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The study tour was organized by Professor Susanna Siu and assisted by Joanna Yiu. 
Material related to the tour was distributed before our departure from Hong Kong. 
Through visiting Japan’s historical monuments and in particular to conservation site 
under restoration, I have a better understanding about the concepts of documents like 
Venice Charter, Burra Charter and the Nara documents and Japanese philosophy on 
conservation. Field trip indeed is more helpful to understand the concepts written on 
papers. Interaction and discussions among members also enhance our understanding 
on the subject. 
 
The tour can be roughly divided into 3 sections. The first one is visits to historical 
monuments like Chion-In Temple, Yasaka Shrine, Sannensaka, Kiyomizu Temple, 
Kinkakuji Temple, Ryoanji Temple, Horyuji Temple, Yakushiji Temple and Kenchoji 
Temple. Through observation, I have a more understanding of Japanese conservation 
in general. The second section is visits to sites under restoration being specially 
arranged by Professor and her Japanese counterpart. The final one is the visit of a 
town called Sawara, through which we saw the conservation of a whole district as 
well as intangible like traditional festival. All these sections are interlocking and my 
report in brief will put them one by one while ideas intertwined. 
 
Visit to Historical monuments 
One special characteristics of Japanese traditional building is that they are mainly 
wood structure. Thus, special measures were under taken to preserve wood . In 
Chion-In Temple, we saw the needles put below the roof and also wire bar to prevent 
birds staying there. 

In some of the restoration sites, the 
engineer explained when they replaced 
the old wood with the new one, 
replacement were soaked with chemicals 
in order to prevent insects and decay. For 
those old wood that can still be used, 
were preserved by chemicals painted on 
top. 
 

needle and wire bar to prevent birds. 



 
Another very important point 
concerned with wood structure is 
that they are easily destroyed by 
fire. Many of the old temples and 
shrines in Japan were destroyed 
by fire and the present one is a 
rebuilt. One of the most famous 
one is Rokuonji at Kyoto, 
commonly known as Kinkakuji. 
It was first built in 1397 as a 
retirement villa for Ahsikaga Yoshimitsu Shogun and after his death, it became a 
Buddhist shrine . In 1950, a priest set fire and destroyed the whole building. It was 
reconstructed five years later. In 1994, it was inscribed as a World Cultural Heritage.  

Kinkakuji with dazzling gold leaves. 

 
It was highly disputable whether a rebuilt can be inscribed as a World Cultural 
Heritage. The rebuilt Kinkakuji is not the same as the one before fire. For older 
generation, the leaves on Kinkakuji they saw before fire was faded metal look not 
gold. The original form when it was first built was believed with gold leaves but after 
ages color faded. In 1987, the leaves are recovered to the original dazzling golden 
color.  
 
Article II of the Venice Charter emphasize authenticity and it is arguable if such a 
rebuilt conform to this principle. On the other hand, from the World Heritage 
Convention explicit the evaluation of authenticity “ does not limit consideration to 
original form and structure but include all subsequent modifications and additions 
over the course of time, which themselves posses artistic or historic value.” The 
reconstruction inevitably lost some of the original features and added some new 
values. When we visited the place, we can feel the preservation of the environment, 
the atmosphere and tranquility. Kinkakuji is the symbol of Kitayama culture, a 
reminder of Mishima Yukio who wrote the famous novel “Kinkakuji” and committed 
suicide by hara-kiri. These thoughts and feeling are part of Kinkakuji’s value as World 
Cultural Heritage. 
 



The preservation of environment is 
not only about the physical setting, 
like buildings and trees. When we 
visited two very famous Zen 
temples, Ryoanji Temple at Kyoto 
and Kenchoji Temple at Kamakura , 
we found one special characteristic. 
Besides the atmosphere and 
tranquility, we can hear insects and 
birds sound in a ZEN mood which 

is not present elsewhere. We believe the existence of such creature need preservation 
of natural environment including plants, insects, animals and birds, and involve whole 
process of food chain. When we recall the temples we visited in China, we could only 
hear human noises without the sound of birds. When we visited our historic pagoda, 
Tsui Shing Lau in Ping Shan, we can only find surrounding skyscraper, flea markets 
and rattling sound of train. Preservation of historic heritage is not only concern a 
particular building or site, it involve surrounding beyond eyesight.  

Kenchoji Temple in a ZEN mood. 

 
Visits to building conservation site 
The most impressive part of the tour is to have visited historic building conservation 
site under repair and restoration. Public are not allowed to enter these sites unless with 
special permission. With great efforts from professor, we were allowed to make visits. 
When we visited the Founder’s Hall at Honganji Temple at Kyoto, I was astonished to 
find myself standing right next to the roof top of a temple and can see the structure, 
decoration and details of roof top so clearly. We made interview with the architect in 
charge and understand more about the restoration process. Japanese are well known to 
be a race for perfection and this is truly revealed in this process. 

 
All these conservation plan 
involved detail planning and 
expertise craftsmanship. In 
the restoration of the 
Founder’s Hall at Honganji 
Temple at Kyoto, the whole 
project takes 10 years. Before 
making the final plan, they 
have to make a research on 
previous documents and 

standing next to roof top at restoration site at Honganji Temple 



understand the original form of the building. The process of planning itself took four 
years. Before partial dismantling, they have to take photo, record all details and made 
a plan to restore it as a duplicate. They tried to maintain the old part as much as 
possible. We could find some of the old tiles and wood kept at one side. They only 
replaced those parts which cannot be repaired. They tried to follow and use the 
traditional material and method, however they also have to consider feasibility, for 
example the roof tiles. Traditional method is pasted with mud and sand, but this would 
become too heavy so they have to compromise by linking them by copper wire. Minor 
adjustment was also made to reinforce the building against earthquake.  
 
When we visited Taitokuin Mausoleum at Kyoto, we saw the traditional 
craftsmanship preserved. The old craftsman is over 70 years old with 40 years 
experience. 
 

He demonstrated traditional 
method in doing lacquer painting. 
The whole process of painting 
required thirty steps and would take 
over one year. He had to make the 
paint by mixing different dyeing 
stuff and chemicals following 
traditional formula. The tools they 
used like the brush are also made 
by old lady using traditional 
method. These techniques pass on 

generation to generation. The young apprentice learned from the old craftsman, they 
enjoy and feel proud of their job. 

Old craftsman demonstrated how to prepare lacquer paint 

 
Restoration process in Japan needs craftsmen with traditional skills and also well- 
trained architect. The chief of restoration plan must be an architect with over six years 
experience. He has to go through many tests, on job training and four levels of 
examination. In Hong Kong, we don’t have such a system to train both architect and 
craftsman. Last Spring, we visited Wong’s shrine at Luk Keng. The Shrine was first 
built in Ching dynasty during Kang- si period, rebuilt in 1926 and recently restored in 
2003. The craftsmen were doing a very good job in redecoration however many 
changes were made when compared to the original and little traditional skills were 
applied. Young people in Hong Kong do not have the pride and interest in traditional 
things like the Japanese. Traditional skills cannot pass on to future generation and 



vanish with time. 
 
 
Conservation of an area 
 
The last stop we made is a town called Sawara, located 70 km to the northeast from 
the center of Tokyo. The town of Sawara originated from a small village. In the late 
Medieval Period, Sawara developed to a commercial port town due to favorable 
location where the highway to Katori Jingu crossed the Ono River. Sawara prospered 
as a port town in the Edo period and decades after the Meiji Restoration. However, 
after 1920s, when transportation by trucks and buses became dominant in this area, 
Sawara ceased to develop as a commercial town. 
 
Sawara is often referred as “little Edo”, for it retains in its historic district a number of 
well-preserved, more than a century old town houses once common in Edo. During 
our visit, we were greeted by the mayor, representative from planning department and 
Education Board. A briefing was made to let us understand the conservation of 
historic area which is designated as national heritage district in 1996. The local 
residents and the Sawara City government have designated a central area of 7.1 
hectares as a “ Preservation District for Groups of Historic Buildings” as stipulated in 
the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties. The district covers mainly area 

along the Katori-Kaido centering 
around the Tadatak Bridge and the 
area along the Onogawa. In addition, 
its surrounding area has been 
designated as a “Landscape 
Formation District” in accordance 
with a city ordinance to preserve the 
historical landscape. Prior to any 
repair of new construction of 
buildings, plans for such work have 

to be submitted to the Sawara City Office for review and approval, to ensure 
congruent with the environment. Subsidy will be allocated to property owner in a 
certain percentage. 

historic buildings preserved along Ono River. 

 
Besides visiting historic area, we visited a Dashi-Kaikan (Float Hall) and have a better 
understanding of Japanese traditional matsuri(festival).” Dashi” is generally a float 
pulled on the street at festival time, decorated with a figure of a mountain, doll, bird, 



animal or plant.  
The wooden floats are 
surrounded on all four sides by 
ornamental handrails and are 
decorated with twisted ropes 
made of fresh straw as well as 
curtains. Floats are topped with 
large figures which used to be 
created newly every year.  
 
 
 

Towards the end of the Edo Era, luxurious dolls came to be made by craftsmen of Edo 
which could be used for longer period of time. Three figures are kept in Dashi-Kaikan, 
others are kept in another Hall and warehouse. Each year during summer and autumn 
festival, the floats are gathered and paraded in long procession around the city 
quarters, and returned to their blocks through many narrow streets. Bazzars and 
performances are also held during the festivities. Residents from different villages 
ware their own traditional costume. Such tradition started 300 years ago and 
continued to pass on to future generation. In Hong Kong, many traditions like Da-jiao 
is no longer held in some villages and for those continued already made a lot of 
changes and lost the original form. In Sawara, we saw conservation process evolve 
from a single building to a whole area, both tangible and intangible. 

One of the Dashi at Dashi-Kaikan (Flaot Hall) 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
This is a short study tour covers only six days. But since it was well planned and with 
tight schedule (we have to travel from Nara to Tokyo by night bus in order to save 
time and money), we could see many different sites through which we have a better 
understanding of conservation of historic heritage in Japan. The process not only 
include architectural restoration and repair but also detail planning, special expertise, 
training, succession of traditional skills, national pride and dedication of local people. 
Compare with Japan, conservation of historic heritage in Hong Kong is just an infant 
and has a long way to go. 
 
 
 


