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Preface and Acknowledgements 
 

Having had an interest in Japanese gardens for a long time when I learned about the Portland Japanese 

Garden and the training courses they provide I was immediately interested, but being so far away I 

never thought I’d have the chance to actually get there and do it. I would like to thank all those who 

encouraged me to go for it and who supported me every step of the way. Had I not given myself the 

chance to visit the Portland Japanese Garden and be a part of their training program I would have wasted 

a wonderful opportunity and what has been an invaluable experience. 

 

To the RHS, Japanese Garden Society and The Merlin Trust, I can’t thank you enough for the financial 

support that you provided giving me the ability to hop on a plane, travelling half way around the world 

allowing me to visit such a wonderful place and learn such a lot. The experience and skills gained will 

surely be of great benefit to my career and I hope I can pass on as much of what I’ve learnt to others, 

and encourage others to pursue whatever they aspire to do! 

 

To Kristin Faurest (Training Centre Director) for being so supportive and patient, doing everything she 

possibly could to help me get over to the Portland Japanese Garden and for generally being such a kind, 

lovely person.  

 

To Kanako Yanagi (Program Associate) who skillfully organized the training program ensuring that 

everything went so smoothly.  

 

To Sadafumi Uchiyama (Garden Curator) for sharing so much knowledge and experience with all of 

the students, even in such a short space of time we all learned such a lot from you.  

 

To Akihito Nakanishi (Director of Programming) for being so generous and kind, it was a pleasure to 

meet you.  

 

To all of the instructors, Masao Sone, Hugo Torii, Tatsuya Hosono, Adam Hart, Desirae Wood and Jan 

Waldmann for all of your patience, for so kindly sharing your knowledge and experience and for being 

such nice people to work with.  

 

To the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew for allowing me to freely take the time to attend the training 

seminar at the Portland Japanese Garden enabling me to further develop my skills and gain valuable 

experience.  

 

And finally, to my wife, who am so lucky to have by my side, who supports my dreams and makes life 

so wonderful.  
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Waza-to-Kokoro professional training seminar 
 

The Waza-to-Kokoro (技と心) training program is a professional garden training seminar based at the 

world-renowned Portland Japanese Garden in Oregon, USA. The course focusses on Japanese garden 

design, construction and maintenance, whilst also giving students a wider understanding of Japanese 

culture, and a strong theoretical knowledge of Japanese gardens, underpinning the practical skills 

learned. 

 

This course is the only one of its kind in the world making it accessible for non-Japanese speaking 

students to learn the essential skills to design, build and maintain a Japanese garden. This unique course 

set among the unrivalled Portland Japanese Garden enables students to immerse themselves in the 

training which they receive from master Japanese gardeners who are especially invited to the garden in 

order to share their knowledge and skills with us.  

Personal aims and objectives 
 

Despite not working in a Japanese garden at present I have had an interest in Japanese gardens for a 

long time. One reason for wanting to attend this course was to gain a better understanding behind 

particular horticultural practices used in Japanese gardens as they are essential for the maintenance of 

Japanese gardens and I personally feel that these skills that are adaptable to many different gardening 

styles.  

 

Theoretically and philosophically Japanese garden design, creation, maintenance and the use of these 

spaces is also something that I aim to develop a greater understanding of as I’ve appreciated and admired 

the thoughtfulness behind Japanese gardens ever since my interest in them grew. As my wife is Japanese, 

I am part of a Japanese family and have been immersed in the culture for a long time. 

 

In regards to practical skills I aim to strengthen my knowledge of Japanese garden construction and 

design aspects as these are skills that I haven’t had the opportunity to practice in my current role. I plan 

to use all that I learn in order to continue to build a stronger set of skills which I can use in both in my 

current role and in future projects. By attending this seminar, I hope to achieve these aims enabling me 

to further my skill set and understanding of Japanese gardens.  
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Introduction 
 

The title of the course Waza-to-Kokoro translates at ‘Hands’ and ‘Heart’, although perhaps Kokoro, in 

this sense is better translated as ‘Spirit’. It was very eloquently explained to everyone at the beginning 

of this training course that the reason behind this title is that the two most important things needed to 

create and care for a Japanese garden are your hands, and your spirit. Your hands of course allow you 

to carefully design, build and maintain a garden but through all of this you need to put spirit into what 

you are doing, everything in a Japanese garden is heartfelt and thoughtfully placed, pruned and designed 

and for everyone on the course this was the first thing we were taught.  

 

The training course couldn’t be held in a better environment amongst one of the greatest Japanese 

gardens outside of Japan. I have visited many gardens in Japan, but I’ve also visited many ‘Japanese’ 

gardens outside of Japan and without a doubt the Portland Japanese Garden is the most authentic I’ve 

ever visited. The Japanese garden in Portland doesn’t just appear to look Japanese, it feels Japanese and 

has been expertly designed and built by masters of Japanese garden construction.  

 

The Garden is set on a beautiful wooded hill inhabited by towering, native Douglas firs, Western Red 

Cedars and Hemlocks creating a beautiful natural, setting which the garden sits amongst seamlessly. 

Being on a hill overlooking the city of Portland also allows for stunning views over the city and onto 

the dramatic, snow peaked mountains beyond. In addition to the wonderful surroundings of the garden, 

one reason why this garden is able to so accurately emulate a true Japanese garden is the climate, with 

humid summers, cold winters and damp springs, the climate very closely matches that of some areas in 

Japan and so the planting of the garden can very closely represent the planting found in Japan.   

 

The Portland Japanese Garden is very easy to visit with Portland International Airport allowing visitors 

to travel from all around the world, as well as a very good public transport system which will take you 

quickly to within a short taxi ride/bus ride distance of the garden. The Portland Japanese Garden is 

probably the most famous Japanese garden outside of Japan having been the first Japanese garden to be 

created in America after the second world war at a time when the wounds of the conflict were still raw. 

The creation of the Japanese garden was intended to try and repair the relationship between the Japanese 

and the Americans but early on in its creation it was met with controversy with protests being carried 

out against the building of the garden, some of which were violent, however, people did begin to realise 

what a positive thing this was and it has now become an important symbol of how gardens can 

strengthen relationships and bring people together.  

 

There are many beautiful gardens and landscapes around the city of Portland. The State of Oregon is 

known as the ‘Rose State’, of course famous for its roses, and the International Rose Test Garden sits 

just a minute walk down the hill from the Japanese garden. In addition to this, Portland is also home to 

the wonderful Lan Su Chinese garden found in the city centre, the Hoyt Arboretum and Washington 

Park.  

Pre-seminar preparatory module 
 

In order to prepare the students for the course ahead of us we were all given a pre-seminar preparatory 

module to complete. This gave us the chance to familiarize ourselves with a number of aspects that 

we’d be covering during the course, ensuring that we had an initial understanding of particular concepts, 

enabling us to begin thinking about these in preparation for further exploration and study.  

 

The pre-seminar module consisted of a number of questions relating to a range of reading material that 

would give us a good basic knowledge of the theory behind Japanese gardens. The questions given 

focussed especially on tea gardens, historical/religious aspects of Japanese gardens, and how Japanese 

gardens have been influenced over time. The reading material consisted of texts written by Marc P. 

Keane, Donald Keene, Kimiko Gunji, Yuriko Saito and Stephen Mansfield (all experts on Japanese 

gardens), as well as the Sakuteiki, which is the oldest Japanese text on garden creation which is thought 
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of really as the foundation of Japanese gardening, containing within it information on the correct 

placement of stones, planting and essential design elements of Japanese gardens. Through answering 

the questions related to the various theories and principles written about in the texts a stronger 

understanding of many of the underpinning elements of Japanese gardens were gathered before 

beginning the course itself.  

Course Schedule 
 

The course ran from Monday until the following Sunday for 7 seven days, starting each day at 8:15am 

and finishing at 5pm. Monday was an introductory day where we were introduced to our fellow students 

and the instructors who would be working with us all week. We were also given a tour of the gardens, 

focusing on the history of the garden as we walked around before returning to the classroom for our 

first set of lectures. 

 

Each day was very nicely scheduled with a good balance of theoretical lectures and active, physical 

work both complimenting one another allowing us to continuously grow our knowledge steadily 

throughout the course, pushing us, without overwhelming us with information. I found, as I have in the 

past, that the physical work often helps to consolidate information in my mind, allowing me to process 

all of the information I’d received from the lectures effectively. It was very well scheduled, even the 

lunches were very thought out, each day being served with a different traditional Japanese food in order 

to further immerse the students in the experience of being in a Japanese garden. 

 

Course Daily Schedule 

Monday 3rd June 

Welcome orientation, introductory garden history lecture, tour of Portland 

Japanese Garden, Tea ceremony introduction and guided walk through the 

tea garden into the tea house, tea demonstration and tasting. 

 

Tuesday 4th June 

Garden maintenance duty in teams, Japanese aesthetics lecture, garden tour 

discussing application of aesthetic principles, garden materials lecture, 

garden composition and components lecture. 

 

Wednesday 5th June 
Garden maintenance duty, Drawing and design workshop. 

 

Thursday 6th June 

Visit to the stone yard, tea ceremony lecture, review of construction 

purpose and process, review of layout plan, lecture on stone yard materials, 

installation skills and tool safety, demolition and preparation of existing 

site, begin construction. 

 

Friday 7th June 

Return to stone yard, tea ceremony lecture, review of previous days work 

and construction plans, continue construction, end of construction and site 

clean-up, review and work assessment. 

 

Saturday 8th June 

Garden maintenance duty, plant management lecture and sketching tour, 

pruning demonstration. 

 

Forest of Dreams Ainu and Native American woodcarving celebratory 

reception. 

 

Sunday 9th June 

Review of concepts and Japanese philosophies, free discussion, visit to the 

tea house for tea ceremony, oral presentations given on assigned questions, 

final Q+A, farewell dinner.  
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A Stroll Through the Garden 
 

 
 

Figure 1. A map showing a general plan of the Portland Japanese gardens. (Portland Japanese Garden 2019) 

 

On first approach to the garden you are met with a modest welcome centre; a modern, simplistic, 

unimposing building sitting beside an elegant water feature which compliments the architecture nicely, 

softening the sharp edges of the building and having an immediate calming effect on visitors as they 

walk across the walkway surrounded by the presence and soothing sound of flowing water.  

 

 
 

Plate 1. Portland Japanese Garden Welcome Centre  
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All the buildings in the garden are very intelligently designed incorporating an abundance of natural 

materials, most often bamboo which is used to great effect. The slats that are visible as the cladding on 

this building are made from bamboo, however, this isn’t immediately obvious and as you examine the 

building on closer inspection one will notice that bamboo has been used in multiple ways e.g., cladding 

materials, ceiling veneers, screens and walls as well as in the garden. The buildings all sit very naturally 

within the landscape and because of the combination of materials used and subtle design elements they 

have a strong connection with the Japanese style of the garden. 

 

The thoughtfulness behind the design of every element of the garden is apparent as soon as you approach 

the welcome centre. Upon passing through the welcome centre a number of small, beautifully crafted 

features continue to catch the visitors’ attention as they walk through the Entry Garden towards the 

heart of the garden. The cleverly designed steps immediately as one enters through the welcome centre 

are actually floating with water flowing beneath into a pool as shown in plate 1. A very nice touch is 

the view of a portion of the flowing water which is enhanced by the skilfully crafted bamboo slats which 

interlock and act as anchors for plants which are dotted throughout the flowing water.  

 

 
 

Plate 2. Steps leading up from the Welcome Centre with bamboo and living water feature. 

 

The traditional Japanese gateway one reaches next is a typical feature of Japanese gardens and in this 

case symbolizes the start of the journey up the hillside, and evokes a feeling of having arrived at the 

‘beginning’ allowing one the refresh themselves as they pass through, leaving the busy world behind 

them. The gateway and containing walls although not heavily fortified and unoppressive give one a 

feeling of safety allowing visitors to relax. Subtle features such as this which gently change the visitors’ 

state of mind are key to Japanese gardens and design.  
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Plate 3. The Japanese gateway before the climb up the hillside 

 

As you walk up the hillside the fine details of the stonework, etched with the names of all those who 

contributed to the creation of the garden, modestly reveal themselves to the visitors. Split bamboo is 

used on the slopes to catch any falling debris, but in itself becomes an attractive interesting feature, both 

functional and beautifully constructed. As is often the way with Japanese crafts, aesthetics often mask 

the functionality of objects, often the beholder may not realise the function of a particular thing 

mistaking it for purely ornamental.    

 

 
 

Plate 4. The walkway up towards the main courtyard. Beautiful woodland planting and stonework etched with 

people’s names. 
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Plate 5. Low split-bamboo fencing beautifully weaved in order to prevent falling debris and soil erosion.  

 

The walk upwards through the naturalistic hillside, across small streams and along winding pathways 

feels as though one is on a voyage and upon climbing the last few steps there is a lovely sense of relief 

and having arrived somewhere far away.  The open plateau which one discovers at the top of the hill is 

the heart of the Japanese garden. The impressive architecture of the buildings in this space immediately 

grabs your attention. One of the buildings contains a small gift shop, seminar rooms, exhibition spaces, 

library and a bonsai terrace and so this area is named the Cultural Village. The other large building 

contains offices and the smallest of the three is a lovely small café overlooking the hillside with views 

down the slope.  

 

 
 

Plate 6. The main courtyard and centre of the Portland Japanese Garden, the Cultural Village.  
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This large courtyard marks the epicentre of the garden. The style and construction of these buildings’ 

echoes that of the smaller welcome centre with the use of bamboo cladding around the exterior of the 

building. The green roofs of these buildings are planted with Sedum which from the ground level almost 

resembles the moss which is often characteristic of Japanese gardens.   

 

 
 

Plate 7. The Bonsai Terrace with a range of bonsai on display, part of the Cultural Village. 

 

 
 

Plate 8. A straight walkway leading visitors through a traditional gateway into the Japanese gardens. 
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Upon entering through the gateway into the Japanese gardens one immediately has a choice whether to 

turn left or right, a common design feature in Japanese gardens, whereby we are unable to see beyond 

to where the gateway leads until we’ve passed through adding a feeling of mystery and discovery to the 

gardens.  

 

On taking the left pathway you will be led towards the pavilion and flat garden - Hira-niwa (平庭), a 

style of Kare-san-sui (枯れ山水) dry garden. This garden is designed to be viewed from the pavilion, 

either from inside the building or from the veranda, both of which offer beautiful framed views of the 

garden as if to be viewed as a painting.  

 

 
 

Plate 9. The flat garden. A gardener carefully raking the gravel to create the illusion of ripples in water. 

 

After visiting the flat garden one can continue on towards another area named The Natural garden. 

Walking down a slight incline into a more wooded area one enters into a beautiful, fresh woodland style 

garden, with atmospheric dappled sunlight glistening in clear woodland streams and tranquil ponds. A 

careful choice of planting creates a naturalistic, finely detailed garden, the subtleties of which give this 

garden an ancient, rustic, almost fantastical feel with moss covered stone lanterns peeking out modestly 

from behind carefully pruned shrubbery.   

 

The Natural garden style, called Zōki-no-niwa (雑木の庭) is the most contemporary of all the gardens 

here. It is a style of Japanese garden that has been developed more recently and is becoming ever more 

popular as many people like the more unrestrained, naturalistic look of these gardens. In the modern-

day world of large cities and busy lives more and more people want a garden in which to escape from 

this and the creation of more naturalistic gardens allows one to feel closer to nature taking you away 

from the modern world where almost everything is altered by man. Contradictory to this is the fact that 

these gardens are in fact said to the be the highest maintenance of all at the Portland Japanese garden 

and in order to create the naturalistic, utopian look of the gardens a great amount of pruning and 

maintenance is constantly required. 
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Plate 10. The Natural garden. A pond of gently trickling water reflecting the beautiful structure of the 

overhanging trees and shrubs. 

 

 
 
Plate 11. The Sand and Stone garden. A very traditional Kare-san-sui, Zen style garden composed of stone and 

gravel. 

 

The Sand and Stone garden is a garden typical of the Kamakura period almost always created as part of 

a Zen monastery. These gardens were originally created as religious works of art in order to aid the 

practices of Zen Buddhism both by the act of maintaining them as well as for viewing and contemplation. 

Ryoan-ji (龍安寺) garden in Kyoto is one of the most famous examples of Kare-san-sui Zen gardens.  
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The largest area within the gardens is the Strolling Pond garden which represents a style of Japanese 

gardens which developed in the Edo period, taking elements from almost all other Japanese garden 

styles. The design always centres around a lake/pond providing scenic views across the garden revealing 

particular features such as bridges, stone lanterns, pavilions, scenic islands etc. and by ‘strolling’ around 

the garden one can relax and enjoy the serene, idyllic views.  

 

 
 
Plate 12. A view across the Strolling Pond garden, upper pond with the bridge acting as the focal point. Notice 

to use of borrowed landscape with the large conifers acting as a backdrop creating the illusion of a much larger 

garden. 

 

The gardens being quite large comprise of a collection of interlinked scenes drawing from a range of 

famous gardens/landscapes from around Japan in order to create a grand overall composition. These 

gardens have much in common with the English Landscape gardens of Capability Brown and the like, 

where specific viewpoints were designed and placed throughout the garden creating romantic scenes 

and windows out onto particular areas of the landscape whilst keeping certain features hidden from 

view to create surprise and interest as one ‘strolls’ through the garden. In addition to this, another feature 

of stroll gardens is the use of borrowed views/landscape - Shakkei (借景), which is carefully chosen to 

be revealed from certain aspects of the garden in order to give the illusion of a much larger garden and 

a seamless connection between the garden and the surrounding natural landscape. 
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Plate 13. A view of the lower pond in the Strolling pond garden. Elements such as the stone lantern hear are 

commonly used in this style ornamentally, and the waterfall perfectly blends the garden with the surrounding 

landscape appearing as if it’s completely natural. 

 

 
 
Plate 14. A view of the Iris beds and zig-zag bridge in the strolling pond garden with clipped azaleas in almost 

full flower. 
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The last of the main gardens is the Tea garden. Due to the fragility of this garden it is generally not open 

to the public. The damp, moss covered ground and the dappled sunlight shining through the delicate 

leaves of the Japanese maples creates the most wonderful tranquil atmosphere. The stepping stones lead 

visitors gently and carefully through the garden allowing one the clear their thoughts and calmly observe 

the garden, soaking up the peacefulness and serenity of the space on their journey. As one enters through 

the outer gate into the garden the tea house is almost completely hidden, encouraging visitors to venture 

through the garden on a journey to find the teahouse. The design is very clever in that despite the small 

size of tea gardens the space seems much larger and has so much depth to it as a result of the way these 

gardens are generally designed using the concept of Mie-gakure (見え隠れ), hide and reveal.    

 

 
 

Plate 15. Looking into the Tea garden. Note the old foundation stone (Garanseki 伽藍石), bottom left, which is 

being used as a stepping stone. 

 

After having followed the winding path across the stepping stones and over a small stream the visitors 

will then reach another small bamboo gate which leads into the inner portion of the garden. Upon 

passing through this gate the tea house comes into full view but before entering the path leads visitors 

to the Tsukubai (蹲), stone water basin, where they must cleanse their hands, and mouth, washing bad 

spirits away and preparing one for the tea ceremony.  
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Plate 16. The Tsukubai outside of the tea house with a stone lantern sitting to left in order to provide a source of 

light when it’s dark.  

 

 
 

Plate 17. A view of Mount Hood from the Portland Japanese garden. A beautiful setting for such a wonderful 

garden. Like all great gardens the Portland Japanese garden echoes and compliments the surrounding landscapes 

of the area 
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Course Content 
 

The beginning of the seminar really focused on the theory behind Japanese gardens, looking deeply into 

their design, meaning, cultural and religious influences and philosophies. We discussed the meanings 

of particular words and ideals and studied the principles of the Tea Ceremony in order to understand 

the basic concepts and principles behind the creation of Japanese gardens. The reason the Tea Ceremony 

was used in order to demonstrate this is due to the number of key elements found both within tea gardens 

as well as philosophical principles which are relevant to almost all other Japanese gardens.  

 

(心) Kokoro  

 

The idea of Kokoro was one of the first things discussed on the course. It was immediately apparent 

that these ideas and philosophies are ingrained into Japanese culture and just like asking an average 

person to explain the grammar of their own language Japanese gardeners find it difficult to explain these 

feelings because it is second nature to them. Kokoro is the word for Heart, but has many deeper 

meanings referring to one’s spirit and feelings. In the practice of gardening Kokoro is something that 

one feels and allows to flow through them into their work, being in a particular mind set and putting 

their spirit and heart into what they do.  

 

(間) Ma 

 

The principle of Ma refers to the empty space not only around objects but also immaterial things such 

as music. Ma can be translated from Japanese as negative space, space between things and the 

relationship between things. The importance of this concept is due to Shinto belief, and the belief that 

empty space holds energy and spiritual power. In a garden ‘ma’ is seen as empty spaces, or the negative 

space between things, but although empty spaces may seem to be void, they allow a connection between 

all surrounding things and this ‘emptiness’ allows for thought, imagination and gives room for endless 

possibilities. ‘Ma’ gives gardens atmosphere and could be associated with genius loci, which is a 

philosophy referring back to Roman mythology and the protective spirit of a place, something that is 

intangible giving a place a distinctive atmosphere. The empty space within Japanese gardens is intended 

space, just as space is given between musical notes to create different rhythms and feelings the same 

applies for gardens or any other form of art. This as a concept is very foreign to western gardens where 

flower borders are expected to full of colour and empty space if not seen in the same way. In Japan for 

example ‘ma’ is very important in the art of Sumi-e ink paintings where space is left intentionally to 

suggest particular things without marking it on the page giving a deeper meaning to the scene allowing 

different interpretations of the same image.  

 

(詫寂) Wabi-Sabi 

 

The meanings and connotations of the words Wabi (詫) and Sabi (寂) have both greatly changed from 

what they originally meant and were used to describe. Wabi translates as lonely/shabby and Sabi 

translates as lonely/desolate, however, due to the philosophies of Zen Buddhism these two words often 

used in conjunction with each other have become famous for describing the aesthetic and natural 

essence of things. The reason these words began to be used was as a response to the influence of Zen 

Buddhism which teaches that nothing is everlasting and that beauty lies in the imperfections of nature, 

that nothing will ever be perfect or complete but this is where beauty lies and in the understanding of 

the passage of time and simplicity of nature.  

 

(詫) Wabi – refers to understanding the beauty in nothingness, appreciating what is around us even if 

we have nothing, the realisation that nothing is ever truly ours and the temporary nature of everything 

including ourselves. Understanding this allows us to see the organic beauty of things. Within the 

Japanese garden Wabi may refer to empty space and quietness within a garden allowing other elements 
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to breathe, creating an air of tranquillity and stillness as a result of the simplicity of leaving space or the 

soft, quiet flow of water.  

 

(寂) Sabi – refers to the imperfections and temporariness of nature which we can all understand as we 

all grow older, and in doing so face challenges, gain scars, age and die. As we look at a gnarled, withered 

tree we can appreciate its fight through life and respect the many untold stories that it holds. Beauty can 

be seen in the gnarled, weathered bark and the twisted branches of ancient trees as a result of what they 

have lived through and their age. Within a Japanese garden moss covered stone or lichen hanging from 

the bark of trees creates beauty because of its organic, temporary nature which cannot be re-created or 

designed by human hands. 

 

Tea Gardens 
 

The creation of Tea Gardens in Japan began in Kamakura period after having been brought over from 

China whom already had a long history of tea. A culture of ceremonial tea rituals began to be developed 

almost side by side with Zen Buddhism which also emerged in Japan at around the same time and from 

this a very ritualized ‘tea ceremony’ appeared. Tea was originally used to aid meditation, heightening 

one’s senses and allowing one to focus their mind for longer due to the medicinal effects that tea 

possesses; Japanese Matcha green tea is especially high in caffeine. It is from the age-old relationship 

between religion and tea that the tea ceremony as we now know it came to be. 

 

It was in the Muromachi period (1338-1573) when the tea ceremony really became popular and almost 

fashionable. It was during this time that the most famous tea masters emerged, Sen-no-Rikyu who is 

known for implementing the four principles of the Way of Tea (Sadō 茶道), known as Wa-kei-sei-jyaku 

(和敬清寂), wa – harmony/peace, kei – honour/respect sei – purity jyaku – calmness/tranquility. These 

four principles of Sadō outline the importance of aspiring to create an atmosphere of tranquility, in order 

to form a harmony and purity between one’s heart and the natural world. The distractions of modern 

life make this very difficult and so the tea ceremony presents a ritualistic way for us to cleanse our heart 

and purify our spirit.  

 

In regards to the creation of a Tea garden (Roji 茶庭) it is the gardener’s responsibility to understand 

the principles of the Tea garden in order that they can design a suitable space, enabling visitors of the 

garden to be fully immersed in the practice of the Tea ceremony.   
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Figure 2. Features of The Tea Garden. ① – Outer gate (Soto-mon 外門), ② – Toilets (Setchin 雪隠),  

③ – Waiting bench (Koshikoke machiai 腰掛待合) ④ – Middle gate (Chu-mon 中門) ⑤ – Dust pit (Chiri-ana 

塵穴) ⑥ – Water basin (Tsukubai 蹲) ⑦ – Well (Ido 井戸) ⑧ – Teahouse (Chashitsu 茶室) 

 

(Keane 1996) 

The traditional Tea garden ‘roji’ (路地) is essentially made up of a surrounding wall with an outer gate 

from which visitors will enter from the street, a waiting bench and toilet which lie near the outer gate 

just inside the garden, a middle gate, a dust-pit, a water basin, a well and the thatched teahouse. The 

garden is typically divided into two sections the outer garden - Soto-roji (外露地), where one first enters, 

and is divided by the middle gate, the second section being the inner garden - Uchi-roji (外露地), where 

the tea house stands. The overall aesthetic of tea gardens is intended to give an air of tranquility with 

the use of natural stone, naturalistic/informal (but carefully placed) planting, careful use of colour, and 

meandering pathways through the garden. Even when straight paths are used the stones selected for the 

paving are all very carefully selected and placed together in order not to spoil their natural shape. The 

gardens are typically shady with dappled shade cast by carefully selected trees such as Acer palmatum, 

Prunus mume and Stewartia pseudocamellia. These trees all have an elegant habit and create a gentle 

dappled shade whilst not becoming out of proportion within the confines of a Tea garden. Other plants 

and shrubs may include ferns, dwarf bamboos, Aucuba, Fatsia, Camellia etc. and are all chosen for 

their subtle characteristics. A very limited palette of colour is used in tea gardens as bright, flamboyant 

flowers would upset the tranquility of the garden. Moss is always left to grow where it appears on stones 
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and on the ground as it softens the hard, tough appearance of stone and gives an aged appearance to 

objects reflecting the principle of Wabi-sabi (however, moss should not be stepped upon and is removed 

from the stepping stones). Pruning of the plants in tea gardens aims to retain the natural beauty of the 

plants and to not interfere with the natural shape of them, and so when it comes to the pruning of these 

plants utmost care is taken in order to hide any human interaction.  

 

Stepping stones and stone pathways - Nobedan (延段) are essential elements of the Japanese tea garden, 

however, stone lanterns - Ishidōrō (石灯篭) became important elements of the gardens originally being 

collected from old stone lanterns that were traditionally used in the grounds of temples and shrines. The 

use of old weathered stone further enhances the enchanting, almost fantastical atmosphere of the 

gardens. The placement of the Tsukubai and the collections of these old weathered, stone elements 

within the garden all contribute to and have become symbolic features of tea gardens. 

 

The main purpose of stepping stones in the tea garden is of course to create a pathway, leading visitors 

through the garden and towards the tea house, however, pathways can be used to alter the state of mind 

of those who are using them. Some examples of this are to focus the walker on the destination, 

sometimes helping to create a focal point; they can of course be used to change the walkers direction in 

order to manipulate where they travel within the garden, but are also used importantly to alter one’s  

movement by altering the walking pace and making one focus upon the placement of their feet. Within 

a tea garden, provoking visitors to focus on each step is especially important as it helps to put people in 

the right state of mind, preparing visitors for the tea ceremony and cleansing their minds of the stresses 

and distractions of everyday life. 

 

- The selection of stone is important as large stones can be placed carefully in positions where visitors 

may want to naturally stop to take in the view and have a quick rest before continuing their journey. 

 

- Smaller stones between larger ones are used to focus one’s gaze on the placement of their feet as 

smaller stones are more difficult to walk on. 

 

- Round stones may be used at junctions where the path splits or changes direction in order to create a 

seamless connection onto the next path.  

Design 
 

During the seminar we looked in detail at the major design principles of Japanese gardens focusing on 

the Tea Garden. One of the main topics was the use of stone in Japanese gardens as we would later on 

in the week be constructing our own Tsukubai and Nobedan pathway. Stone is used extensively in 

Japanese gardens for many different applications such as pathways, stepping stones, bridges, water 

basins, gravel, lanterns, waterfalls, solitary stones etc. and understanding where and how they should 

be used is essential if one is to create the essence and beauty of a Japanese garden. Type of stone is 

very important, for example small, round, smooth stones should only be used where there is the 

presence of water or if the landscape resembles a lowland stream/river or coastal setting whereas 

larger, ragged stones should be used where the landscape resembles a mountainside or a mountain 

waterfall. The stone used should be right for the type of stone naturally found in the local vicinity of 

the garden; using limestone in an area where basalt is naturally found would look and feel wrong and 

people would sense this.  

 

A concept that had never occurred to me before was that pathways are our only physical link to the 

garden through our feet and as we walk we feel the different textures and surfaces beneath us, often 

without realising it, but it’s always there. In respect to this, Japanese gardeners pay great attention to 

the maintenance of pathways whether it’s a gravel path which requires careful raking and cleaning to 

ensure a nice even texture to walk on or the use of stepping stones and the selection of the right stones 

to give a particular feeling underfoot.  
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The stone used in Tea gardens is interesting as it is often the case that much of the stone used would’ve 

been recycled and collected from other gardens, temples, bridges etc. This is a concept called Mitate-

mono (見立物), the reutilization of objects, often pieces of stone from old temple foundations, bridge 

foundations and pagodas, would have been collected and reused in Tea gardens giving the stone a new 

purpose. The aged look of old, previously used stone is desirable and exhibits the principal of Wabi-

sabi. Often the stone lanterns found within Tea gardens are not of a consistent design as they too would 

have been collected from old temples. This is one element of the Tea garden that really gives them such 

an austere, simple beauty. Please note the use of the old foundation stone (Garanseki 伽藍石), in plate 

15. (Japanese Architecture and Art Net Users System 2001) 
 

Tsukubai 
 

One of the most typical features of Tea gardens and an essential element for the practice of the Tea 

ceremony is the Tsukubai stone arrangement which consists of a number of stepping stones leading to 

a group of stones arranged in a circle with a water basin place either centrally or as part of the circular 

arrangement. Each component of the Tsukubai has meaning and practical application. The purpose of 

Tsukubai in Tea gardens is a ritualistic practice of cleansing one’s hands and mouth before entering the 

tea house and in so doing cleansing one’s spirit and mind, preparing oneself for the tea ceremony. It is 

a similar ritual to that performed before enter Shinto shrines. The water basin of course holds the water 

with a ladle placed across it, to one side is placed a water bucket stone and to the other side a lantern 

stone; surrounding the water basin inside the circle of stones lies a ‘sea’ of pebbles and the whole 

experience of using the Tsukubai aims to resemble a journey up the mountainside to cleanse oneself 

with the pure mountain water; mountains being of great importance in Shinto beliefs.  

 

In order to understand the construction of the Tsukubai we sketched a number of plan views of the stone 

arrangement focusing on the correct placement and spacings of stepping stones and pathway details. 

This helped us to image the principal layout and design of Tsukubai so that we had a clear understanding 

of what we would have to construct later in the week.  

 
Figure 3. Typical Tsukubai stone arrangements. Naka-bachi (中鉢) with the water basin centrally positioned and 

Mukō-bachi (向鉢) with the water basin positioned as part of the stone circle. (Keane 2009) 
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If an even number of stepping stones is 

used either a larger or smaller stone can 

be used to split up the group.  

Figure 4. Mukō-bachi stone arrangement with 

stepping stones and Nobedan pathway design. 

 
Figure 5. Naka-bachi stone arrangement with 

stepping stone and Nobedan pathway design.  
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Construction 
 

After having covered the basics of Japanese garden design we were able to put what we had learned 

into practice in order to construct a Tsukubai stone arrangement with stepping stones and a Nobedan 

pathway. Essentially our task was to reproduce a section of a tea garden containing these elements 

which are all essential features of many Japanese gardens.  

 

All of the students were brought to a stone yard near to the Japanese garden where we would construct 

our Tsukubai using an area of ground on site allowing us to select the stone directly from the stone yard. 

The process of selecting the right stones in itself is a skill and something we all had a short lecture on 

before beginning the construction of the Tsukubai.  

 

The students were split into four teams and we all worked on a separate site allowing us to work closely 

with one another to discuss our design looking at the surrounding landscape and working with what we 

had available. Each team was joined by one of the master gardeners who was able to assist us through 

the process, however, with as little input as possible to enable us to learn through our mistakes and get 

the most out of the experience. One of the hardest aspects of this exercise was trying not to be creative! 

This may seem like a contradiction but the process of constructing the Tsukubai was to teach us the 

fundamental elements of how to arrange the stone in order to construct a practical and authentic 

Tsukubai stone arrangement for a Japanese garden. Only once the basics are mastered can one start 

being more creative with the design. 

 

Our first task was to deconstruct the Tsukubai remaining from the previous year, weed the area and 

prepare the ground for us to begin constructing our own. One thing many people learned whilst working 

on this project was just how deep true stepping stones are sunken in to the ground. Like the tip of an 

iceberg about 70% of the stepping stones you see in this picture are below the ground. This is the way 

that Japanese stepping stones and pathways are set in order to ensure that they are stable and feel well-

grounded under foot, ensuring that the stones look naturally set in the ground as they would be in nature. 

They are placed very intentionally to ensure they do not move and to be there for a long time, so you 

can imagine how difficult they are to remove!  

 

 
 

Plate 18. The existing Tsukubai stone arrangement and pathway constructed by a team from the previous year. 



23 

 

 
 
Plate 19. The area cleaned and tidied, ready to begin site measurements, placement of key stones and setting up 

of string lines. 

 

Once the area was prepared, we could begin thinking about the placement of the key stones in the 

arrangement. Once the structural elements of the arrangements were in place the Tsukubai and the 

pathway could be constructed ensuring that everything was distanced and aligned correctly.  

 

Levelling of the pathway was an essential first step in order not only for us to get a level, even surface 

for the stone pathway but also allowing us to then think about the gradient up/down from the pathway 

to water basin at the centre of the Tsukubai. 

 

 
 
Plate 20. String lines set-up to ensure a level, even pathway and key stones placed showing the basic structure of 

the pathway and Tsukubai arrangement. 
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Plate 21. Collection of stone material from the stone yard. Choice of material, size, shape, and character are all 

of great importance when selecting stone. 

 

Our team split in to two groups, one group focusing on the Tsukubai and one group focusing on the 

pathway. I began with the pathway laying out the key stones and then searching for stones that were 

suitable for our path. Stones that were too thin could not be used as they would not be steady enough 

once set in place and if used on the edge of the pathway this would be clearly visibly as the pathway is 

typically set with the surface of the stones approximately 5cm above the ground surface.  
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Figure 6. Nobedan pathway stone shapes to use or to avoid. (Uchiyama [date unknown]) 

 

The shape of stone to use for the pathway was of upmost importance as small, rectangular or four-sided 

stones will lead to an arrangement that will appear to be to uniform and unnatural. By avoiding these 

stone shapes one can create a natural feel, without running joints and cross joints which would otherwise 

distract one’s eye. The pathway should have no large gaps, strong corner stones, and the edges of the 

path should be smooth without intruding or extruding stones. The gaps between each stone should not 

be larger than finger width and deep joints are desirable as this adds to the aged, naturalistic appearance 

of the pathway.  



26 

 

 
Figure 7. Grouping of stones for pathway construction using thicker stone for the corners and edging stones as 

they give the pathway a more sturdy, robust appearance. (Uchiyama [date unknown]) 

 

As the Tsukubai has to be functional as well as aesthetically pleasing specific measurements are 

important for the usability of the Tsukubai for Tea ceremonies. The height at which the stones are set 

and their spacing is of most importance as the water basin has to be comfortable to crouch down at and 

the water has to be comfortably within reach using the ladle. The neighbouring stones need to be both 

large enough and at a comfortable distance to ensure one is able to place a water bucket and a lantern 

on top of.  

 

With the pathway and stepping stones laid the baseline is then measured from the Mae-ishi (前石) which 

is set slightly raised above the previous stepping stone and is a component of the Tsukubai circular 

arrangement which is large enough for one to comfortably crouch down upon. Once this stone is set the 

heights and spacings of the other stones in the Tsukubai can be measured relatively easily.  
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When talking with our instructors we were told that when walking around the stone yard one will meet 

eyes with the right stone. Finding the right stones was initially one of the most difficult decisions to 

make, however, as we learnt during the construction process, it is the stones that ultimately decide where 

to go not us. You have to work with what you have and “follow the will of the stones” as is written in 

the Sakuteiki (Takei & Keane 2001). It is easy to overthink and try to find the perfect match of joints 

when constructing a Nobedan pathway, but if one can overcome this feeling the stones will dictate 

themselves where to go without our thoughts creating obstacles.  

 

Once the pathway stones where set in place we smoothed out each joint, compacted the soil between 

each stone to give the pathway a clean finish and finally each stone was carefully washed with water to 

reveal the beautiful colours and textures of each stone.  
 

The construction of the Tsukubai stone circle started with the Mae-ishi for which a large flat-topped 

stone was found. Once firmly in place the water basin and base stone (on which it sat) was placed at the 

correct distance from the Mae-ishi. The distance between these two elements of the Tsukubai then 

determines the diameter of the circle and the other stones could then be placed when the right stones 

were found. There was a lot of trial and error in the construction of the Tsukubai, setting stones in place 

and removing them multiple times in order to find the right angle/best side of the stone in order to 

ensure that the composition was well balanced, aesthetically pleasing and also functional.  

 

Mae-ishi 

Figure 8. The Tsukubai arrangement with stepping stones and pathway showing standard heights and 

dimentions that stones should be set at. (Uchiyama 2017) 
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Plate 22. Working together to finish the Nobedan pathway leading to the Tsukubai. Trying to find that last few 

pieces in the puzzle! 

 

 
 

Plate 23. Our completed Tsukubai stone arrangement. 
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Plate 24. More importantly than anything else is to make sure that the Tsukubai is practical and useable. Jan 

Waldmann assessing our Tsukubai. 

 

It was very pleasing to hear from Jan who is very experienced in the study of The Way of Tea, how 

comfortable and nice to use our Tsukubai was. The experience of constructing the Tsukubai was the 

perfect way in which to gain a deeper understanding of Japanese stone placement, design and 

philosophies.  

Conclusion 
 

The opportunity to be able to visit the Portland Japanese Garden was absolutely fantastic. I was instantly 

taken aback by the beauty and atmosphere of the garden, which so closely resembles that of the real 

thing that one is very convincingly fooled into thinking they’d really been transported to Japan.  

 

Being able to spend time working in the garden, with the people who helped to create it and with the 

accompaniment of master gardeners from Japan was a wonderful experience. Each of the instructors 

had so much knowledge to share as well as all of the other students who joined me, all from varying 

backgrounds. Being together with everyone was like being in a mixing pot of so much knowledge 

enabling us all the learn so much in a relatively short amount of time.  

 

For anyone wanting to learn more about Japanese gardens it’s a course that offers a combination of the 

best facilities, the best environment to work in and a handful of some of the most experienced, well-

respected and knowledgeable instructors from whom to learn from.  

 

There is such a lot that I’ve taken away from this experience, so much of which can be applied not only 

to Japanese gardening but gardening in general as well as everyday life.  
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Appendices 
 

Funding and Financial Costs 
 

Funding received from organisations in support of this trip.  

 

£360 from The Merlin Trust 

£750 from The Japanese Garden Society 

£1200 from The RHS 

 

Cost breakdown 

 

Flight cost - £693.82 

Accommodation - £767.16 

Training Seminar cost - £758.19 

Subsistence - £90.83 

 

 

 

 

 

 


