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'It droppeth as the gentle rain... ' Serenity and creative inspirationin a bush workshop.
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1aoane.se woodworking handtools

The simple desires of
Japanese woodworker
Yoshinobu Noai to
live close to nature and practise his
craft freely have not been simple to
achieve.
Yoshinobu's feeling for harmony with
nature resonates strongly with the traditional Japanese way of life.
Contemporary Japan on the other
hand, offered limited opportunities for
the realisation of his ideals. It was necessary to look further afield.
Fourteen years ago Yoshinobu came to
Australia. A three-month visit to northern New South Wales after a meeting
with a couple living at Nimbin, resulted
in a decision for Yoshinobu and his
family to take up permanent residency
in the area. The motivations had much
in common with those of earlier pioneers of settlement in the region: to
own land, to build a house and to work
as his own master.
The Upper Burringbar Valley in forested
country close to the east coast where
Yoshinobu worked temporarily with a
German carpenter, turned out to be the
final destination. On two hectares of
land in hauntingly-named Ophir Glen,
Yoshinobu has established a home and
a working lifestyle which he clearly
finds idyllic.

Raw materials, in contrast, are
mainly the Australian native
rosewood, red cedar and silky
oak. Unusual and exotic
woods such as jacaranda and
mango have also been utilised
when clearing or natural falls
of timber on properties in the
surrounding area have placed
them within Yoshinobu's
reach.
In common with other woodworkers of the region,
Yoshinobu is conscious of conservation values in his use of
timbers. The prolific growth of
the camphor laurel tree, an
exotic species extensively naturalised on the North Cocist,
means a plentiful supply of a
wood which, although it is
often cut down and discarded
as rubbish, Yoshinobu considers a useful and attractive timber for woodworking.
Evident in Yoshinobu' s work is
a striving for expression of that
aspect of the Japanese aesthetic which is concerned with
economy of design and functional beauty embodied in the
simplest household objects.

It is a world away from the crowded
industrial city of Kita Kyushu in Japan
where craft studies at high school
sparked Yoshinobu's creative interest in
wood. After graduation, he completed
a two-year design course at Nippon Art
College, then entered a furniture workshop at the Kyushu Folk Art Village.
During a three-and-a-half year course
under the Japanese Decorative Arts
Association he received a complete
training in traditional methods of
Japanese woodcraft, obtaining a
Master Craftsman's Diploma.

Amongst the latest pieces is a
series of shallow bowls in camphor laurel for which he has
used the natural shapes of the
wood at the points of branch
division. Lacquer has been
added to define the rims of the
bowls. The glossy energy of
the red sets up a pleasing
dynamic of contrast with the
gently convex planes of the
pale and lightly grained wood
of the interiors. In another bowl series,
the interiors have been entirely lacquered with dramatic effect.

Yoshinobu would seem to closely
approach a complete integration of the
two imperatives.

In his new setting, Yoshinobu remains
true to the skills and methods of his
training. He works exclusively with the
traditional hand tools of the Japanese
woodworker except for occasional
resort to a chainsaw for the culling of
timber.

A subtle blend of ergonomic design
and the natural character of the materials can be seen in the dining settings
for which Yoshinobu accepts commissions. While some woodworkers see furniture-making as inevitably a compromise
between function and aesthetics,

A recent silky oak chair has a sculptured seat retaining the bark covering
of the original tree at the perimeter and
legs of rosewood. It demonstrates the
successful blend in being a thing of
great beauty while also being functional and extremely comfortable to sit on.

Organic shapes of the wood dictate
forms in Yoshinobu's latest bowl series.
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Splat-back chair in rose mahogany

As well as working on commission and
for galleries Yoshinobu exhibits regularly. He is a member of the North Coast
Woodworkers' Association. His splatback chair in rose mahogany shown as
part of the Soul of the Tree exhibition
recently mounted by the Association to
tour north coast regional centres,
demonstrated the elegance of style for
which he is receiving increasing recognition as his craft mastery matures.

As his three sons have grown,
Yoshinobu has added a two-storey 'children's house' to the living accommodation. In an upstairs bedroom a study
desk of beautifully shaped and polished
jacaranda wood sits under a window
which looks down on a palm and fern
garden planted along the borders of
the creek by Tokei, Yoshinobu's wife.
The small-paned windows give a suggestion of a Japanaese home.

The craft workshop which Yoshinobu
has created for himself stands in a
sloping garden below a grove of
crepe myrtle trees. One side is open
to a hillside densely covered with
native vegetation. A wall is covered with a neat army of handtools labelled with fopanese
characters. A lushly overgrown
creek flows by just
outside.

Although Yoshinobu's wife and boys
have returned to Japan on several visits, Yoshinobu himself has been too
busy to go. He plans for a trip at some
time in the future when the demands of
his work allow it.

The location is ideal.
Comparing it to
city conditions,
Yoshinobu says
that he has been
able to get the space
he needs to work and also
freedom from the problems of too much noise.
The only ~iounds he
hears he re a re those of
the creek, the birds,
the rain and the noises he mc1keshimself at
his work.

"Chair No 90": Iron-bark, Rose Mahogany,
Australian white birch and lacquer-work.
Oil finish

A life lived peacefully in natural surroundings is not only a preference on
Yoshinobu's part for himself, but something he considers essential for the
proper development of children. The
family lives in a handbuilt house created out of railway sleepers and many
different local timbers, some of it bush
timber straight from the surrounding forest. In spite of the materials, the craft
finish and also the Japanese influence
are unmistakable. Hand-adzed beams
support the roof and carved slabs of
timber have been used for steps and
shelving. The walls have been done
with the wattling technique of
Australian bush building, but the plaster
has been applied over a framework
made of bamboo.

Yoshinobu's dedication to his craft is
obviously total. Equally strong is_hi;s"loyalty to cultural tradition. However,
while those accepting c9nventional
Japanese lifestyle$xpectations may
come to be dominated by work,
Yoshinobu gives the impression of not
being dominated by anything. At the
age of 41, he retains the carefree presence and appearance of youth.
It is paradoxical that his choice in leaving Japan was conditioned by a feeling
that the country had become far too
modern.
'Many Australians might go back three
or four generations', he says, 'but
Japanese ancestry is hundreds of years
old.'
The craft traditions of Japan are similarly honoured by time. This awareness is
fundamental to Yoshinobu's way of
viewing the world. But his feeling for
the importance of the handing on from
generation to generation of the things
which nourish the spirit is balanced by
a universal philosophy. He says:
'Humanity is like the stream outside:
basically the same but like the waters
always fresh, always renewing.'
In a timeless setting in the Australian
bush, Yoshinobu has found a place of
harmony where his own creative
impulse can be continually refreshed.
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