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The women who get go:
It’s no longer a man’s game
Daniel Krieger
SPECIAL TO THE JAPAN TIMES

O

n a chilly Sunday afternoon in
January in downtown Osaka, a
group of young Japanese women
in kimono were drinking green tea
and eating chocolate cake while excitedly
chattering away. The topic was their
respective rankings in the ancient Asian
mind sport of go. Later, when the talk died
down, six of them formed three pairs who
sat facing one another at small tables lined
up in rows. And then — silence. The only
sounds were soft classical music playing in
the background, punctuated by the clinking
of polished black and white stones when
one of the women dipped her hand into a
bowl to pick one up and place it on the
board with a gentle tap.
Although most people in Japan associate
go with elderly men and smoke-filled
salons, the strategy board game has been
catching on recently among young women,
and events that cater to women have been
springing up around the country. Though
the number of participants is still small,
there has also been a parallel uptick in

female players worldwide since the
emergence of “pair go,” a mixed doubles
version of the game, in the late 1980s..
At the elite amateur level, however,
female participation still has a long way to
go. At the 33rd World Amateur Go
Championships taking place this week from
May 13- to16 in Guangzhou, China, just one
of the 59 players (from 59 countries) is
female.
Nevertheless, in the last few decades
women have made great strides in sports
that were formerly the domain of men:
judo, baseball, even sumo. So why not go?
“Just last year, it started to get more
popular,” said Mayumi Otsuka, 29, who has
been hosting monthly get-togethers since
last year at a go parlor in Osaka where she
and her 27-year-old sister, Satomi, have
been working (and playing up to 10 times a
day) for the past three years.
“I want to make go popular with young
women,” said Satomi, and toward this end,
the sisters, who are from Hyogo, have been
promoting the game on the Internet and
through word of mouth.
When they tell people they play, surprise
is the most common reaction because “go

Making moves:
Go is a strategy
game in which
players seize
territory on a
board by
surrounding areas
with stones.
Recently, more
young women are
enjoying the game,
which is usually
associated with an
older generation
of men.  
AIMI NAKANO

players are considered geeks,” said Mayumi.
“But lots of people told us that their image
of go changed after they found out we
played.”

R

eaching out to young players was
something that the main Japanese
go organization, Nihon Kiin, seemed
to have little interest in. The effort to
popularize the game with the younger
generation in Japan started in 2006, when a
group of enthusiasts formed the Igo Amigo
project in Tokyo, aimed at Japanese in their
20s and 30s, explained Doppo Matsubara,
one of the organization’s founders.
Two years later, Igo Amigo (igo is the
Japanese term for go) started an annual
autumn go festival in Tokyo and a
magazine, Goteki, to promote the game.
Following the event’s success, they
eventually decided to aim the magazine at
women, said Matsubara, its editor in chief.
The goal was to “update go’s image to make
it more modern” by riffing off the look and
feel of fashionable beauty magazines.
“After we made it a women’s igo
magazine in 2010, the number of female igo
players started growing,” he said.
Last year, at Igo Amigo workshops, the
ratio of male to female players was even for
the first time, with women making up 80
percent of the beginners. According to
Matsubara, this can be attributed to Igo
Amigo’s success in rebranding go as “young,
bright and cheerful” rather than “gloomy
and for old men.” And since it is an
intellectual game, it puts forth the notion
that not only can beauty and brains go
hand-in-hand, but the game itself is also
fun.
For those with a competitive streak, it’s
also a fierce battle for territory. Just ask Aya
Kitano, 32, and Yasuko Mantani, 26, who
were deeply engrossed in a power struggle
about 45 minutes after the games had
begun at Shinsaibashi Igo Salon. They had
already staked out the board’s corners,

Game on: Yasuko Mantani (left) and Aya Kitano commence a game of go at the Shinsaibashi Igo Salon in Osaka.

leaving the middle up for grabs. Whoever
could seize it would win.
“Yasuko is playing very aggressively now,”
Kitano said, shortly before succumbing to
Mantani, who, in her pink, flowery kimono,
emerged as the victor, albeit by a narrow
margin.
Kitano, an office worker from Osaka, said
she started playing about a year ago after
seeing a rerun of an old anime about go.
This piqued her curiosity, and she now
plays a few times a month.
On the other hand, Mantani, a nurse who
is also from Osaka, got her first taste of go at
age 7 when her mother started dragging her
to smoky salons full of old men. At first she
hated it and quit. But then, not long ago,
she thought she might give it another try.
She met the Otsuka sisters who told her
about their clean and comfortable go parlor

with events for women. “And since there’s
no smoking here, I decided to come by,” she
said.

A

cross the room, Mayumi Otsuka,
the highest ranked player in the
group, was discussing her loss to
Ayako Soma, who had received a
seven stone handicap because of her lower
level as player.
“Ayako defended her area really well,” she
said, explaining why she, herself, was
unable to make any headway.
With all the practice the regulars have
been getting, everyone seems to be
improving in leaps and bounds. The
question is, how far can women’s go go?
“To facilitate the next big change, we
need a model,” said Thomas Hsiang, vice
president of the International Go

Ichihara City ensures that its nature doesn’t go down the pan
Tomohiro Osaki
STAFF WRITER
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ne of the things that visitors to
Japan often notice is the
abundance of, and usually wellmaintained, public lavatories.
You’ll find them in almost all convenience
stores, most stations, department stores,
book stores, parks and along shopping
streets — in fact it’s unlikely you would be
caught in the city with nowhere to “go.” In
2010, P-Vine publications even picked out
20 of the most stylish rest rooms in the
capital for its guide book “Tokyo Toilet
Map.”
So a new women’s public toilet opening
in Chiba Prefecture’s Ichihara City shouldn’t
be something to be surprised about —
unless, that is, it sits in a transparent booth
on a 200-sq.-meter plot of land.
Last month, Ichihara City officially
opened what it called “the biggest public
toilet in the world.” A grand gesture that is
slightly misleading — it is in fact the largest
plot of land for a single toilet — but
nonetheless, it’s not to be sniffed at.
The toilet, which is conveniently located
in front of Itabu Station on the Kominato
Railway Line, is boxed in glass and sits
smack in the middle of a spacious garden of

Dear Alice,
I love to wander around Tokyo,
particularly the older neighborhoods where
small shops and little factories are mixed in
among homes and schools. Every now and
then I spot a strange sort of structure,
obviously quite old, that is completely
different from the other houses and buildings
around it. These structures are tall and
straight, about two stories high and have
white plastered walls. But the most striking
feature is the windows, which are shuttered.
Not with the roll-down metal shutters used
in store fronts all over Japan, but with great,
heavy beveled wooden shutters on hinges.
So, can you tell me what the heck these
structures are?
Torsten M., Tokyo.

potted flowers and plants. For privacy, and
to fend off any peeping Toms, there is a
two-meter-high fence surrounding the
garden.
It’s a bold use of a lot of space, and that
made it odd enough for the press to
investigate: NHK ran a video report, as did
Asahi on Ann News, while several national
newspapers ran articles — not to mention
all the blogs that redistributed the story.
Though its strangeness has had quite a
few commentators focusing on the
quirkiness of the project, with some
criticizing it as a waste of space and funds  
— it cost around ¥10 million — not so many
have looked into the “why?” behind it.
“There used to be no public toilets
suitable for tourists’ use (here),” said an
official from Ichihara City Tourism
Promotion Department, who explained that
Ichihara is an area that attracts a lot of
tourists in spring because of its abundance
of natural beauty that includes flourishing
cherry trees and mustard fields.
The area might be beautiful, but the only
toilets available for visitors were botton
benjo, unattractive pit toilets that appeared
old-fashioned and unclean. Those original
pit toilets were installed for train passengers
at Itabu Station. But with infrequent trains
and the area still being popular, many

visitors now come by car. “We wanted to
create toilets that drivers and their
passengers could use as well,” the official
said.
But why make it so unusual? According
to the official, it’s hoped that the toilet will
become a tourist attraction for visitors to
next year’s Ichihara City Art Festival, which
is currently in its planning stages. The
festival is a government-led initiative to
improve the area through the “renovation of
public facilities with the help of arts,” which
they hope will attract more tourists and
boost the region’s economy.
With all this in mind, a budget of ¥10
million seems less bizarre for a single toilet,
as does the choice of designer — Sou
Fujimoto, a globally prominent figure who
recently rocketed to international fame with
his company’s winning proposal for the
new Taiwan Tower, the “21st Century Oasis,”
a startling design inspired by the banyan
tree.
Fujimoto was recommended by Furamu
Kitagawa, art director of Art Front Gallery,
the organization that Ichihara city entrusts
with the management of its arts festival.
“I thought it would be quite interesting.
Public lavatories are something both private
and public, so designing them can be a very
motivating challenge for architects,”

explained Fujimoto in an email interview. “I
was also enthusiastic about the fact that
Itabu Station is surrounded by such
wonderful wildlife. I thought it was a great
opportunity to rethink the relationship
between architecture and nature.”
That relationship with nature, however, is
not yet fully realized. Most of the images
that have been published in the media so
far were taken on April 6, the day of the
toilet’s official opening ceremony. The view
of numerous plant pots laid out on the
ground surrounding the loo led some
onlookers to question the budget and
design. But the area had only just
completed its first stage of construction,
and the soil has yet to settle properly. Since
nothing could be planted, the pots were in
fact ad hoc improvisation for the opening.
The city assures everyone that in the future,
the garden will resemble Fujimoto’s original
concept — a wild grassland area with trees
lining the fence.
The fact that the toilet is only for women,
which city officials say is simply to keep the
number of users and queues manageable,
may also change.
“I’m hoping to discuss with the city
making the toilet open to both women and
men in the future,” said Fujimoto. “As an
architect, I’d rather prefer the toilet was

D

ear Torsten,
Those are traditional Japanese
storehouses. They’re called kura,
and aren’t they wonderful? Once
you know to look for them, you’ll be able to
spot them pretty much anywhere in Japan,
with interesting geographical variations.
While you’re more likely to find them in the
countryside, it’s possible even in Tokyo to
come across kura that have survived fires,
earthquakes, war and relentless rebuilding.
There have been storehouses in Japan for
as long as people have needed to store
things. Pieces of kura have turned up in
archaeological sites dating as far back as the
Yayoi Period (about 300 B.C.-A.D. 300), and
there are descriptions of storehouses in
written records from the 13th century. The
structures varied according to what needed
to be stored as well as the building
materials available. But what you’re asking
about, and what most people today think of
as kura, are relatively modern clay-andwood constructions called dozō (earthen
storehouse).
Any dozō still standing in Tokyo was
probably built no earlier than the Meiji Era
(1868-1912), according to Toru Kanai of the
Japan Minka Revival Association (JMRA),
which strives to preserve traditional
buildings by promoting their re-use. “In
cities, kura were used primarily for the
safekeeping of valuables, including family
heirlooms and merchandise,” he explained.
“Wealthy families had vast stores of dishes,
artwork and kimono that were used only for
special events or in specific seasons.
Traditional homes had little storage space,
so valuables were stored in an outbuilding
constructed to be resistant to fire, weather
and theft.”
These storehouses were usually built

ALAN GOLDING

some distance from the main dwelling or
shop to reduce the risk from fires caused by
cooking or heating.
“One reason you see kura surrounded by
modern buildings is that they were more
likely than other traditional structures to
survive fire and disaster,” Kanai said. “It’s
very interesting to look at photographs
taken immediately after the Great Kanto
Earthquake in 1923, and the firebombing in
1945. What you see is a lot of rubble with
just the kura left standing.” Even when

people rebuilt by choice, they often took
down the main house but left the kura
intact.
“A kura was a status symbol,” Kanai
explained. “It told the world you had
something valuable enough to need
protecting, and that you had the money to
build one.”
In fact, the expression “kura o tateru”
(“to build a storehouse”) is another way of
saying “to become a financial success.”
Building an earthen storehouse was
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Federation, who likened that “model” to a
“Bobby Fischer” of women’s go.
At the moment, the two best bets on the
pro scene, he said, are 18-year-old Joanne
Missingham, who is a sensation in Taiwan,
and Hsieh Yi Min, a 22-year-old prodigy
who came to Japan 10 years ago and is now
at the top of the women’s game. He
described both as “very feminine and
strong.” If either can break into the maledominated elite tier of professional go, he
said, “then I think we will see another big
change.”
For more information on go:
Igo amigo: www.igoamigo.com (Japanese);
Nihon Kiin: www.nihonkiin.or.jp (Japanese);
33rd World Amateur Go Championships
ranka.intergofed.org (English).

Private outhouse:
A “concept image”
birds-eye view of
Sou Fujimoto
Architects’
200 sq.-meter
toilet in Ichihara
City, Chiba
Prefecture.
© SOU FUJIMOTO
ARCHITECTS

used by everyone, regardless of sex. That
would enable more people to share the
experience.”
In the meantime, Fujimoto has designed
another toilet, which is adjacent to the
garden and available for both men and
women to use.
The architect himself hasn’t actually used
the glass-encased toilet, though he did sit
on it its basin at the opening ceremony. “I
could enjoy the spectacular view while still
feeling protected,” he said. “No other toilet
would allow you a feeling like that.”
indeed an expensive undertaking. First you
had to lay a stone foundation to support the
wooden frame, which was usually built with
massive logs. Then you would affix bamboo
or palm lathing to the frame, and apply
layer after layer of clay to form the interior
walls. When all that was dry, you would
finish the walls by meticulously applying
thin layers of a plaster called shikkui. It’s
shikkui that gives dozō storehouses their
distinctive white exterior.
The thick clay walls not only helped
protect the kura from fire, but they also
provided a high degree of insulation. This
made kura ideal for the production of
fermented products that need to be
protected from wide temperature
fluctuations, such as sake, soy sauce and
miso. Generally the storehouse was topped
with a sturdy tile roof and fitted with special
fire-resistant doors and shutters for the
windows.
Those doors and shutters deserve special
mention because they were an important
advance in technology, particularly for city
dwellers in Edo (present-day Tokyo) who
lived under the constant threat of
conflagration. To make dozō more fireresistant, doors and shutters were fitted
with a series of steps, called jabara, that fit
into corresponding steps on the frame. This
made the doors and windows nearly airtight when closed, which helped prevent
fires from reaching the interior of the
storehouse.
By the Meiji Era, techniques in kura
construction had proved so effective against
fire that they were adopted for regular
dwellings and shops. A good example of this
architecture, which is called kurazukuri, can
be seen in the town of Kawagoe in Saitama
Prefecture. After a fire in 1893 destroyed a

So how many have shared that
experience so far?
“We often glimpse visitors peeking inside
the yard (through the door) and sometimes
going in to use the toilet. We don’t know
any exact numbers,” said the city official.
“But the rolls of toilet paper we installed
have definitely been steadily decreasing.”
For more information, visit
www.city.ichihara.chiba.jp/070keizai/
kankou/itabu-toilet.html.

third of the town, many merchants rebuilt
using jabara windows and doors combined
with thick earthen walls that they covered
with a distinctive black plaster made with
charcoal. About 30 of these shops survive,
making the town a popular tourist
destination. There’s even a little kura
museum.
You might also find it interesting to ask
your older Japanese friends about their
associations with kura. My friend Seiji, who
is in his late 60s, recently told me that he
was punished as a child by being locked up
in the family kura. “It was an old building
even then and used only for storing old
tools. If I misbehaved, my parents would
put me out there. It was completely dark
and very scary.” This was by no means an
unusual practice at the time; I’ve come
across similar accounts in books and
stories.
On a more cheerful note, many surviving
kura are being converted into homes,
offices and restaurants, a trend that JMRA is
encouraging through a new book that
details the conversion of 44 storehouses
around the country.
“There is something very charming about
kura that seems to speak to people,” Kanai
observed. “I think it’s their simplicity,
durability and timeless functionality.”
For details on the JMRA book as well as
photos of different styles of kura, links to
hot spots for kura-spotting and even hints
on how to find a kura of your own, pop by
my blog at http://alicegordenker.wordpress.
com. Puzzled by something you’ve seen?
Ask away to whattheheckjt@yahoo.co.jp or
A&E Dept., The Japan Times, 5-4, Shibaura
4-chome, Minato-ku, Tokyo 108-8071.

