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Shonai Eigamura “movie village” in Yamagata Pre-

fecture is known to many as the Japanese 

Hollywood.

Asahiyama Zoo Director Gen Bando explains the 

thinking behind the “behavioral exhibits” at the 

popular Asahikawa, Hokkaido, zoo.

At the Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum in 

Koganei, Tokyo, buildings dating from the mid-sev-

enteenth to mid-twentieth century have been relo-

cated and carefully restored.

Following the opening of the Cup Noodles Museum 

in Yokohama, Kanagawa Prefecture in September, 

Museum Director Yukitaka Tsutsui relates the 

history of this popular fast food form.

Acrylic panels made by Nippura Co. of Takamatsu, 

Kagawa Prefecture, are used in some of the world’s 

biggest aquarium tanks.

Spa Resort Hawaiians in Fukushima Prefecture has 

re-opened for business following repair work to fa-

cilities damaged by the Great East Japan Earthquake 

of March 11.

Cool Japan Strategy Promotion Program Creative 

Director Naoki Ito shares his thoughts on Japanese 

creativity.
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Prime Minister Yoshihiko 

Noda of Japan met with 

President Lee Myung 

Bak of South Korea in 

Seoul on October 18. 

The Special International Symposium on the Revi-

talization of Japan’s Tourism Sector and Quake Af-

fected Regions was held at Tohoku University in 

October. 

Introducing some of the highlights at this year’s 

CEATEC JAPAN, one of the largest IT and electron-

ics exhibitions in Asia

Professor Reiko Kuroda of the University of 

Tokyo is one of the world’s leading experts on the 

subject of chirality (handedness).

Jointly developed by RIKEN and Fujitsu, “K Com-

puter” was recently proclaimed the world’s best-

performing supercomputer. 

A group of traditional lacquer-

ware-making companies in 

Yamanaka, Ishikawa Prefec-

ture are producing tableware 

and other products that have 

captured the imagination of 

people around the world.
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IIn September 2011, the Fujiko • F • Fujio Museum 

opened in Kawasaki City in Kanagawa Prefecture, 

which is adjacent to Tokyo. Fujiko • F • Fujio (1933–

1996) is the creator of numerous manga including 

Doraemon and Perman. Among Fujiko’s works, 

 Doraemon, with its eponymous cat-type robot hero 

who travels back in time from the future to the pres-

ent, is Japan’s most popular manga, which has been 

made into countless TV cartoons and films. The 

Doraemon cartoons are broadcast in more than thirty 

countries around the world and the manga books 

have been published in more than ten countries.

The Osamu Tezuka Manga Museum in Hyogo Pre-

fecture is known as a museum focusing on the 

manga creator Tezuka (1928–1989). Fujiko became 

a manga creator because he wanted to be like Tezuka, 

and the two artists’ careers would run concurrently. In 

Japan, not only children but also adults read manga. 

The work of Fujiko and Tezuka helped to spread Japa-

nese manga culture all over the world.
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Children play in the Fujiko • F • 

Fujio Museum grounds watched 
over by a Doraemon statue.

In every area of Japan, there are theme parks with ingenious ideas and methods of display, and 

they have become an important source of tourism for local areas. In the cover story for this month’s 

feature, we introduce the aims of theme parks in Japan and, through the ingenuity of the tangible 

and intangible aspects that attract people, the hidden creativity that is unique to Japan.
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The concept of the Fujiko • F • Fujio Museum started 

with the wish of Fujiko’s wife Masako to “repay the 

kindness of the fans who supported us the whole 

time.” The museum, which sits on a 5,500-m2 plot 

of land on the grounds of a former amusement 

park, opened on Doraemon’s birthday, September 

3. The basic concept is “a museum where both 

adults and children can sense the fun of the World 

of Manga, savor the works to their hearts’ content, 

and come into direct contact with the appeal of the 

original pictures,” and “a museum where it is possi-

ble to experience the “bit mysterious science fiction” 

of Fujiko • F • Fujio.

The museum has collected and curates approxi-

mately 50,000 original pictures and, among them, 

approximately 130 items are on display. At the mu-

seum, there is also a display where Doraemon char-

acters introduce the process of completing a manga 

using a special technique called “Fantaview.” In addi-

tion, approximately 10,000 items such as the actual 

desk that Fujiko used, books that Fujiko collected, 

plastic models and souvenirs from abroad are on 

display in a room that is a reproduction of Fujiko’s 

workspace. There are also “secrets” hidden here and 

there in this museum. For example, 

the information board at the entrance 

says, “Mice will be denied admission 

into the museum,” a deadpan refer-

ence to the fact that Doraemon hates 

mice. The signs for the restrooms and 

elevators also use pictures with motifs 

from the works. No matter how often 

a visitor comes to the museum, it is 

fun to seek out these “secrets.”  

 “I will come back because there are 

still many tricks that I have missed,” 

comments a female visitor in her thir-

ties who has taken the day off work to 

visit the museum. “I think this is a 

wonderful museum where it is possible to actually 

see and experience Fujiko’s world view.”

Access and Admission
Access: Approximately 10 minutes by shuttle bus from Noborito 
Station on the JR Nambu Line and the Odakyu Line.

Tickets: Available at Lawson convenience stores. Advance 
reservations by date and time only. Tickets are not sold at the 
museum. 1,000 yen for adults and university students; 700 yen 
for high school and junior high school students; 500 yen for 
children over age 4 (free entry for children under age 3)

Website: http://fujiko-museum.com/english/

Visitors to the Museum can enjoy original artwork by 
Fujiko • F • Fujio while listening to explanations on the 
free audio guide.
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Fujiko • F • Fujio Museum

Spa Resort Hawaiians 
(pp. 16-17)

Asahiyama Zoo 
(pp. 8-9)

Edo-Tokyo Open-Air 
Architectural Museum  
(pp. 10-11)

Cup Noodles Museum 
(pp.12-13)

Okinawa Churaumi Aquarium 
(pp. 14-15)

Shonai Eigamura 
(pp. 6-7)
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DDrive for about 30 minutes from the urban area of 

Tsuruoka, Yamagata Prefecture, and you will see the 

88-hectare open set of Shonai Eigamura located in 

the great intermountain outdoors. It is surrounded 

by forest and, on sunny days, commands a good 

view of Mt. Gassan with a farming village, a fishing 

village and a post station of the Edo period (1603–

1867) reproduced inside. “I consider this vast site to 

be a stage,” says Masaaki Ujo, president of Shonai 

Eigamura Co. “If you have 

seats on the hill of the farming 

village, you can have a theatri-

cal show with the great outdoors in the background. 

We will attract sightseers in this way in an effort to 

revitalize the Shonai area.”

Yamagata Prefecture is strongly associated with the 

movies: numerous period movies have been shot in 

this area, and the Yamagata International Documen-

tary Film Festival has been held here since 1989. 

Shonai Eigamura Co., the operator of the open set of 

Shonai Eigamura, was established in 2006 with the 

Local volunteers put on a sword-
fight show at Shonai Eigamura.

Shonai Eigamura (Shonai 

Movie Village) is a sightsee

ing spot located in Yamagata 

Prefecture in the Tohoku 

area, facing the Sea of 

Japan. It was established 

with help from local people 

with the aim of making Sho

nai the Japanese version of 

Hollywood. Shonai Eiga

mura has a large open set 

and a museum, and attracts 

more than 100,000 visitors 

annually, including sightse

ers from Asian nations. 

Toshio Matsubara reports.
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aim of supporting the production of movies located 

in the Shonai area. Shonai Eigamura helped find lo-

cations for film shoots and arranged extras. Since 

then, the company has been involved in the produc-

tion of numerous movies. It attracted a lot of attention 

when the 2008 film Departure won the Academy 

Award for Best Foreign Language Film at the 81st Os-

cars having supported the production of the film. In 

2009, a large open set which was used for shooting 

period movies was opened to the public, and the 

company began running it as a theme park.

At the open set, visitors can enjoy a swordfight 

show performed by local volunteers in samurai out-

fits. Visitors can also learn how to sword fight, watch 

puppet plays and folk tales related to Shonai, and 

borrow kimono free of charge.

One of the characteristics of Shonai Eigamura is the 

participation of the local people as the staff and extras 

on the open set. More than 2,500 people have regis-

tered as movie extras, while fifty volunteers work as 

interpreters for foreign visitors. Shonai Eigamura and 

local people are thus bound by strong ties. 

Shonai Eigamura has already helped to make a 

total of ten theatrical films. From September to Octo-

ber of this year, twenty-three children in the sixth 

year at elementary school made a drama about 

emotional ties and four documentary films at Shonai 

Eigamura, all by themselves. Minamisanriku in Miyagi 

Prefecture, the hometown of these children, was 

badly stricken in the Great East Japan Earthquake. 

On October 10, these works were shown at the 

Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival, 

where they were warmly received by the audience.

“We plan to add around 1,000 seats to the site of 

the open set and perform a large-scale martial arts 

show next year,” says Ujo. “Our efforts to make ev-

eryone happy and enrich the entire community are 

built around movies. This is what we envision.”

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.

Access and Admission
Access: From Shonai Airport, it takes around 30 minutes to the museum and around 40 minutes to the open set. A shuttle bus 
carries visitors to the museum and the open set from JR Tsuruoka Station for 2.000 yen, on Saturdays, Sundays and national 
holidays.

Admission:  
Shonai Eigamura open set: 1,600 yen (adults), 1,300 yen (junior high and high school students) and 1,000 yen (elementary 
school students) 
Shonai Eigamura Museum: 500 yen (adults; junior high school students and older), free (elementary school students and 
younger). Visitors to the open set receive a 250-yen discount.

Holidays: The open set is open throughout the period from mid-April to late November. It will be closed from November 23, 
2011 to mid-April of 2012. Shonai Eigamura Museum will be closed from December 16, 2011 to March 15, 2012.

Visitors dress up in period-look kimono at Shonai 
Eigamura.
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A Asahiyama Zoo is a world pioneer of 
“behavioral exhibits.” What are the 
behavioral exhibits, and why did you 
decide to implement them?

Gen Bando: Behavioral exhibits allow the ani-

mals to relax, which brings out their natural 

temperament and the activities that go along 

with that, and allow them to be seen by visitors 

through ingenious displays. In 1997, the lions 

and leopards were moved to a new cage, but 

since members of the cat family are nocturnal, 

they are sleeping during the daytime when 

visitors come to the zoo to see them. I felt that 

the traditional way of displaying them didn’t 

allow them to be experienced doing their natu-

ral activities.

Because of that, I first decided to create a 

display that would show these sleeping beasts 

in an interesting way. The place that leopards 

can relax best is a high place. So I thought that 

if I could build a comfortable place for them, 

the leopards would surely choose that place to 

sleep. Then by looking up from below, visitors 

would be able to see parts that they had never 

seen before, such as their stomachs and the 

bottom of their feet. That’s how I came to de-

velop an animal display that was unlike tradi-

tional ones.

I also considered the distance from the ani-

mals. The recent trend in zoos around the world 

is to create environmental exhibits without a 

fence, but with a deep and wide trench putting 

a huge distance between animals and humans. 

From 10 meters away, a lion can roar all it wants, 

but it won’t frighten the visitors, and therefore 

they don’t react. For animals kept in captivity, 

there is nothing more agonizing than lack of 

stimulation. Even though environmental exhib-

its recreate their natural habitat, the lions aren’t 

really going to go hunting. The environmental 

exhibit may become like a cell with a lack of 

stimulation for the animals living there.

We decided to accept the fact that zoos are 

man-made places, and that we would reduce the 

distance between humans and animals to an as-

tonishing degree, which is the exact opposite of 

environmental exhibits. The lion cage was con-

Where the Visitors Are  
the Animals’ Toys
An innovative approach to zookeeping at Asahiyama Zoo in Hokkaido has seen visitor numbers soar 

to 3 million per year, including thousands of visitors from overseas. Toshio Matsubara asked Director 

Gen Bando about the secret to the zoo’s success.

At Asahiyama Zoo, visitors can watch the animals at 
very close quarters.
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structed to get them as close as possible while 

maintaining safety. When your eyes meet across 

the glass, those are truly close and confronting 

moments. When the lions roar, of course the 

visitors are surprised. And when humans have 

such frank reactions to their roars, the lions re-

ally sense it. Animals in captivity must have an 

environment where they can relax, but at our 

zoo the visitors are the “cat toys,” which there-

fore helps the lions relax. 

What sort of things did you devise to 
get the animals to be more active?

To get the animals to act more animal-like, it’s 

necessary to create an environment that allows 

them to naturally display things such as their 

traits, physical abilities and thought patterns. 

For example, in the penguin pool, besides ad-

justing the depth of the pool, we also added 

several obstacles such as a reef and an under-

water tunnel that visitors can look up from. 

Penguins turn at sharp angles when they swim, 

so by having many obstacles in the water, they 

appear to be bouncing around while they swim. 

When they start chasing each other, their move-

ments become really quite something. Since 

penguins are carnivorous, they instinctively 

watch things that move, so they are always 

looking at the people passing through the un-

derwater tunnel, and sometimes their eyes 

meet. This is also an implementation of the idea 

of using humans as toys.

The key to our zoo’s facilities is that they 

were built so that both humans and animals 

could see each other equally. The humans can 

see the animals from all different perspectives 

and places, and the animals also get to watch 

the humans. If you build an environment where 

the animals can act independently, then instead 

of viewing humans as a threat, they’ll watch 

them with interest. As a result, they can live 

normal lives without feeling stress about being 

watched by humans. That’s why behavioral ex-

hibits are active exhibits.

Can you give us any concrete 
examples of your goals?

One of them is to more fully display animals 

from our locale, Hokkaido. Another is to under-

take projects that give back to the places that 

the animals in captivity are from. An example of 

this is the preparations that are being made to 

establish a rescue center for orangutans and el-

ephants in Borneo. If deforestation there con-

tinues, it is said that they’ll become extinct 

within twenty to thirty years. If the protective 

services of the rescue center are able to prevent 

the extinction of these animals, then I feel that 

gives meaning to the existence of our zoo.

Asahiyama Zoo: 
http://www5.city.asahikawa.hokkaido.jp/asahiyamazoo/

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.

Lesser pandas cross a 3.5-meter-high suspension bridge.
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AAs part of the modernization policy starting 

from the Meiji period (1868–1912), Japan en-

couraged the construction of Western build-

ings, which were different from traditional 

wooden buildings, for urban construction and 

disaster prevention. Consequently, traditional 

Japanese architecture declined. Yet a number 

of facilities in Japan have relocated, restored, 

and displayed buildings to preserve traditional 

architecture, including the Museum Meiji-mura 

in Inuyama, Aichi Prefecture, which has hotels 

and churches from the Meiji period, and 

Kanazawa Yuwaku Edomura in Kanazawa, Ishi-

kawa Prefecture, which has farmhouses, mer-

chant houses, and samurai dwellings from the 

Edo period (1603–1867).

The Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Mu-

seum in Koganei, Tokyo is another such place. 

All twenty-nine buildings in the museum were 

built in Tokyo (known as Edo in the Edo peri-

od), except for one building from Amami 

 Oshima in Kyushu.

These are historical buildings of great cul-

tural value that would have been impossible to 

preserve in their original locations. They were 

broken down, relocated, and reconstructed in 

the open-air museum.

The museum reflects the geography of 

Tokyo. The east zone has buildings built in the 

old town of Tokyo, where merchants and crafts-

people lived. The west zone has houses in up-

town Tokyo and houses in the Musashino pla-

teau in the suburbs of Tokyo.

At a thatched house in the west zone, vol-

unteers build a fire in the hearth. Smoke pre-

vents thatch plants from becoming infested 

with insects. Visitors can understand the way 

farming families lived in the old days. In the 

old town in the east zone, there is a police box 

built of stone and electric lamps from the Meiji 

period. Accurately replicated goods from that 

time are displayed on the shelves of stores. 

The museum has not only restored buildings 

but has also authentically reproduced people’s 

lives and business.

The restoration of two new buildings was 

Moving Houses
The Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum in Koganei City, Tokyo was opened in Tokyo’s Koganei 

Park in 1993 as a project of the Tokyo Metropolitan Government to “create an environment for 

preserving cultural heritages and passing them on to future generations.” Buildings built from 1652 

to 1942 have been relocated to the seven-hectare site, where they have been restored. Toshio 

Matsubara reports.

Mantoku Ryokan inn was originally located in Ome, a 
suburb of Tokyo. The inn was in business until 1993.
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completed in the 

old town and 

opened to the 

public in Septem-

ber. One of them 

is the Mantoku 

Ryokan inn, a 

two-story wooden 

house estimated to be built in the 1860s or 

1870s. The other is the Yamatoya Honten store, 

a three-story wooden building built in 1928. 

Both were contributed by their owners. The 

buildings were dismantled more than ten years 

ago into parts, to each of which a number was 

assigned. The parts were stored with drawings. 

The Tokyo metropolitan government decided 

to restore them in March 2008. The Edo-Tokyo 

Open Air Architectural Museum worked out 

general drawings, which specified the condi-

tions of the buildings at certain times, and exe-

cution drawings for construction for two years. 

They were completed after one and a half years 

of restoration work.

Mantoku Ryokan inn was in Tokyo for more 

than 130 years. It was popular with peddlers. 

After consideration, it was decided that the ex-

ternal appearance would duplicate that at the 

time when the building was built and that the 

interior would reproduce the way that the inn 

was operated around 1950. Noriko Hayakawa, a 

curator in charge of restoration, said that the 

restoration work was difficult.

“To reproduce the condition when the build-

ing was built, we looked for as many antique 

documents about Mantoku Ryokan inn as pos-

sible. We strove to reproduce the interior as 

authentically as we could based on the memory 

of the former owner. This inn went though an 

extension and alteration several times. Howev-

er, there are no design drawings available. We 

considered the appearance when it was built 

based on the close examination of the pillars 

and beams.”

She said that they tried to reproduce the 

building as authentically as possible, while en-

suring it conformed to present-day earthquake-

resistance and fire prevention building stan-

dards. Yamatoya Honten store dealt in kanbutsu 

(dry foods). The building has two features: 

dashigeta zukuri (pole plate) and kanban ken-

chiku (fascia architecture). Pole plate is tradi-

tional architecture from the Edo period in which 

square timbers are put under the roof so that 

the appearance can look gorgeous. In fascia ar-

chitecture, the external wall is covered with 

copper plates and tiles and is decorated. The 

architecture was widely used, primarily in the 

old town, as people demanded strong buildings 

after the Great Kanto Earthquake.

“Any shopping area in Japan would have had 

dry food stores. They dealt not only in everyday 

dry foods but also auspicious gifts for weddings 

and congratulation gifts. We hope that by view-

ing our exhibitions, visitors will understand 

that dry food stores were closely linked to im-

portant events in people’s lives and annual 

events,” says curator Kiyomi Yonezaki.

Edo-Tokyo Open-Air Architectural Museum: 
http://tatemonoen.jp/english/index.html

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.

Yamatoya Honten 
store was originally 
located in Minato 
Ward, Tokyo. The 
sign under the roof 
says “katsuobushi” 
(dried bonito).
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A Tell us about the concept for the Cup 
Noodles Museum and some of its 
highlights.

Yukitaka Tsutsui: The Cup Noodles Museum 

is an experiential museum where children’s cre-

ativity and curiosity can be richly cultivated. 

You can experience the creative thinking of 

 Momofuku Ando, the inventor of instant ramen, 

through various enjoyable exhibits. For exam-

ple, inside the athletic facility made to look like 

a Cup Noodle factory, you yourself experience 

processes from the manufacturing of the noodles 

to their shipment. There is also a place where 

you can make your own Chicken Ramen.

Why did Momofuku Ando believe that 
instant ramen was needed?

Immediately after the end of World War II, mal-

nutrition was widespread due to the difficulty of 

obtaining food, and many people died of malnu-

trition. One day he saw a long line of people 

waiting outside a ramen stall and thought, “It 

would make people happy if I could invent 

ramen that anyone could make easily.”

Ten years later, after his business failed, 

Ando built a small shack for experimenting in 

the backyard of his home, and immersed him-

self in doing research about ramen alone. While 

acquiring the necessary equipment and ingre-

dients, he experienced many failures, but in 

1958 he perfected the world’s first instant 

ramen, Chicken Ramen. It was the birth of a 

groundbreaking food that only required you to 

put the Chicken Ramen into a donburi (earthen-

ware bowl), pour hot water over it, cover it and 

wait three minutes.

He made it all by himself?

In the case of noodles, he experimented with 

the ratios of water and salt and settled on them 

himself, and then once everything was almost 

complete, he had specialists put the finishing 

touches to them. This was Ando’s development 

style. He would plan out almost all the manufac-

turing process himself, and then once it had 

taken shape, he would instruct different special-

ists in what to do.

Oodles of Instant Noodles
At the Cup Noodles Museum, which opened in Yokohama, Kanagawa 

Prefecture in September 2011, visitors can experience the “Creative 

Thinking” of Momofuku Ando, the inventor of instant ramen. When 

Ando died in 2007, age 96, the New York Times published an editorial 

appreciation to Ando titled simply, “Mr. Noodle.” Shigeo Suemura 

interviewed the new Museum’s director, Yukitaka Tsutsui.

Visitors to the Cup 
Noodles Museum 
can make their own 
Chicken Ramen. 
(Reservations must 
be made in 
advance.)
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The invention of the Cup Noodle (1971), 

where you just pour hot water into a cup and 

wait three minutes, was achieved the same 

way. The technology for drying the ingredi-

ents, the materials and shape for the cup and 

lid, even the plastic wrapping... all these were 

rare at that time. You could say that Ando in-

vented everything including the manufactur-

ing processes.

What was the inspiration for the Cup 
Noodle idea?

In 1966, when Ando traveled to Europe and the 

United States hoping to spread the word about 

instant ramen, he realized an obstacle would be 

that people in these countries did not eat from a 

donburi or use chopsticks. But when he saw 

Americans breaking Chicken Ramen in half and 

putting it into a paper cup, he realized, “This is 

it!” If the noodles are already in a cup, then you 

don’t need a donburi.

The source of his creative power, where 

even usually overlooked things lead to ideas, 

was the same as the naturally strong inquisitive-

ness that children have. He was also very tena-

cious, never giving up even after numerous fail-

ures, until his idea became a reality.

Tell us about Ando’s final invention, 
astro noodles.

When Momofuku Ando developed astro noodles, 

Space Ram, he was already over ninety years 

old. They are prepared just like cup noodles, by 

pouring hot water over them, but since the soup 

would fly around because there is no gravity, 

the soup was made from high viscosity gelatin.

Ando was overjoyed to see the astronaut 

Soichi Noguchi eating Space Ram aboard the 

Space Shuttle in 2005.

The picture of ramen being eaten in space 

probably symbolizes the creative thinking  

of Ando.

Shigeo Suemura is a freelance writer.

Meat Feast
Tokyo Meatrea in Hachioji, Tokyo, is a food theme park 
serving as a center for unique meat menus. The colorful 
building bustles with visitors ranging from families and 
students to seniors, and houses seven stores that each 
specialize in dishes ranging from steak, yakiniku (barbe-
cued meat), gyoza (Chinese dumplings) and hamburger 

steak, to fried meals 
from Brazil and Taiwan. 

Tokyo Meatrea offers takeout in all of its stores, al-
lowing visitors to pick the items they want and try every-
thing out at the food court-style tables. Visitors love this 
idea, and people of all ages can be seen walking around 
tasting the different meat offerings. 

Besides all the tastes and odors, the theme park 
offers creative ways to allow visitors to see, learn 
about, and enjoy meat recipes. Each store is designed 
to offer an excellent view of the kitchen, which offers 
the quite thrilling experience of appreciating the grace-

ful skills of expert chefs as you savor 
their work. You will also enjoy learning 
tidbits about meat recipes in the adjacent 
museum.

At the Tonpei store in Meatrea, 
customers can eat the celebrated local 
food of the people of Obihiro in 
Hokkaido, butadon (pork bowl).
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OOkinawa Churaumi Aquarium in Okinawa Prefec-

ture is one of the largest aquariums in the world, 

presenting more than 20,000 marine creatures of 

more than 700 species in some 77 tanks. The 

aquarium’s main feature is the Kuroshio (Black Cur-

rent) Sea, a water tank that displays large sharks, 

rays and migratory fish that live in the flow of the 

Black Current. The gigantic window of this water tank 

is 8.2 meters high, 22.5 meters wide and 60 centi-

meters thick, and holds back a water volume of 

7,500 tons. The window carries some of the most 

advanced panel technology in the world.

Nippura Co., headquartered in the suburbs of 

Takamatsu, Kagawa Prefecture, manufactured this 

window. The main feature of the company’s giant 

aquarium panels is their seamless appearance 

when combined.

“I wanted the visitors to see the entire body of 

whale sharks, the world’s largest fish, through one 

single giant panel. When there are pillars connecting 

tank panels, the fish frequently appear cut off,” says 

Super Tanks
The outstanding technological strength of Japanese manufacturers provides the backbone for the 

sort of equipment that helps to fulfill dreams at theme parks. Masaki Yamada reports on the example 

of Nippura Co., a small company which produces acrylic panels for aquariums.

Visitors to Okinawa 
Churaumi Aquarium watch 
whale sharks in the massive 
Kuroshio Sea water tank.

Tetsuhiro Shikiyama, CEO of Nippura Co., alongside 
samples of Nippura’s acrylic panels
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the company’s CEO Tetsuhiro Shikiyama.

Nippura’s aquarium panels comprise numerous 

acrylic boards of 3–4 centimeters thickness held to-

gether by adhesive. In the case of the large window 

of the Kuroshio Sea exhibit, 15 acrylic boards each 

of 4 cm thickness in total are glued together. Seven 

such panels, each measuring 8.5 meters tall and 3.5 

meters wide, are joined together to create a seam-

less whole.

“Acrylic boards 3–4 centimeters thick offer the 

most stable quality. Other companies make panels 

50–60 centimeters thick with a single acrylic board. 

These panels could become distorted over time due 

to water pressure and other factors. Our company’s 

acrylic panels rarely undergo such degradation,” Shi-

kiyama says proudly.

The strength of the acrylic panels is obtained by 

building up high-quality acrylic boards. A shortcom-

ing in this method had been that the head-on trans-

parency decreased if the adhesive layer became un-

even when pasting the boards together. The company 

solved this problem by developing an original adhe-

sion technology for acrylic boards along with the 

technology for heat-treating the pasted boards, and 

can now produce huge acrylic panels that offer both 

strength and transparency.

“Technology is one thing, but even more impor-

tant is the idea. No one else seems to have thought 

of pasting a number of acrylic boards together,” 

Shikiyama says.

Clearly the Best
Nippura’s acrylic panel manufacturing technology 

is now used in aquariums in nearly fifty countries. 

The latest example is in an aquarium in the Dubai 

Mall which opened in 2008 in Dubai, the United 

Arab Emirates. One of the panels boasts the world’s 

largest size of 32.88 meters wide by 8.3 meters tall 

and was recorded in the Guinness World Records 

that year. It has also been decided that a panel mea-

suring about 40 meters wide made by the company 

will be used in an aquarium currently under con-

struction overseas. If this aquarium is completed as 

planned in December 2012, the panel will break the 

company’s own Guinness World Record. “We do not 

conduct any overseas marketing,” Shikiyama says. “I 

think our technology has been spreading in the 

world’s aquarium industry by word of mouth.”

Shikiyama adds that he now hopes to use the 

company’s acrylic panels applying their newly devel-

oped laminate technology for sound abatement 

shields on highways. The acrylic panels Nippura de-

veloped have high noise barrier performance, and 

even if a car were to crash into them, there would be 

no concern of broken pieces flying around.

Nippura is likely to find many more potential appli-

cations for its original technologies which have 

spread to aquariums worldwide.

Okinawa Chiraumi Aquarium: 
http://oki-churaumi.jp/en/index.html

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.

In addition to acrylic panels for aquarium tanks, 
Nippura has been developing new products applying 
the technology it has cultivated over many years. One 
example is Nippura Blue Ocean, a giant 270-inch rear 
projection screen with superior picture quality, which 
Nippura released in 2003.
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LLocated In Iwaki City, Fukushima Prefecture, Spa 

Resort Hawaiians is popular for its many large indoor 

and outdoor onsen (hot spring) baths and pools, 

and for its shows on a poolside stage by the Hula 

Girls. The resort was closed after cracks formed in 

the large onsen pool due to the Great East Japan 

Earthquake. Repairs on some facilities with less se-

vere damage were completed and operations re-

sumed on October 1, with the entire resort sched-

uled to reopen in January 2012.

Joban Hawaiian Center, the forerunner to Spa Re-

sort Hawaiians, opened in 1966. Iwaki once flour-

ished as a coal-mining town, but demand for coal 

fell drastically due to competition with imported coal 

and the switch to petroleum fuels. Joban Hawaiian 

Center was developed to offer new employment 

opportunities to coalmine workers who had lost their 

jobs. To attract more visitors, daughters of coalmine 

workers received intensive training in hula dance so 

they could start performing shows, which became 

the major feature of the facility. A 2006 hit movie in 

Japan titled Hula Girls, named best film in the 2007 

Japan Academy Awards, depicted the true story of 

the team’s origins and success. The members, who 

were known simply as the Hawaiians’ dancers until 

then, came to be known as the Hula Girls, and be-

came well-known nationwide.

The Hula Girls divided their twenty-eight members 

into three groups and toured Japan for five months 

starting on May 3 to inspire tourism to their home-

town of Iwaki and communicate that it was alive and 

well. Starting with performances at Iwaki evacuation 
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No reservations are required for this 
fun opportunity to dance the hula. 

Spa Resort Hawaiians in Fukushima Prefecture has re-opened for business following repair work on 

damage caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake. Toshio Matsubara reports.
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centers for victims of the Great East Japan Earth-

quake to show their sympathy, the group traveled to 

124 locations in twenty-six prefectures, holding a 

total of 246 performances, including an appearance 

at the Japan-Korea Festival 2011 in September in 

South Korea. Rurika Tiare, who performs solo dances 

for the group and has been given a Hawaiian name, 

spoke of their tour.

 “Hula dancers are supposed to smile while they 

dance,” she says. “At the start, we weren’t sure if 

we should smile at evacuation centers. But the 

people greeted us warmly, some were in tears 

thanking us, and they gave many words of encour-

agement. They cheered us up more than we 

cheered them up. We hope to deepen this bond 

even further, on the stage.”

Their shows combine four types of dance, ranging 

from elegant hula to rhythmic Tahitian dance, fasci-

nating their audiences. Tatsuo Kuzunuki, who comes 

from Kanagawa Prefecture to see the group perform 

at least 120 days each year, describes their charms 

with a smile.

 “I suffered a serious illness in the past,” Kuzunuki 

says, “but their performances give me energy. I 

watch my health daily because I want to come here 

and see them perform. I look forward to the shows 

each time.”

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.

Access
•  About 1 hr. and 50 mins. by car from Tokyo via the Joban 

Expressway (free bus services are available for hotel 
guests of Spa Resort Hawaiians)

•  Yumoto Station is about 2 hours by train from Ueno 
Station on the JR Super Hitachi express. The resort is 
about 10 minutes from the station via the free bus 
service or taxi.

Website
http://www.hawaiians.co.jp/english/index3.html

The Hula Girls perform a rhythmic Tahitian dance.

16 17
Highlighting Japan   NOVEMBER 2011 Highlighting Japan   NOVEMBER 2011



A
This month’s Cover Story introduces 
Japanese creativity through the 
window of theme parks examples 
including manga and cup noodles. 
What has impressed you the most in 
terms of products and services 
driving home Japanese creativity in 
recent years?

Naoki Ito: It is not a recent example, but in the 

sense of having a great impact overseas, I think 

the Prius, the hybrid car from Toyota, is an ex-

ample of Japanese creativity at its very best. 

The consideration for the environment, the 

high level of comfort, the compact size and the 

moderate pricing, it achieved all the things that 

are in demand these days.

Also, while it is not a global product like the 

Prius, the rechargeable electric scarf that MUJI 

started selling recently is also impressive. I 

think it is very much a typically Japanese prod-

uct, connecting electricity with a fashion item 

like a scarf.

What do you think are the special 
characteristics of this kind of 

Japanese creativity?

Japan is extremely good at quickly and flexibly 

adopting cultures and technologies from around 

the world, and to sublimate them into their own 

values. For example, I love traveling overseas, 

but I don’t think there is any other place where 

you can eat international cuisine to the degree 

you can in Japan, and particularly in Tokyo. 

Also, it is even tastier than the real thing.

I guess that it is the high level of Japanese 

craftsmanship that supports this kind of creativ-

ity. I think that the dexterity, delicacy and effort 

found among Japanese people increase the 

quality of products and services.

You are involved in a lot of 
advertising work; please tell us about 
some ads that have made a strong 
impression after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake.

“Xylophone” is a film to promote a mobile phone 

made with thinned cypress wood for NTT 

 Docomo. It won Gold Lions in two categories 

[the attention-grabbing Film Craft Lions and 

Transforming Ideas into  
Products and Services
The Ministry of Trade, Economy and Industry is implementing a Cool Japan Strategy Promotion 

Program aiming to edit various elements of Japanese culture and communicate them to people in 

Japan and abroad. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji talks to the project’s creative director, Naoki 

Ito, chief creative officer at the innovation and ideas lab PARTY, about the project and the creativity 

of Japanese people.
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Cyber Lions categories] at the Cannes Lions 

International Festival of Creativity in June this 

year. On a slope in the forest, a wooden ball is 

set rolling down a xylophone staircase made 

with thinned wood to create the sound of Bach’s 

Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring. It is a work that really 

shows off the craftsmanship of Japanese people 

and it has been played over 7 million times on 

YouTube.

Another one is the commercial for the Kyu-

shu bullet train that won a Gold Lion in one cat-

egory [the Outdoor Lions category] at the 

Cannes Lions Festival. From a viewpoint inside 

the train, the film shows all kinds of people who 

volunteered to wave at the bullet train as it 

passes. The commercial does not directly sup-

port the victims of the Great East Japan Earth-

quake, but I’m sure it will give them courage.  

People overseas have also raved about these 

two commercials, saying, “This is the Japan.”

What do you do as creative director 
of the Cool Japan Creative Director 
Project? 

We are launching the “Mazer” open platform 

on the Internet [http://mazer.jp, scheduled to 

go live in the middle of November]. Mazer is a 

“place” for soliciting far and wide for ideas from 

ordinary people, and for exchanging opinions 

and evaluation about the ideas in order to bring 

about new services or products. 

For example, the creative director solicits 

ideas on the theme of “souvenirs that please 

foreigners.” Then, the participants nominate 

things like “folding fans” or “washlets.” But 

since these things already exist, the creative di-

rector has to add another new element. For ex-

ample, “social media” with regard to nomina-

tions of “plastic food replicas” for souvenirs. 

The participants then cross “plastic food repli-

cas” with “social media,” and think up ideas. 

Then the result could be, for example, that you 

take a picture of the curried rice that you are 

eating, and if you send the photo to a particular 

company, you can pick up a replica of the food 

at Narita International Airport.

We are not going to translate all the con-

tent on Mazer, but we plan to install some 

translation tools to make it more convenient 

for foreigners.

Since there are themes like “souvenirs that 

please foreigners” that will attract ideas from 

people overseas, we would like to have their 

steady participation.

Naoki Ito has been involved in numerous corporate ad 
campaigns—for companies including Nike and Sony—TV 
commercials and product development. He has won more 
than 130 awards in Japan and overseas including Gold Lions 
at the Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity.
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OOn October 18, Prime Minister Yoshihiko 

Noda visited the Republic of Korea (ROK). On 

the following day, he had a summit meeting 

with President Lee Myung Bak at the Blue 

House (the Presidential Palace). This visit to 

the ROK was Noda’s first overseas trip for a bi-

lateral meeting as prime minister. 

Prime Minister Noda and President Lee 

agreed based on a future-oriented thinking to 

cooperate from a broader perspective, so that 

overall Japan-ROK relation is not affected by 

difficulties which occasionally arise between 

the two countries. 

Prime Minister Noda and President Lee also 

agreed to have frequent visits, including those 

between the two leaders and foreign ministers, 

and to continue to exchange views closely. The 

two leaders shared views on vitalizing “shuttle 

diplomacy,” including frequent mutual visits at 

the summit level, and also agreed to realize 

President Lee’s visit to Japan at the earliest pos-

sible time. 

With regard to the Korean Peninsula-

 originated archives, President Lee stated that 

the transfer of five archives by Prime Minister 

Noda has a symbolic meaning for the future of 

ROK-Japan relations. 

Furthermore, Prime Minister Noda said that 

he would like to undertake the working-level 

coordination for the earliest possible resump-

tion of the EPA negotiations between Japan and 

the ROK in order to support recent collabora-

tions in the private sector between both coun-

tries and take the initiative in creating funda-

mental rules for the region. President Lee 

agreed on this point. 

Also, with respect to the currency swap deal 

between Japan and the ROK, the two leaders 

agreed to expand the deal to a total of 70 billion 

U.S. dollars, as securing stability in the currency 

markets is very important for the stable growth 

of the economies in both countries.
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Prime Minister Noda (left) 
and ROK’s President Lee 
attend a press photography 
session before their summit 
meeting on October 19.
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Prime Minister Noda stated that reconstruc-

tion in the Tohoku region continues to be the 

most important issue for Japan, and he asked 

for further cooperation on issues of reconstruc-

tion and stated that he would like to advance ini-

tiatives in cooperation with ROK as to recovery, 

tourism and countermeasures to harmful ru-

mors. Prime Minister Noda said that he expects 

the cooperation would lead to the revitalization 

of people-to-people exchange. Based on his ex-

perience of visiting the disaster area in May, 

President Lee stated that he was impressed by 

the efforts of the people in the affected area, 

saying there is much to learn from the people. 

On the North Korean issues, the two leaders 

agreed on the importance of close coordination 

between Japan and the ROK as well as among 

Japan, ROK and the United States to deal with 

the missile and nuclear development issues in-

cluding the uranium enrichment activities by 

North Korea, and on continuation of inter-

 Korean dialogue, as well as United States and 

North Korean dialogue, which should lead to 

concrete actions by North Korea. 

Also, on the abduction issue, Prime Minister 

Noda stated that he had been doing everything 

possible to repatriate all the victims to Japan at 

the earliest possible time and he would like to 

cooperate with the ROK. President Lee once 

again expressed his support and cooperation.

CoFesta: TIFF
The 24th Tokyo International Film Festival (TIFF), an 

official event of CoFesta, the world’s largest compre-

hensive content festival, was held between October 22 

and October 30, 2011. The festival showcased about 

130 movies from around the world. TIFF is also en-

gaged in activities to reduce emission of carbon diox-

ide and bring about an awareness of the need for en-

vironmental preservation. As a symbol of the 

environment and ecology, a green carpet was laid 

down outside the venue in Roppongi, Tokyo, where 

the opening ceremony was held on October 22, 2011. 

Guests who greeted the crowd as they passed along 

the green carpet included film stars such as Jackie 

Chan and Milica Jovovic, as well as Prime Minister 

 Yoshihiko Noda and Minister of Economy, Trade and 

Industry Yukio Edano. 

TIFF this year initiated a TIFF ARIGATO Project to 

support the restoration efforts following the Great 

East Japan Earthquake, and it organized donations, 

charity auctions, and a special film presentation in 

Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture, a city that was greatly af-

fected by the earthquake. 

On October 30, 2011, the Tokyo Sakura Grand 

Prix was awarded to Untouchable, directed by Eric 

 Toledano / Olivier Nakache, out of fifteen films that 

had been entered into the competition section.
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Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda (left) and the Minister 
of Economy, Trade and Industry Yukio Edano arrive at 
the Tokyo International Film Festival in Roppongi, 
October 22.
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OOn October 5, 2011, the Special International 

Symposium on the Revitalization of Japan’s 

Tourism Sector and Quake Affected Regions 

was held at Sakura Hall on the Katahira Campus 

of Tohoku University, located in Aoba Ward, 

Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture, to consider ways of 

restoring tourism in disaster-affected areas. 

The symposium was organized jointly by the 

World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), Japan 

Tourism Agency and Ministry of Foreign Af-

fairs, with participation by members of the 

UNWTO and World Tourism and Travel Coun-

cil (WTTC) and representatives in charge of 

tourism in six prefectures in Tohoku.

In the opening address, Secretary-General 

Taleb Rifai of the UNWTO, which is in charge 

of tourism at the United Nations, dedicated a 

minute of silence to the victims of the disaster, 

and then stated, “The facts about the Great 

East Japan Earthquake and actions of the Japa-

nese people for 

overcoming the 

difficulties that 

resulted have been conveyed to the world with 

a feeling of awe and respect, and the world has 

come to know wonderful aspects of Japan.” He 

also mentioned the UNWTO’s statement that 

Japan is safe for tourists, which was issued 

about a month after the disaster, and said 

“There is nothing to prevent travel to Japan or 

the Tohoku region and the message will con-

tinue to be sent out to the world. Japan has 

friends all over the world, and the world is sup-

porting Japan.”

In the keynote presentation titled “Impacts 

of Large-scale Natural Disasters on Global 

Tourism and the Significance of Post-disaster 

Recovery,” Dirk Glaesser, coordinator of Risk 

and Crisis Management of the UNWTO, em-

phasized the importance of communicating fa-

vorable information about the region to remove 

preconceived notions among travelers worried 

about risks. Glaesser mentioned an example of 

a hotel that made its lobby and other spaces 

available for affected people other than hotel 

guests on the night of the disaster, and stated 

that such instances not only give hope to people 

but also bring about significant synergistic ef-

fects for restoring tourism.

In the presentation on affected areas that 

followed, representatives in charge of tourism 

in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima Prefectures, in 

which coastal areas suffered serious damage, 

and those from Aomori, Akita and Yamagata 

SympoSium on 
TouriSm
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Secretary-General 
Taleb Rifai of the 
UNWTO delivers the 
opening address at 
the Special 
International 
Symposium on the 
Revitalization of 
Japan’s Tourism 
Sector and Quake 
Affected Regions, 
October 5.
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Prefectures, which did not suffer direct damage 

but were hurt by harmful rumors, made presen-

tations on initiatives by affected localities for 

restoring tourism. Reports were given on vari-

ous subjects such as damage situations and ef-

fects on tourism in each prefecture, environ-

mental impacts of the Fukushima Daiichi 

Nuclear Power Plant accident and initiatives for 

restoring and promoting tourism being actively 

pursued, and supportive measures by China, 

Hong Kong, South Korea and Taiwan, from 

which many tourists came prior to the disaster, 

and organizations for collaboration 

with them.

WTTC President and CEO David 

Scowsill then took the stage and cited 

data that the travel and tourism indus-

try accounts for about 7% of Japan’s 

GDP and the effects of generating 

employment opportunities reach as 

many as 4.62 million people. “Restora-

tion of Japan is a topic that has gained 

attention in the world’s travel and 

tourism industry,” he said, “and resto-

ration of tourism would promote res-

toration of the affected areas. Part of the pro-

gram of WTTC Global Summit to be held in 

Tokyo in April 2012 will be held in Sendai in 

Miyagi Prefecture.”

In the panel discussion held in the latter part 

of the program, opinions were actively ex-

changed with participation by Professor Emeri-

tus Seiji Komori of the Kobe University of Com-

merce and the head of the Kobe Recovery 

Workshop, who has taken part in recovery as-

sistance in affected areas. President Kazuhiko 

Saito of the Iwaki Tourism and City Planning 

Bureau, who also serves as president of the 

Joban Kosan which runs Spa Resort Hawaiians 

in Iwaki, Fukushima Prefecture, reported on 

the outcomes of a nationwide tour by the Hula 

Girls which symbolized restoration after the di-

saster (see pp. 16–17).

The panel discussion closed with the follow-

ing words from Director Fumiha Ise of the In-

ternational Economy and Tourism Department 

of Sendai City.

“The disaster was indeed unfortunate. How-

ever, bonds of friendship are found in the care 

and attention shown for Tohoku by people around 

the world. We hope to build new tourism attrac-

tions with the resilience of the people of the To-

hoku region, which is set for restoration.”

At the symposium, a special message was ad-

opted: “It is important to quell damaging misper-

ception and misinformation as quickly as possible 

by continuing to share accurate information with 

the world on the revitalization of tourism in di-

saster-affected areas and the Tohoku region as a 

whole. … It is crucial to restore and increase the 

number of visitors to Tohoku and Japan, and to 

work toward further growth of international 

tourism in the Asia-Pacific region.”
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Symposium at Tohoku University to discuss revitalization of the 
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Nissan Motor: Smart House
Nissan exhibited a near-future house using the company’s EV model Leaf as a storage 
battery. With a battery storage capacity of 24 kWh, Leaf is capable of providing nearly two 
days’ worth of the electricity used by a regular household. The electricity supply system, 
which combines this battery with solar power and fuel cells, can ensure stable home 
power generation regardless of the weather.

Using solar power generation and nighttime power to charge up the Leaf and supply 
electricity to households when necessary could control electricity consumption during peak hours and help secure 
electricity in the event of a power outage following a major disaster. The Smart House’s advantage of electricity 
self-sufficiency attracted a great deal of attention.

Kodenshi: LED BLOCK
LED BLOCK, a new type of decorative and luminous block, has a built-in full-color LED display 
that shows numerous different images. It can be used in many different applications from 
desktop accessories to objects in large halls. Wiring can be completed by simply assembling 
the blocks with the use of a built-in connector. Characteristically, the product allows users to 
easily make and illuminate cubic exhibitions of arbitrary forms.
A microcomputer is embedded in each of the blocks. With the accompanying software, users 

can make luminescent patterns on the computer at will. Assembled cubic blocks can also show full-color videos. 
Many visitors stopped involuntarily in front of the ever-changing gradation of luminescence.
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	 	CoFesta: CEATEC JAPAN
CEATEC JAPAN, an official event of CoFesta, which is one of the world’s largest comprehensive contents 

festivals, took place at Makuhari Messe in Chiba Prefecture from October 4 to 8, attracting around 170,000 

visitors. The twelfth exhibition of CEATEC JAPAN, also one of the largest IT and electronics exhibitions in Asia, 

featured the latest technologies, products and services from 586 domestic and international companies and 

organizations.

Reflecting the electricity shortage following the Great East Japan Earthquake, environment- and energy-

related exhibitions were conspicuous at this year’s CEATEC JAPAN. The main features were electricity-saving 

technology and solar cells, which replaced digital home electric appliances including conventional thin-

screen TVs. Unique products and ideas designed to bring refreshing changes to everyday life also provided 

a lot to talk about. Toshio Matsubara introduces some of the products.

TOPICS



Murata Manufacturing: Murata Seisaku-kun, 
Murataseiko-chan and Electric Walking Assist Car
Murata Seisaku-kun, a robot riding a bicycle (photo), and Murataseiko-chan, a robot 
riding a unicycle, have become familiar characters at CEATEC JAPAN. The gyro sensor 
detects their degree of tilt, and rotating the reaction wheel mounted on the body helps 
the robots to move while maintaining a subtle balance. In the demonstration, the pair of 

robots was applauded after running up a curved, narrow, sloping road while remaining upright.
The unique control technology was applied to the development of the Electric Walking Assist Car, which assists 

walking by automatically moving in the direction of the user’s preference in an attempt to maintain balance. 
Hopefully this technology will also be applied to strollers and shopping carts.

Toppan Printing: Virtual Fitting System
Developed collaboratively by Toppan Printing and a German research institute, the virtual fitting system allows users 
to simulate the fitting of clothes and accessories without actually changing their clothes. Image recognition and 

synthetic technology are used to synthesize the images of clothes etc. on the dis-
play in accordance with the user’s body shape as shown in the camera. Traditionally, 
the technology was nothing more than simply synthesizing the images of prepared 
clothes on the display without reflecting the body shape or the folds of clothes. 
Through an analysis of folds, the latest technology makes it possible to simulate a 
lifelike fitting experience.

The introduction of the system is scheduled in some apparel shops and distri-
bution industries. These shops will benefit from a reduction in fitting rooms and 
shorter fitting times, while users will no longer need to repeat trial fittings. The 
presentation of the system at CEATEC coincided with its sales launch.

TE Connectivity: TE Copter
The most conspicuous feature in the exhibition was the human-powered helicopter. 
Manually turning the handle on the flight deck rotates the propeller and elevates the 
seesaw-type helicopter, fixed on a pillar, up to a height of a maximum of approxi-
mately 1.6 meters.

The human-powered helicopter makes a seemingly low-tech impression. However, 
it employs the same cables and connectors as those utilized in the asteroid probe 
Hayabusa. The cutting-edge high technology is abundantly incorporated in the inter-
nal part. It measures the body weight of the passenger while moving a weight on the 
opposite side of the seesaw in an attempt to maintain balance. This makes it much 
easier to elevate the helicopter, even with the arm strength of a child or woman.

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.
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T
Please tell us how you became 
interested in science.

Professor Reiko Kuroda: Sendai City in Mi-

yagi Prefecture, where I grew up, was full of 

natural features. When I was a kindergarten 

and elementary school pupil, I caught cicadas, 

crickets, other insects and frogs in the rice pad-

dies, fields, ponds and woods, and kept them at 

home. I once watched baby mantises hatching 

from eggs one after another, and I completely 

lost track of the time. These experiences with 

nature got me interested in science.

My chemistry teacher in my senior year of 

high school had students conduct many experi-

ments in class. These were extremely interesting 

and this is one of the things that opened my eyes 

to the wonders of chemistry. For example, car-

bon monoxide (CO) and carbon dioxide (CO2) 

have completely different characteristics even 

though the only difference is an oxygen atom 

(O). There are diverse substances in the world 

but they are all made up by combining some of 

the only about 100 atoms. I wanted to clarify why 

so many varieties are generated, so in university 

I started formal study of chemistry.

You went to the United Kingdom in 
1975 after completing a Ph.D. at the 
University of Tokyo. Why did you 
choose that path?

In Japan at that time it was difficult to find place-

ment at a university even after earning a Ph.D. 

By coincidence, a post needing knowledge and 

outcomes of the research I conducted was open 

at King’s College London. With a contract only 

for a year and one month, I decided to move to 

London. I ultimately spent about eleven years 

there engaged in research and education.

Professor Reiko Kuroda of the University of Tokyo has had numerous research papers on chirality 

(handedness) published in some of the world’s most authoritative science magazines, including 

Nature (U.S.). She has studied for many years in the United Kingdom and currently serves as vice 

president of the International Council for Science and as an elected foreign member of the Royal 

Swedish Academy of Sciences in its class for chemistry. Osamu Sawaji of the Japan Journal interviewed 

Professor Kuroda.

A Life in Chirality
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Professor Reiko Kuroda at her laboratory in which snails 
are cultivated. One of Kuroda’s important research 
themes is clarifying the mechanism at the molecular level 
that determines whether a snail is sinistral or dextral.

YAMATO NADESHIKO



I have many memories there. The famous 

Royal Opera House is located close to King’s 

College, and at night many well-dressed people 

gathered there. I passed by them on the way 

home, with my mind occupied with experiments 

that were not going well. That memory is still 

fresh in my mind.

I also remember traveling through European 

countries with friends, and without much 

money. We sat on a bench near the city hall in 

Stockholm, Sweden, and ate baguettes and 

cheese for our dinner. At that time I never 

dreamed that twenty years later I would be at-

tending a banquet at that same city hall for the 

Nobel Prize ceremony.

What are the important aspects of 
chirality that you specialize in?

A pair of shoes has a symmetrical structure. 

There are pairs of substances with a molecular 

structure symmetrical like a pair of shoes, even 

though their type and number of atoms and the 

way the atoms are connected are the same. 

Such a pair of substances with a symmetrical 

structure is described as chiral. There are nu-

merous chiral substances, some of which have 

completely different features between the dex-

tral and sinistral types. An example is thalido-

mide, which induced deformities in the 1960s. 

There are two types of thalidomide—dextral 

and sinistral. Research later revealed that the 

sinistral type adversely affects embryos.

Amino acids are also chiral substances, and 

the same quantity of dextral and sinistral types 

are generated when we artificially create amino 

acids. But for some unknown reason, all living 

matters on Earth are made up of proteins using 

only sinistral amino acids. Clarification of this 

mystery would bring us closer to the secrets of 

the origins of life.

We can see how chirality is closely related 

with people’s daily lives and life forms. It is 

important to study this subject and it is end-

lessly interesting.

You are from Sendai, an area affected 
by the Great East Japan Earthquake. 
Could you tell us your feelings about 
the disaster?

First of all, I would like to express my deepest 

condolence to those who lost their lives in the 

disaster and hope that people get back to peace-

ful days as soon as possible. Concerning the ac-

cident at the nuclear power station that was 

caused by the tsunami, quite a few including 

some scientists have expressed extreme views 

on nuclear power being either safe or danger-

ous. What is important here is not labeling nu-

clear power as entirely safe or entirely danger-

ous, but instead reviewing its risks and benefits 

from social and scientific viewpoints and mak-

ing judgments through discussion.

I have always asserted that it is necessary 

to cultivate scientists with social literacy and 

general citizens with scientific literacy. For 

this reason I have established a campus-wide 

minor program for graduate students at the 

University of Tokyo, to develop human re-

sources, science interpreters, to stimulate bi-

lateral communications between science and 

society. Hearing debates over the nuclear 

power plant accidents, I feel even more strong-

ly today that an increasing number of science 

interpreters needs to be cultivated.
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KK computer, the supercomputer recognized 

as having the fastest calculating speed in the 

world, is located in the RIKEN Advanced Insti-

tute for Computational Science (AICS) on man-

made Kobe Port Island in Kobe, Hyogo Prefec-

ture. It is housed in a room on the third floor of 

the building measuring roughly 50 meters long 

and wide. 

K computer’s 864 racks each measure ap-

proximately 2 meters high, 1 meter deep and 

80 centimeters wide. The racks, equipped with 

a high-performance CPU (central processing 

unit), are networked with one another, enabling 

instantaneous processing of highly complex 

calculations. As of June, K computer’s process-

ing speed was 8.162 petaflops [1 petaflop is the 

capacity to run 1 quadrillion (1015) floating 

point operations in a second], achieved with 

the 672 modules 

at that time. In 

October, K com-

puter achieved 

10 petaflops with 

all 864 racks: the 

ability to perform 10 quadrillion (1016 ) calcula-

tions in just one second. The name K comes 

from the Japanese kanji character 京 (kei), rep-

resenting 1016. AICS is currently developing 

software targeting the official beginning of its 

shared use in November 2012.

“Supercomputers today are indispensable 

to research and development in a variety of 

fields, including science and manufacturing,” 

says Tadashi Watanabe, project leader at the 

Next-Generation Supercomputer R&D Center 

of RIKEN that worked on developing K com-

puter. “Supercomputers are extremely impor-

tant for a country’s infrastructure. That’s why 

Japan and countries such as the United States, 

China, France and Russia are competing in 

their development.”

Watanabe joined the development of K com-

puter after working on development in 2002–

2004 of the Earth Simulator, a supercomputer 

located in Yokohama, Kanagawa Prefecture, 

which boasted the world’s fastest calculating 

speed at that time.

The Earth Simulator had global accomplish-

ments in a number of simulation projects. In 

particular, findings from its simulation on global 

climate change played a role in the Intergov-

ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

drafting its Fourth Assessment Report an-

nounced in 2007, contributing significantly to 

Oh! K Computer
At the 26th International Supercomputing Conference held in Hamburg, Germany, in June, the 

supercomputer “K computer,” being jointly developed by RIKEN and Fujitsu, was awarded first place 

on the list of the world’s best-performing computers. Osamu Sawaji of the Japan Journal reports.
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Tadashi Watanabe, 
project leader at the 
Next-Generation 
Supercomputer R&D 
Center of RIKEN, 
stands before a rack 
of the K computer 
built for display
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the IPCC’s receiving the 

Nobel Peace Prize that year.

“When predicting climate 

change, the finer the mesh 

is, the more accurate the 

calculation becomes, but 

you also need a supercom-

puter and processing capaci-

ty in accordance with the 

finer mesh,” says Watanabe. 

“K computer allows for 

greater accuracy in climate 

change simulations.”

The Earth Simulator cal-

culated climatic change based 

on a mesh of about 10 square kilometers; K com-

puter uses a finer mesh of within a square kilo-

meter. This should allow K computer to play a 

role not only in predicting global climate change 

but also in forecasting local rainstorms seen fre-

quently in Japanese cities in recent years.

Contributing to Medical and 
Manufacturing Fields
Bodies involved in the life science and nano-

technology research fields are now starting to 

use K computer. From next year, K computer 

will be used in what the government designates 

as strategic fields for next-generation super-

computer use: life science/medical, new mate-

rials and energy creation, global change predic-

tion, industrial innovation, and origin of matter 

and the universe.

Researchers in the medical field, for in-

stance, can use K computer in studies of ill-

nesses such as cancer and heart disease. The 

human body is composed of numerous and di-

verse proteins. Researchers believe that abnor-

mal functions of proteins cause illness. Chemi-

cal substances that link with such abnormal 

proteins and serve curative effects could be-

come treatments. Researchers have spent 

many years and enormous expense on animal 

and clinical tests to study curative effects and 

side effects, but using the K computer would 

enable them to calculate the composition of a 

chemical substance that is a potential link and 

run a simulation on its effects. This would 

shorten the time for developing treatments and 

reduce development costs.

Other research using K computer includes 

noise reduction in aircraft and other transporta-

tion equipment, performance improvements in 

solar cells, precision improvements in tsunami 

prediction, and studies on the originating pro-

cess of black holes.

“Supercomputers are a necessary tool for 

improving people’s lives,” says Watanabe. “In 

the future we hope to make a supercomputer 

that has 100 times the processing capacity of 

K computer.”
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K computer, on the third floor of the RIKEN Advanced Institute for 
Computational Science (AICS), Kobe, Hyogo Prefecture. There are now 864 
racks  networked here.
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LLacquerware has been produced in the 

Yamanaka region of Ishikawa Prefecture, near 

the Sea of Japan coast, since the late sixteenth 

century. At that time, visitors to the hot springs 

in the area were intrigued by the utensils made 

with the local wood-turning techniques, using a 

foot-powered wheel similar to those used by 

potters, and bought them as souvenirs to take 

back to their own regions. 

As the reputation of the turned woodenware 

spread, Yamanaka became a supplier of it to 

other lacquerware production areas around the 

country. Meanwhile, more sophisticated lac-

quering techniques were introduced from those 

areas to Yamanaka. The lacquerware industry 

continued to develop, and by the early postwar 

period had become the biggest in Japan by in-

corporating modern production techniques into 

its traditional craftsmanship. 

Yamanaka lacquerware was officially desig-

nated a traditional craft by the government in 

the 1970s, and formal training and qualifications 

for the industry have since been introduced. 

The local craft guild, the Yamanaka Lacquer-

ware Union, created a certification system to 

ensure products from the area have been 

through the four individual processes by four 

different artisans. The four stages used to cre-

ate authentic Yamanaka lacquerware are wood-

turning, priming, coating and lacquer painting; 

these products are given the JOY (Japan Origi-

nal Yamanaka) stamp of approval.     

Tatsumiya is one of the numerous lacquer-

ware companies that continue the local industry 

despite the challenges of cheap imports. Formed 

in 1945, the company flourished through the 

decades of high economic growth as its prod-

ucts proved particularly popular as gifts in the 
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The Venie range 
of tableware tea 
holders and other 
containers incorporates 
fabric in the manufacturing 
process, ensuring that each 
item is unique.
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The JOY of  
Yamanaka 
Lacquer

The lacquerware-making group of 

companies Nussha has brought the 

traditional craftsmanship of 

Yamanaka in Ishikawa Prefecture to 

sophisticated markets around the 

world. Gavin Blair reports.

JAPAN BRAND



booming wedding industry. After the bursting 

of the economic bubble in the early 1990s, the 

company shifted its emphasis to everyday table-

ware, including plastic bento lunch-boxes, while 

still maintaining some of its traditional lacquer-

ware ranges.  

With a desire to both preserve the local 

craftsmanship and to look for new opportunities 

and markets, Yamaguchi Masanori, the third 

president of Tatsumiya, saw an opportunity in 

another more recent program designed to pro-

mote traditional industries. 

“We formed Nussha with seven local compa-

nies to join the Japan Brand project to focus on 

overseas sales,” says Yamaguchi. “We had the 

monodzukuri skills for lacquerware here in 

Yamanaka, but to understand the needs of for-

eign markets, and also to communicate overseas, 

we linked up with Tomita Kazuhiko, a Milan-

based Japanese designer. We could then use a 

‘made in Yamanaka, designed in Milan, sold in 

Paris’ tag for the ranges we displayed at the Mai-

son D’Objet exhibition in France which we first 

participated in during 2005,” says Yamaguchi. 

The Nussha ranges were then sold in muse-

um shops and other selected outlets in Paris 

and London. 

“We got a lot of interest from the European 

media so we had great sales even  in those 

early years of about 40 million yen annually,” 

explains Yamaguchi. 

“After we attracted a lot of attention in Eu-

rope, then Japanese buyers attending the Mai-

son D’Objet also became interested and we 

started selling in the domestic market the fol-

lowing year via a kind of reverse import route,” 

says Yamaguchi.     

The Nussha group currently has five compa-

nies participating and it is now using local de-

signers from Ishikawa Prefecture, as well as 

collaborating with students from the nearby 

Kanazawa College of Art. 

The Venie range of plates, saucers, bowls, 

tea holders, boxes and trays, the first range 

Tatsumiya created for Nussha, remains its best-

seller. The distinctive look is created by using 

kimono-like fabric in the manufacturing pro-

cess, ensuring that no two pieces are exactly 

the same.  

“What we’ve learned from working as part of 

Nussha, in terms of design and marketing, 

we’ve also been able to put to use in the other 

parts of our business,” says Yamaguchi.

Gavin Blair is a freelance journalist living in Tokyo who writes for 

publications in the United Kingdom, United States and Asia.

Skillfully turned from well-seasoned Japanese zelkova wood, the rims of the containers in 
the Innocent range are less than 3 mm thick, making them lightweight and thus portable.
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Chitose ame, literally “thousand year candy,” is a sweet given to children on the 
occasion of the Shichi-Go-San festival held on November 15 for three- and seven-

year-old girls and three- and five-year-old boys to celebrate their growth and pray 
for their health. The long sticks of hard red (pink) and white candy are presented in 
a bag depicting a crane and a turtle, both of which symbolize long life. A variety of 

simple patterns may run through the sticks, such as bunny rabbits or flowers.
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