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Medieval to Modern: Preserving Japanese Heritage

ince its founding in 1965, World Monuments Fund (WMF) has worked globally with hundreds
S of local partners to develop programs that provide international advocacy, financial support,

and technical assistance to implement solutions to save historic buildings and sites at risk.
This report covers the first 13 years (from 2000 to 2013) of WMF’s work in Japan, highlighting
initiatives that have defined our engagement with the country.

From the 2003 restoration of an eighteenth-century emperor’s private Buddhist chapel once
housed in the Imperial Palace in Kyoto, to the restoration of heritage sites and historic cityscapes
damaged by the March 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake, World Monuments Fund has worked to
bring international attention and resources to the preservation of one of the great traditions in East
Asian architectural heritage. During this time, WMF has supported community efforts to preserve
Kyoto’s vanishing machiya townhouses—whose origins lie in the Edo period (1603-1868)—that
have long defined the city’s historic urban fabric, as well as advocated for the preservation of Tomo
Port Town, a historic fishing village on Japan’s Inland Sea. In 2012, WMF brought attention to
Japan’s modern architectural legacy by recognizing the exemplary restoration of one of the country’s
most important twentieth-century buildings, Hizuchi Elementary School.

Japan, one of the world’s wealthiest and most-developed countries, has a rich and unique
culture. A model global citizen for heritage, the country has a long-admired tradition of generous
public support for preserving cultural heritage both domestically and abroad. Japan has set global
standards for many aspects of conservation science and methodology. Nevertheless, many historic
sites outside the nationally designated canon still depend on local preservation efforts and resources.

WMF’s work in Japan is framed by its responses to requests made by community-based
organizations and government entities for assistance in implementing best practices in the areas of
advocacy, financial support, and greater private-sector cooperation and public/private approaches
to preserving historic sites at risk. WMF has worked with Buddhist abbesses, local machiya
townhouse owners and community groups, and local and national government entities responding
to an unprecedented natural disaster. They are fearless partners and friends in our preservation
work in Japan.

World Monuments Fund Japan projects are supported by the Freeman Foundation, the Robert W.
Wilson Challenge to Conserve Our Heritage, American Express, The Tiffany & Co. Foundation,
Edward and Anne Studzinski, Knoll Inc., and local matching funds. For more information or to make
a contribution, visit wmf.org.



Above left: a restored machiya in Kyoto.
Above: the garden at Hokyoji convent,
Kyoto. Left: a conservator at work on

a Hokyoji convent screen. Cover:
Restoration work on Kamanza-cho

machiya in Kyoto.
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Above: an earthquake-damaged machiya in
Sawara. Right: The 2012 World Monuments
Fund/Knoll Modernism Prize recipient, Hizuchi
Elementary School
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Tomo Port Town (Tomo-no-Ura)

Listing on the World Monuments Watch brought national and international attention that proved
critical to community efforts to preserve this historic fishing port. A WMF grant later restored a historic
townhouse in Tomo, which reopened as a visitor center.

situated on the shores of Japan’s Inland Sea. It was threatened by a large urban development
plan to build a highway across its bay, which would destroy the historic landscape of the
shipping and fishing community lining its shores.

Nestled in a small cove surrounded by verdant mountains, Tomo has been spared of serious
damage from the natural disasters such as typhoons and earthquakes that frequently occur in Japan.
The town retains its narrow, winding streets, closely spaced houses, and serene Shinto shrines and
Buddhist temples. Home to some 7,000 people, Tomo boasts a wealth of Edo-period architecture
few coastal towns can match, retaining its ancient townscape of elegant wooden houses, shops, and
warehouses seldom interrupted by modern or Western-style buildings.

In 1983, plans were drawn up to modernize Tomo’s waterfront with the construction of a
bridge over its inlet to support portions of a new highway. Its landward side would be filled in to
accommodate a suite of parking lots and a park. Numerous delays and a lackluster national economy
stalled but never stopped development plans and it seemed that little could be done to stop the
project. However, in 2000, a group of concerned citizens and preservationists that was originally
formed in 1993, Umi-no-ko, or Children of the Sea, joined forced with urban planning faculty at
Nihon, Tokyo, and Hiroshima universities and nominated the site to the World Monuments Watch.
Responding to Children of the Sea’s application, Tomo was placed on the Watch in 2002 and 2004,
highlighting the threats posed by the highway to the town’s historic and architectural legacy.

Legal battles continued throughout the decade and brought national and international attention,
judicial appeals, and changes in local government. In 2004, WMF made a grant to help restore
and adaptively reuse the historically significant, late Edo-period Uoya-Manzo-Taku, which was the
residence of a local merchant. It was located within Tomo’s ancient harbor district and restored to
house a visitor’s center, museum, and guesthouse and help bring public attention to the historic
qualities of Tomo. This restoration was completed in 2008.

In 2009, after Umi-no-ko submitted over 100,000 signatures against the plan, The Japan
Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (Kokko-sho) halted the development
plan declaring a consensus from the citizens was necessary before proceeding. In October 2009 the
Hiroshima District Court ruled in favor of Children of the Sea. The Prefecture filed an appeal in
November 2009, but the newly elected Governor of the Prefecture withdrew plans to construct a
bridge, closing the 30-year dispute.

I ‘ 1he port town of Tomo-no-Ura, or Tomo, which retains its late Edo-period (c. 1850) harbor, is



Above: A view of the Tomo townscape. Left:

an architectural rendering of the proposed
highway.
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Above: a quiet Tomo side street.
Right: a historic building along Tomo’s main street
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Imperial Buddhist Convents

Direct financial support and matching grants from WMF funded emergency conservation projects,
publications, and a major exhibition in Tokyo that brought these important but overlooked convents and
gardens back into the public eye, helping to build a stronger local constituency for their preservation.

unmarried daughters of emperors and shoguns became abbesses in a network of elite Buddhist

convents. These convents housed important cultural objects of the day—including donations
of entire rooms and buildings from the emperors’ private quarters in the imperial palace—that
were donated by the abbesses’ families. The convents amassed such remarkable collections that
they became known as “nuns’ palaces” Today, 13 imperial Buddhist convents survive (10 in Kyoto,
3 in Nara), dating from the medieval period. Housed in temple-garden complexes of impressive
provenance and beauty, the convents remain historically significant but largely overlooked, and
suffer from neglect, limited resources, and a decline in the practice of monastic life.

In 2003, World Monuments Fund, working with the Institute for Medieval Japanese Studies
at Columbia University as its scholarly partner, completed the restoration of the imperial chapel
(Chokusaku-do) at Hokyoji imperial convent in Kyoto. This richly decorated eighteenth-century
room once served as Emperor Ninko’s private chapel in the imperial palace in Kyoto before being
moved to Hokyoji in 1847, when it was bequeathed by the emperor to his sister, the abbess of
Hokyoji.

WMEF addressed architectural conservation threats at three additional imperial Buddhist
convents: Chuguji convent (Nara) in 2008, which suffered destabilizing structural damage in the
wake of the 1995 Kobe earthquake; Reikanji convent (Kyoto) in 2007, which faced water damage to
the delicately painted paper wall panel paintings in a historically significant pavilion; and Hokkeji
Convent (Nara) in 2006, whose fire protection and under-garden water delivery systems no longer
functioned, threatening the safety of the entire complex.

F rom the thirteenth through the late-nineteenth century, a tradition existed in Japan whereby



Clockwise from top: A Chuguji roof detail,
the Chuguji Royal Reception Suite after
restoration, a restored crane painting in
Hokyoji convent, and the abbess of
Hokkeji convent.
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Left: Hinoshini-sama, abbess of Chuguji Convent, Nara.
Below: altar in the main reception hall at
Hokyoji convent.
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Kyoto Machiya

Inclusion on the World Monuments Watch in 2010 and 2012, financial support and matching
grants for pilot conservation projects, and support of publications and outreach helped restore two
prototypical machiya in Kyoto. These efforts helped to build stronger citywide and national public
awareness and support for the preservation of machiya in Kyoto.

have long defined the historic urban character of the ancient capital of Kyoto. In recent

decades, they have begun to inexorably disappear as a result of rapid urbanization, the
technical difficulty of restoration and maintenance, and government regulations that create burdens
on owning, restoring, and inheriting them.

Machiya are a critical part of Japan’s architectural, aesthetic, and cultural legacy. They
incorporate centuries of Japanese principles of architecture and design, traditional craftsmanship,
materials, functionality, simplicity, nature, landscape, and gardening. The construction of new
machiya employing conventional techniques became difficult after WWII because their traditional
wooden architecture could not meet the new fire and earthquake safety standards adopted in the
Building Standards Act of 1950 that was adopted after WW!II to ensure public safety. Thus, the
only way to sustain and preserve traditional Japanese building crafts is through the restoration of
historic machiya.

Unlike preservation efforts that focus on an individual building or historic site, the Kyoto
Machiya Initiative seeks to preserve a building type. Working with the Kyoto Center for Community
Collaboration (a branch of the Kyoto city government) and the Kyomachiya Council, a local non-
profit organization, WMF successfully completed the first pilot project in 2010 to restore a mid-
sized machiya in Kyoto’s Kamanza-cho neighborhood. It demonstrated how owners of similar mid-
scale buildings could avoid demolition and restore badly altered machiya to their original forms.
The restored building now houses a restoration resource center, benefiting many local machiya
owners. A design guideline booklet was published to help other owners make restoration decisions
about windows, shoji screens, and historically appropriate changes.

In 2012 WMEF completed restoration of Furaibou, a large-scale machiya conservation project
that addressed the challenges of restoring and preserving larger buildings, as well as those facing the
difficulties of elderly ownership. The project also studied how to help families incorporate a public
use to make them financially sustainable: This effort is exemplified by the adaptive use of Furaibou
as Kyomachiya (Kyoto Machiya) Museum.

[ 1 achiya, traditional wooden townhouses that combine commercial and residential uses,



Above: Workers restore the Kamanza-cho
machiya facade. Left: a narrow street common
to machiya neighborhoods.
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Above: the interior of a typical machiya
opens onto a garden. Right: visiting
schoolchildren learn about traditional
construction as the Kamanza-cho machiya
is restored.
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Hizuchi Elementary School, Ehime, Japan

The 2012 World Monuments Fund/Knoll Modernism Prize—awarded to the Architectural Consortium
for Hizuchi Elementary School—recognized the exemplary restoration of an innovative postwar modern
Japanese building and bolstered nascent efforts within Japan to protect its modern architectural heritage.

City on Shikoku Island had been the center of a two-year debate over whether to demolish or
preserve the structure.

The school has been long admired by the Japanese architectural community for its distinctively
functionalist modern design, created by the once little-known but now esteemed Japanese municipal
architect Masatsune Matsumura (1913-1993) and completed between 1956 and 1958.

Hizuchi Elementary School was built to educate the children of local farmers. Its strong modern
character, most notable in its apparent lightness, is achieved through the school’s unusual hybrid
design, which combines steel beams with wood—Japan’s traditional building material. Innovative
window placement allowed natural light into classrooms throughout the day, when post-war
electricity was in short supply. Hizuchi’s rational spatial design took advantage of its dramatic
riverfront site, including a suspended outdoor reading balcony off the school library and a dramatic
floating staircase protruding over the Kiki River.

In 1999, DOCOMOMO Japan identified Hizuchi Elementary School as one of the 20 most
representative modern buildings in Japan. Despite this recognition, the building did not meet
modern seismic protection or child-safety standards. Furthermore, Hizuchi had suffered structural
deterioration and water damage over its 50-year life.

An architectural consortium was established by Yawatahama City to develop a preservation
program that met the parents’ demands for a better, safer, and modern educational facility. Between
2006 and 2009, Hizuchi Elementary School was meticulously restored with highly engaged
community participation. Original elements were re-used wherever possible (459 of 462 original
pillars and over 90 percent of the architectural fittings were restored). Original glass (much of
which had been destroyed in the 2004 typhoon) was replaced with safety glass, and the building
became the first postwar wooden school building in Japan to be seismically retrofitted. A new wing,
the West Building, was constructed to meet modern classroom needs while paying homage to
Matsumura’s original architectural concepts.

F ollowing serious damage from a 2004 typhoon, Hizuchi Elementary School in Yawatahama
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Above: Hizuchi Elementary School
library. Right: entry corridor.
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Earthquake and Tsunami Heritage Sites at Risk

After inclusion on the 2012 World Monuments Watch, WMF worked in cooperation with Japanese
government officials and local NGOs to provide financial support for the emergency stabilization
and repair of historic buildings in Sawara and Kesennuma—two historic towns that were badly
damaged by the March 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake. These sites were relisted on the 2014
World Monuments Watch.

cultural heritage and history that remain deeply woven into the everyday life of the Japanese

people living in eastern Japan. The revitalization of East Japan’s tangible and intangible
cultural heritage of traditions and craftsmanship has and will play a significant role in rebuilding
the traditional life and economic vitality of afflicted communities.

Immediately after the disaster, WMF contacted Japan’s Agency for Cultural Affairs, the Bunka-
cho, and started to develop together a heritage plan for the afflicted areas that could possibly
incorporate both international cooperation and private/public partnership, and launched a plan
to help raise international attention and funds to repair damaged heritage sites. WMF has a long
history of assisting cultural heritage sites damaged by natural disasters since WMF’s establishment
in 1965 when the disastrous floods hit Venice.

T he March 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake damaged, destroyed, and threatened centuries of

SAWARA, a picturesque, historic canal town in Chiba Prefecture about 45 miles east of Tokyo, is
a nationally designated Important Preservation District for Groups of Traditional Buildings. In the
Edo period, Sawara flourished as a major supplier of rice and commodities to present day Tokyo.
Advances in water transportation allowed Sawara, situated on the Tone River, to develop as a center
of transportation, trade, and culture. Known as “Little Edo” for its small district of preserved and
restored traditional residences, merchant shops, and warehouses, the town is renowned for its
biannual Sawara Matsuri, a festival that incorporates floats topped by giant figures representing
mythological Japanese gods and heroes.

There are about 300 traditional machiya in this nationally designated preservation district,
most of which are Edo and Meiji-period merchant houses built along the Ono River and Katori
Street. The 2011 earthquake damaged 116 of these buildings, 99 of which are designated as cultural
properties by the local municipal government, largely in recognition of their historic storefronts.

In 2012-2013, WME is restoring seven machiya—12 structures housing 7 families—that have a
higher prefectural government designation recognizing their historic interiors as well as facades.
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building caused by the 2011 earthquake,

residents participate in 2012 WMF Watch Day,

and the Sawara waterfront in 2008.
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KESENNUMA, a fishing port on the border of Miyagi and Iwate prefectures on Japan’s northeast
coast, was heavily damaged in the earthquake and tsunami that devastated the Tohoku region of
Japan on March 11, 2011. Its port area was virtually wiped out. Dramatic images of enormous fishing
boats swept up and thrown inland by tsunami waves and raging fires erupting from the spilled fuel
of the town’s fishing fleet were some of the mostly widely published photos of the disaster. The
restoration and rebuilding of Kesennuma became a high priority at the local and national levels
due to the severity and dramatic nature of the disaster, which hit the Miyagi Prefecture with more
force than any other area. The 10,838 casualties in Miyagi Prefecture accounted for 58% of the total
18,550 dead or missing in the disaster.

Kesennuma is located at the eastern end of what is known in Japan as the Golden Trail, a string
of gold-mining towns that flourished during the twelfth century with Ichinoseki and Hiraizumi
at its western end. Kesennuma prospered as a shukuba machi, or a post station town, along the
Kesennuma-Kaido and Higashihama-Kaido Routes during the Edo period. In the Meiji period
(beginning in 1868), the area developed as a tonya-gai, or wholesale district. Sake and fishing were
the economic mainstays. In 1929, a fire known as the Great Fire of Kesennuma nearly destroyed the
entire city. The March 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami is seen as the second great
disaster for Kesennuma, on par with the Great Fire.

Modern Kesennuma is among the top fishing towns in Japan, with daily catches finding their
way to the famed Tsukiji fish market in Tokyo. Until recently, the city was Japan’s busiest port
for processing bonito and swordfish. Before the 3.11 disaster, fishing and associated industries
accounted for 85% of jobs in the town.

The port, a protected cove surrounded by mountains, has a long-admired beauty. The tsunami
that swept into Kesennuma in 2011 flooded the central harbor section of the city, rising to second-
floor levels before sweeping back to sea. From a population of roughly 74,000, approximately 1,400
perished. Roughly 14,000 homes were either severely damaged or totally destroyed including many
historic buildings.

In 2013, WMF, with our local partners, is supporting the emergency intervention and restoration
of six of the most historic merchant buildings that survived the tsunami: Otokoyama, Kakuboshi,
Takeyama, Onoken, Chida House, and Sanjido. The goal is to ensure the immediate safety of
these buildings. Five of the six buildings are National Registered Cultural Properties (the national
designation of Chida House is pending) and, prior to March 11, 2011, had all been owned and
operated by the same families since their original construction.

Shipped tossed ashore in Kesennuma by the 2011
earthquake and tsunami.
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Sawara’s annual matsuri (festival)
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Kakubashi before and after
the earthquake and tsunami.
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Otokoyama before and after.
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World Monuments Fund

World Monuments Fund is the leading independent
organization devoted to saving the world’s most
treasured places. Since 1965, working in more than
100 countries, its highly skilled experts have applied
effective techniques to preserve nearly 600 import-
ant architectural and cultural heritage sites around
the globe. Through partnerships with local commu-
nities, funders, and governments, WMF inspires
an enduring commitment to stewardship for future
generations. Headquartered in New York, WMF
has offices and affiliates worldwide.
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