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Conveying the Heart and Soul of the Japanese Garden
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Greetings —

Where does the time go? This year Portland’s mild spring is sliding
seamlessly into summer, our busiest season here at the Garden. In
the midst of beloved festivals and annual gatherings, I wanted to
take a moment to share some wisdom from our Garden Curator,
Sadafumi Uchiyama. In the interview below, reprinted from the
International House of Japan’s quarterly magazine, Sada discusses
the universality of Japanese garden philosophy and gives an update
on an exciting effort to return two very special items displaced by
2011’s tsunami. All and all, a fascinating read!

I hope you can take a moment to slow down and enjoy,

Tl

Sadafumi Uchiyama; Garden Curator,
Portland Japanese Garden

Nestled in the green landscape of Oregon is what is said to be the
most authentic Japanese-style garden outside of Japan—the Portland
Japanese Garden, visited by some 300,000 people annually. On a
recent visit to Japan, its curator, Sadafumi
Uchiyama, spoke with us about the changing
history of Japanese gardens in the United
States and their new potential. He also shared
with us another purpose of his visit—the return
to Japan of shrine gates carried across the
Pacific to the shores of Oregon after the 2011
earthquake and tsunami.

I believe the Portland Japanese Garden is
one of the most authentic Japanese gardens
outside Japan.

Opened in 1967, the 5.5 acre site contains five
gardens in distinct styles, including traditional
hiraniwa (flat garden) and Raresansui (sand and stone) gardens.
We host a variety of Japanese cultural events, art exhibitions, and
workshops, and at this point receive nearly 300,000 visitors annually.
I've been curator since 2008, supervising the maintenance of the
garden, training local staff, and conducting educational activities to
promote a better understanding of Japanese gardens and the culture
that inspired them.

How are Japanese gardens seen in the US?
Japanese gardens were first introduced to the US more than 120 years
ago, around the time when the World’s Columbian Exposition was held
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in Chicago in 1893. They were part of a diplomatic effort to introduce
Japanese culture to the American public. The exposition encouraged
a number of wealthy businessmen to build Japanese gardens for their
mansions or estates. Then, after World War II, a number of Japanese
and American cities formed sister-city relationships, and Japanese
gardens were created as a symbol of friendship. Now there are more
than 250 public Japanese gardens in North America, as far as I know.
Maintaining such gardens requires commitment and resources and is
not an easy task. So the fact that Japanese gardens have survived in
such numbers means that they have a special place in American hearts.

Sand and Stone Garden at the Portland Japanese Garden
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Japanese gardens have a variety of types, and the design and
philosophy behind them are quite complex.

Any highly refined art has aspects that are difficult to appreciate, but
I believe that gardens are not as hard to explain as they are made out
to be. Basically, the everyday aesthetic of the Japanese people—caring
for things, keeping things neat and clean—developed through art into
a refined system of values that included ideals such as wabi and sabi
(rustic simplicity) and yugen (the sublime). So it makes sense, when
speaking about gardens, not to launch into a discussion of concepts
like yugen right away, but to start instead at an easier level—the
experience of everyday life.

Of course there are major cultural differences, born out of the experience
of growing up in very different cultural and physical environments. It
is not surprising that for Americans to really appreciate, for example,
ka-cho-fu-getsu [the traditional themes of natural beauty in Japanese
aesthetics] might take several generations. That sounds like a long
time, but I think of Japanese gardens in the perspective of a thousand
years. If you think about it, we pride ourselves in Japan for being the
center of Zen Buddhism and its traditions, but these things came to us
originally from India, then China. It took more than a thousand years
for them to reach their full fruition in Japan. The Japanese garden was
born some 1,200 years ago, and we’ve carefully nurtured it for all these
centuries—but perhaps Japan just happens to be its point of origin,
and it is really destined to be shared with the world as a whole. So it
is important to realize that the Japanese garden is not a garden by and
for Japanese people only, but embodies a universality that transcends
cultural boundaries.
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You mean that we ought to look at culture from a broad
temporal and geographic perspective, and not confine it to a
particular country or period.

Well, certainly when you look at a Japanese garden you think it is
beautiful or interesting. But that’s just the entry point—what you are
feeling deep in your heart is something more essential and universal,
I believe. For example, my wife practices yoga. The point of entry is
different, but ultimately gardens and yoga are headed in the same
direction. And if that is true, then there are probably millions of
people in America and elsewhere headed in that direction as well.
In this sense I see the Japanese garden not as an “object” but as a
spirit, a matter of the heart. People are in their spiritual quest by way
of yoga, or zazen, or perhaps Japanese gardens. What people have
looked for in the Japanese garden may have changed over time, but
there is definitely something about its forms and philosophy that has
continued to be relevant to their life for more than a millennium.

You are involved in training Americans to be professional
Japanese gardeners. How is that process different from what it
might be in Japan?

As gardeners, they are taught the same set of skills that we teach in
Japan. What's difficult to teach is the intangibles, the “heart” part.
Or, call it “fudo,” the cultural environment and the “spirit” of the
Japanese garden. You can export Japanese stone lanterns and rocks
and transfer skills overseas, but you can’t really bring this spirit over
the Pacific Ocean. So to enable these American gardeners to have
similar experience that would take the place of growing up in the
Japanese cultural environment, we encourage them to gain a holistic
experience with Japanese culture and aesthetics—the tea ceremony,
flower arrangement—so they get a feel for its cultural boundaries. It is
also very important to give the students as much verbal explanation
of everything as I can. Teaching by showing examples just doesn’t
work overseas. I learned that in Tanzania and Yemen.

I understand you are now trying to revitalize communication
between Japanese and American garden specialists?

Yes. In the 25 years of my living in the US, I have seen many Japanese
gardens struggling with maintenance and management because
of a lack of skilled professionals. So in 2012 we created the North
American Japanese Garden Association to serve as a major conduit
linking gardening circles in Japan and the US. Now, as the next step,
at the Portland Japanese Garden we are creating the International
Institute for Japanese Garden Arts and Culture to provide a venue for
the comprehensive study of these subjects and to enable people to
use our network of contacts to go to Japan for further study.

One of your reasons for this visit to Japan is the shrine gates
that were swept away by the tsunami following the 2011
earthquake and washed ashore on the Oregon coast.

In March 2013, almost exactly two years after the earthquake, pieces
of two gates from Shinto shrines washed ashore on the Oregon
coast and became local news. When the first one was discovered,
I was actually the one who identified it, from a photo that had been
e-mailed to a friend of mine who happened to be visiting our garden.
He showed it to me and right away I knew it was the lintel (top beam
called “kRasagi”) of a shrine gate, or torii. Then, about a month later,
a farming couple discovered the second piece, also a lintel. The

The first kasagi when it washed up on the Oregon coast in 2013
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husband had studied abroad in Japan and immediately recognized
it was part of a torii. On this particular piece, the portion known as
the gakutsuka survived, where the names of donors are inscribed.
After many conversations in the Japan-related community in Oregon,
the Portland Japanese Garden was asked to help find where it had
come from and, hopefully, to return it to the place and people which
it belonged to.

What kind of clues did you have?

Not much beyond the name of a donor and the year of the building. I
went first to the cities of Rikuzentakata and Kesennuma, where I talked
with some cab drivers and asked passersby for information. Then the
story was picked up by NHK News, and a variety of people offered
help in the search. But we found no clues in the three prefectures of
Iwate, Miyagi, and Fukushima. It was only when the search expanded
to the city of Hachinohe in Aomori Prefecture that we finally connected
with the local fishermen who dedicated the torii.

We learned from one of them, Toshimi Takahashi, that immediately
after the earthquake and tsunami, he had seen it struck by a fishing
boat and washed out to sea. After crossing the Pacific, it arrived two
years later on the shores of America. There must be some sort of
karmic connection at work here. But the scars left in people’s hearts
and minds by the disaster must be deep. So I wanted to sound out
the local people on what they wanted to do. Takahashi-san was
initially very reserved about the idea of returning the gate to Japan,
but after a while he admitted that was what everyone really wanted. In
the US, we’ve already had offers from several international shipping
companies for assistance, and sometime in 2015 we expect to be able
to return both torii to Japan or at least be preparing to do so.

This was all made possible by the people of Oregon who took such
care with these unfamiliar objects from a distant place, and by the
people of Japan who helped to search for the shrine parishioners.
Shrine gates, Japanese gardens—in any case, what is important is the
connection between the hearts and minds of individual people. It is
my hope to continue to be a bridge between Japan and the US, and
foster strong and enduring ties of this kind.

Sadafumi Uchiyama

Born in Fukuoka Prefecture in 1955, Uchiyama grew up in a family
of professional gardeners active since 1909, where from childhood he
received trainingin the craft. After doing developmental assistance work
in Tanzania and Yemen, he went to the United States in 1988, where
he earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees in landscape architecture at
the University of Illinois. Making full use of his experience of gardens in
both Japan and the US, he has involved himself in a wide range of work,
from private gardens to public projects.

Reprinted from the I-House Quarterly, No. 5, 2015 published by the
International House of Japan. Photo: Nobusato Matsuzaki

—HMROTHD»YEH- T DTLLIH.
ARTREMOFI L, DT WRER LAY FHATLE, T
FERlE T & RAET 235, % 7 v —BliEFErbHiEw AETH
SN BHWTE -7z, FAUNRNHKO = 2 — A THRY EiFshnizz
LT, SESERFVFAERIERLHTINELE, L LE
FoEW - BEOSBRTIEFHN AR L, RBICRLESEHR - A
HCTEIRKEBLTEDFHT X EVHENZATT,

ZOB—AN, BEHOEBAHE (il LA) SADEKEIE, K
THTRED 72 DI KPR D > TR SN b DT LT, EIRE
%, S AT BEICIIM Y - o TEL, TSRS TV BT
R TCWEZE S TE, ZRD2HE%, KVEEEZESTT AU BTt
NENWE, XoLMhDiginb-oT-ATTR, LML, BETH-
FEODOEIIREVTT, TTRFEBEOHTF OTEMEFEL D &
ARINFZiiRE Lz, RIZOWTIHE THRME STV @G
SATTN, AFEEH EREVIF-TETUFLVEDZ L, T4
U 1 T3 CITEE O BB RE BRE 2 HIRIE B /) O W LI &% 1T
TRV, 201FEPICIEREN2RZE A TRIET 20, b7ed b
ZORBNBIYL->TNDZ E WL TVET,

TRTUFIRGOBIGEFHNLR-bDERE LTI hizdL I
DONzH, T L THRICHEZE L TINEZARD Nz H—A 52
Wb ZEERTELI LT, BETONAARERTHIL, E
FROIINEANDLODINY, 5% b HAORITHBE R, 20
HEBSAKSBATHELNERSsTET,

WL HXX (Ob%%-37123:4)

19555EG M A= F v, BATRBII O ERE L HDFICAE TN, S
DEHLVBADOFIZEEEZITD, X P=T, A=A TOM%
IR TI98EIZIER L, AV /A KRFET Y RATF—T T —%7
7 MEESBIMEL S AT, B KM ETOERRRZ AL L,
FLEE S B AT 0 Y 2 7 b E TRV B 2 T 5,

PORTLAND

ANESE
ICI}A;%L)RDEN

Phone: (503) 223-1321

Fax: (503) 223-8303

Email: iab@japanesegarden.com
japanesegarden.com



