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INTRODUCTION

Traditional Japanese dwelling houses, as we know them from
those preserved, were formed in feudal society and in accordance
with this fact can be divided into two main groups. A) The group
of dwelling houses of the ruling classes, i.e. residences of the
Imperial family, the family of the military ruler shogun and
other members of the higher and lower nobility. This group of
dwelling houses was architectonically based upon the shinden-
zukurit) and shoin-zukuri?’. B) The group of dwelling houses
of the common subject people, of the inhabitants of both town
and countryside. In Japanese these traditional houses of the com-
mon people are called minka3. There are again two kinds of
minka: the machiya are dwelling houses of the town inhabitants,
such as craftsmen and traders and noka are the houses of far-
mers. There are considerable differences between machiya and
noka, in the construction corresponding with the different fun-
ctional requirements upon the house and in the use of material
(roof covering, for example, were mostly tiles in the town and
in the country thatch]).

The strict and solicitous conservation of social and economic
differences between the ruling and subject classes of Japanese
feudal society seems to indicate that the dividing line between
group A) and B) is absolutely unambiguous. This, however, is not
entirely so. Problems with classifying them arise in some cases
with the houses of the provincial samurai, that is members of the
lower military nobility, who lived in the country and whose
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source of livelihood was agriculture. In times of peace (and from
the beginning of the 17th century peace prevailed for two and
a half centuries) they went only occasionally to town or the
princely seat of their fief, so as to fulfil their duties as vassals
in the form of various services. Otherwise they lived entirely
surrounded by their rural environment, which influenced them
strongly, although they themselves obviously did not work in the
fields. From their peasant surroundings they acquired also the
way of building their houses, at the same time, however, their
dwellings preserved certain features of residences of the nobility:
greater spaciousness, a garden which, in some cases, was even
surrounded by a low stone-wall and so on. A specimen of such
an edifice see on photo No. 1. Equally questionable is, under
what category some roadside inns, honjin?, should be placed.

Another mutual influence between the two groups A) and B)
arose quite consciously in the 16th century when the dwellings
of the common people attracted the attention of the chajin, the
masters of the tea ceremony. Avoidance of all splendour, return
to simple natural beauty, those were the principles of the sur-
roundings in which the tea ceremony should be held. And they
were just the farm houses with their moss-grown beauty and
natural material which became the model for chashitsu archi-
tecture (houses for the tea ceremony). The builders of the
chashitsu were the first to accord aesthetic values to common
people’s dwellings and by the application of these values to
houses of the ruling classes broke through the rigidity and form-
ality of their architecture. In modern times too, mainly from the
2nd decade of this century, interest not only of ethnographers
turned to minka, but also that of architects, who sought in minka
inspiration for their creations.

Minka and particularly farm-houses noka, were always built
of materials most easily accessible. And in the Japanese country-
side this material was timber, straw, bamboo, clay and various
vegetable materials. Naturally the extent to which they were used
changed according to region. On the island of Kytushda bamboo
was used in abundance, in the mountainous regions with the great
wealth of timber, roofs were covered with shingles, in fertile
districts with straw and thatch, in regions where there was a lack
of timber the walls were covered with clay and so on. The sup-
porting construction of the house as well as the truss was, how-
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ever, always made of timber. Pillars and beams were ingeniously
fitted together without the use of a single nail. At the most the
carpenters helped themselves by binding the beams with ropes
from vegetable material. The consequent use of natural materials,
processed by hand and what is more, not dyed in any way, con-
tributed to the perfect harmonizing of Japanese peasant houses
with the surrounding landscape, which they did not disturb but
rather supplemented. Natural conditions were used intentionally,
for some of the supporting main pillars an already standing
rooted dry tree woud be used, some beams or columns would be
left in the natural crooked condition, unworked, so as to give
a natural impression and the surrounding scene with a brook
or wood was set into a garden and so on. The oldest traditional
farm houses preserved are roughly 350 years old and as all
wooden buildings they have had to undergo several reconstruc-
tions and repairs in the humid Japanese climate. The basic pillars
for the construction are, however, still the original ones, as they
cannot be replaced without risk. This fact shows the great ex-
perience and thoroughness with which old Japanese carpenters
chose the material for the skeleton of their building.

The problems of the Japanese traditional minka dwellings
are many and that is why in this article we want to limit our-
selves exclusively to the roofs of noka, the traditional houses
of Japanese peasants.

FUNCTIONAL AND SYMBOLIC CHARACTER OF THE ROOF

The Japanese dwelling house — not only in the countryside
— can generally be characterized as a roof supported by a timber
skeleton, under which the living space changed through sliding
walls, doors, and shutters according to the requirements of the
inhabitants, according to the seasons of the year and according
to the prevailing weather. The house can be entirely closed and
isolated from the environment or, on the contrary, opened wide,
so that the living space becomes an extension of nature surroun-
ding the house. The interior and exterior of the house is not stably
separated as in European houses, only the roof is really stable,
supported by the basic pillars. This conception of the roof as
the basis of the house seems to be testified by the characters
of the term for roof yane (ya — house, ne — root, thus ‘“root,
basis of the house”).
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Most of the traditional Japanese farm houses have very large
roofs, so that from afar only the roof of the house is to be re-
cognized in the landscape. The enormous roof-truss (koyagumi)
sometimes conceals an attic (yaneura) so spacious that it can be
divided into three storeys (see gassho-zukuri houses phot. No. 7).

The large size of the roofs of Japanese peasant houses is
stressed to a great extent by deeply overhanging eaves (noki)
under which there is a space, nokishita (under the eaves), which
is so characteristic of Japanese houses and which is covered and
protected against the elements. This space is generally used as
a veranda (engawa, en) or rather as a gallery (see phot. No. 3).
The verandas are differently constructed in different regions
according to climatic conditions. Some are built so that in times
of bad weather wooden shutters (amado) can be put in, forming
a continuous wall around the house. In this case the veranda
is rather a part of the inner living space. Verandas called nureen
(wet verandas) are however open and protected against rain
and snow only by the eaves of the roof. In this case the nokishita
space is rather part of the exterior. In the prefectures along the
Japan Sea coast, where in winter snow falls are several metres
deep, a porch of stamped earth called tsuchien is built around
the wooden veranda and the sliding wooden shutters amado are
placed only behind its outer circle. In this way the building is
protected against snowstorms and snowdrifts and the tsuchien
enables free movement around it. In this case the eaves are still
much deeper than is usual. Just the space nokishita with the
veranda played the greatest role in connecting the living space
with surrounding nature because it was an extention of the
interior towards outside and, vice versa, an extension of the ex-
terior into the house. In some regions the roofed space around
the house is obtained or enlarged by additional eaves called
hisashi, usually covered by different roofing material (see phot.
No. 1, 14).

The attic (yaneura) was only exceptionally used as living
space. It served (even in large families) mostly only as a storing
space, corn-loft or as a room for breeding silk-worms. Therefore
it usually had only a flooring of roughly hewn boards, not covered
by mats and was dimly lit. From floor to floor one climbed either
by very steep steps, somewhat resembling a ladder or by a tree-
trunk with steps cut into it.
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There are no chimneys on Japanese roofs. There used to be
an open square fireplace irori in the flooring in the centre of the
living room, above which a kettle of water, suspended on a hook
from the ceiling was constantly boiling and in the kitchen
(daidokoro, kamaya, katte) was an open clay stove [(kudo) for
cooking, but the smoke was not directed out. It found its own way
into a smoke-outlet in the ridge or the gable of the roof through
which it escaped (phot. No. 2). The house was, of course, full
of smoke, but this also had its positive effect: beams and pillars
of the house got black, but at the same time they were preserved
by the smoke, so they did not absorb the damp and did not
deteriorate.

The roofs of the traditional Japanese dwellings were, however,
not built only from the functional point of view. The size, quality
and decorativeness of the roof were also symbols of the status
of the family occupying the house. The absolute majority of the
traditional peasant houses which are preserved up to this day
originated at the time of the Tokugawa period (1603 — 1867),
particularly after the Genroku era (1688 — 1703); that is during
a period of perfectly organized feudalism when every class and
every single person had his status in society strictly defined.
The borders between the classes were clear, fluctuation was out
of the question. But also inside the classes there existed a firmly
defined position of the individual with all his rights and obli-
gations, right down to the lowest strata of society. That is why
even in a small community social differences existed between
the wealthy farmer and the tenant, between the farmer holding
a public office (mayor) and the farmer, though of a good family
and owning a certain property but holding no office etc. The
house was the most important symbol of this social status and
just the roof played the greatest role in the symbolism of the
house.

The spaciousness of the building and the length of the ridge
of the roof were decisive, which also had a practical side be-
cause house tax, munebessen or munewakezeni, was paid accord-
ing to the length of the ridge and the number of independent
buildings. The depth of the thatching and the quality of the
covering in general, the height of the floor, the distance between
the pillars of the main construction and, last but not least, the
kind and number of roof-ornaments also played a role. At a glance
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