, where 142 
beautifully pruned pine trees create a distinctly 
Japanese atmosphere. In 2009, the main bulding, 
front gate, fountain in the main garden and other 
features were designated as national treasures.

Four rooms in the main bulding are open to the 
public. The first room visitors enter is the Sairan-
no-Ma, which is named after the gold-colored 
relief of a “ran” phoenix next to the large mirror 
and the marble fireplace. The room is decorated 
in the Empire style, a popular design movement 
which originated in France at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century. The walls and ceiling are 
decorated in gold foil with motifs including weapons 
and armor, musical instruments and the sphinx.

The next room, called the Kacho-no-Ma, features 
thirty-six oil paintings on the ceiling of flowers and 

birds completed by French artists, while on the 
walls hang thirty oval elliptical cloisonné plaques 
depicting plants, flowers, and birds such as ducks, 
woodpeckers, hens and doves. The walls themselves 
are made of wood, lending a relaxed feel to the room 
overall.

The Asahi-no-Ma is characterized by a painting on 
the ceiling depicting a goddess driving a chariot with 
the rising sun behind her. The room is notable for 
its cylindrical columns made of Norwegian marbles, 
while on the floor is a carpet featuring cherry 
blossoms embroidered with the use of forty-seven 
different purple threads. The lions positioned in 
the four corners of the ceiling have been painted to 
create the illusion they are staring down at visitors.

The final room which visitors enter is the 
Hagoromo-no-Ma. On the ceiling in this room is a 
300-square-meter painting of scenes from the noh 
play Hagoromo (Robe of Heaven). The walls are 
decorated with a variety of music-related motifs. 

“While the State Guest House is a European-style 
palace building, Japanese elements have also been 
incorporated in the garden and building design,” 
explains Yamazaki. “This fusion of Western and 
Japanese features really captivates foreign visitors.”

1 The Kacho-no-Ma room is mainly used for official banquets. It can 
seat up to 130 people.

2 The State Guest House viewed from the front gate
3 The three chandeliers which hang from the ceiling of the 

Hagoromo-no-Ma room are the largest in the State Guest House. 
Each weighs 800 kilograms and is made up of 7,000 parts. 

4 A goddess driving a chariot and four staring lion heads are among 
the features of the Asahi-no-Ma room.

I N F O R M A T I O N
Admission to the State Guest House requires advance application 
online. A limited number of admission tickets are also available 
on the day on a first come, first served basis. Advance applications 
can be submitted at: 
http://www8.cao.go.jp/geihinkan/koukai_e.html
The State Guest House is open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Up to 4,000 
visitors per day are allowed to enter. The admission fee is 1,000 
yen for adults and 500 yen for junior high and senior high school 
students. Audio guides in Japanese, English, Chinese, and Korean 
are available for 200 yen.

All photos: Tadashi Aizawa
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Kyoto State Guest House
The Kyoto State Guest House 
opened in 2005 as a facility 
for receiving dignitaries from 
overseas who come to Kyoto, a 
city that symbolizes Japanese 
history and culture. The premises 
cover an area of 20,000 square 
meters in Kyoto Gyoen National 
Garden, where the house of a 
court noble is once said to have 
stood. 

Kyoto State Guest House 
was designed to be “modern 
Japanese,” says Yamazaki. The 
exterior of the building exhibits a 
traditional Japanese architectural 

style, he notes, but is actually 
made from reinforced concrete.

The garden and the building 
have been designed as a 
harmonious whole, and guests can 
enjoy the garden landscape from 
every room of the house.  This 
reflects the philosophy of teioku 
ichinyo that has been handed 
down since ancient times.

The garden is home to a 
variety of trees including pine 
and cherry, and has a large pond 
stocked with about 140 red, gold, 
black and other different colored 
carp. The pebbles on the bed of 

the pond were unearthed during 
the construction of the building, 
while the cylindrical stone in the 
pond is said to have been one 
of the foundation stones of the 
Gojo Bridge that spanned the 
Kamo-gawa river in Kyoto in the 
sixteenth century. The corridor 
bridge over the pond offers a view 
of the garden, and the trees of 
the Kyoto Gyoen National Garden 
serve as shakkei, or borrowed 
landscape. 

The buildings dotted around 
the garden give visitors a taste of 
the history and culture of Kyoto. 

1

1

2 3
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One of them is the Juraku-no-
Ma, which serves as the lobby of 
the guest house. The chairs here 
are made using traditional Kyoto 
joinery techniques, while the seat 
of the vivid red chair in the lobby 
is covered with Nishijin brocade.

The tapestries on the walls 
of the Yubae-no-Ma room have 
been made with the use of the 
tsuzureori technique. Each is 2.3 
meters tall and 8.6 meters wide. 
The tapestry on the east wall 
depicts a scene in which the moon 
illuminates Mt. Hiei, situated just 
to the east of Kyoto. The tapestry 
on the west wall shows the sun 
setting behind Mt. Atago, which 
stands to the west of the city. 

Fuji-no-Ma is the largest 
room in the Kyoto State  

Guest House, and is used as 
the venue for banquets and 
welcome ceremonies. The wall 
is decorated with a tsuzureori 
tapestry featuring welcoming 
wisteria flowers along with 
thirty-nine other plants and 
flowers. Measuring 3.1 meters 
top to bottom and a massive 
16.6 meters across, the fabric 
was produced by around fifteen 
craftsmen who took one year and 
seven months to complete the 
work. The lampshades on the 
ceiling combine a Kyoto joinery 
framework with handmade 
honminoshi paper. 

Kiri-no-Ma is a dining room 
where Japanese food is served. 
The main feature of this room is 
a 12-meter-long low table in the 

center which can accommodate 
up to twenty-four people. The 
table is coated with glossy black 
lacquer of an almost mirror-like 
luster.

All the four rooms mentioned 
above and the garden will be made 
open to the public late in July. 
When the house was opened on 
a trial basis over twelve days in 
the spring, around 21,000 people 
visited.

“Most of the visitors were very 
satisfied,” comments Yamazaki. 
“We hope that many people will 
come to enjoy Kyoto’s traditional 
culture at the Kyoto State Guest 
House.” 

1 At the Kyoto State Guest House, a corridor bridge over the pond connects the eastern and 
western buildings.

2 Chairs and a table topped with a flower basket in the Juraku-no-Ma room
3 The Fuji-no-Ma room has a stage on which Japanese traditional performance arts such as 

noh and Japanese dancing are performed for guests.
4 This tapestry in the Yubae-no-Ma room depicts the sun setting behind Mt. Atago. The light 

blue carpet in the room represents the reflection of the sky on the Kamo-gawa river which 
runs through the city of Kyoto.

5 Hideo Yamazaki, a former director-general of the State Guest House

All photos: Tadashi Aizawa
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CAPITAL 
TASTE

DOTE NO ISEYA
The cooking methods of such representative 
Japanese foods as tempura, soba noodles, sushi and 
unagi (eel) were largely established during the Edo 
period (1603–1867) and are still closely associated 
with the Edo (now Tokyo) capital. It is common even 
today among Japanese people to go to restaurants 
to enjoy these four dishes because their successful 
preparation requires professional skills.

Established in 1889, Dote no Iseya was originally 
a three-story building. The restaurant was leveled in 
the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 and was rebuilt 
as a two story structure in 1927.

The restaurant took a long time off from business 
last year so that its walls could be repainted and 
other improvements made, yet hardly any of the 
regular customers recognized any difference in 
appearance after the work was completed. “Where 
did you repaint?” they asked. 

“It was a major challenge for us to keep the 
refurbishment as subtle as possible,” Kikuo 

Wakabayashi, the fourth-generation owner of Dote 
no Iseya, says with a wry smile.

These days it is hard to find craftsmen who are 
experienced in renovating vintage interior decor 
such as wooden window frames and wood-latticed 
shoji sliding doors. Despite this challenge, the 
restaurant succeeded in keeping its classic ambience 
alive.

The restaurant building stands today just as it did 
almost 100 years ago, but its tempura has undergone 
a few subtle changes. For example, the main 
ingredients used for tempura used to be shrimps and 
conger eels that were freshly caught in Tokyo Bay. 
Vegetables used to be rare ingredients in tempura.

Wakabayashi says, “Eating styles and preferences 
for flavors inevitably come in and go out of fashion 
in response to the changing times. Tempura is no 
exception. When I took over the business as the 
fourth-generation owner, I started using vegetables 
as ingredients because more people are inclined to 
eat vegetables these days.”

Many people line up again today in front of 

Tokyo has an interesting variety of long-standing 
restaurants that remain popular not just for their 
delicious food but for the characterful buildings 
in which the dishes are served. In this article, we 
invite readers to two such iconic restaurants.

MIHO YANAGISAWA

1

2

1
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the restaurant looking forward to experiencing 
authentic tempura and the distinctive atmosphere 
of a restaurant which on the surface at least seems to 
be stuck in a time warp.

KANDA MATSUYA
It is said that there were more than 3,700 soba 
buckwheat noodle restaurants in Edo (now Tokyo) 
during the Edo period. Given that the population of 
Tokyo was around one million at the time, we can 
easily assume that soba was a very popular food 
among ordinary citizens.

Founded in 1884, Kanda Matsuya is a long-
standing traditional Japanese restaurant known to 
every soba lover, and it is crowded with customers 
every day. On New Year’s Eve, for the tradition of 
eating soba noodles called “toshikoshi soba” or year-
crossing noodles, Kanda Matsuya serves as many as 
8,000 plates of soba noodles in a single day.

“I believe that soba is Japan’s representative fast 
food,” says Takayuki Kodaka, the sixth-generation 

restaurant owner. “We do not want to make people 
feel self-conscious about visiting our restaurant 
because of its time-honored status. We wish to 
always cherish an atmosphere that enables anyone 
to feel free to come in, like the soba restaurants did 
during the Edo period.”

Housed in a traditional Japanese wooden two-
story building that was built in 1925 the restaurant 
seats sixty people. During peak times customers will 
usually be asked to share a table with those already 
seated.

In the Kanda area, where the restaurant is located, 
there are still some old restaurants that miraculously 
survived the firebombing of the Second World War. 
People come from far and wide to eat at such places, 
longing for the good old days of Japan.

 “When it comes to renovating the restaurant or 
repairing its furniture, we always make sure that we 
use materials that match the original materials as 
much as we can,” says Kodaka. “We are committed 
to passing down the recipes and the significance of 
this historical landmark to future generations.” 

3 4

1 Dote no Iseya, a tempura restaurant, founded in 1889.  
Business Hours: 11 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. 
Closed on Wednesdays and the fourth Tuesday of the month 
Location: Ten minutes’ walk from Minowa Station on the Tokyo 
Metro Hibiya Line

2 Kikuo Wakabayashi, the fourth-generation owner of Dote no Iseya
3 Fanlights above the doorways at Kanda Matsuya are decorated 

with a pine needle pattern.
4 Takayuki Kodaka, the sixth-generation owner of Kanda Matsuya. 

Business hours: 11 a.m. to 8 p.m. Closed on Sundays 
Location: One minute’s walk from Awaji-cho Station on the Tokyo 
Metro Marunouchi Line

Photos: 1, 2 Tadashi Aizawa; 3, 4 Masatoshi Sakamoto

3 4
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J
apan is blessed with a huge number of hot 
springs — some 27,000 all told — and Japanese 
people have relaxed in their waters since 
ancient times. Many hot spring resorts boast 

histories reaching back over 1,000 years, while there 
are a number of hot-spring inns which have been in 
business for several centuries. 

Shima Onsen in Gunma Prefecture, about three 
hours from Tokyo by car, is one of the oldest hot 
spring resorts in Japan. Many hot-spring inns can be 
found in the area, both deep in the mountains and 
alongside the river which runs through the resort. 
Legend has it that the mountain gods gifted the 
hot spring in the year 989 as a water source with 
the power to heal 40,000 different ailments. The 
“shima” of the resort name means “40,000.”

The Honkan main building of Sekizenkan in the 
heart of Shima Onsen is thought to be Japan’s oldest 
hot-spring inn building. Constructed in 1691, the 
honkan was originally a simple two-story wooden 
building of the sort typical of those promoting hot-
spring cures in the Edo period (1603–1867). The third 
story was only added to the building in 1910. 

In 1936, the Sanso building was constructed on 
the hill immediately behind the main building and 
this represents the cream of the architecture on the 
site today. Sanso is a registered tangible cultural 
property that is widely admired for its architectural 
features, in particular its elaborately decorated 
transom windows. Sanso has accommodated many 
celebrity guests over the years.

The lobby of the main building, with its thick 
beams and polished pillars, wears the same dignified 
appearance today that it has since the Edo period.

“It is our duty to maintain and pass down 
the authentic appearance of these 300-year-old 
features,” says Sekizenkan’s Seiichiro Ochiai. “We 
carefully dust and wipe the facilities clean every 
day, and carry out repairs whenever necessary.”

In 1986, the Kashotei building was constructed on 
the site in the midst of old pine trees and a bamboo 
grove. 

Guests in the Honkan enjoy the traditional, 
modest style of accommodation typical of inns 
offering hot-spring cures in days gone by, with the 
exception that they cannot cook for themselves. 
Typically hot spring cure inns are for long-term 
residents and are self-catering, but because 
Sekizenkan is an important cultural property, 
self-catering is not permitted. Instead, guests at 
Honkan are offered tasty and nutritious box lunches 
featuring vegetables and other local foods. Other 
features of the Honkan remain true to the traditions 
of hot spring cure inn hospitality. Guests are 

Spirited  
  Away at 
Sekizenkan

KYOKO MOTOYOSHI

Sekizenkan in the Gunma Prefecture 
onsen resort town of Shima is thought to 
be Japan’s oldest hot-spring inn. Fans of 
Studio Ghibli’s Spirited Away head there 
to soak up the atmosphere of the inn 
which served as the setting for the classic 
animated feature film.

Feature LIVING HERITAGE
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expected to lay down their own bedding, and they 
share toilet facilities as well as the hot spring baths. 
The freedom to take a bath and throw down a futon 
whenever one likes makes for a uniquely laid back 
experience for the guest.

The fourth building belonging to Sekizenkan 
is Maeshin, which was built in 1930 and is also a 
registered tangible cultural property. The ground 
floor of the building is constructed from ferroconcrete 
while the upper two stories are made of wood. The 
large Genroku no Yu bathhouse on the ground floor 
has arched western-style windows allowing natural 
light to pour in. Unusually the bathhouse has no 

showers or taps. Guests wash themselves using the 
unfiltered and untreated hot spring water which 
gushes continuously through the bathhouse at a rate 
of 900 liters a minute and which collects in five stone 
bathtubs set in the tiled floor. Bathing in the water 
is said to be effective for rheumatism, movement 
disorders and scars, while drinking the hot water is 
believed to be good for diseases of the digestive tract, 
constipation, hives and obesity.

“The interior of the second and third floors, 
which are not open to the public at the moment, are 
said to have inspired the setting of Spirited Away,” 
says Ochiai. “And we often hear from guests that 
the tunnel connecting the main building and Sanso 
reminds them of a scene from the movie.”

Standing on the bridge over the river, the old 
buildings of Sekizenkan seem to spirit the traveler 
away to days of yore, when the view from this point 
was little different from how it appears today. 

1 Genroku no Yu, the large bathhouse at Sekizenkan. The five 
stone-built bathtubs sunk into the tiled floor are filled to the 
brim with continuously flowing and untreated natural hot spring 
water.

2 Sekizenkan in Shima Onsen, Gunma Prefecture. The original 
Honkan main building is on the left; Maeshin is on the right.

3 The thick beams and polished pillars of the main building’s lobby 
remain true to their seventeenth-century origins.

3

2
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A Model School

T
he former building of Toyosato Elementary 
School in the town of Toyosato, Shiga 
Prefecture was built with funding from local 
businessman Tetsujiro Furukawa (1878–

1940) and designed by the American entrepreneur 
and missionary William Merrell Vories (1880–1964). 
Completed on 30 May 1923, the building is made 
of ferroconcrete, which was quite unusual for the 
time, and was said to be “the best elementary school 
in the East” and known as “the white educational 
house” because it had a swimming pool, an 
auditorium and a library as well as central heating 
and first-class educational equipment.

The building fell into disuse when the elementary 
school changed locations and was slated for 
demolition, but as a result of energetic efforts by 
local residents it was eventually preserved. Large-
scale renovation work on the site commenced in 

2008, and today the building houses a municipal 
library, a childcare facility and a senior citizen 
support center.

When the building reopened on 30 May 2009, 
the same date as the building’s initial completion, 
local residents and officials were surprised to see 
many young people they had never seen before 
in attendance. Toyosato is a small town with a 
population of about 7,400 who engage mainly in 
agriculture, and was seldom visited by tourists until 
that time. The youngsters, they soon discovered, 
had flocked to Toyosato on a “pilgrimage” to the 
setting for the popular manga and anime series 
K-On!

On April 9, one month before the reopening of 
the former school building, the first instalment of 
the anime series K-On! was broadcast on TV. Anime 
enthusiasts began to speculate on social media 
that the school building in the series was modeled 
on Toyosato Elementary School, the preservation 
efforts of which had been covered extensively in 
the news. Thereafter, anime enthusiasts not just 
from Japan but from around the world began to 
make pilgrimages to the school. Initially at a loss, 
local residents and the town government warmed 
to the tourism trend and in June, one month after 

When fans of K-On! recognized the former building 
of Toyosato Elementary School as the real-life 
model for the setting of the best-selling manga 
and anime series, pilgrimages to the site quickly 
followed.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA
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the building’s reopening, established the Steering Committee for 
Town Revitalization by K-On!. They opened a café in the old library, 
and in 2011 began to hold the Toyosato Live Concert Contest in the 
auditorium, a music festival for high school student bands. After 
national auditions, five bands are invited to compete in the festival 
with the winner being awarded the Minister of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology Prize.

In 2013, as the school attracted more and more attention as a 
pilgrimage destination, the old building of Toyosato Elementary 
School was designated as a tangible cultural property. 

In November 2014, Toyosato hosted the Nationwide Anime 
Sacred Spot Summit. By then, some 300,000 anime enthusiasts 
had visited Toyosato, and 20,000 people still visit the town every 
year.

“I am excited to see the real school model with my own eyes,” 
said one K-On! enthusiast on the grounds of the old school. “This is 
a perfect spot for shooting cosplay pictures,” said another. 

Special birthday events for anime characters have also been held 
in response to requests from anime enthusiasts, and there are no 
signs of any decline in the old building’s popularity. 

1

1 The restored exterior of the former Toyosato Elementary School retains all of its 
original features.

2 Benches are arranged in a pew-like manner in the renovated auditorium.
3 Manga and anime enthusiasts visit the former school’s grounds to take cosplay 

photographs.
4 The former school’s old library building now serves as a café.

2

3

4

All photos: Courtesy of Toyosato Town
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Hakodate 
Hills

TAKASHI SASAKI

When Hakodate was designated as one of the 
first ports in Japan to open to foreign trade in 
the mid-nineteenth century, many Western-
style buildings were constructed in the town 
in response to new needs. Today the local 
government and citizens work closely together 
to preserve what remains of these historically 
valuable structures.

The Hakodate Orthodox Church 
was Japan’s first Russian Orthodox 

Church when it was built in 1860. 
It was destroyed in the great fire of 

1907 and reconstructed in 1916.

Designed for a 
fishmonger in 
1908, this building 
combining Japanese 
and Western 
architectural styles is 
typical of many that 
were constructed in 
Hakodate at the time. 
The building is now a 
souvenir shop.

Built in 1910, the Old Public 
Hall of Hakodate Ward is 

representative of the early 
Western architectural style 

in Japan. The balcony on 
the second floor affords a 

magnificent view of the port 
of Hakodate.

Reconstructed in 1909 
after the fire of 1907, 

the Kanemori Red 
Brick Warehouse is 

now a shopping mall 
and concert hall. Mt. 

Hakodate is visible in 
the background.

Photo: Takashi Sasaki
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E
very year three million people visit 
Hakodate in Hokkaido, with foreign tourists 
said to account for a rapidly increasing 10% 
of that traffic. Now the journey to this city 

on the northernmost of Japan’s four main islands 
has been made quicker and easier by the opening in 
March of the Hokkaido Shinkansen, a bullet train line 
connecting the main island of Honshu and Hokkaido 
via a submarine tunnel. 

One of Hakodate’s chief attractions is the 
exotic townscape of its hilly quarter, the early 
development of which dates back some 150 years. 
The Edo government, which ruled Japan from the 
early seventeenth century, had severely restricted 
international exchange and trade for more than 200 
years, but shifted its policy in the mid-nineteenth 
century, which is when Hakodate joined the ports 
of Yokohama and Nagasaki in opening to foreign 
trade. Western-style structures such as churches and 
consulates were soon built around the port and at the 
foot of Mt. Hakodate, and these have become popular 
sightseeing spots. 

In addition to such grand structures as the 
Hakodate Orthodox Church (built in 1916), Old Public 
Hall of Hakodate Ward (1910), Old Russian Consulate 
(1908) and Old British Consulate (1913) are houses 
and shops of an architectural style that is peculiar 
to Hakodate. These structures are characterized 
by traditional Japanese features such as latticed 
windows and sliding doors on the ground floor and 
by Western-style clapboard walls and long vertical 
windows on the upper floor.

“Hakodate is a city with many slopes. When you 
look up from the port, the buildings on the slopes 
look good when the conspicuous upper part is in 
a Western style,” says Takeshi Hasebe of the Town 
Development Landscape Section of the Hakodate City 
Government. “This explains their popularity with 
residents at the time they were built. Still today, the 
people of Hakodate revere these buildings as part of a 
unique landscape that developed through interaction 
with foreign cultures long ago.”

Hakodate is surrounded on three sides by the 
sea and is very windy, making fire a serious hazard 

in the days when many of the buildings here were 
constructed from wood. The characteristically wide 
slopes and streets of Hakodate were designed to 
mitigate the risk of major conflagrations following the 
devastating fires of 1878 and 1879. Moreover, many 
early warehouse and other structures in the city, such 
as Higashi Hongan-ji Temple (Hakodate Branch) and 
the Kanemori Red Brick Warehouse (both pictured) 
incorporated disaster damage control measures when 
they were reconstructed after the great fire of 1907.

In more recent times, the biggest risk to the 
old cityscape has been urban redevelopment. Old 
structures began to be demolished in around 1975 
to be replaced by high-rise apartment buildings. In 
1977, when it was announced that the Old Branch 
Office of the Hokkaido Government (1909), a wooden 
structure in the Renaissance style, would be relocated 
to the Historical Village of Hokkaido in Sapporo, local 
citizens launched a campaign to cancel the plan. The 
movement was successful and served to heighten 
awareness in the community of the importance of 
preserving Hakodate’s historic structures.

In 1988, following a survey of residents in the 
hilly quarter, the city government constituted the 
Ordinance for Historic Landscapes in the Western 
Area of Hakodate City, legislation which preserves 
the cityscape as a citizen-shared property to be 
passed down from generation to generation. In the 
same year, the Agency for Cultural Affairs designated 
parts of the same area as an Important Preservation 
District for Groups of Traditional Buildings, further 
protecting the valuable cityscape for Japan.

“To utilize and preserve historic structures, we 
have to tackle many issues, such as the aging of 
buildings and the aging of the local population,” 
says Hasebe. “In response to this difficult situation, 
the city government is carrying out a wide range 
of measures in collaboration with local people, 
including granting subsidies for repairing and 
mending historic structures, and providing matching 
services for young people who want to live or work 
in these buildings. We will continue to preserve the 
historic cityscape of Hakodate in cooperation with 
our fellow residents.” 



Chief Priest Hisao Inaba Photo: Kyoko Motoyoshi
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I
eyasu Tokugawa is the remarkable man who 
ended the Warring States period and ushered 
in the Edo period (1603-1867), a time of peace 
lasting more than 260 years when a wide range 

of cultural traditions were established. 
Ieyasu died in 1616 at the age of 75 leaving a 

will in which he asked to be buried in Kunouzan 
(present-day Shizuoka Prefecture) and, a year 
later, entombed in a “small shrine” in the Nikko 
mountains. In accordance with his father’s wishes, 
the second shogun, Hidetada Tokugawa, built a 
shrine in what is now Tochigi Prefecture in 1617. 
This was the original Nikko Toshogu shrine. In 1636, 
the third shogun, Iemitsu Tokugawa, ordered the 

shrine to be rebuilt and, under the master carpenter 
Munehiro Koura, the present-day complex was 
duly completed. Of the forty buildings in the shrine 
complex, eight have been designated as National 
Treasures and the other thirty-two are Important 
Cultural Properties. 

During the Edo period, Nikko Toshogu was 
an important center for the syncretization of 
Shinto with Buddhism. However, as a result of the 
Ordinance Distinguishing Shinto and Buddhism 
in the Meiji period (1868–1912), the complex was 
separated into the Toshogu shrine, Rinnoji temple 
and Futarasan shrine. 

In 1999, the precincts of the two shrines and 
temple were registered as World Heritage Sites. 
Attracting almost 2 million visitors from home and 
abroad every year, Nikko Toshogu has become one 
of the most popular tourist destinations in Japan. 

More than twenty-one small and large 
restorations of Nikko Toshogu have been carried out 
over the years to preserve its original features. The 
Heisei Renovations, a major project that will last for 
twenty-two years from 2003 to 2024, are presently 
underway.

“Lord Ieyasu established the foundations for 
peace and culture in the Edo period, significantly 
contributing to the development of modern Japan,” 
says Chief Priest Hisao Inaba. “To ensure that the 
authority of Lord Ieyasu, who has become the 
god Tosho Daigongen, will continue to influence 
people in the future, we believe that it is our duty to 
continually restore Nikko Toshogu to maintain the 
dignity of the buildings.”

There are as many as 5,000 reliefs carved into the 
buildings and gates of the shrine complex. Among the 

TRUE 
COLORS

KYOKO MOTOYOSHI

Nikko Toshogu in Tochigi Prefecture is one 
of Japan’s most popular sightseeing spots. 
A UNESCO World Heritage Site, the shrine is 
presently undergoing restoration work that will 
last some twenty-two years and which employs 
materials and techniques true to the time of its 
construction almost 400 years ago.

Feature LIVING HERITAGE
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symbolic carvings are the 714 depictions of animals 
and imaginary beasts including monkeys, giraffes, 
dragons and the elephant-like baku, a supernatural 
creature said to eat nightmares. The baku is also said 
to eat steel and copper, and therefore symbolizes 
a peaceful world without weapons. The famous 
carving of a sleeping cat by Jingoro Hidari is another 
interesting depiction of peace. Although apparently 
fast asleep, the cat also looks ready to leap to the 
protection of his master, Ieyasu.

Restoration of the richly decorated Yomeimon 
Gate, entailing specialized lacquering, painting 
and gilding work, is now almost complete and the 
structure will be returned to its original glory by 
March 2017.  

 “It is a basic policy of the craftsmen carrying 
out the restoration work to adhere as strictly as 
possible not only to the original designs, but also to 
the original materials and construction techniques,” 

says Chief Priest Inaba. “For example, the craftsmen 
use only the highest-quality Japanese lacquer for 
all layers, from the undercoating through to the 
final coating. Local materials are the most suitable 
for the local climate, and we believe that using 
them is conducive to the protection of the very 
essence of these cultural properties. Unfortunately, 
environmental change has depleted the number 
of lacquer trees which used to grow in the Nikko 
mountains. These trees must be protected. To 
protect and pass down the essence of the cultural 
properties through the generations, it is also vital to 
train people in all the traditional construction and 
restoration techniques.” 

1 The Yomeimon Gate of Nikko Toshogu Shrine before restoration
2 A close up of the Yomeimon Gate prior to restoration. The color 

of the artwork has faded.
3 A craftsman works on a Yomeimon Gate carving.
4 The vivid colors of Yomeimon Gate restored

1 2

3 4
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SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGYSeries

QD Laser is a semiconductor laser 
venture that was established 
in 2006. The company name 
“QD” comes from Quantum Dot, 

which is a nanometer-size semiconductor 
particle that was jointly developed by 
Fujitsu and Yasuhiko Arakawa, a professor 
at the University of Tokyo. High-efficiency 
semiconductor lasers, such as the quantum 
dot laser developed by QD Laser, are being 
utilized in a wide variety of fields, including 
optical communications, material processing, 
sensors, measuring devices and displays.

Working together with Professor 
Arakawa, QD Laser has applied all of the 
laser technology it has built up over the 
years to create a product in a completely 
untraditional area: retinal imaging laser 
eyewear  (“laser wear”) — glasses for the 
visually impaired.

“We began developing laser eyewear in 
2012, hoping to create new forms of value 

and markets 
through the 
use of our 
technology,” 
says Mitsuru 

Sugawara, president of QD Laser. “Laser 
eyewear can dramatically improve the 
quality of life of the visually impaired, in 
particular people with low vision.”

Low vision is a condition in which 
eyesight deteriorates because of a disease or 
injury and cannot be adequately corrected 
by glasses. Although some can read when 
using a magnifying glass, low vision is 
considered to be a major handicap in 
everyday life and work. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) defines low vision as a 
visual acuity of less than 0.3 (6/19) but equal 
to or better than 0.05 (6/120) when wearing 
corrective glasses. It is reported that there 
are 1.45 million people in Japan and 2.9 
million people in the United States with low 
vision. Around the world, there are tens of 
millions of people with low vision.

The basic mechanism of laser eyewear 
is as follows: an image is taken with the 
camera attached to the front of the glasses 
and is projected on the retina at the back of 
the eyeball with an ultra-small laser. The 
technology to project a laser on the retina 
was developed in the United States in the 
early 1990s and was commercialized in the 
early 2000s. However, it did not become 
widespread due to the very large size of the 
glasses.

On the other hand, laser eyewear is used 
by connecting a controller weighing 300 
grams to glasses weighing 50 grams with a 
cable. The glasses are nearly the same size 
as commonly used sunglasses. The laser 
technology and optical technique originally 

Laser Specs
Optical device venture QD Laser, Inc. has developed lightweight wearable 
glasses that can return the power of vision to sight-impaired people.

QD Laser President 
Mitsuru Sugawara 
(left) and 
University of Tokyo 
Professor Yasuhiko 
Arakawa

OSAMU SAWAJI

Photo: The Japan Journal 
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developed by QD Laser has made it possible to shrink 
the size and improve the performance. Since laser 
eyewear directly projects an image on the retina 
with a laser, it allows the user to see things without 
depending on the cornea or crystalline lens function 
for focusing which are normally needed to see things. 
This means that even if there is something wrong 
with the crystalline lens or the cornea, it is possible 
to see clear images as long as the user has a normal 
retina and optic nerve. If there is an abnormality 
on a specific part of the retina, such as age-related 
macular degeneration, all that needs to be done is to 
project a laser on the normal part of the retina. The 
laser is weak and does not damage the retina, even 
after directly projecting the images for hours.

Clinical studies are currently underway in Japan 
and Germany, and the efficacy of laser eyewear 
has been demonstrated. For example, in a clinical 
study performed at Essen University Hospital in 
Germany, a young man whose vision in both eyes 
had deteriorated to 0.028 (6/220) as a result of an 
accident put on laser eyewear and experienced a 
dramatic improvement in his vision. Laser eyewear 
brought his vision back to the 0.25 (6/24) level, at 
which reading became possible.

“We have presented laser eyewear at exhibitions 
in Japan, the United States and Europe, where we 
received a great response,” says Sugawara. “We have 

been delighted to hear the joyous feedback from 
people saying that laser eyewear has enabled them 
to see things clearly for the first time in their lives.”

The laser eyewear controller can also be 
connected to other digital devices. When connected 
to a smartphone, the actual images and information 
on the smartphone clearly appear right in front the 
user’s eyes.

Laser eyewear is scheduled to be marketed in 
Japan, Europe and the United States by the end of 
next year as Retissa. The initial price is expected to 
be around 500,000 yen.

QD Laser will continue working to improve laser 
eyewear. The main aspect that needs to be improved 
is its size, and QD Laser will strive to make the 
technology even more compact. The company also 
aims to reduce the electricity consumption from 
the current level of 1,000 mW to 80 mW by 2018. 
If this can be achieved, it will become possible to 
control the device through the glasses alone, without 
needing to connect it to a controller and cable. The 
key here is the laser.

“Advances in lasers will lead to further 
improvements in laser eyewear,” says Sugawara. “In 
the future, we will try to utilize our technology to 
enhance people’s vision in other ways, such as by 
enabling them to see over greater distances or even 
to see things in the dark.” 

A laser is projected on the retina through a Micro Electro 
Mechanical Systems (MEMS) mirror and a curved reflecting 
mirror. Courtesy of QD Laser

11

Eyewear

Control Box

TM

2

The two mirrors are compact enough to be installed inside the 
glasses frame.

RGB Laser Beam

MEMS Mirror

Reflecting
Mirror

Retina Imaging

Eyeball

Viewing angle 
up to 60 degrees

Laser eyewear (Retissa) is used by connecting a controller (300 
grams) to glasses (50 grams) with a cable.  Courtesy of QD Laser
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HOME AWAY FROM HOMESeries

L
OCATED in the small coastal city of 
Uwajima in Ehime Prefecture, Kiya Ryokan 
is an elegant two-story wooden inn, 
founded in 1911, which has accommodated 

influential politicians and great men of letters. 
When the business closed in 1995, the Uwajima City 
Government bought and preserved the building 
before a new company, established by a few dozen 
like-minded people, reopened the inn in April 2012. 
Today the inn is growing in popularity with Japanese 
and foreign tourists alike.

For the inn’s initial renovation, new features were 
introduced to the interior with a view to retaining 
the atmosphere created by the traditional methods 

of construction. Some tatami mats on the second 
floor were replaced with transparent acrylic plates, 
for example, exposing the wooden beams and the 
floor beneath. The inn was designated as a tangible 
cultural property in 2014.

The inn is managed by Bartholomeus Greb. Born 
in Poland and raised in Germany, Greb has developed 
an original management style alongside his wife, 
Chikae, and he has been appointed a Cool Japan 
Ambassador for his work.

“I started to feel attracted by Japanese culture 
when I moved to Freiburg in Germany at the age of 
nine and began to practice karate,” says Greb. As a 
student of Freiburg University, Greb went to Japan to 
study at Ehime University in Matsuyama, the sister 
city of Freiburg, for one year from October 2005. 
This experience boosted his interest in Japan. After 
graduating, Greb moved once again to Matsuyama 
“out of his strong motivation to know more about 
the depth of Japanese culture.” He studied hard 
while teaching English and German, and when the 
Uwajima City Government started advertising for a 

The
People’s
Inn

Bartholomeus Greb

Bartholomeus Greb and his wife Chikae run a 
popular Japanese-style inn on the western coast 
of Shikoku island whose status and activities as a 
registered tangible cultural property are revitalizing 
the local community.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA
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manager for Kiya Ryokan, he applied.
“I thought that the job would set the stage for 

learning deeply,” he says. “When I was asked at 
the interview what I thought the most important 
requirement for working at an inn was, I answered, 
‘Heart.’ The way I serve customers is the same way 
I welcome friends at home. I try to express my 
gratitude as concretely as possible.”

At Kiya Ryokan, a minimum of two and maximum 
ten guests can reserve the entire building. Once 
checked in, guests are free to use the inn in any 
way they like. For example, guests have held a wine 
tasting party and a concert while staying at the inn, 
and an American and Japanese couple even held a 
wedding ceremony at the inn, inviting their family 
from Hawaii.

Greb adds, “In addition to giving guests the 
opportunity to enjoy the unique atmosphere of 
Kiya Ryokan, we inquire about their tastes and 
then introduce tourist spots or shops that might 
appeal to them. More than anything else, we hope 
that guests will enjoy socializing with local people, 
because interesting stories will emerge from such 
communication.”

Greb has discovered and introduced many 
attractive spots that even local people are either not 
familiar with or perhaps know so well that they often 
do not realize their charms. Working in collaboration 
with Uwajima City’s tourism association, he has also 
launched a website called “Uwajima Deep” to help 
introduce the attractions of the city. The number of 
visitors to Kiya Ryokan continues to increase and the 
inn has many repeat guests. Some people even visit 
the city specifically to stay at the inn.

Greb says, “Our local revitalization efforts have to 
make local people happy as well as attract tourists. 
We need a vision for thirty years and beyond. Kiya 
Ryokan is for local citizens; it is a part of the local 
history. I hope that in the future local people will 
keep this inn running themselves. For my part, I 
want to play the role of a bridge-builder between 
Japan and Europe.” 

The external appearance of Kiya Ryokan has remained largely 
unchanged since its construction in 1911.̀

Simply beautiful: The large guest room at Kiya Ryokan

On the inn’s second floor, transparent acrylic panels have 
replaced some of the traditional tatami mats.

All photos: Nobutada Omote
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INNOVATIVE ARTISTSSeries

I
nteractive digital 
artworks produced by 
Japan’s teamLab have been 
capturing the imagination 

of people of all ages around the 
world. The 400-strong team of 
specialists such as programmers, 
engineers, mathematicians, 

architects, designers and 
animators produces beautiful, 
often surprising installations 
that alter the traditional viewer-
artwork relationship, effectively 
transporting viewers into the art 
space itself.

Take “United, Fragmented, 

Beauty, Digitally 
Expanded
Led by Toshiyuki Inoko, the 
creative collective behind 
Japan’s teamLab Inc. are 
inspired by the potential of 
digital media to “expand the 
sphere of artistic beauty.”

Children draw 
sea creatures 

for release into 
teamLab’s “Sketch 

Aquarium.”

A section of teamLab’s interactive “United, Fragmented, 
Repeated and Impermanent World” installation

KYOKO MOTOYOSHI
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Repeated and Impermanent 
World,” an interactive digital work 
in which natural motifs found 
in the work of the Edo-period 
painter Jakuchu Ito (1716-1800) 
are animated and viewed through 
fixed tile “pixels.” The viewer’s 
presence before the artwork 
causes the finely drawn moving 
grid painting to meld with the 
abstract world of square tiles. 
In “Sketch Aquarium,” visitors 
draw colorful sea creatures on 
paper which are then brought 
to life as projections in a virtual 
sea. Approach the screen, and the 
creatures will swim away.

“Digital is ‘a new material,’” 
says Toshiyuki Inoko, who 
established teamLab together 
with five colleagues in 2001. 
“Digital has made the traditional 
parameters defining paintings, 
sculptures and spaces very 
unclear and ambiguous. It has 
expanded the sphere of beauty.”

Works by teamLab have been 
exhibited around the world 
and have even been placed on 
permanent exhibition in such 
places as the ArtScience Museum 
in Singapore from this February. 
Among the celebrated works 
by teamLab is “HARMONY,” 
which was exhibited in the Japan 

Pavilion at Expo Milano 2015, 
helping the Pavilion to win the 
Best Presentation Prize.  In this 
large-scale work, images of a 
rice field – so symbolic of Japan 
– are projected onto horizontal 
screens situated at knee to waist 
height like growing rice plants. 
The interactive projection space 
seems to spread out infinitely in 
all directions. As visitors walk 
among the screens, they feel 
as if they are wading through a 
rice field and become immersed 
in the experience of Japanese 
nature through the changing 
seasons.

The digital artworks of 
teamLab often seem to express 
how Japanese people used to 
view the world through classical 
Japanese art.

“In premodern times, 
Japanese people saw a different 
world from the one we see 
today. I mean, they had a 
quite different sense of spatial 

recognition,” says Inoko. 
“Classical Japanese paintings 
look two-dimensional in the eyes 
of contemporary Japanese, but 
to premodern Japanese those 
paintings expressed a sense of 
spatial recognition different 
from the one based on Western 
scenography.”

Inoko believes that just 
as contemporary Japanese 
people can recognize a three-
dimensional space in a painting 
employing perspective, 
premodern Japanese recognized 
a three-dimensional space in 
Japanese paintings that look two-

dimensional today. teamLab calls 
this space an “ultra-subjective 
space,” and its creators express 
it in the form of digital art that is 
not only experienced freely but 
which also changes as the viewer 
moves. The unique view of the 
world is one more aspect of 
teamLab’s distinctive work and 
wide appeal. 

Toshiyuki Inoko, founder of teamLab

Waist-high in “HARMONY”

All photos: Courtesy of teamLab



Striking 
Gold

T
HE mechanical clank of machinery and 
rapid hammer-like thuds of metal on 
reinforced cardboard fill Tsutomu Yamane’s 
cramped workshop. After every few thumps 

of the haku-daki beating machine, which delivers 
each blow with a force of around one ton, Yamane 
deftly maneuvers the thick wad of papers, plugged 
ears dampening the back-beat to an inner rhythm he 
has rote-learned over thirty-six years. 

As the machine stutters to a halt, Yamane unplugs 
his ears and peels back a page of film-like washi 
paper to reveal the fruit of his endeavors: a fluttering, 
glowing sheet of kinpaku, or gold leaf.

“Since olden times in Japan, gold leaf has been 
seen as a symbol of fortune and power,” says 
Yamane, 54, who began his career as a haku-uchi 
gold-beater straight out of high school. “For me 
making gold leaf requires patience. You have to work 
on it from scratch and to end up with such incredibly 
thin gold leaf gives me a real sense of satisfaction.” 

As Yamane gently blows on a sheet of the leaf in 
order to lift it with a takebashi bamboo chopstick, 
that fragility is evident. At one-ten-thousandth 
of a millimeter (0.0001 mm), the kinpaku that he 
produces at gold and silver leaf specialist Hakuichi 
in Kanazawa, Ishikawa Prefecture, is around 1,000 
times thinner than standard-use paper. Rub it 
between your fingers and it would disintegrate like a 
moth’s wing.

Getting it to that delicate, foil-like form requires a 

Nowhere is the fine art of metal leaf production more 
refined than it is in Kanazawa, Ishikawa Prefecture. 
At Hakuichi, craftsmen use traditional techniques to 
make materials and products that continue to appeal 
to contemporary tastes.

ROB GILHOOLY
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1 Hakuichi craftsman Tsutomu Yamane reveals and holds up a 
0.0001-mm-thick sheet of Kanazawa haku.

2 Andrid Booysen from South Africa decorates chopsticks with 
gold leaf during a class for visitors at Hakuichi.

3 Soft serve ice cream wrapped in Kanazawa gold leaf is served at 
Hakuichi

complex process that dates back centuries.
First, ingots of 24-carat gold along with small 

amounts of silver and bronze are melted at 1,300°C 
and passed through a rolling machine to stretch it 
into belt-like strips. These are cut into 6 cm squares, 
which are then beaten and cut up into quarters a 
further five times before reaching a state from which 
Yamane can work his magic. 

Known as zumi, this leaf, already 0.0003 mm 
in thinness, is just one beating away from fine 
Kanazawa haku — the craftsmen’s shorthand term 
for gold leaf. Yamane says it is almost certainly this 
long accumulation of experience that allows him 
to create a product of such eye-catching beauty. 
And while the shimmering haku will send even the 
coolest customer all agog, Yamane says it is a far 
more humble item in that long learning curve that is 
the true star of the golden show.

“The washi paper, between which the zumi is 
placed, is absolutely crucial to the making of gold 
leaf,” says Yamane, who in 2015 was awarded the title 
of Dento Kogeishi, the highest designation bestowed 
on Japan’s traditional craftsmen. “It is so important, 
in fact, that it determines the quality of the leaf.”

The film-like paper is produced by adding egg 
white, persimmon tanin and other ingredients to the 
conventional washi-manufacturing process to create 
a durable paper that doesn’t break even when beaten. 

Like washi making, gold leaf production has close 
associations with Buddhism and is thought to have 

been introduced to Japan along with Buddhism 
from China around 1,500 years ago. Kanazawa haku 
production, however, is thought to have started in 
1593 by Toshiie Maeda, the first lord of the Kanazawa 
Domain, at the command of daimyo Hideyoshi 
Toyotomi. Maeda was said to be fond of sporting 
suits of armor decorated with gold leaf.

Today, Kanazawa produces around 99 percent 
of all Japan’s gold leaf, and can be found on much 
more than just suits of armor. Among the items 
incorporating gold leaf on display at Hakuichi are 
plates, fans, USB sticks and a range of cosmetics.

In keeping with the long-held belief in its health 
benefits, there are edible products as well. At Kana-
zawa’s Omicho Ichiba Market, you can find sashimi 
sprinkled with gold leaf, and soft serve ice cream 
entirely wrapped in gold leaf.

Hakuichi also gives visitors the opportunity to 
make crafts decorated with gold and silver leaf.

“In my country, people believe where there’s gold, 
there’s hope,” says Mohamed Bailley, 43, from Sierra 
Leone, as he applied leaf to a pair of chopsticks. “It 
signifies wealth and health, like in Japan, so I am 
happy to find this commonality.” 
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Walking with 
Kobo Daishi

T
he euphonious chirping of bush warblers 
rings out from the surrounding forest as 
we admire the weathered carpentry of 
Dainichi-ji, temple No. 4 on Shikoku’s 

88-temple henro pilgrimage. Before long the birdsong 
is joined by the jangle of bells as a group of four 
pilgrims approaches along the cobbled path. Clad in 
the traditional costume of white tunic and conical 
sedge hat, the pilgrims all carry a wooden staff, on 
top of which hangs a sonorous little bell. The staff 
is considered to embody the soul of Kukai, known 
posthumously as Kobo Daishi (774–835), the Shikoku-
born monk who introduced Shingon Buddhism to 
Japan. The bell is designed to prevent the pilgrim’s 
mind from wandering as he or she follows the route 
Kukai took when establishing the faith on this island.

Although the majority of those making the 

1

The island of Shikoku’s historic 88-temple 
pilgrimage is one of the great long-distance hikes 
of modern times.

ALEX HENDY

pilgrimage today are sightseers rather than devotees 
of Shingon Buddhism, all pilgrims nevertheless 
adhere to the rituals particular to the henro, 
including the recital of sutras and the depositing of 
osame-fuda paper name slips. After a brief tour of the 
temple grounds, the pilgrims head back down the 
path and rejoin the henro trail leading to temple No. 
5, Jizo-ji. When they arrive at temple No. 6, Anraku-
ji, at the end of the day, they will have walked 16 
kilometers from their starting point at temple No. 1, 
Ryozen-ji.

Anraku-ji staff member Eishin Sasaki has 
welcomed thousands of weary o-henro-san to the 
temple’s overnight lodgings. Most are senior citizens, 
he says, and to accelerate the completion of the 
1,500-kilometer route, which takes roughly fifty days 
on foot, the majority now travel in tour groups that 
make use of a microbus. Sasaki adds that the number 
of non-Japanese walkers on the trail has increased 
significantly in recent years. 

Pieter Groen (75) is a member of the sixty-strong 
Dutch Henro Club, most of whose members have 
completed one or more circuits of the route. Groen 
completed his first henro in 2012 over four separate 
visits of twelve to eighteen days and is now close to 
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pilgrim carries little more than a change of 
underwear, he says, and walks simply because he 
enjoys doing so.

After dinner we head to the main hall, where the 
softly spoken temple master Shuho Hatakeda leads 
us in selected readings and shares two allegorical 
tales before inviting us into a space that is completely 
unexpected: a narrow cave, candlelit, cut through 
with a shallow and mysteriously luminous blue river. 
In this cave, filled with Buddhist sculptures and 
artwork, we complete our final rituals of the day. 

The temple master calls my attention to a mandala 
depicted on a huge hanging rug and explains its basic 
meanings. 

“You’ll notice the pattern is circular,” he whispers 
in closing, “just like the Shikoku pilgrimage route.” 

1 A small group of traditionally attired pilgrims presses on between 
temples on the island of Shikoku’s 88-temple henro trail.

2 A stone marker on the henro trail thought to have been laid some 
300 years ago by the monk Shinen, who formalized the pilgrimage 
route as we know it today

3 Pilgrims head up the cobbled path to Dainichi-ji
4 A large statue of Kobo Daishi on the grounds of Jizo-ji
5 At Konsen-ji, a temple officer stamps and signs a pilgrim’s scroll.
6 At Anraku-ji, pilgrims gather for the recital of sutras and some 

wise words from temple master Shuho Hatakeda.

finishing a second circuit that will also take in the 
twenty bangai temples and Mount Koya. Groen walks 
the pilgrimage in honour of his mother and his late 
wife, who was born in Shikoku.

“I usually book a hotel for four or five days near 
a train station and go from there,” he says. “I walk 
between 15 and 25 kilometers each day, then head 
back to the hotel on the train. Nothing is more 
relaxing after visiting several temples than sitting 
on the train for an hour or so while drinking a can of 
chuhai and reflecting on the day.”

Groen often receives gifts while walking such as 
candy, fruit or cookies. Sometimes, he says, he is 
even invited into people’s homes for a cup of tea. 
This custom, called o-settai, dates back centuries and 
is still observed despite the ubiquity of convenience 
stores and vending machines.

After a healing hot spring bath, the twenty 
or so pilgrims staying the night at Anraku-ji are 
called to the dining room at 6:00 p.m. sharp and 
enjoy a simple but delicious evening meal. Takeji 
Okamoto (74) sips on a beer and looks back on the 
day’s journey, which began in Nara on the island of 
Honshu that morning. Okamoto is embarking on 
his second henro, this time alone. This experienced 
All photos: Satoshi Tanaka
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ALL PAST ISSUES available online

DOWNLOAD OUR NEW APP 
for iOS, Android and Windows Phone!
www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/app/index.html

PLEASE VISIT  the Government of Japan's official 
English-language website

The official JapanGov website functions as a portal 
for users to access a broad range of information 
from policy-related information to cultural content.

http://www.japan.go.jp/

HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN

Oze National Park
SPOT-CHECK

Located in the mountains about 150 kilometers north of Tokyo, Oze National Park is a popular 
day trip for the capital’s many passionate walkers and nature lovers. 

The large marsh and pond known respectively as Ozegahara and Ozenuma are the Park’s 
biggest draws. The trails here are traversed on elevated wooden boardwalks and the views across 
the water to the mountains beyond are truly spectacular. In July, walkers are briefly treated to the 
sight of yellow alpine lilies in bloom. 

Many walkers will take six to eight hours to complete their chosen trail, then either head back to 
town using a shuttle bus and train, or stay overnight in the wilderness in a mountain hut or inn.

Photo: Masanori Yamanashi/AFLO
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