
Cultural Transplant
A centuries-old farmhouse from a village near Kyoto finds a home outside Boston.

BY JOANN GONCHAR, FAIA

THE BACK OF a 1980s colonial-style 
residence in suburban Boston might sound 
like an incongruous location for a centuries-
old traditional Japanese house, or minka. 
Nevertheless, in the bedroom community of 
Belmont, Massachusetts, a nearly 300-year-
old farmhouse—complete with a steeply 
pitched roof and a rough-hewn frame held 
together with mortise-and-tenon joints—has 
been moved there from a village northeast of 
Kyoto and erected as an addition to an other-
wise unremarkable American house. 

The minka’s relocation, a complex interna-
tional effort spanning many years, is the 
passion project of Peter Grilli, president 
emeritus of the Japan Society of Boston and 
an expert on Japanese history and culture. 
Raised in Japan from the age of 5, Grilli, 83, 
says he has been long enamored by the art-
istry of traditional Japanese houses, the im-
pressive size of their columns and beams, and 
their “handmade, craftsman quality,” and has 

been dreaming of bringing one to the United 
States for decades. “My whole professional life 
has been focused on U.S.-Japan cultural ex-
change. It’s in that context that I began think-
ing about bringing one to America,” he says.

Despite their aesthetic traits, there are an 
abundance of empty minka in Japan, due to 
demographic changes, including a declining, 
aging population and shrinking rural areas. 
According to an often-cited decade-old report 
by the Development Bank of Japan, there are 
more than 210,000 abandoned traditional 
houses across the country. 

Grilli is now executive director of Miho 
Belmont International (MBI), a private non-
profit formed to acquire a minka and then 
transport it, re-erect it, and manage it. (MBI 
plans to use the building to invite small 
groups interested in Japanese culture for such 
activities as tea ceremony, ikebana, cooking 
classes, and dance and musical performances.) 
The endeavor has been funded by Shinji 

Shu  mei kai, a spiritual organization estab-
lished in 1970 offering a modern variation of 
Shinto ism, with core tenets that include a 
belief that art and beauty can heal the soul. 
Internation ally, the most well-known archi-
tectural manifestation of this philosophy is 
I.M. Pei’s Miho Museum (1997), in Shi-
garaki, Japan, which was built to showcase 
the art collection of Mihoko Koyama, Shinji 
Shumeikai’s founder. 

Stepping inside the Belmont minka today, 
one can readily understand Grilli’s fascina-
tion. Peering into the dimly lit interior from 
the entry vestibule, one immediately sees the 
building’s muscular beams, which retain the 
irregular curves of the ancient trees from 
which they were hewn. They dramatically 
interlace over the house’s primary space, or 
doma, once used for utilitarian activities such 
as food preparation. It is surrounded by raised 
floor areas covered in tatami or wood and 
defined by sliding fusuma and shoji, which 
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Before its acquisition, the minka was damaged 

in a typhoon (right). The relocated and restored 

farmhouse, with its interlacing and curving 

beams (above), is now an addition to a 

suburban Boston residence (opposite).

open to reveal views of the surroundings, 
including a newly created traditional-style 
Japanese rock garden. 

MBI bought the four-acre Belmont prop-
erty in 2015 for the purpose of erecting a 
minka. Soon after, a professional farmer and 
practitioner of Shinji Shumeikai’s version of 
regenerative agriculture moved into the colo-
nial-style house with his family. He serves as 
caretaker and cultivates a quarter-acre veg-
etable garden. It was several more years before 
MBI identified a minka to acquire, eventually 
finding it in Shiga Prefecture in a village near 
Lake Biwa. The house had recently suffered 
damage in a typhoon—particularly to its roof, 
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 1  MAIN ENTRY

 2 GREAT ROOM

 3  VESTIBULE

 4  PIANO STORAGE

 5  RECEPTION

 6   LOWER VERANDA

 7  VERANDA

 8   PLATFORM

 9   TEAROOM

 10  TEA CEREMONY PREP

 11  ATTIC

clad primarily in thatch, with a lower skirt of 
ceramic tiles—and the family of rice farmers 
who had owned it for generations faced the 
difficult choice between costly repairs and its 
replacement with a new, modern house. They 
ultimately decided on the latter. Architect 
Ryoichi Kinoshita, principal of Atelier Ryo,  
a Kyoto-based firm that has undertaken more 
than 40 minka relocations, mostly within Japan, 
had been aware of the farmhouse,  suggesting it 
would be well suited to MBI’s needs, according 
to Grilli. Its atypical off-center daikoku bashira

(or main column), under the frame’s primary 
interlacing beams, would allow a generous open 
space for gatherings. 

What followed was a period of intense 
collaboration among Atelier Ryo, Boston-area 
I-Kanda Architects, Shiga Prefecture–based 
carpenters Enishi-Giken, and many others. 
The team painstakingly documented the 
timber structure and finishes before decon-
structing the minka. In a Kyoto warehouse, 
the carpenters then repaired and reassembled 
its components before once again taking them 
apart for transport. The pieces arrived in 
Belmont in eight shipping containers in 
October 2023, followed by a team from 
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Pocket doors  

allow part of the 

curved-ceiling 

connector to open to 

the surroundings 

(above). The 

connector also 

includes a kitchen 

(right), where the 

client plans to  

hold cooking 

demonstrations.
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Enishi-Giken, who, with the aid of a transla-
tor, worked with local general contractor 
Thoughtforms to rebuild the house.

In the minka’s recent incarnation, signifi-
cant (though sympathetic) changes have been 
made for code compliance, for practicality, 
and for the comfort of users. The most obvi-
ous adaptation is the replacement of the 
thatch roof with one of red cedar shingles. 
The new roof ’s pillowed edges recall the soft 
profile of the thatch, and should silver over 
time, much like the original rice straw, points 
out Isamu Kanda, I-Kanda principal. 

Other modifications are equally conse-
quential but less apparent, including those 
made to satisfy local seismic requirements. 
Minka were designed to sway and f lex to 
absorb the energy of earthquakes, while 
contemporary U.S. codes mandate more 
rigidity, explains Kanda. For instance, 
though all the primary structural elements 
are original, made from a variety of wood 
species—including cedar, cypress, pine, and 
zelkova—and still connected with tradi-
tional Japanese joinery, the frame now incor-

The farmhouse was reconstructed in a Kyoto 

warehouse (left) before being shipped in pieces 

to Belmont and reerected there (bottom). Shoji 

and windows open to a rock garden (opposite).
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Credits

ARCHITECTS: Atelier Ryo — Ryoichi Kinoshita 

principal; Kozo Ikeda, Yumi Miki 

I-Kanda Architects — Isamu Kanda, principal; 

Sang Chun

CONSULTANTS: Enishi-Giken (timber frame 

and finish carpentry); Fire Tower Engineered 

Timber (structural); Coneco Engineers & 

Scientists (civil); TE2 Engineering (mechanical); 

Pro AV Systems (AV); Grayscale Design (FF&E)

GENERAL CONTRACTOR: Thoughtforms

CLIENT: Miho Belmont International

SIZE: 2,500 square feet (minka); 800 square 

feet (connector)

COST: withheld

COMPLETION: May 2025

Sources

RAINSCREEN: Nakamoto Forestry

WINDOWS: Hirschmann

PLUMBING FIXTURES: TOTO, Kohler, Rohl

LIGHTING: Tech Lighting, Nora, Juno

LIGHTING CONTROLS: Lutron

porates shear walls hidden within some 
partitions. In addition, its columns and their 
stone bases, which previously sat directly  
on the earth, are now anchored to a con- 
crete foundation. 

The building’s envelope, too, has been 
modified to make it less permeable by the 
elements, with such features as high-perfor-
mance windows and an extra-insulated roof 
assembly. Advanced mechanical systems, 
including an energy-recovery ventilator and 
humidification controls, are concealed be-
tween a dropped ceiling of original bamboo 
rods and the attic f loor. 

Due in part to zoning restrictions, the 
minka was erected as an addition rather than a 
stand-alone structure. But Kanda has cleverly 
designed the 45-foot-long passage between 
the minka and the colonial residence to be 
more than a physical connection: under an 
arched Douglas fir ceiling, whose shape was 
inspired by the historic building’s undulant 
beams, it contains such functional spaces as 
bathrooms and a demonstration kitchen. It 
also provides an ADA-compliant entrance 
and helps negotiate the elevation differences 
between the floors of the two houses. 

The minka’s many sensitively executed 
updates make it more than a museum piece. 
The arduous effort of adapting and trans-
planting it ensure that it will be used and 
enjoyed in its new American setting and serve 
as a compelling illustration of traditional 
craft, aesthetics, and building techniques—or 
as Grilli says, “an eloquent, three-dimension-
al lesson in Japanese culture.” n
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