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The cabinetry of Japatnown as tansu has within its multiplicity of designs something truly
unique: a hybrid that is both staircase and cupboard. It is invariably known as the hakodan, hako kaidan,
also the kaidardansu, literally box stair and stair chest or stapest. Its story has been obscured by
myth and anecdote as no other tansu that | know of, both its origins and uses.

In September of 200Fwas awarded a Japan Foundation grant to research hako kaidan. The
following essay is the product of this research. My goalkided finding texts on tansu which | had
been unable to access in the United States. Another was to see hako kaidan in their original architectural
context and finally to find out who made these cabinets and how they began. My methodology included
book ®arches at the National Diet Library, traveling to various cities and visiting museums and historical
districts. | also spoke with architects and when possible craftsmen, and antique dealers. Many people
helped along the way and | thank them at the endhi$ essay, but | remind the reader any mistakes or
omissions are wholly my own.

History

Wooden stairs of various designs have been in Japan for over a thousand years. The earliest
forms dating to the Yayoi period (300B8Q0AD) were cut from tree trunksptched as it were and
inclined for use to reach raised floor granaries. The Geku (outer) Shinto shrine complex at Ise still
exhibits such forms as testament to their beginning@mple building techniques which arrived from
Korean kingdoms with the spréaf Buddhism in the'6century encompassed what we think of as
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staircase sides, long boards generally set at an acute angle. The treads are tharglejsers are the
vertical panels at the rear of each step. These concerted parts complete a rigid and time worn design.
Early wooden staircase construction has not dramatically changed; it was built in one of two ways:
gawageta kaidanandsasarageta kalan. Gawageta was a staircase with the treads mortised into the
vertical stringers on each side, while sasarageta exhibited notched stringers with the tread and riser
boards affixed. These stairs however were primarily fixtures in upper class andusehgahitecture.

! See the Geiheiden, and Mitten buildings pgs 15259 :Ise, Prototype of Japanese Architecture, Kenzo Tange,
MIT Press 1965



Temple stairs: sasarageta kaidan Gawageta kaidan in later merchant machiya

Castles of the daimyo elite hddshigoor ladders as did the farmer, expedience being useful to both

groups. Thenilitary could forthwith pull up or disengage such a stair form, if under attack. Additionally
ladderstairs exhibited steepness and large riser heights which would help slow down an enemy.

Farmers used ladders to stow agricultural implementsina Idfi oR2 NR 2 F NB LI A NBR O { dzOK
available through the intervening and turbulent years leading up to the first real signs of stability with

hRI b2odzyl 3 Qa NBAIy O

The building boom which accompanied the years ofNteenoyamaperiod (15731615) broght forth

an expansion of architectural form, growth in the building trades and would be the foundation for the
expansion of urban centers of commercial growth in Trekugawaera (16151867). Urban buildings
belonging to thechoninclasses (artisan and mehant) had their stair counterpart in the hashigo as had
farmers and samurai, yet ladders underwent an evolution also.

In historicaiminkaand machiy& multiple ladder forms could be seen within a given household. The

basic ladder with rungs, used as tm®st expedient tool for reaching heights (and still used for tree

pruning or roof access) was accompanied by another ladder design. This ladder often seen in interior use
was a more comfortable stout form featuring boards rather than poles for the védidas, and rungs
replaced with thick planks mortised into them. In effect steps, in a word: a step ladthashigodan

This form no doubt had the added benefit of being able to ascend it without two hands necessarily
holding onto the sides. The authbas seen these not just in rural minka but in many Edo period urban
merchant shop/homes or machiyaWhile this ladder was seen in the house interior it was more

common near kitchen/work and store areas, many exhibiting earthen floors.

% Minka refer to rural homes, of numerous regional variations. Machiya are generally considered townhomes
where a business and household were under one roafnistyles existed eg. kurazukuri in Kawagoe, sagairi

in Imaicho, see William R. Tingey: The Principle Elements of Machiya Design, Process Architecture #25,1981.
Unfortunately, Tingey does not consider stairways in this essay.

% See for example the two stowable ladders in the Ohashi merchant home in Kurashiki, dating to 1796. These
ladders could swing up and hang on notched poles or be bound with rope. Other examples in homes at the
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[Three hashigo forms from minka, on far right is stouter from with mortised planks]
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on three sides. This form was referred to bothhakobashiggboxladder) anchako kaidanbox stair).

From a construction perspective it made the ladder more rigid and sturdy, it also abetted the creation of
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ladders likgy captured things that might have fallen out of hands. From a nomenclature point of view
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Yet for clarity and to distinguish it from steps with cabinetwjll usehakobashigdor these forms.

What is unclear is when theakobashigs @2 f dzi A2y 2 O0O0dz2NNBR YR RAR (KS Al
fixtures. Matsumoto castle for example had many ladders at various angles with considerable and

difficult rise between steps. Castle building however basically stopped after the Edo pettiod pesce

ensued. It may well have been an ongoing evolution as occasional use turned into daily need in the

urban architecture of Edo period cities.

Kawasaki Mink#&n outside Tokyo are unattacheshd portable. The author also saw examples in still functioning
shops in Kanazawa.



[Matsumoto Castle interior hakobashigo]

[hakobashigo

found in kua (left) and machiya in Matsumoto]

Urban townhouses, theatres, brothels and inns all evidence thakebashigoCourtesans and others

are depicted going up them without even hanging on to sides evidencing that the angle which these
G02E f I RRSalalwas a m@e\cBmfoktabke one. Woodblock prints from the mil déntury

by Utagawa Toyokuni, Nishimura Shigenaga as well as Hokusai and Kunisada amply demonstrate how
prevalent this form was
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*"‘.jr- _ / - [Two more hakobashigo: on the left from Bar
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