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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.

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 first of two parts:
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tokyo
Our ‘expedition’ began and ended here. Tokyo has much to
offer the stone-oriented visitor, and nothing is more impressive than
the Imperial Palace, a vast park-like area in the center of the city.
Of several gates into the palace grounds there was one in particular
that I had seen pictures of and wanted to see and to photograph:
Sakurada-mon (mon means gate).
So this was our first objective, but when we arrived it was midafternoon and the particular wall that had fascinated me was in
shadow—it needed to be photographed in morning light. Fortunately I shot it then anyway, because the resolution I made to return
when the light was better was never realized—my last opportunity,
on the morning of our departure three weeks later, was ‘blessed’
with steady rain.
The rest of the day was spent with travel preparations, getting
our rail passes, maps and plotting our itinerary, which would be altered drastically after the meeting we had that evening.
Katsumi Ida is a sculptor and a professor of sculpture at Tokyo
Zokei University on the outskirts of Tokyo. He is also a member of
the Stone Foundation. He would, he said, be happy to meet with us,
and accepted our invitation to dinner at our favorite place in Tokyo,
a popular izakaya in the Hibiya area near the Ginza.
top: Moat-side outer entrance to the castle precincts.
left: Sakurada-mon photographed in less than favorable light.
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Let’s talk about food for a moment:
Anyone who loves good food and drink will
enjoy being in Japan.
Excellent Japanese food is available at a
variety of venues. My favorites are ryokan,
nomiya and izakaya fare (I might also mention the ubiquitous noodle shops and stalls
that provide soba, udon and ramen soups at
reasonable prices).
A ryokan is a hostel that serves a set
menu with a variety of exquisitely prepared,
usually local dishes (we were once served a
soup that contained 11 different kinds of wild
mushrooms from the surrounding mountains!). The most enjoyable ryokans are
those associated with onsen, hot springs.
A nomiya is a small, often very small,
neighborhood bistro, usually run by a cook/
manager (the legendary mama-san and/or
her male counterpart, the taisho) for a regular clientele.
Izakaya are larger establishments that
attract a wider community of habitués, but
the majority of customers are men on their
way home from the office.
The literal meaning of the word izakaya is “sit-down-sake-shop”. They originated in the Edo period (1603-1867) when
sake dealers provided tables and benches
for customers to comfortably sample the
wares. Food that goes well with sake,
sakana, came to be served as well and an
institution was born.
Both nomiya and izakaya have a
communal ambience and an informality
stimulated by alcohol and the release from
work. Sake, biiru and shochu are the drinks
served, although Japanese blended whiskey
is also popular. Sake, of course, is rice wine
and biiru is the Japanese word for beer, and
good beer it is. The four major breweries,
Kirin, Sapporo, Ebisu and Asahi are on a par
with English and German beer and superior
in quality to any American macro-brew.
Sochu is made from potatoes (yams actually) like vodka, but is not as strong. Sochu
is quite nice in the winter with hot water
and an umeboshi or salted plum. (I wish I
had some now.)
The Shin-Hinomoto izakaya is a noisy,
smoky, comfortably shabby establishment
located under the elevated train tracks,
near the Yurakucho station. The ceiling is
low, the whole place quivers when trains
roll overhead and the food is fabulous. Its
existence must have found its way into a
guide book because there were more tourists there than during our previous visits.
Ida-san (san is an honorific, the equivalent of mister, miss or madam) is, it turns
out, an ardent fan of STONEXUS and he
was enthusiastic about the idea of an article in the magazine about the stonework
of Japan. He gave us several publications,
showed us a rare and valuable book titled,
Ishi Gaki (stone walls) and listed and de-

scribed for us places, people and things that
he thought such an article should include.
In addition to adding several significant
X’s to our map, he said he would provide an
introduction to a very good friend of his who
was a ‘gold medal’ stonemason and carver.
In the course of our conversation I
asked Ida-san what it was that gave Japanese stonework and sculpture its particularly Japanese character.
He mentioned the traditional respect
and sensitivity for stone (as exemplified in
the famous stone Zen garden at Ryoanji temple in Kyoto) and the samurai spirit,
characterized by integrity, discipline and
dedication to excellence that marks the
practices of Japanese artists and artisans
working with a variety of materials.
Before parting, Ida-san asked if we would
like to visit him the next day at Tokyo Zokei
University and stay the night at his home
where we could look at some other books that
he was unable to bring with him and continue
our conversation. Yes, we would.
At the university the next day, Ida-san
took us first to the stone sculpture studio,
a barn-like tent structure. Although it was
Sunday, many of the first year students
were finishing up their projects, fashioning a perfect rectangle from a roughly split

out granite block—using only hand tools—
which the students themselves had forged!
For the first time this year, the majority of
the students (and most of those present today) were girls, attentive only to their tasks,
the staccato tapping of dozens of hammers
filling the air.
Ida-san then took us behind the studio
where previous projects ended up. Secondyear students are obliged to carve a life-size
portrait bust from a block of granite (again
only with hand tools, no power tools were
to be used until the third year of their fouryear course). The very best of the heads
will be incorporated in a wall that will be
built; the rest were destined to be thrown
into the ravine.
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amabiki
Atsuo Okamoto is a sculptor whose
work I stumbled across on the internet. We
have been communicating sporadically by
email which may have had something to do
with the instant rapport between us when
he picked us up in Tsukuba City to drive us
to his studio in Amabiki. Mimi had the impression we were old friends.
Amabiki means ‘pulling rain’ and it
was living up to its name that day. Atsuosan and two other sculptors had gotten together to buy a granite monument workshop with an overhead crane and a five foot
diameter radial saw for a shared studio.

He had a few pieces ready for a show
that was about to take place in the Amabiki
area, but they were lying on their sides,
covered with tarps against the weather, and
so could not really be photographed. They
represent a new direction for him and it was
difficult to disguise my preference for his
early work that was more familiar to me.
I did photograph some interesting discards in his ‘bone-yard.’ From his earlier
Crust series, they involved variations on the
Japanese technique of splitting stone, altering the ‘liberated’ segments then reassembling them (see pp 30-34).

above: Senju Kannon Bosatsu, the Thousandarmed Avalokitesvara. She skillfully upholds the
dharma with a (variable) number of hands, each
possessing its own particular implement.
left: Corner of the temple platform retaining wall.
below: Stone bridge over a pond, under a building, leading to an enclosed garden.
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His suggestion that we might enjoy a
visit to nearby Rakuhoji Temple on the slopes
of Mt. Tsukuba seemed a good idea and
fortunately the sky had cleared somewhat
when we arrived there. Rakuhoji Temple is
surrounded with cherry trees. A few weeks
before they were bursting with blossoms; a
few weeks hence a forest of hydrangeas will
be in flower.
We returned to Tsukuba and spent a
few hours in a tea shop there, talking sculpture. Atsuo-san agreed that there is definitely something characteristically Japanese
about the work of many modern Japanese
stone sculptors. He thought that might be
because Japanese sensibility toward the
material realm has to do with spiritual orientation (no pun intended). The Judeo/
Christian religion is hierarchical; God rules
from on high, whereas the people of Japan
are basically animistic in their spirituality. To
them god-head resides everywhere and in
everything, including stone.
Atsuo-san considers stone to be an essence rather than a material.
He also thought there might be something to the idea that Japanese written language might be a factor. The concentration
of meaning coded within the graphic symbols, the kanji or ideograms, relates to the
meaning embodied by the abstract forms
produced by some Japanese stone sculptors. But certainly not all Japanese stone
sculptors; many have adapted international
styles and tropes. Others, taking realistic or
at least recognizable subject matter, seem to
be expressing, albeit on a larger scale, a traditional miniature art form, the netsuke.
left: Pond and waterfall in the temple precincts.
below: Recently done granite paving and an old
wall built in the ‘arrowhead’ or ‘diamond’ style.
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hakone
open air
art museum
After a half-hour ride on a narrow gauge train up the side of a wooded
mountain, visitors are greeted at the train station in Hakone Village
by two representatives of the sculpture park, Young Girl by Motonori
Entsuba an an untitled piece by Nobuyoshi Iwaki.
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This would be my third visit to Hakone
and I was looking forward to seeing some
old ‘friends’ like the bronze Alba and the
lovable stone kirin below by an unknown
artist that is relegated to a remote and seldom- visited corner of the park. The kirin is
a mythological beast, part deer, part dragon,
sometimes with the scales of a fish or crocodile and the tail of an ox. This particular
specimen, shown below, is identified only
by the name of its donor. Its continuing
presence in this collection of more modern
sculpture is either a mark of respect for the
benefactor or because the kirin is considered to bring good fortune.
The park is a spacious and elegant
setting for the sculptures that populate it.
They are situated here and there along the
paths that meander through undulating and
well-tended terrain.
In the photo to the right of the kirin is a
good example of a type of dry stone retaining ‘wall’ popular in Japan. Natural weathered boulders are assembled in stepped,
interlocking tiers. No shaping necessary;

50

stonexus IX

this is a technique that is practical as well as
pleasing to look upon.
Hakone must be the only art museum
in the world that provides a foot bath (below
left and right) for its visitors. The constantly
flowing hot spring water soothes tired feet,
and walking on the basalt pebbles embedded in the floor massages and revives them.
Structural as well as sculptural and one
of the largest pieces in the park, Nagare’s
articulate Impression of Wind, which graces
the cover of this issue, was just as impressive as the first time I laid eyes on it. Shown
here (right) is a view from the other side.
The elegant piece by Shiro Hayami
shown on the opposite page is only about
two feet in diameter but it seems monumental. It is not displayed in the museum
proper, but I happened to notice it through
the window of an administrative office
building, went in and photographed it.
With regard to the question of sculpture having national or cultural character, it
is hard to imagine this being the work of
anyone other than a Japanese artist.

YoNAGO
When Katsumi Ida returned home to
Yonago from the university where he had
been studying sculpture, he sought the
company of local stonemasons and carvers.
One of their number, Tetsurou Tanabe, befriended the young sculptor. When he noticed Ida taking stone from the river to carve
he gave him ‘scraps’ of quarried stone. The
two men became close friends and would
later collaborate on major installations.
“You must meet this man,” Ida-san told us
when we met in Tokyo.
At the age of fifteen, Tanabe began
working with stone. Only four years later
he took the gold medal in the stonemasonry
event at the 1981 International World Skills
Competition held in Atlanta, Georgia. This
is banker masonry, not wall building, and
contestants had three days to carve a complicated form using only hand tools (nowadays power tools are permitted), and were
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judged on the efficiency and precision with
which they performed. He was understandably proud of this honor.
The town of Yonago sees public art as
a cultural asset and has been holding sculptural symposiums, ten of them, since 1988.
A treasury of art has accrued that numbers
nearly 50 major pieces of sculpture sited
through the downtown and along a passageway fronting the river. The symposiums happened every two years (until now,
the last one took place in 2006) and there
was a lot of community participation.
After a long train through marvelous
mountain valleys we arrived late in the day
and were met at the station by Tanabe, his
wife, Yumiko, and Ida’s brother, Yoshiaki.
We were immediately taken to see some of
the sculpture pieces that had been done in
the first few symposiums, and then to supper in one of Yonago’s best restaurants.

Tanabe and I experienced the instant rapport that often occurs between
craftspeople devoted to working with the
same material. He is thoroughly absorbed
in his work and has had the word STONEMASON embroidered above the pocket of
his spiffy coveralls.
The next morning I spent wandering
around the downtown district, discovering
and photographing sculpture while Mimi
rested.
At midday we visited Tanabe’s workshop and took tea there. After lunch at a
countryside noodle restaurant we went to
the Adachi Museum of Art and Gardens.
For the past several years the gardens have
received the highest awards bestowed by
the nation’s foremost journal of Japanese
gardening. This might be why it is one of
the most expensive museums in all of Japan.

above and right:
Tanabe-san loves doing sculptural work and historical
restoration, but his stock-in-trade are garden ornaments
and funerary monuments, a few of the former displayed
in a riverside terrace garden installation (above), the latter
(left) inside his shop. He employs five young masons and
has not suffered as much as many monument carvers in
Japan have—in Amabiki, for instance—from the influx of
cheap carved stone products from China. Fortunately for
Tanabe and others like him there are still Japanese who
esteem traditional Japanese forms made by Japanese artisans and are willing to pay more for them.
below: Tanabe-san’s handy-dandy portable crane captured my attention on our visit to his shop. With its
outriggers deployed and boom extended it must look
even more like a strange insect than it does here.
I want one.
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adachi
MUSEUM
The Adachi Museum of Art is noted
not only for its collection of paintings and
ceramics, but for the beauty of its gardens,
six of them, situated on more than 12 acres
of elegantly crafted terrain.
The museum’s founder, Adachi Zenko,
traveled the length and breadth of Japan in
search of stones and trees of character.
The gardens are picture-perfect, not
only because they are painstakingly maintained; they have been designed to be seen
from within the museum, through windows
that frame views of the garden like beautifully composed, living paintings, pristine
and un-peopled.

62

stonexus IX

Japanese garden designers traditionally
make use of ‘borrowed’ elements (shakkei),
visible features that are located outside the
garden but within view. The mountain in
the photograph above is actually not borrowed, but owned. The owners bought
the entire mountain to ensure that nothing
would ever be built there that would detract
from the aesthetic qualities of the garden.
Tanabe-san was keen for us to visit the
Adachi—because he had been responsible
for much of the distinctive stonework in the
different areas of the garden. The stone
bridge leading to the tea-house sequestered
on what seems to be its own island and the
stone base to the wall in the photos on the
page opposite were his work.

