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following the old stone road:

nihon
by Tomas and Miwako Lipps
Travel seemed a fitting way to reward ourselves for having successfully produced
issue number VIII of STONEXUS. The selected destination was the stony archipelago of Nihon,
or, as we outlanders know it, Japan. There was a purpose beyond the therapeutic effect
of travel and an indulgence in the prospective pleasures of Japanese food and drink:
a brief exploration of the world of Japanese stonework and stone art.
We had learned of the existence of a ‘tribe’ of stone artisans, the Anoh,
the legendary builders of the great stone castle walls of medieval Nihon.
We further learned that there are contemporary practitioners, the last
of the Anoh, near Lake Biwa not far from Kyoto on the central island of
Honshu, on the slopes of the very mountain where the style of masonry
for which the Anoh were famous came into flower five hundred years ago.
To visit with contemporary Anoh stonemason contractors, a father and son,
14th and 15th generation Anoh stonemasons, was in itself enough reason
to make the trip, but not the only reason.
For the past three or four years I have been in communication with
a sculptor, internet ‘prospector’ and friend with whom I’ve shared
interest in and an appreciation for contemporary Japanese stone
sculpture. We ‘discovered’ several artists whose work we
particularly liked and I was even in communication with a
few of these individuals. Although much contemporary
Japanese sculpture is thoroughly modern and bears
no discernible cultural character, there was,
we sensed, something distinctly Japanese
about the work of certain sculptors.
So, to see and to document stone
sculpture in Japan and to discuss it
with Japanese sculptors seemed
another worthy stone
‘track’ to follow.

kyushu/Kumamoto

The extreme ‘stoniness’ of our objectives was,
in the course of our travels, relieved by the pleasures
of social contacts, eating, drinking and bathing, so it seemed
appropriate to lighten this account of those travels in the same way,
by presenting it here as a journal. Hopefully that will make it easier to read
—and more fun to write.
The third of three parts:
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We left stony Shikoku, the smallest of
the four major islands of the Japanese archipelago, and headed west on the midnight
ferry to the port of Beppu on the larger island of Kyushu.
Leaving in the middle of the night
and arriving with the dawn, we felt more
like travelers than tourists, travelers with a
mission. Hustled off the boat by its cleaning staff we drifted through the port area
toward the sleeping city. Beppu, built over
a complex of hot springs, is constantly
wreathed by plumes of steam. In the morning light it looked mysterious. On the boulevard bordering the port we found a taxi,
its driver asleep. Our presence beside his
car was enough to awaken him and, happy
to have business at such an early hour, he

drove us to the railroad station.
A few hours later we were clickedyclacketing toward the interior. Train travel,
particularly the local trains that meander
along the valleys with which Japan is riven,
is one of the pleasures of touring there. Even
so it was frustrating to be whisked through
places graced with interesting stonework
that I would have loved to explore and photograph and I found myself inventing a wide
angle camera lens that could be attached to
a train window.
Our objective in Kumamoto was to
visit and photograph the unusual, for Japan,
arched stone bridges. There were, we knew,
several in the vicinity.
We had learned of these through a
serendipitous occurrence. On our very first

Amidabashi (Amida Bridge) over the Zeniyagawa,
(Zeniya River) Nagasaki, Kyushu—early 1900s

morning in Japan, while eating breakfast
at Miwako’s sister’s home in Tokyo, we happened to watch a television documentary on
the arched stone bridges of Kumamoto.
A few days later, when we mentioned
the bridges during our visit with quarry
owner Hiroshi Kamegawa we learned there
was a historical stone bridge society in Kumamoto—his late father had been an active
member of this group and after a search
through his papers he was able to provide
us with contact information.
We had arranged an appointment with
the director of the stone bridge society at
16:00. Our mid-morning arrival in Kumamoto gave us time to find lodging, grab a
bowl of soba on the street and explore the
Kumamoto Castle.
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below: The need for good building stone exceeded the availability of it and Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines were not
spared in the widespread scavenging that occurred. This block
bearing the emblematic footprints of the Buddha became a
simple unit of masonry. Fortunately it was placed in a wall in
such a way that the carving was protected until it recently came
to light during the restoration.

above: The first of more than 400 steps to the top of the mountain and the foundations of the five-storied castle that towered over it.

azuchi castle
Elegant and formidable, the form of the Japanese castle evolved
in response to sociopolitical and geophysical conditions. Medieval
society on this stony archipelago at the other side of the ocean was
clan-dominated and as fractious and insecure as the terrain was vulnerable to seismic shock.
Due to the danger of destruction by earthquake, buildings, at
least those that housed people, could not be constructed of stone
so somewhat flexible timber-framed structures became the norm.
Stone was used for foundation walls and in such a way as to impart
a degree of flexibility to those structures.
Azuchi-jo (jo, castle) on the shore of Lake Biwa near Kyoto was
revolutionary in design and became the prototype for subsequent
medieval castle construction. Its predecessors were essentially fortresses; castles built after Azuchi-jo were complex, many-tiered and
often opulent, timber-framed structures built at commanding heights
upon platforms created by massive defensive stone ramparts.
Azuchi-jo was constructed at the behest of Nobunaga Oda, a
powerful, resourceful and somewhat flamboyant 16th century warlord whose ambition it was to become the country’s first supreme
ruler. To eliminate what he saw as a rival power in the area Nobunaga attacked Enryaku-ji, a temple complex on neighboring Mt.
Hiei that was home to several thousand militant Buddhist monks.
His army set fire to the mountain, killed everyone they encountered,
men, women and children, and destroyed hundreds of buildings.
The well-built stone walls, though, resisted destruction, something noted by Nobunaga. They had been built by a community of
stonemasons located at the foot of Mt. Hiei known as the Anoh-shu
(shu, people) a subjugated class of artisans that originally came, or
were brought, from Korea. When Nobunaga began construction of
Azuchi castle he recruited the Anoh masons. Begun in 1576, it was
completed in 1579—and destroyed by fire in 1582.
Although its life was brief Azuchi-jo was was a legendary place
in Japanese history (just last year a full-length feature film was produced about Nobunaga and the building of the castle) but the Anoh
stonemasons have been largely forgotten.
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below: A well-fitted boundary wall to the mausoleum near the castle site said to be the
final resting place of Nobunaga Oda. It is also believed that his body was never found.

Despite, or perhaps because of, its legendary status Azuchi-jo
was not, like so many other medieval castles, rebuilt. Restoration
was limited to the essential hardscape: steps, rampart walls, foundations—the basic footprint. Fortunately there were still a few descendents of the original stonemasons living in the area who were
capable of undertaking the restoration of work done by their actual
forebearers—the Awatas. n
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ANOH-shu
On my very first visit to Japan in 1992 I was told of a village
of stonemasons somewhere in the environs of Kyoto. More recently, through persistent inquiry on Miwako’s part we were able
to discover the whereabouts of this place, a town called Sakamoto. It is a suburb of Otsu in Shiga prefecture north of Kyoto beside
Lake Biwa. She learned the name of the one known stonemason
family still in residence there, the Awatas.
Junji Awata and Suminori Awata, father and son, are 14th
and 15th generation stonemasons who specialize in the restoration of medieval castle walls throughout Japan, rebuilding them to
resist seismic shock. They are practitioners of the legendary Anoh
method of stonework and live at the foot of Mt. Hiei near Kyoto
where the Anoh method originated in the 16th century.
The father broke with tradition by going to a university to
study engineering, but after working for some time in that capacity, he returned to the family trade. His son, however. began
working with his grandfather as a boy, leaving junior high school
to do so. Away from the work site Jyunji and Suminori are father
and son, but on the job—because they began their apprenticeships at about the same time—they relate as brother masons.
Awata senior has devoted himself to disseminating information about the Anoh stonework tradition. His engineering training
and experience have merged advantageously with stonemason
savvy. He is the author of a highly regarded book on the history,
principles, and practices of the Anoh method as well as a technical
treatise and he has conducted training programs all over Japan.
The Awatas have been involved in the restoration of more than a
dozen medieval castles throughout Japan as well as modern applications of the Anoh dry stone walling technique known as the
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Anoh-zumi (zumi-method.)
We met with the Awatas and Junji took us on a walking tour of
the town. At the Hiyoshi Taisha shrine our attention was captivated
by three stone bridges over the Omiya river which runs through the
grounds of the shrine. These marvelous post and beam structures
have been designated national treasures.
Hiyoshi Taisha was built in 806. Because of its proximity to
Mt. Hiei it has always been associated with Enryaku-ji. The shrine
was destroyed in 1571 when Nobunaga eliminated the Enryaku-ji
monks, but it was rebuilt soon after.
From Sakamoto we took a local train to Azuchi-jo. Unlike many
other medieval castles, Azuchi-jo has not been restored (though a replica was built elsewhere) but the Awatas were commissioned to rebuild
walls that their ancestors had worked on in the late 16th century.
The Awatas’ response to my suggestion that they come to the
USA and share their techniques with American and Canadian stonemasons was positive and it led to the Japanese Dry Stone Walling
Workshop associated with the Stone Foundation’s annual gathering
in January 2010. In the course of that workshop two major structures were built modeled on Japanese Castle ramparts (see STONEXUS Magazine issue #X). n
below: This bridge was built in 1669. Its post and beam substructure was
recently replaced by the Awatas. Note the joinery resembling skilled wood
framing.
facing page: The other two national treasure bridges and Junji Awata pointing out the slots in a stone carved for the wedges that were used to split it.
bottom of facing page: New work, old way. Recent work by the Awatas in
a park in downtown Sakamoto.
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