
carried off for re-use in other building projects. 
The WIPP markers are to be earthworks made of 
common stone or concrete, materials not worth 
stealing. Their parts should be large, irregular 
and difficult to work with.

Layer II presents a bigger challenge. The 
Sandia report explores a variety of architectural 
constructions designed to give the marker a 
threatening appearance, many of which involve 
spikes and other sharp structures that seem to 
burst from the ground. Because WIPP is located 
in the desert, the stones may also be dyed black 
to make the area as hot and uncomfortable 
as possible.

Layer III functions on the principles of 
durability and redundancy. The messages should 
be repeated in many places, and the consensus 
is that carving them into rock or concrete will 
offer the best longevity, since even a heavily 
worn inscription can be revealed with rubbings. 
Noting the impossibility of predicting which 
languages will survive into the future or how 
they will evolve, the authors of the Sandia report 

recommend using English and Spanish, the 
dominant languages of the region, as well as 
Arabic, Chinese, French and Russian, the other 
languages of the United Nations. This would 
allow the same or similar texts to be used at other 
repositories around the world, multiplying the 
redundancy. This approach also increases the 
chances that at least one version of the message 
will remain intelligible, even creating a kind of 
Rosetta Stone for the future.

Pictographs were also considered, but 
designing sufficiently universal images is 
extremely difficult. Despite today’s widespread 
globalisation, there is still considerable variation 
in symbolism between regions and cultures. 
The nuclear trefoil is a universal symbol now, but 
there is no guarantee that it will remain so for 
the next 10,000 years. Even if it does, displaying 
it at the surface, where there is no evidence of 
radioactivity, could cause future explorers to 
conclude that the danger had passed or never 
existed in the first place, undermining the cred-
ibility of the rest of the message.

Level III would also point the way to Level IV 
content, complete and detailed information 
sealed in deep storage archives. Here, again, 
redundancy and translation are key techniques. 
Providing as many versions of the same informa-
tion as practicable raises the odds that at least 
some of it will be understood.

The recommendations of the Sandia report 
clearly show that the project is more a matter of 
experience design than architectural design. If 
the installation is successful it will guide future 
explorers through its successive layers until they 
understand the threat, heed the warning and 
turn away. It is this fine balance of attraction and 
subsequent repulsion that must ultimately be 
found for every nuclear waste repository in the 
world. As with any good architectural proposal, 
the details will be determined by local conditions 
as designers work to adapt fundamental princi-
ples to their particular sites.

The result will be a network of terrible monu-
ments to this generation’s nuclear ambitions, 
many of them perhaps becoming some of the 
greatest wonders of the contemporary world. 
To survive twice the length of recorded history, 
they will necessarily be impressive and imposing 
attractions in their own right, a possibility that 
the Sandia report acknowledges. ☐

Hōryū Gakumonji, Nara: Originally commis-
sioned by Prince Shōtoku in the sixth century, 
Hōryū Gakumonji is a large temple complex 
serving as both a seminary and monastery in 
Ikaruga. The temple’s pagoda is widely 

acknowledged to be one of the oldest extant 
wooden buildings in the world, and is listed 
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Photo: 
Asanuma, Department of Railways

1,400 YEARS OF  
A FAMILY BUSINESS

BUILDING ON 
TRADITION –

Before its liquidation, Kongō Gumi was the oldest continu-
ously operating company in the world. Founded in Japan 
a mere century after the fall of the Roman Empire, it survived 
extreme changes in Japan’s culture, government and 
economy, preserving traditional construction techniques and 
family values for over 1,400 years.

In Japan, the main structures 
of the Ise Grand Shrine have 
been rebuilt every 20 years in  
a practice that dates back 
1,300 years. Through cont-
inual renewal, a line of 
tradition can be preserved.
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In the year 578 AD Germanic tribes were warring 
over the remains of the Roman Empire, an eight-
year-old boy named Muhammad was growing 
up in Mecca, the Mayan Empire was flourishing 
in Central America, and the world’s longest 
continuously operated business was founded in 
Japan. When Prince Shōtoku Taishi (572–622) 
commissioned the construction of Japan’s first 
Buddhist temple, Shitennō-ji, Japan was pre-
dominantly Shinto and had no miyadaiku (car-
penters trained in the art of building Buddhist 
temples), so the prince hired three skilled men 
from Baekje, a Buddhist state in what is now 
Korea. Among them was Shigetsu Kongō, whose 
work would become the foundation of the con-
struction firm Kongō Gumi.

In the centuries that followed, the mainte-
nance, repair and reconstruction of Shitennō-ji 
(ravaged a number of times by wars and natural 
disasters) provided Kongō Gumi’s main source 

of income, but as Buddhism spread throughout 
Japan the scope of the company’s work also 
expanded to include contributions to other 
major temple complexes such as Hōryū-ji (607) 
and Koyasan (816), as well as Osaka Castle 
(1583). Kongō Gumi would continue to flourish 
under the Tokugawa shogunate (1603–1867), 
a period during which Buddhist temples 
received substantial financial support. The 
company weathered the pro-Shinto Meiji Period 
(1868–1912) and its often violent efforts to 
eradicate Buddhism from Japan, which included 
the destruction of tens of thousands of Buddhist 
temples. Kongō Gumi also survived the Shōwa 
Financial Crisis of 1927, keeping pace with 
economic and technological developments until 
it finally succumbed to financial difficulties and 
became a subsidiary of Takamatsu Kensetsu in 
2006, after more than 1,400 years of independ-
ent operation.

Irene Herrera is a documentary filmmaker and journalist working in Tokyo. Her work mostly 
explores social issues in Asia and Latin America. Mai Hasebe contributed on-location research in 
Japan and Tae Whang provided Japanese language consultation.

Right: The castle of Osaka in front of Osaka 
Business Park skyscrapers. It is one of Japan’s 
most famous castles and played a significant 

role in the unification of Japan during the 16th 
century. Construction began in 1583, but the 
castle has been destroyed repeatedly by fire 

and lightning. Kongō Gumi prospered because 
of these major reconstructions, which provided 
them with plenty of work. Photo: Reporters
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strong relationships with its customers, many 
of whom (such as their first project Shitennō-ji) 
remained loyal over centuries. A number of the 
precepts listed in Shokuke kokoroe no koto reflect 
this: ‘Listen to what the customer says’, ‘Treat 
the customers with respect’ and ‘Submit the 
cheapest and most honest estimate’. The creed 
goes further, however, to discuss relationships 
in general: ‘Do not put yourself forward’, ‘Never 
fight with others’, ‘Do not shame a person 
or boast’ and ‘Communicate with respect’. 
Close, stable, mutually beneficial relationships 
helped to sustain Kongō Gumi through times of 
economic hardship, as the company provided 
expert, reliable service at fair prices to custom-
ers who in turn provided dependable long-term 
income.

One characteristic of Kongō Gumi, which is 
not specifically described in Yoshisada Kongō’s 
precepts (but which has been frequently cited 
by its recent leaders), is its ability to balance 
respect for tradition with the flexibility to meet 
changing conditions. The creed states that ‘the 

most important thing is to keep and maintain 
the name of the Kongō family’, and throughout 
its history the family has broken with tradition 
when necessary to ensure the survival of the 
company. For example, when temple construc-
tion and repair revenues fell during the Meiji 
Restoration, the company diversified, starting 
to build the office and residential projects 
demanded by an increasingly westernising 
Japan. The company was the first in Japan to 
combine traditional wooden constructions with 
concrete, and the first to use CAD software to 
design temples.

Kongō Gumi was also flexible in choosing 
its leadership. Like many family businesses, it 
generally expected the head of the family to be 
the head of the company as well, but gave greater 
consideration to skill, health and competence. 
Yoshisada Kongō’s own sons were judged 
incapable of leading the company, so leadership 
passed to his younger brother in spite of the 
fact that he was not the direct heir. By Japanese 
tradition, the family name could be continued 

Although Japan boasts six of the world’s old-
est companies and an estimated 20,000 firms 
over 100 years old, Kongō Gumi’s longevity 
is certainly remarkable and worthy of study. 
Fortunately, the principles that guided the 
company over the centuries have been preserved 
by the Kongō family itself. The 32nd leader of 
the company, Yoshisada Kongō, writing dur-
ing the Meiji Period, left a creed, later titled 
Shokuke kokoroe no koto, or ‘family knowledge 
of the trade’, a list of 16 precepts distilled from 
the company’s successful past and intended 
to guide and preserve the family’s operations 
into the future. Western observers might be 
surprised to discover that while the creed 
addresses ‘business’ subjects such as quality 
control and customer satisfaction, it puts equal 
emphasis on ‘personal’ issues such as how to 
dress (in keeping with one’s station), how much 
to drink (in moderation) and how to treat others 
(with utmost respect). Indeed, the first article 
of the creed states that minding the precepts 
of Confucianism, Buddhism and Shinto, and 

training to use the carpenter’s rule are ‘our most 
important duty’, suggesting that the standards 
against which a Kongō measures his life are as 
critical to success as the instrument by which he 
measures his work.

The extremely high quality of Kongō Gumi’s 
work was certainly one factor in the company’s 
longevity. A new worker could expect to undergo 
ten years of apprenticeship to perfect the tech-
niques demanded by the job  (and another ten 
years of training to become a master carpenter), 
and Shokuke kokoroe no koto bade him practise 
those techniques as well as reading and arith-
metic, ‘the skills that carpenters need most’, 
adding any other skills that might be required 
by his position and disregarding anything not 
essential. In addition, the craftsmen were organ-
ised into kumi, workgroups that often competed 
among themselves to prove which one produced 
the best work.

Yoshisada Kongō also emphasised the impor-
tance of good customer relations, and Kongō 
Gumi succeeded in building and maintaining 

Shitennō-ji, Osaka, built in 593 AD, was the first 
Buddhist temple in Japan. It has been partially 
or completely destroyed at least seven times 

over the centuries by wars and major disasters, 
most recently in the 1960s. The temple was built 
without nails, so the individual timbers can be 

removed and replaced, allowing the structure 
to be maintained for centuries. Photo: Masaki 
Hayashi

As Japan began to adopt 
elements of Western culture, 
the company expanded its 
portfolio to include residential 
and commercial buildings; 
it also began to combine new 
technologies (such as the 
use of architectural software) 
with traditional temple 
construction techniques.
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Seiganto-ji, Mt  Nachi, a site of worship since the 
fourth century, is a Tendai Buddhist temple with 
a breathtaking view of Nachi Falls. Today it is a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site. Kongō Gumi uses 
carpentry techniques that have been passed 
down since the foundation of the company. The 

motto of the company is: ‘Inheritance of tech-
niques from 1,400 years ago to the future’.
Photo: John Kasawa

even through generations that had produced no 
suitable male heir by adopting a son-in-law who 
would take on the Kongō name and the respon-
sibility of ensuring that the building techniques 
and philosophical values of the family would 
be passed on. (The company’s 39th president, 
Toshitaka Kongō, was one such son-in-law.) 

This flexibility was tested even further 
during the Shōwa Depression, when the 37th 
leader Haruichi Kongō committed ritual suicide 
because of his inability to provide for his family 
and the families of his craftsmen. In the absence 
of a suitable male leader, his widow Yoshie 
stepped up to become the first and only woman 
to lead Kongō Gumi. She not only challenged the 
tradition of male leadership, but also expanded 
the scope of the company, begging the govern-
ment to allow the firm to survive by taking on 
the production of wooden coffins. She also initi-
ated a major structural reform that separated 
managerial positions from carpentry positions, 
a model that enabled the company to adapt 
successfully to the post-industrial era (though 

Toshitaka Kongō was still officially a carpenter at 
Shitennō-ji at the age of 86).

The end of Kongō Gumi as an independent, 
family-owned business was brought about 
by a number of factors, primarily a long-term 
decrease in temple revenues combined with 
heavy property investments that devalued 
severely when the Japanese real estate bubble 
burst in the 1990s. In A 1,400-Year-Old Venture: 
Sixteen Lessons Handed Down From the World’s 
Oldest Company, a book published one day after 
his death, Toshitaka Kongō wrote of difficulties 
with meeting modern-day deadlines (nobody 
today is willing to wait 15 years for a temple to 
be built), the challenges of working with other 
design and planning firms, and the difficulty 
of navigating the balance between respect for 
tradition and the demands of the volatile world 
economy. He also refers to a precept of his ances-
tor’s creed, ‘When it isn’t possible to decide by 
yourself, consult a relative and decide things 
together’, regretting that he had not conferred 
enough with other family members. Still, he saw 

Kongō Gumi, like many family 
businesses, was generally 
run by the oldest son of each 
generation. In generations 
lacking a suitable male heir, 
leadership could be passed 
to a more competent relative, 
or a promising son-in-law could 
be adopted into the family, thus 
ensuring the continuation of 
the Kongō name and traditions.

the end of the company’s independence not so 
much as a failure as a reflection of the fact that 
popular demand for temple construction was 
no longer enough to sustain the business. And 
though the company is under the control of a 
parent corporation, its spirit lives on. Kongō 
family members and employees continue to 

build and maintain temples and may very well do 
so for millennia to come. And on the 1st and 15th 
days of every month over 120 Kongō carpenters 
and other employees still gather for a small 
prayer ceremony in remembrance of Prince 
Shōtoku to thank him for how this all began. ☐
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