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Yoshihiro Murata, chef and owner of Michelin 

three-star restaurant Kikunoi in Kyoto and director 

of the NPO Japanese Culinary Academy, answers 

our questions.

Three Japanese chefs brought the flavors of Japan’s 

Tohoku region to the World Economic Forum in 

Davos, Switzerland in January. What was their ap-

proach to this year’s Japan Night? 

The varied tastes of ordinary Japanese people may 

best be observed at lunchtime…

Measuring equipment manufacturer Tanita has 

brought its innovative on-site cafeteria to the wider 

health-conscious Japanese public with the open-

ing of the Marunouchi Tanita Shokudo restaurant 

in Tokyo.

A survey of foreign readers of the Highlighting 

JAPAN website revealed a clear winner of the title of 

“Favorite Japanese Food.” We list your Top Ten.

Yoshikazu Kojima, director of the Export Promo-

tion Division of MAFF, comments on the expanding 

exports of Japanese food and agriculture, forestry 

and fishery products.

TA
D

AS
H

I A
IZ

AW
A

� �
Highlighting Japan   APRIL 2012 Highlighting Japan   APRIL 2012

� �
Highlighting Japan   APRIL 2012 Highlighting Japan   APRIL 2012

COVER STORY

Front cover: Pupils at Nishisugamo 
Elementary School enjoy a hearty and 
healthy school lunch.

CONTENTS

The Gentle Power of 
Umami

4

6

What is it about Japanese food that so appeals to people overseas? In 
this month’s feature we seek to answer that question, beginning with a 
visit to the Tokyo Sushi Academy, which attracts budding sushi chefs 
from around the world.

The Superior Cafeteria14

A Taste of Tohoku8

Out to Lunch12

TA
D

A
SH

I A
IZ

AW
A

Food,Glorious 
Japanese Food

Quality and Safety 
Assured

20

Your Favorite Japanese 
Foods

16



Japan’s Prime Minis-

ter Yoshihiko Noda 

attended a ceremo-

ny in Tokyo on 

March 11 to mark 

the one-year anni-

versary of the Great East Japan Earthquake. This ar-

ticle reviews some of the prime minister’s com-

ments on this and other recent assignments.

A review of winning works at the 15th Japan Media 

Arts Festival

Introducing the revolutionary AuthaGraph World 

Map

American Tyler Lynch runs 

a traditional Japanese inn 

in a hot spring resort in Na-

gano Prefecture. What brought him to this part of 

the world?

Tools of the warrior and cultural artifacts of the con-

noisseur are on display side by side at the Tokugawa 

Art Museum in Nagoya.
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Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda shares his 
thoughts on issues of the day on 
“Prime Minister NODA’s BLOG”:

http://nodasblog.kantei.go.jp/
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HHold your knife at an angle and cut through 

the flounder.”

Students at the Tokyo Sushi Academy in Shinjuku 

are learning how to fillet a flounder (hirame). After 

watching Master Chef Ken Kawasumi demonstrat-

ing precisely what to do, the twelve students pick 

up similarly long, thin knives and set about prepar-

ing their own flounders, each measuring just over 

Francisco Hervás (right) and 
Benjamin Tuhakaraina (second from 
right) watch how Master Chef Ken 
Kawasumi fillets a flounder (hirame).
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Not only is it delicious, Japanese food is beautiful and healthy too. Japanese dishes and ingredients 

are becoming increasingly popular around the world as a result. The seemingly endless variety on 

offer, from traditional dishes to modern alternatives, continues to delight visitors coming to Japan 

and is increasingly being exported too, tantalizing taste buds all over the world. In January this year, 

the Japanese government organized Japan Night 2012, an event aimed at showcasing Japanese 

food to participants at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland. It is also committed to 

promoting Japanese dishes and ingredients via overseas diplomatic facilities and various food-

related events around the world. This month’s Cover Story takes a look at what people around the 

world love so much about Japanese food.

COVER STORY



30 centimeters.

Training to become a fully-fledged sushi chef in 

Japan is supposed to take at least ten years, under 

the supervision of a master chef. When the Tokyo 

Sushi Academy opened its doors in 2002 however, 

it introduced a series of fast-track training courses. 

Courses currently offered by the academy include a 

one-year sushi chef course, an eight-week diploma 

course and an intensive sushi workshop whereby 

students learn the basics of making hand-shaped 

sushi (nigiri-zushi) in one day.

The students learning how to prepare a flounder 

are on the diploma course. While the course may be 

short, at just eight weeks, students learn all the basics 

of being a sushi chef, from knife skills to techniques 

for rolling and shaping sushi. Students then have to 

pass written and practical exams at the end of the 

course to get their diploma.

The fact that students can enroll on the diploma 

course on a tourist visa is making it popular with 

chefs from other countries. Around eighty students 

from twenty-seven countries and regions around the 

world have completed the course since it was 

launched in the summer of 2010. Most are chefs or 

owners of Japanese restaurants. There are three for-

eign students on the current course, which started in 

January this year, from 

Indonesia, Spain and 

New Zealand.

“In terms of learning 

about sushi, there’s no 

fundamental reason 

why Japanese people 

should be any better at 

it than people from 

other countries,” explains Sachiko Goto, who is a 

lecturer in charge of the diploma course for foreign 

students. “Having said that, foreigners often seem to 

be surprised at the thought of removing even the ti-

niest bones from the fish before preparing it.”

One of the students currently on the diploma 

course is Benjamin Tuhakaraina, a Kiwi chef who 

makes dishes from all over the world using ingredi-

ents from back home in New Zealand. He quit his 

restaurant job and came over to Japan.

“I tried sushi for the first time about fifteen years 

ago. I didn’t really 

care for it at first, 

but then I grew to 

love it over time. 

Sushi is pretty 

common in New 

Zealand these 

days,” he adds. “I’ve made sushi back in New Zea-

land, but I decided to come over to Japan because I 

wanted to study traditional Japanese methods and 

learn how to prepare fish properly.”

Another of the current students is Francisco Hervás, 

an established Spanish chef with sixteen years’ ex-

perience. He works as a private chef, specializing in 

Mediterranean dishes.

“We have an incredible amount of seafood in 

Spain. What I want is to combine the methods I have 

learnt in Japan with European techniques to turn all 

that seafood into something new,” says Hervás. 

“Japanese food covers such a wide range though. An 

eight-week course is just the tip of the iceberg. I 

hope to come back to Japan in the future so I can 

learn more about Japanese cooking.”
Francisco Hervás makes 
hirame sushi

Benjamin Tuhakaraina 
fillets a flounder
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A What do you think is the essence of 
Japanese cuisine?

Yoshihiro Murata: It is a cuisine that places 

umami at its heart. Umami can be found in in-

gredients such as kombu (kelp), katsuo (bonito) 

and shiitake mushrooms. Umami is the fifth 

taste along with sweetness, sourness, saltiness 

and bitterness, and as such is a Japanese word 

that has gained currency across the world. The 

dashi stock used in Japanese cuisine is made by 

simmering kelp, bonito and shiitake mush-

rooms in water to extract the substances which 

contain umami. By combining kelp with bonito, 

the umami is said to be eight times stronger 

than the umami gained from just using kelp. By 

combining kelp with shiitake, the umami is six-

teen times stronger. The delicious flavor of Jap-

anese cuisine comes from this use of dashi. 

Why do you think Japanese cuisine 
is being accepted across the world?

A major reason is that Japanese cuisine is 

healthy. A kaiseki cuisine meal uses sixty-five 

ingredients and has about 1,000 kilocalories, 

whereas similar French meals use twenty-five 

ingredients and contain 2,500 kilocalories. Japa-

nese cuisine replaces the fats, oils and sugar 

used in large quantities in Western cuisine with 

umami, reducing the calorie count. It is also 

very satisfying. Another reason for the spread 

of Japanese cuisine is the quality of ingredients. 

I have tasted the ingredients of cuisines from 

countries around the world and I feel that the 

flavor and quality of Japanese agricultural and 

marine products such as fish, vegetables and 

fruits are among the finest in the world. For ex-

ample, I’ve never tasted anything overseas as 

sweet as a Japanese strawberry.

The quality of Japanese foodstuffs is becom-

ing known globally, and chefs across the world 

have started to use them. For example, a novel 

use overseas is that of yuzu, a citrus fruit that 

has been used as a flavoring in Japan for many 

years. The unique fragrance and bitterness of 

yuzu is a reason for its popularity.

Is it possible to cook Japanese food 
at home outside Japan?

Yoshihiro Murata, chef 
and owner of Kikunoi
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Founded in 1912, Kikunoi in Kyoto—or specifically the main branch 

of the restaurant—has since 2010 been recognized with three stars 

in the Michelin Guide to exceptional restaurants. Yoshihiro Murata, 

chef and third generation owner of Kikunoi as well as director of the 

NPO Japanese Culinary Academy, speaks with the Japan Journal’s 

Osamu Sawaji about the appeal of Japanese cuisine.
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It is possible to cook Japanese food by using 

local foodstuffs. For example, it’s possible to get 

soy sauce, a well-known Japanese condiment, at 

supermarkets in most countries in the world. 

You can make teriyaki sauce by mixing soy sauce 

with sugar. By cooking meat coated in this sauce, 

you can create splendid Japanese food. I hope 

that people will be able to enjoy Japanese cuisine 

at the family dinner table in many countries. 

Could you tell us about 
your overseas activities?

I get invited to go over to other 

countries in Asia, the United 

States, Europe, and other parts 

of the world to cook Japanese 

food. In April this year, I have 

been invited to the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York to 

prepare Japanese food for over 

a hundred people. The Great 

East Japan Earthquake doesn’t 

seem to have had any detrimen-

tal impact on Japanese food. These days, Japa-

nese is regarded as one of the leading cuisines 

of the world.

In June this year, my company in London 

will be opening a Japanese restaurant called 

Chrysan in conjunction with a London-based in-

vestment company. It is located in the City, the 

financial heart of London and one of the major 

financial and economic centers anywhere in 

Europe. We also decided on London because it 

is currently in the run-up to the Olympics.

I can’t really say anything about the menu, 

but the chefs are from Kikunoi and will be mak-

ing dishes that are sure to delight people in 

London. We are going to be using exclusively 

British ingredients wherever possible.

How do you see Japanese food 
changing in the future?

As Japanese food is becoming truly global, I ex-

pect that we will see greater fusion with dishes 

from other countries in the future. I think more 

chefs will start making Japanese 

food using local ingredients from 

their own countries. I definitely 

see adapting Japanese food to 

suit people’s tastes in other 

countries as a good thing. Take 

sushi dishes like California rolls 

or soft shell crab rolls. They 

were developed outside Japan, 

but they still taste just as great.

There are plenty of success-

ful Japanese chefs out there who 

have created Japanese dishes to 

suit people in other countries. 

Tetsuya Wakuda for instance, 

the owner and chef at Tetsuya in Sydney, Aus-

tralia, is famous for his fusion dishes combining 

Japanese and French cuisine. Another example 

is Nobuyuki Matsuhisa, the owner and chef at 

Nobu in New York. By creating sushi dishes to 

suit people’s tastes in Europe and the United 

States, he has had a big hand in making Japa-

nese food more popular.

I hope we will see more Japanese chefs like 

these successfully branching out into other 

countries in the future. In fact, I hope that my 

new restaurant in London will lead the way in 

terms of showcasing the next generation of 

Japanese chefs to the rest of the world.

The entrance to Kikunoi in 
Kyoto
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Masayuki Okuda

Mr. Okuda, you were the supervisor 
for the food at the Japan Night. What 
kind of dishes did you serve?

Masayuki Okuda: We served around forty 

different dishes using primarily ingredients 

from Tohoku as well as locally obtained ingre-

dients, out of a desire to support the recon-

struction of Tohoku after the Great East Japan 

Earthquake. For example, local Tohoku dishes 

such as imoni which is a local Yamagata soup 

dish, and creative dishes such as grissini 

A Taste of Tohoku
COVER STORY

A side event to the Annual Meeting of the World Economic Forum (WEF) 2012 (Davos Conference) 

held on January 26 in Davos, Switzerland was the Japan Night, attended by two owner chefs from 

the Tohoku region, Masayuki Okuda of the Italian restaurant Al-ché-cciano in Yamagata Prefecture, 

and Katsuyasu Ito of the French restaurant L’auréole in Iwate Prefecture. The confectionery for 

the Japan Night was supplied by Sadaharu Aoki, a patissier with ten stores in Paris, Tokyo and 

Taipei. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji spoke to the three men.

Masayuki Okuda (right) and Katsuyasu Ito

2012 Davos Meeting side event Japan Night on January 26

Masayuki Okuda introduces his Japanese dishes to guests 
at Japan Night

Black cod with root vegetable chips Salmon roe and rice chips with whipped cream
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topped with 

the Miyagi 

P r e f e c t u r e 

specialty sasa 

k a m a b o k o 

fish paste 

and baked. 

A r o u n d 

600 people at-

tended, all of 

whom really 

enjoyed the food. I felt that the interest in Japa-

nese food was strong as a result of the Great 

East Japan Earthquake too. 

I know that at Al-ché-cciano you 
serve dishes made from local 
Yamagata Prefecture ingredients, but 
could you tell us what is distinctive 
about Yamagata Prefecture 
ingredients? 

Their diversity. Yamagata Prefecture, especially 

the Shonai region, has hot summers and cold 

winters, so with the exception of citrus fruit and 

vegetables that are sensitive to snow, most 

crops are grown there. Also, there are some 

seventy native varieties of vegetables that are 

only cultivated in Shonai and there are more 

than eighty varieties of wild grasses and vege-

tables. And there are around 140 types of sea-

food in the ocean. I procure most of the ingredi-

ents that I use in my restaurant from within a 

30-kilometer radius of the restaurant. No mat-

ter where you go in the world, it is very rare to 

find establishments that can create dishes by 

combining fresh ingredients from the land and 

sea in this way. 

What kinds of things do you pay 
attention to when preparing dishes? 

For example, the fact that Japanese vegetables 

are characterized by their juiciness, and their 

delicate and rich flavors. So as not to cancel out 

those merits, I do not smother vegetables in 

sauce. Also, I do not put sauce on meat, but 

rather serve it with the kinds of vegetables that 

go well with a particular meat. 

Something else I do is change the meal con-

tent or method of preparation to suit the age, 

sex, and physique of the diners. For example, 

for elderly people, I serve lean meat accompa-

nied by vegetables that aid digestion.

When I serve dishes that I believe the cus-

tomer wants, the customer enjoys my food. I 

want to be the kind of chef who can serve the 

food that the guest wants, like Doraemon 

[manga character with special powers].

Tell us about your future plans.

In March I attended the Salon de Gourmets In-

ternational held in Madrid and promoted the 

magnificence of Japanese ingredients. In Japan 

we will produce restaurants in Mie Prefecture 

and Chiba Prefecture, and which will open in 

May in the Tokyo Sky Tree complex. The res-

taurant in the Sky Tree complex will serve 

dishes using fine ingredients from all over 

Japan. We would like to see not only Japanese 

but also people from overseas coming here to 

experience for themselves the high quality of 

Japanese ingredients.  
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Masayuki Okuda
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Katsuyasu Ito

What Japanese food was popular at 
the Japan Night?

Katsuyasu Ito: One popular dish was mochi 

rice cakes topped with Swiss cheese baked in a 

Nambu Ironware skillet from Iwate Prefecture 

brought from Japan. I served the rice cakes on 

the Nambu Ironware itself, and they disap-

peared in no time. 

At my restaurant, L’auréole, I use Nambu 

Ironware to prepare most of the dishes. Be-

cause it holds heat well and distributes it even-

ly, meat and fish can be cooked to the perfect 

degree of softness. It also brings out the sweet-

ness of vegetables, and the vegetables retain 

their color over long cooking times even with-

out color fixing. 

I know that you use ingredients from 
Iwate Prefecture in your cooking, but 
what kind of dishes you make? 

One typical ingredient used at L’auréole is Mae-

sawa Beef raised in Iwate Prefecture. The high 

quality of the straw that is used as fodder and 

the extremely 

labor-intensive 

breeding results 

in meat that has 

a much better 

aroma than nor-

mal beef. At 

L’auréole we 

serve Maesawa 

Beef steak, but in order to get more people to 

taste Maesawa Beef we have also developed 

croquettes using Maesawa Beef in collabora-

tion with a local women’s group. Handmade by 

the local people with minimal use of machines, 

the croquettes are sold in and out of Iwate Pre-

fecture in freeway service areas, and by mail 

order, and are a big hit.

What are some of the other features 
of your dishes? 

While I follow the basics of French cooking 

when making bouillon or soup, I do not normally 

cook with large amounts of butter or cream. I 

prefer to simply bake or boil in Nambu Iron-

ware, to make the most of the good flavor of 

Iwate ingredients.

I call my own cooking “Iwate French.” The 

other day the French Ambassador to Japan and 

French Diet members came to the restaurant 

from Tokyo and complimented me on how good 

the food tastes.

Please tell us about your future aims.

One of my aims is to collaborate with business 

operators in the farming industry, fishing indus-

try, distribution, and so forth to implement re-

gional development through cooking and pro-

cessed foods that use ingredients from Iwate 

Prefecture. For example, along the Kitakami-

sanchi mountain range that extends north to 

south through the center of Iwate Prefecture, 

there is a superb growing district for apples, 

grapes and other fruits. I want to help to estab-

lish “fruite corridor” that has restaurants where 

people can eat local fruits and wineries that pro-Katsuyasu Ito
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duce wine from the grapes along that route, cre-

ating a link to tourism. I hope people from over-

seas too will enjoy the nature and food of Iwate. 

Also, I want to write a French cookery book 

for children. It is extremely important for the 

future of Iwate and Japan to get children inter-

ested in food. Writing a book for children is an 

investment for the future, so to speak.

Sadaharu Aoki

Mr. Aoki, you are famous for your 
confectionery made with Japanese 
ingredients such as matcha and 
yuzu. What made you start using 
Japanese ingredients? 

Sadaharu Aoki: I went to Paris in 1991 and 

was apprenticed at a number of stores until 

1998, when I opened my first store. Fortunately, 

as soon as I opened, confectionery such as 

millefeuilles, éclairs and macaroons were ex-

tremely well-received straightaway, and many 

customers patronized the store. One day, a reg-

ular customer in his eighties suggested that 

since I am Japanese, I should try making con-

fectionery that utilizes the distinctive qualities 

of Japan. So from 2001 I began to sell confec-

tionery made with matcha and yuzu, and these 

were hugely popular with French people. Today, 

Japanese ingredients are used by many patis-

siers in France. 

When using Japanese ingredients, is 
there anything in particular that you 
endeavor to do? 

I try as much as possible to eat dishes from all 

over Japan. 

As well as 

restaurants, 

I go to the 

food floors 

of depart-

ment stores 

and talk to 

the people 

selling the 

produce. Recently, I have used black shichimi 

from a store called Hararyokaku in Kyoto in 

my confectionery. 

At the moment, I am looking at using sake. 

In my capacity as a volunteer for reconstruction 

assistance after the Great East Japan Earth-

quake, I conduct training sessions in cake-

 making for confectioners living in the Tohoku 

region, and when I went to Tohoku I had the 

opportunity to taste a variety of sakes, as well 

as the koji (rice malt) and rice that are used to 

make them. On one of those visits I thought 

that it would be interesting to use sake not just 

as it is, but to first squeeze the sake lees into 

chocolate. Also, I try as much as possible to lis-

ten to feedback from my customers first-hand. 

Sometimes I also let them try samples of new 

confectionery I am experimenting with and lis-

ten to their impressions. French patissiers do 

not really do that kind of thing. 

I would like to continue to create confection-

ery that people find memorable, so that one day 

my name will appear in a cooking dictionary as 

“the person who was responsible for the popu-

larity in Paris of confectionery made with Japa-

nese ingredients.”

Sadaharu Aoki
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School Lunches
“Always maintain good posture!”

“Thank you to all those who made this food!”

The twenty-one students who make up Class 1 in 

the second grade at Nishisugamo Elementary School 

(Toshima Ward, Tokyo) all put their hands together 

and say these words in unison, before happily tuck-

ing into their school lunches. Today’s menu is rice, 

grilled fish, sesame seed-coated boiled potatoes, 

salad with ham and vegetables, egg and tomato 

soup, and a glass of milk.

Around 99% of elementary school students in 

Japan, and roughly 86% of junior high school stu-

dents, currently have school lunches. Menus typically 

consist of a main dish, a vegetable side, soup and a 

staple accompaniment of either bread or rice, as 

well as a drink and a dessert.

A number of schools teach dietary education 

through their school lunches. Nishisugamo Elemen-

tary (total 220 students) is one such school. By 

doing so, they are increasing the students’ knowl-

edge about food, and making them into people who 

know how to eat healthily. Having the students peel 

the vegetables used for the lunches, think of combi-

nations of staple foods and main dishes, then choose 

foods they want for their own school lunch are all 

part of the program. One fourth-grade girl says, 

“School lunch is fun because it’s delicious and we 

can all eat together. When there’s a really delicious 

food for lunch, and I want my mom to make it too, 

then I ask the nutritionist who prepares the food to 

tell me how to make it.”

Bentos
It’s just past 11 a.m. in the courtyard of the Tokyo In-

ternational Forum near Tokyo Station, and eight con-

cession trucks have driven up. These trucks sell take-

out bento (boxed lunches) and are operated by the 

event catering service company Workstore Tokyo Do 

Co. The trucks have cooking facilities so customers 

can purchase fresh-cooked, piping hot bento to 

order. Each truck serves a different style of bento, 

such as Japanese, western style and ethnic. The 

prices range from 500 to 700 yen, cheaper than 

nearby restaurants, and since they’re takeout, they’re 

popular with people who like to have lunch at their 

desk or in the park.

The Workstore Tokyo Do employee in charge of   

the schedule and choosing the concession trucks 

that set up shop in the Tokyo International Forum 

Out to Lunch

Sixth graders tuck in to their school lunch.

What do people eat in Japan? Visit a busy place during lunchtime and you’ll find all different kinds 

of food being served. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji reports.
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courtyard says, “I switch around which trucks go each 

day of the week so customers will keep coming 

without getting tired of the selection. Sometimes I 

select one because it’s popular, so I’ve been sending 

a truck that serves ‘B-class gourmet’ cuisine that ev-

eryone’s been talking about recently.”

One truck that sets up shop serves Yokote yaki

soba, a dish that regularly ranks high in the yearly 

national B-class cuisine contest, B-1 Grand Prix. It 

features a salty-sweet sauce mixed with thick noo-

dles, and a sunny-side-up egg on top. A man in his 

forties who’s lined up before noon laughs while he 

says, “I like the taste so much that I come here at 

least once a week.”

Lunch at a Michelin Ranked 
Restaurant
Located in Shinjuku, an area in Tokyo full of depart-

ment stores, small shops and restaurants, is Shinjuku 

Kappou Nakajima, a Japanese-style restaurant that’s 

received one star in the Michelin Guide since 2008. 

In the evening it offers full-course kappou (Japanese-

style) meals from 8,400 yen. When you enter the 

restaurant at just past noon, the seats at the counter 

are full of workers from nearby companies. They’re 

having the sardine lunch set. The price is an unbe-

lievably cheap 800 yen.

How is it that a reasonably priced meal is 

being served at a high-class kappou restau-

rant? According to the okami proprietress, 

“There are a lot of small-scale companies 

around here that don’t have a company 

cafeteria, so our original intention was to start serving 

lunches to the people that worked at these small 

businesses. For the past twenty years we haven’t 

changed the price of lunch.”

They chose to serve sardines because the fish are    

cheap but delicious, as well as healthy. Since the 

restaurant appeared in the Michelin Guide, they de-

cided to make a menu with photos for the increasing 

number of foreign customers. On this day a group of 

Australians and their Japanese friends visited the 

restaurant. “The sashimi was really fresh and deli-

cious,” they agree, looking satisfied.

A female office worker in her twenties who started 

coming here after seeing the restaurant in the 

 Michelin Guide says, “Since it’s near my office, I de-

cided to come here once, but it was so delicious that 

I come several times a month now. Being able to 

have something this delicious at under 1,000 yen is 

a real treat.”

The line for the Yokote yakisoba truck. A serving of 
Yokote yakisoba costs just 500 yen.

The counter at Shinjuku Kappou Nakajima. Aside from 
the counter, there is a tatami mat room for four, and 
two separate rooms that can hold ten people each.
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A How did Tanita come to develop such 
a health-oriented cafeteria back in 
1999?

Shuji Minami: Tanita is a company that manu-

factures measuring instruments, such as scales 

and devices for measuring body fat. That is to 

say, we are a company that measures health. 

That is why we put a lot of energy into maintain-

ing the health of our staff. As part of these efforts, 

we initially started the staff cafeteria to serve a 

healthy menu. However, in the beginning we fo-

cused on an anti-obesity menu that reduced the 

calories of the meals above all else, and so we 

heard nothing but negative feedback from staff, 

who said that the food was “unappetizing” or 

“not filling enough” because the food didn’t have 

much flavor and the servings were small.

What specific innovations did you 
make to eliminate this kind of 
negativity?

The basic menu is a Japanese-style teishoku set 

meal, consisting of rice, miso soup, vegetables, 

and a main course of meat and vegetables. Even 

in normal circumstances this kind of food is 

quite healthy, but every day the nutritionists in 

the staff cafeteria strove to achieve flavors that 

exploit the natural flavor of the raw materials 

while using salt and oil as little as possible. For 

example, by using dashi stock made from fish 

and kombu (kelp), as well as vinegar and chili, 

we can give accents to the flavor without using 

salt. This makes the food taste better, while still 

holding back on the salt and calories.

We also only boil vegetables lightly, leaving 

them a little harder than normal so that people 

Measuring equipment manufacturer Tanita is famous for having a staff cafeteria that serves a 

healthy menu. In January this year, the Marunouchi Tanita Shokudo restaurant (shokudo means 

“cafeteria”) was opened to the general public in Marunouchi, the center of Tokyo’s business dis

trict. The Japan Journal’s Sawaji Osamu talks to Shuji Minami, the man in charge of the Maruno

uchi Tanita Shokudo.

This set meal comprising salmon with a vegetable 
sauce, rice, enoki mushroom soup, vinegared cucumber 
with dried whitebait and simmered hijiki seaweed 
weighs in at just 449 kilocalories.
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have to chew them thoroughly. We recommend 

that people take at least twenty minutes to fin-

ish their food. This is because if you eat too 

quickly you don’t get a full signal, and so you 

get hungry again straight away.

Our menu now includes more than 200 

items, and most of these are around 500 kilocal-

ories, with less than three grams of salt and at 

least 200 grams of vegetables.

What were the benefits for the people 
using the cafeteria?

Simply by eating lunch at the staff cafeteria, 

some people were able to lose nine kilograms 

over twelve months or three kilograms over 

four months, even without making any other 

changes to their diet. There was even one per-

son who succeeded in losing fifteen kilograms 

over twelve months by taking a cue from the 

meals at the staff cafeteria, and starting to cook 

the same kinds of meals at home for breakfast 

and dinner.

Other changes experienced by many users 

were better cholesterol numbers, eating smaller 

meals as a matter of course, and catching colds 

less easily.

Why did you open the Marunouchi 
Tanita Shokudo restaurant?

In February 2010, we published a recipe book 

introducing the menus used in the Tanita staff 

cafeteria, which became a best seller, selling 

more than 4.7 million copies. We then received 

a lot of feedback from readers saying that they 

wanted to actually try the food for themselves. 

We opened the Marunouchi Tanita Shokudo in 

January this year, to respond to this kind of 

feedback from customers. We have had custom-

ers from all over Japan, and not just the company 

workers from the nearby Marunouchi area. The 

reaction from most patrons has been along the 

lines of “The food was delicious, much more 

flavorsome than I expected.” 

There are two options—a set menu that 

changes daily that is the same as the staff 

 cafeteria and another set menu that changes 

weekly, this being an original of Marunouchi 

Tanita Shokudo. On each table there is a weigh-

ing machine for measuring the weight of the 

rice and a timer for keeping track of the time 

spent eating.

There is also an administration nutritionist 

permanently stationed at the cafeteria. Custom-

ers can receive free counseling about their eat-

ing habits after taking measurements using the 

latest body composition meter. 

In the future we hope to further brush up 

our menu to assist people with healthy eat-

ing habits.

Shuji Minami at the Marunouchi Tanita Shokudo. 
Beside him, a timer (mealtimes should last at least 20 
minutes) and weighing machine.
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No. 1   Sushi	 50	votes

Easily the number-one favorite Japanese food was 

sushi. Sushi has 

now become 

the food that 

people around 

the world think 

of first when it 

comes to Japa-

nese dishes that are healthy and delicious. Sushi in 

its present form, in which raw fish is placed on top of 

rolled vinegar-flavored rice, was introduced during 

the Edo period (1603–1867). It became popular in 

the United States in the 1970s, later finding fans 

around the world. 

No. 2   Ramen	 27	votes

Ramen is a noodle dish that originated from Chinese 

noodles. Since arriving in Japan in the Meiji period 

(1868–1912), they have evolved in a uniquely Jap-

anese manner. 

Japanese ramen 

is characterized 

by the variety of 

soup flavors, in-

cluding soy 

sauce, salt and miso flavors, and a choice of top-

pings, such as meat, leeks, bean sprouts and eggs. 

Japanese ramen has even become popular in China 

recently.

No. 3   Sashimi	 26	votes

Sashimi is raw fish or shellfish served thinly sliced 

and flavored with soy sauce and other seasonings, 

as well as wasabi horseradish, ginger, and other 

spices. Sashimi is believed to have become popular 

in Japan during the Muromachi period (1336–1573), 

in tandem with the increasing use of soy sauce. 

Reader Comment: 

“Those thin slices 

are little pieces of 

heaven.” (North 

American female in 

her thirties) 

No. 3   Soba	 26	votes

Soba is a dish of noodles made of buckwheat flour 

that is milled from the seeds of soba grains, and 

served with soup. There are two main ways to enjoy 

these noodles. Zarusoba is soba noodles served on 

a bamboo draining board, which the diner dips in a 

cold sauce, and then eats. Kakesoba is soba noodles 

served in a bowl filled with hot sauce. Many soba 

restaurants offer free soba yu, the hot milky water in 

which the soba was cooked, to customers who order 

zarusoba. When 

customers finish 

their dishes, they 

may add sauce 

to the soba yu 

and drink it. 

Your Favorite Japanese Foods
Responding to the question posed on the Highlighting JAPAN website, “What is your favorite 

Japanese food?,” foreign readers proposed a wide variety of Japanese dishes. We now reveal the 

top ten Japanese dishes, as chosen by our readers.
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No. 5   Tempura	 24	votes

Tempura is a dish of fish, shellfish, vegetables, and 

other ingredients that are deep fried in batter made 

of flour and 

water. It is be-

lieved to have 

come to Japan 

between the six-

teenth and sev-

enteenth centu-

ries from Europe, 

and it became popular in the Edo period. There are 

several theories on the origin of the word “tempura,” 

including the Portuguese words tempera (which 

means “adding seasoning”) and tempolo (a 

temple). 

Comment: “It’s light and healthy and tastes like 

heaven!” (Oceania female in her fifties) 

No. 6   Udon	 19	votes

Udon is a dish of noodles that is made by mixing 

flour with water, stretching it and cutting it into noo-

dles before they are cooked in boiling water. Udon 

noodles are thicker and chewier than soba noodles. 

As with soba noodles, udon noodles can be served 

as zaruudon, with diners dipping their noodles in 

cold soup, or as kakeudon served in a bowl filled 

with hot sauce. Udon noodles can be served with 

tempura, meat, curry and many other ingredients. 

Sanuki udon from Kagawa Prefecture, Shikoku, is 

particularly popular in Japan. 

No. 7   Okonomiyaki	 13	votes

Okonomiyaki is a pancake dish that is made of flour 

mixed with water with the addition of one or more 

ingredients such as shrimp, squid, meat and vegeta-

bles, and griddled on a hot plate. The finished pan-

cake is served with a special sauce, mayonnaise and 

other seasonings. Okonomi means “whatever you 

want.” There 

are two main 

kinds of oko-

nomiyaki. One 

is the Kansai 

style, popular 

mainly in 

Osaka where the dough and ingredients are mixed 

and cooked. The other is the Hiroshima style, in 

which the ingredients are sandwiched between the 

dough when they are cooked. 

Comment: “Okonomiyaki forever!” (European 

male in his thirties)

No. 8   Shabu Shabu	 10	votes

Shabu shabu is 

a dish of thinly 

sliced beef that 

is put in boiling 

water for a brief 

moment to cook 

and served with the flavored soy sauce ponzu sauce 

and other sauces. Vegetables and tofu are also 

cooked with the beef. The term “shabu shabu,” an 

onomatopoeic phrase equivalent to “swish swish,” 

was first used at a beef restaurant in Osaka in 

1952. 

No. 9   Miso Soup	 9	votes

Miso is bean paste that is made of soybeans. To 

make miso, soybeans are first steamed and fer-
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mented after salt 

and rice malt is 

added to them. 

Along with soy 

sauce, it is a typi-

cal Japanese 

seasoning. Miso soup is a soup dish in which miso is 

mixed in hot water and cooked with tofu, seaweed, 

vegetables, and other ingredients. 

No. 9   Tofu	 9	votes

Tofu is a food made of soybean milk that is strained 

from mashed soybeans 

and solidified with brine 

and other coagulant. 

There are a number of 

tofu dishes. Hiyayakko, 

or cold tofu, is served 

with soy sauce, finely chopped leeks and other spic-

es. Atsuage is tofu deep fried in a thin batter. 

Additional Items

Katsu Curry
Katsu curry is a dish featuring pork cutlets (katsu), 

which are pork slices covered with breadcrumbs and 

deep fried in oil, served on top of “curry rice,” a dish 

of rice with curry. Katsu curry is believed to have 

originated in 1948 at a restaurant in Ginza, Tokyo, 

when a famous 

baseball player 

placed an order to 

put a pork cutlet on 

top of curry rice, be-

cause he found it 

was a hassle to eat the curry rice and port cutlet 

separately. 

Taiyaki
Taiyaki is a cake made of dough, or flour mixed with 

water, that is poured and baked in a fish-shaped iron 

mold with red bean paste placed in the middle. It is 

believed to have been introduced in the Meiji period. 

In addition to red bean 

paste, some recent 

types of taiyaki have 

chocolate, custard 

cream or caramel in 

the middle.

Recipe
Tempura (serves	four	persons)

Make the batter
Mix one egg with cold water (one cup) and flour (one cup) in a bowl.

Prepare the ingredients
Remove the heads and back veins from (six) shrimp, and make a cut in two or three places in the middle. 
     Wash pumpkins, egg plants, asparagus, and other vegetables, and cut them to an appropriate size (see picture).

Cook the ingredients
Dust the ingredients with flour, dip them in the batter to fully coat, and fry in oil at a temperature of 170°C for about 
two minutes.

To serve
Serve the tempura with tempura sauce and grated daikon radish. Or, just as good, serve with sea salt.
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Conveyor Belt Sushi Goes Round the World
“Sushi-go-round” has become an integral 

part of Japan’s restaurant industry. Ishino 

Seisakusho, headquartered in Kanazawa, 

Ishikawa Prefecture, boasts the leading na-

tional share in the production of conveyor 

machines that circulate sushi plates, the ar-

teries of the sushi-go-round business. 

“The demands of our customers are di-

verse, not only with conveyor machine sizes 

and design but also with the layout and at-

mosphere of the store,” says company 

president Haruki Ishino. “It is important 

that we listen to each and every request 

concerning quality and to suggest the opti-

mal conveyor.” 

Riding the tailwind of the Japanese food 

boom of recent years, sales of Ishino Sei-

sakusho’s sushi conveyors are rising over-

seas as well. Having first entered the Hawai-

ian market in 1980, the company has since 

made its way into European and Asian mar-

kets such as China, and it exports its sushi 

conveyors to twenty-three countries around 

the world at present. 

Sushi-go-round stores overseas com-

pete based on product prices with plate 

colors as do those in Japan, but the dishes 

that ride the conveyor in many stores in-

clude items other than sushi, such as 

bread, cake, fruit and kimchi, according 

to local preferences. Circumstances 

unique to some export destinations also 

demand different specifications in the 

sushi conveyor itself. 

Some products have originated from 

the overseas business. One of them is the 

flat-panel sushi conveyor, winner of the 

2005 Good Design Award. 

Conventional conveyors circulate sushi 

plates on a belt formed of a chain of numer-

ous crescent-shaped panels, but on the flat-

panel conveyor, a round tray that carries a 

single sushi plate moves over a flat conveyor 

“road.” Each tray has a magnet beneath it, 

and when the magnets underneath the con-

veyor road move, they move the trays with 

them. What one sees are trays of sushi glid-

ing their way along the conveyor road. 

“The flat-panel sushi conveyor origi-

nated from a request made by a sushi res-

taurant in the United States where hy-

giene control is strict. The belt with all 

the plates chained together was difficult 

to clean, but with the flat-panel conveyor, 

cleaning is easy. We currently export the 

product to other countries as well,” ex-

plains Ishino. “We hope to continue offer-

ing more sushi-go-round solutions that 

meet local needs.”
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Flat-panel sushi conveyor
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A
What is the current situation 
regarding exports of Japanese food 
and agriculture, forestry, and fishery 
products? 

Kojima Yoshikazu: The volume of exports has 

fallen as a result of the impact of the global fi-

nancial crisis in 2008 and the Great East Japan 

Earthquake in 2011, but if we look at the broad 

trend in recent years, we can see that exports 

have been increasing steadily. The total value 

of exports in 2011 was 450 billion yen, but the 

government set a goal of increasing this total to 

about one trillion yen by 2020.

At present, many of our export destinations 

except the United States are in nearby Asia, 

particularly Hong Kong, Taiwan, China and 

South Korea. This is because these countries 

are close to Japan geographically and culturally, 

and because there are good distribution net-

works connecting these countries to Japan via 

air and sea. Another factor is that more people 

in these countries are eating Japanese food as 

their standard of living improves as a result of 

the economic growth.

What kind of products are being 
exported?

About 40% of Japanese exports are made up of 

aquaculture products, including both processed 

and unprocessed products. For example, salm-

on and trout are exported to Vietnam and China, 

where they become the raw ingredients for pro-

cessed products. Sea cucumber is exported to 

Hong Kong as a luxury food.

One product that has seen export growth in 

recent years is rice. This is probably because 

Japanese foods are becoming popular around 

the world, including in Asia. Exports of beef 

and sake are also increasing.

What impression do people overseas 
have of Japanese food products?

I think an image of Japanese food as healthy 

and delicious is well-established all around the 

world. Between March 2 and March 4 2012, 

MAFF sponsored the Japanese Food Exhibition 

in Hong Kong at the Hong Kong Convention 

and Exhibition Center. About 18,000 people at-

tended the exhibition, including the general 

public as well as buyers. Forty-one Japanese 

dealers participated in the exhibition, bringing 

a diverse range of products including sake, 

aquaculture products, soft drinks, beef and so 

Yoshikazu Kojima, director 
of the Export Promotion 
Division of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries
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As Japanese food becomes more popular around the world, Japanese 

exports of food and agriculture, forestry, and fishery products are also 

expanding. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji asked  Yoshikazu 

 Kojima, director of the Export Promotion Division of the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF), about this trend.
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on, and about 360 business discussions were 

held over the course of the exhibition. I became 

keenly aware of the extremely high level of in-

terest that the people of Hong Kong have re-

garding Japanese food. We saw that they en-

joyed themselves as they sampled the products 

such as beef and sake.

Since the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, what kind of measures 
has the government taken to secure 
the safety of Japanese foods?

We are implementing a monitoring program 

for agriculture, forestry and fishery products 

produced in Japan that scans for radioactivity. 

If these scans detect a level of radioactivity 

that exceeds the regulatory limits, then we 

prevent that product from being shipped as 

necessary. With a view to ensuring the highest 

safety and security of food, new standard limits 

for radionuclides in foods are being applied 

from April, 2012. This means that Japan has 

established a system whereby only safe prod-

ucts circulate within Japan. Moreover, for ex-

port products we first negotiate with the re-

ceiving countries and regions and then issue 

documentation certifying the safety of the 

products, and then inspections are carried out 

by the importing country or region. Japanese 

food products are double-checked, first in 

Japan and then in the receiving country, so 

people overseas can rest easy when eating 

Japanese food products. 

What are your thoughts on the 
quality of Japanese agricultural 
products?

The quality of Japanese agricultural products is 

extremely high. One of the main reasons for 

this is that farmers put an enormous amount of 

effort into growing their products. Take apples, 

for example. Japanese apples are bigger and 

sweeter than apples from other countries. One 

of the important steps required to grow apples 

like this is to thin out redundant fruit. Multiple 

apples grow from a single flower bud, but farm-

ers select just one of these apples and thin out 

the others so that the nutrients concentrate in 

the selected apple. This kind of work is ex-

tremely tedious and time-consuming. However, 

doing this produces delicious apples.

In the future, what features of 
Japanese foods would you like people 
outside of Japan to know about?

One thing I would like them to know is the 

sense of seasonality associated with Japanese 

ingredients. Japanese people have always 

placed a great deal of importance on eating 

foods that are in season. Bamboo shoots in 

spring, for example, or peaches in summer, or 

katsuo (bonito) in spring and autumn.

Another thing is the extremely important role 

played by fermented foods and seasonings in Jap-

anese food. Fermented seasonings such as miso 

and soy sauce give Japanese cooking umami. 

Also, MAFF is planning to hold a Festival of 

Japanese Culinary Culture to promote both Jap-

anese culinary culture and the attractions of 

Japanese food products and other agricultural 

and marine products. I hope your readers over-

seas will be able to take the opportunity to di-

rectly experience Japanese food products and 

agriculture, forestry and fishery products.
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PPrime Minister Yoshihiko Noda attended 

the Ceremony to Commemorate the First Anni-

versary of the Great East Japan Earthquake, 

held in Tokyo in the presence of Their Majes-

ties the Emperor and Empress of Japan.

The ceremony was attended by the Prime 

Minister, the Speaker of the House of Represen-

tatives, the Vice-President of the House of 

Councillors, the Chief Justice of the Supreme 

Court, former Prime Minister Naoto Kan, for-

mer Prime Ministers, bereaved family members, 

and others. Participants offered their heartfelt 

respects to the people who lost their lives in the 

massive earthquake and tsunami disaster.

Following the moment of silence, the Prime 

Minister said in his address:

In order to ensure that the departed souls of 

those who lost their lives are duly respected 

and their wishes continue to be passed down to 

posterity, today, before those present, I make 

the three following pledges.

The first pledge I make is that the Govern-

ment will work to accomplish reconstruction in 

the disaster-affected regions without delay.

Many people are still obliged to endure in-

convenience and hardship in their daily lives. 

We will provide maximum assistance for mea-

sures in the disaster-affected regions to ensure 

that these people can carry on with rebuilding 

their lives, and that the hometowns in which 

they have been born and raised are reborn as 

safe and pleasant places to live.

The fight against the nuclear accident is 

continuing. We will make every effort to ensure 

that the rebirth of Fukushima is definitely 

achieved and beautiful hometowns are restored 

to their people.

The second pledge I make is to pass on to 

future generations the lessons of the disaster.

Living as we do in the Japanese archipelago, 

where natural disasters occur so frequently, it is 

our duty to pass on the lessons and knowledge 

we have gained from this disaster to future gen-

erations. Based on these lessons, we will pro-

ceed promptly with efforts to enhance counter-

measures against natural disasters nationwide.

The third pledge I make is that we will never 

forget the spirit of “mutual assistance” and “ap-

preciation” that links us all.

For reconstruction of the disaster-affected re-

gions, the support of people outside these regions 

will continue to be indispensable, in the same way 

as it was in the immediate aftermath of the disas-

ter. Furthermore, in order to repay the warm and 
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kind assistance shown to us by other countries, 

we must exert every effort to make an active con-

tribution to the international community.

Our forebears, who led our country to pros-

perity, stood up with brave resolution in times 

of crisis. While offering our support for the 

daily struggles of those people in the disaster-

affected regions, we will join hands as we seek 

to fulfill our historic mission of “the rebirth of 

Japan through reconstruction.”

Japan-Thailand Summit Meeting
On March 7, Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda held 
talks with Yingluck Shinawatra, Prime Minister of 
the Kingdom of Thailand, at the Prime Minister’s 
Office. After the meeting, both prime ministers re-
leased the Japan-Thailand Joint Statement on the 

Strategic Partner-
ship based on the 
Enduring Bonds of 
Friendship. Pic-
tured, Prime Min-
ister Noda and 
Thailand’s Prime 
Minister Yingluck 

Shinawatra deliver their Joint Statement.

Japan-Mongolia Summit Meeting
On March 12, Prime Minister Noda held talks with 
Sukhbaatar Batbold, Prime Minister of Mongolia, 
at the Prime Minister’s Office. After the meeting, 
the prime ministers released a statement on behalf 
of their respective governments and a Joint An-
nouncement on the Initiation of Negotiations for 
Establishing the Mongolia-Japan Economics Part-
nership Agreement by the Mongolian and the Japa-
nese Prime Minis-
ters. Pictured, 
Prime Minister 
Noda and Mongo-
lian Prime Minister 
Sukhbaatar Batbold 
shake hands.

Japan-Lao PRD Summit Meeting
On March 16, Prime Minister Noda held talks with 
T h o n g s i n g 
Thammavong, 
Prime Minister 
of the Lao Peo-
ple’s Demo-
cratic Republic, 
at the Prime 
Minister’s Office. Following the meeting, the prime 
ministers released a joint press statement about 
their discussions. Pictured, Prime Minister Noda 
talks with Laos’ Prime Minister Thongsing Tham-
mavong about photographs of the disaster-stricken 
Tohoku region.

Japan-Timor-Leste Summit Meeting
On March 19, Prime Minister Noda held talks with 
Kay Rala Xanana Gusmao, Prime Minister of the 
Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, at the Prime 
Minister’s Office. After the meeting, the prime 

ministers attended a 
signing ceremony 
for a project of ODA 
(official develop-
ment assistance) 
loans. Pictured, 
Prime Minister 
Noda meets with 
Timor-Leste’s Prime 
Minister Kay Rala 
Xanana Gusmao.
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OOrganized annually by the Agency for Cultural Af-

fairs, the Japan Media Arts Festival is a comprehen-

sive event that recognizes outstanding works of art in 

four divisions—art, entertainment, animation and 

manga—and gives winning artists the opportunity to 

display their work to the public.

The Festival received more entries than ever be-

fore this year, with 2,714 works of art submitted 

from fifty-seven different countries and regions. The 

main exhibition of award-winning works was held at 

the National Art Center, Tokyo and featured around 

150 of these entries, including the winning entries in 

each division. The event also included symposiums, 

presentations and workshops with award-winning 

artists and some of the judges.

The Grand Prize in the Art Division went to a film 

called Que Voz Feio (Plain Voices) by Yoshihiro 

Yamamoto. The film features Japanese-Brazilian twin 

sisters living in Japan, who recount the childhood in-

cident that left them with their “plain voices.” Their 

accounts are shown simultaneously on two screens 

next to each other. While listening to their descrip-

tions of the same incident, the viewer gradually be-

comes aware of subtle differences between the two. 

Explaining their reasons for the award, the judges 

praised Yamamoto’s work thus: “Rather than reflect 

reality, memory grows more ambiguous with the 

passage of time. This film incorporates many layers 

of difference: the admissions of the twins, the spo-

ken word and written text, native language and trans-

lation. Are we capable of sharing an understanding 

of the past? Quietly smoking out both the potential 

and the impossibility, this work’s delicate and intel-

lectual approach is striking.”

From February 22 to March 4 this year, the National Art Center, Tokyo hosted an exhibition 

featuring award-winning works from the 15th Japan Media Arts Festival. The Japan Journal’s 

Osamu Sawaji reports.

Japan Media Arts Festival:  
The Great Exhibition
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The Grand Prize in the Entertainment Di-

vision went to a project that involved 

launching a smartphone into the strato-

sphere on board a specially designed bal-

loon, which took it up to a height of 30,000 meters. 

The project was part of a promotional campaign for 

the Galaxy SII smartphone. Footage of the phone’s 

90-minute flight was broadcast via a video camera 

attached to the balloon and streamed via USTREAM. 

During the flight, the phone displayed a series of 

messages that Twitter users had submitted to be 

sent into space, creating the sense that it really is 

possible to send your own messages into space. 

Footage of the flight was viewed by over 380,000 

people around the world.

“There are so many people who dreamed about 

going into space when they were young. We came 

up with the idea for this project because we wanted 

to bring people together via a smartphone and then 

launch that phone into space, so we could all share 

in the experience,” explains Takeshi Nozoe from 

Hakuhodo, one of the members of the team behind 

the project. 

“When the al-

timeter started 

to have prob-

lems during 

the flight, we 

received loads 

of messages 

of support, cheering us on.”

The Grand Prize in the Animation Division went to 

Puella Magi Madoka Magica, an animated TV series 

about the trials and tribulations of a “magical girl” 

and a junior high school student. The Grand Prize in 

the Manga Division meanwhile went to Hisae 

 Iwaoka’s Saturn Apartments, which is set in the near 

future after the entire planet has been designated a 

nature reserve, forcing people to live in buildings 

35,000 meters above the ground.
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Video of the smartphone-
in-space project projected 
on a replica of the balloon 
used for the project

The exhibition at the National Art Center, 
Tokyo showcasing award-winning works of 
art from the 15th Japan Media Arts Festival



TThe world map that we are used to seeing is 

the Mercator map. Published in 1569 by 

 Gerardus Mercator, a geographer who hailed 

from Flanders in present-day Belgium, this 

world map played a key role as a navigational 

aid during the Age of Exploration in medieval 

Europe. This world map, which drew the lines 

of latitude and longitude as straight lines and 

the spherical earth filling an entire square flat 

surface, was an innovation for the time, and dur-

ing the ensuing 440 years became familiar to 

people the world over. But as Hajime Narukawa 

points out, the Mercator map is not perfect.

“On the Mercator map the landmass size is 

magnified and increasingly distorted the higher 

the latitude. This is because the closer you get 

to the south and north end of the Earth, it be-

comes impossible to draw a flat surface without 

elongating the landmass. As such, landmasses 

such as Antarctica and Greenland look far larger 

on the Mercator map than their true land size.” 

In order to compensate for this flaw, various 

attempts have been made to produce new world 

maps. Of these, the latest map is the Dymaxion 

map published in 1946 by the American architect 

Buckminster Fuller. The advantage of this world 

map was that it showed landmass shape as accu-

rately as possible, with less distortion. However, 

it jagged edges that break up ocean areas. 

In the first place, it is mathematically impos-

sible to perfectly draw the surface of a spherical 

body on a flat surface. However, Narukawa had 

the new vision of creating a map that would 

have minimal distortion as well as be able to fit 

within a rectangular plane.

“The basic production process of the Autha-

Graph map is firstly to divide the surface area 

of the earth into 96 degrees, turn this into an in-

flated regular tetrahedron while maintaining 

the area ratios, then flattening out the surfaces 

of the regular tetrahedron, again maintaining 

the area ratios, and finally cutting it out to make 

a rectangle. I simulated the distortion process 
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Hajime Narukawa, inventor of AuthaGraph, holds a 
paper globe made to understand the structure of 
AuthaGraph. The monitor shows the Mercator map 
(left) and Dymaxion map.
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AuthaGraph World Map  
Offers New Perspective
Like the world maps that we are used to seeing, the continents are framed neatly in a rectangle, but a 

closer look reveals slight differences in their shape and position. This is the revolutionary new 

“AuthaGraph World Map,” created by Hajime Narukawa of AuthaGraph Co. Masaki Yamada 

introduces the new map.

SCIENCE



countless times, cutting out the model of the 

globe with scissors, throwing them away when 

they did not work… over and over again,” says 

Narukawa, looking back on the production pro-

cess. Narukawa hardly used computers at all 

when creating the map, instead using only sci-

entific electronic calculators to carefully work 

out the area and angles in three-dimensional 

geometry. Also, in the process of establishing a 

method of transferring the image of a spherical 

body to a flat surface, he tried transferring it to 

a variety of solids, such as cubes and regular 

dodecahedrons. The new AuthaGraph World 

Map represents the result of seven years’ trial 

and error. 

After the AuthaGraph was completed, it was 

the Japanese astronaut Mamoru Mori who ex-

pressed strong interest in this revolutionary 

new world map. This was because Earth as 

drawn on the AuthaGraph World Map, with no 

top or bottom, closely resembled Mori’s view of 

Earth from the space shuttle. In June 2011, the 

AuthaGraph World Map was used as the “new 

standard in world maps” in place of the Merca-

tor map in the Tsunagari Project of Japan’s Na-

tional Museum of Emerging Science and Inno-

vation (Miraikan), of which Mori is the director. 

Further, as a result of Mori’s recommendation, 

the Japan Science and Technology Agency 

(JST) distributed the AuthaGraph World Map 

to elementary, junior and senior high schools 

all over Japan. Moreover, in 2015 it is planned 

to include the AuthaGraph World Map in senior 

high school geography textbooks. 

“The AuthaGraph World Map can be used 

as a map that centers on polar regions not only 

as a sea route chart but also for research into 

the ozone hole and for oil field development. 

On the other hand, the latitude and longitude 

on the Mercator map are drawn vertically, 

which makes it good for showing local time 

zones. In the future, I would like to gradually 

enhance the visibility of the AuthaGraph World 

Map by displaying it at exhibitions overseas 

and informing the younger generation, such as 

students, about the map. In this way, the two 

maps can be used according to the desired pur-

pose,” says Narukawa.

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.
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BBorn and raised in the American west coast 

port city of Seattle, Tyler Lynch first became in-

terested in Japan some twenty-five years ago. A 

high school student in those days, he worked 

part time for a Japanese trading company, 

checking ships’ cargo and filing documents.

“I decided that I wanted to work for a major 

Japanese trading company in the future. So 

from that point onwards I started to study Japa-

nese. Back then however, I only really saw 

Japan as a business opportunity. I wasn’t espe-

cially interested in Japanese traditions or cul-

ture,” recalls Tyler.

Having previously studied in Japan as a for-

eign student, Tyler came over to Japan for the 

fourth time after 

graduating from uni-

versity. During his 

stay, he went to a Jap-

anese hot spring inn 

and met his future 

wife, Mari, two en-

counters that would 

change his life.

“I wanted to keep on studying Japanese after 

university, so I decided to stay on in Japan. I 

was teaching at a language school in Ueda, Na-

gano Prefecture, when I met Mari, who was one 

of the school’s students. It turned out that her 

family owned Kamesei Ryokan. Once we started 

dating, I gradually found myself being drawn to 

the inn’s traditions and old-style charm.”

In 1995, Tyler and Mari married and went to 

live in Seattle. Despite moving back home and 

getting a job with a local trading company, a part 

of Tyler’s heart was forever in Japan, at Kamesei 

Ryokan. Then one day, fate intervened.

The couple had been living in Seattle for 

eleven years when Mari’s father, and the owner 

of Kamesei Ryokan, passed away, leaving her 

mother Junko to manage the inn on her own. 

With no successor to take over the reins, there 

was even talk of demolishing the inn to make 

way for a car park. On hearing this, Tyler made 

a life changing decision.

“I knew that we had to keep Kamesei Ryo-

kan going, even if only to help preserve Japan’s 

ancient hot spring culture. I figured, if there’s 

no successor to take over the business, then I’ll 

do it myself. I thought it would be rewarding to 

bring up our children in a beautiful rural envi-

ronment too.”

Established in 1955, Kamesei Ryokan is a traditional Japanese inn located in the hot spring resort 

of Togura-Kamiyamada Onsen in Chikuma, Nagano Prefecture. The inn is run today by an American, 

Tyler Lynch, and his Japanese wife, Mari. Masaki Yamada asked Tyler what brought him here.

American Innkeeper  
Preserving a  
Traditional Inn

Togura-
Kamiyamada

 Onsen
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Tyler Lynch with his wife, 
Mari, and her mother in 
front of Kamesei Ryokan
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So Tyler became the successor to Kame-

sei Ryokan.

Having traveled extensively around Asia, 

Europe and other parts of the world, he insists 

that Japanese hot spring inns have a unique ap-

peal that is unlike anything other countries 

have to offer.

“Japanese hot spring inns are more than just 

facilities that provide accommodation. Put sim-

ply, they offer total relaxation. You can have a 

leisurely soak in a hot spring, enjoy food made 

from the best local ingredients, and just sit back 

and relax on the tatami mats in a traditional 

Japanese room. It gives you the precious time 

you need to unwind from all the stresses of your 

day-to-day life.”

Tyler also has strong views about the archi-

tecture of Japanese inns.

“When the Japanese economy was booming 

during the bubble years, most of the old wooden 

inns in the Togura-Kamiyamada Onsen area 

were torn down and replaced with concrete ho-

tels. Personally, I prefer to retain the warmth 

that you get with old wooden buildings. I think 

we should be protecting all the old customs you 

get with hot spring inns, such as the connecting 

corridors and the lush inner gardens. If you 

come to stay at Kamesei Ryokan, you can com-

pletely immerse yourself in traditional Japanese 

culture. Our overseas guests love things like 

the tatami rooms and yukata gowns.”

His determination goes beyond merely pre-

serving the old. He has installed a wood burn-

ing stove in the lobby, put traditional folk handi-

crafts in guests’ rooms and even built his open 

outdoors rotenburo bath.

As well as working assiduously at the inn, 

Tyler is also committed to attracting visitors to 

the area and Nagano Prefecture as a whole. 

The Nagano Inbound Summit, an event thought 

up by Tyler himself, took place in the city of 

Matsumoto in 2008. Around 100 foreign citi-

zens living in the prefecture and representa-

tives from the tourist industry attended the 

event and discussed issues such as public and 

private sector initiatives to attract more foreign 

visitors. Having since been appointed as one 

of the prefecture’s official bloggers and a Na-

gano Inbound Ambassador, Tyler has launched 

an English blog promoting landmarks, hot 

springs and other tourist destinations around 

Nagano Prefecture.

Every year, roughly 6,000 guests come to 

stay at Kamesei Ryokan. Around 10% of that 

total is made up of foreign tourists.

“We get a lot of Australian guests who have 

come to Nagano to go skiing. They make up 

around 40% of our foreign visitors. Numbers 

tailed off for a while after the Great East Japan 

Earthquake, but foreign tourists are gradually 

starting to come back”, says Tyler. “There are so 

many people around the world who are interested 

in traditional Japanese culture. I want to get more 

and more of them to come over to Japan.”

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.
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Tyler Lynch checks the water temperature of the 2 x 1.5 
meter rotenburo bath, which Tyler built himself



TThe samurai of Japan’s feudal past were warriors 

accomplished in a wide array of military skills. But 

they were a great deal more than simply fighters, 

and popular history tends to overlook their artistic, 

creative and more scholarly attributes.

The Tokugawa Art Museum, in the heart of Na-

goya and historical home of the Owari Tokugawa 

family, does a remarkable job of balancing the ele-

ments of what it meant to be a feudal lord in the 

years of Japan’s warrior states. Here on display 

alongside flawless swords that date back to the 

thirteenth century are Chinese-inspired utensils for 

the tea ceremony; there are matchlock rifles bear-

ing the Tokugawa family crest and masks from the 

noh theater and there are helmets and standards 

from the battlefield.

The collection—of some 10,000 pieces in all—is 

particularly important, according to Curator Tomio 

Koike, because all other shogun families and daimyo 

(feudal lords) across Japan have been forced by 

their changed circumstances to sell off items that it 

had taken them generations to acquire.

“The Owari Tokugawa family ruled this province 

and held Nagoya Castle from the seventeenth to 

nineteenth centuries,” says Koike. “The family is now 

in its twenty-second generation.”

The museum was opened in 1935 to exhibit the 

family treasures that formed the inheritance of the 

nineteenth head of the Owari branch of the Tokugawa 

family. The items had been passed down through 

the family from the start of the Tokugawa shogu-

nate (1603–1867).

The works of art, furnishings, armor, clothing 

and countless other items that had been used 

on a daily basis by the founder of the shogunate, 

Tokugawa Ieyasu, still form the core of the col-

lection today.

The museum holds nine items that have been 

designated by the government as National Trea-
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Tokugawa 
Art 
Museum

Housing the collected treasures of the Owari branch of the Tokugawa family, the Tokugawa Art 

 Museum in Nagoya, Aichi Prefecture, offers an unrivalled window onto the life of the rich and power-

ful in Edo-period Japan. Julian Ryall took a look inside.

Tokugawa Art Museum in Nagoya, Aichi Prefecture

The twelfth-century “Handscroll of The Tale of Genji” ranks 
as a masterpiece in Japanese art and is a National Treasure.
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sures, including the twelfth-century “Handscroll of 

the Tale of Genji,” as well as fifty-nine objects desig-

nated as Important Cultural Properties and forty-six 

works that are protected as Important Art Objects.

The museum is divided into a number of exhibi-

tion rooms, with the items on display changing every 

four weeks, Koike says.

Visitors initially enter the room displaying items 

from which the samurai class earned their reputa-

tion. As well as gracefully curved sword blades and 

an immaculate set of body armor, including helmet 

and mask, the warriors’ tools on display include bows 

and arrows and pikes.

One of the swords has been taken apart and laid 

out to show the workmanship that has gone into its 

creation. The scabbard is of black lacquer—a material 

that so impressed European piano makers of the 

eighteenth century that they replicated it on their in-

struments, Koike says—while the tsuba hand guard 

is a miniature work of art in its own right, the designs 

of phoenix, dragons and plum trees picked out in 

gold and silver.

The swords also incorporated smaller daggers 

which were used to open letters or nick a thumb so 

that a document could be signed in blood, but the 

hilt of the weapon was shaped so that it could be 

used to clean the warrior’s ears out.

It is an indication of the importance the samurai 

placed on their public appearances.

The second room includes a recreation of the 

 Sarumen Tea House that stood alongside Nagoya 

Castle and where the daimyo would himself prepare 

and serve tea to his distinguished guests. As well as 

preparing the ceremonial drink, the feudal lord would 

have prepared the flower arrangement, further dem-

onstrating his artistic sensibilities.

The museum includes a formal chamber from a 

daimyo’s residence, including a triptych of hanging 

scrolls with a strong Chinese influence in the art work, 

paintings that use a lot of gold and are of Confucian 

designs, and an alcove equipped with writing imple-

ments to underline the lord’s scholarly activities.

Subsequent rooms are given over to masks and 

kimono used in noh theater performances. Koike 

says the utmost care is taken of the kimono as the 

silk is very fragile. Many are complete with paperwork 

that shows when they were made and the occasion 

they were commissioned for. 

What makes all the collections here truly outstand-

ing is the attention to detail that has gone into mak-

ing the objects and the love and commitment re-

quired to maintain their condition to this day.

Julian Ryall is the Japan correspondent for the Daily Telegraph 

and freelances for publications around the world.

Access and Admission
Address: Tokugawa-cho, Higashi Ward, Nagoya 461-0023
Tel/Fax: +81 52 935 6262/+81 52 935 6261   E-mail: info@tokugawa.or.jp
Website: http://www.tokugawa-art-museum.jp/english/index.html
 

Tokugawa
Art Museum

A lacquered scabbard decorated with gold, mother-of-
pearl and precious stones, formerly owned by 
Tokugawa Yoshinao, first Lord of Owari
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Taketombo is a traditional toy usually made from bamboo (take). The tombo of the 
toy’s name means “dragonfly.” When spun rapidly between the hands and launched 

upwards, the toy hovers like a dragonfly and slowly returns to Earth. 
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