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RIKEN Harima Institute’s SACLA facility produc-

ing X-ray free-electron laser commenced opera-

tion in March, offering the prospect of unimag-

ined discoveries.

The Tokyo Kids Medical School is help-

ing to foster children with a lifelong in-

terest in the workings of the human 

body.

Introducing two of the prizewinners in this year’s 

Monodzukuri Nippon Grand Award.

The Japan International Coopera-

tion Agency has been working to 

reduce infant and maternal mortality 

rates in developing countries through 

the introduction of Japan’s maternal 

and child health handbook system.

Nursing care techniques adapted from Japan’s an-

cient martial arts are garnering attention around the 

world for the effectiveness in reducing the burden 

on caregivers.
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Front cover: Outcomes from "life 
innovation" research in Japan—
and onboard Japan's experiment 
module in space—are being and 
will continue to be shared around 
the world.
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progress being made in the field, beginning with space medicine.
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Research being conducted jointly by Sendai City, 

Miyagi Prefecture and the government of Finland 

has led to the development of numerous innovative 

services and products for the elderly.

Dr. Yoichiro Matsumoto, executive vice president 

of the University of Tokyo and secretary general of 

the Cabinet Secretariat’s Office of Medical Innova-

tion, shares his thoughts on life innovation.

Introducing a new series for 

younger readers. The first article in 

the series is about sado, or the tea 

ceremony. We challenge you to 

answer our quiz!

Scientists at the Research Institute of Tsukuba Bio-

tech Corporation will bring to commercial applica-

tion a low-cost, high-efficiency algae-based biofuel 

for aircraft.

Lieutenant Colonel Chizu Kurita last year be-

came the first female member of the Japan Self-

Defense Forces dispatched individually to a peace-

keeping operation by the United Nations. 

Washi paper maker Rogier Uitenboogaart from 

the Netherlands is a designated Tosa no takumi—

master craftsperson of the Domain of Tosa (present-

day Kochi Prefecture). 

Located in Hokuto, Yamanashi Prefecture, Kiyoharu 

Geijutsu Mura (Kiyoharu Art 

Village) is both a retreat for art-

ists from around the world and 

a playground for western and 

Japanese art lovers.
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On May 18 (local time), Prime 
Minister Yoshihiko Noda visited 
Camp David, the United States, to 
attend the G8 Summit.

After arriving at Camp David, 
Prime Minister Noda joined the 
Japan-EU Summit Meeting with 
Mr. Herman Van Rompuy, Presi-
dent of the European Council 
(EU), and Mr. Jose Manuel Durao 
Barroso, President of the European 
Commission. Prime Minister Noda then attended 
the welcome reception held by Mr. Barack Obama, 
President of the United States, followed by a work-
ing dinner (agenda: region and political situation).

On May 19 (local time), after holding talks with 
Mr. Francois Hollande, President of France, Prime 
Minister Noda attended Session 1 (agenda: global 
economy) and Session 2 (agenda: energy and cli-
mate change) of the G8 Summit. Then, after at-
tending the working lunch (agenda: Africa and 

food security), Prime Minister Noda attended 
Session 3 (agenda: Afghanistan’s economic transi-
tion), Session 4 (agenda: transitions in the Middle 
East and North Africa), and Session 5 (agenda: 
closing session).

At the G8, Camp David Declaration, Fact Sheet 
(G8 Action on the Deauville Partnership with Arab 
Countries in Transition, G8 Action on Energy and 
Climate Change) and Statement by G8 Leaders on 
Global Oil Markets were released.

G8 Summit

Tomodachi
On April 29 (local time), Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda 
visited Washington D.C., the United States for a gather-
ing to show appreciation to those who have contributed 
to the strengthening of Japan-U.S. relations, including 
people who supported Japan in the aftermath of the 
Great East Japan Earthquake. At the gathering, a booklet 
titled “Friends—we thank you!” was distributed to the 
participants. This booklet is a compendium of photo-
graphs showing some of the American servicemen and 
women who contributed to rescue and relief activities 
following the March 11, 2011 earthquake and tsunami as 
part of “Operation Tomodachi,” along with selected pho-
tographs posted to the “My Reconstruction News” sec-
tion on the website of the Prime Minister of Japan. 

Prime Minister Noda wrote the following message 
for the booklet.

“This booklet has been compiled as a token of grati-
tude for our tomodachi (friends) across the Pacific Ocean, 
to offer a heartfelt arigato (thank you) from the people 
of Japan to the people of the United States... I hope that 
this token of our gratitude 
may help to sow new seeds of 
friendship and goodwill 
among future generations, 
and that the friendly rela-
tions between our two coun-
tries will continue to go from 
strength to strength.”

The photos can also be 
viewed in movie format.

G8 leaders come together for a photo call
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T he average lifespan is eighty-six years for women in Japan, a group that has led the world 
in this category for twenty-six consecutive years, and seventy-nine years for the country’s 

men, ranked fourth globally. This longevity is often attributed to factors such as the healthy diet 
and advanced medical treatment made available by a health insurance system covering all citizens. 
On the other hand, Japan is confronted with a rapidly aging society. The ratio of the population 
in Japan aged over sixty-five years now stands at about 23%, while that of children under fifteen 
is 13%; and these figures in 2055, four decades in the future, are forecast at around 40% and 
8%.

Aging societies with decreasing numbers of children face the need to address the continuously 
rising number of citizens in need of medical and nursing care while the labor population continues 
to decrease. Innovative medical technologies need to be developed and new growth industries 
need to be cultivated to suit this aging society and ensure a future with healthy lives for Japan’s 
elderly while maintaining a fiscal balance. For this purpose, the Japanese government has 
positioned a health power strategy through “life innovation” as one of seven strategic sectors in 
the New Growth Strategy approved by the Cabinet in June 2010. The strategy aims to realize a 
strong economy, robust public finances and strong social security system. Life innovation refers 
to innovation in the medical and nursing care sectors. The New Growth Strategy emphasizes 
that, “The aging of society in Japan, which has progressed farther than anywhere else in the 
world, poses an opportunity for developing new manufacturing industries and service growth 
industries by vigorously promoting ‘life innovation.’”

Aging of society and a declining birthrate are not issues unique to Japan. Western and other 
Asian countries are also predicted to have aging progress with a continually declining number of 
children. This means that 
outcomes in life innovation in 
Japan can be shared abroad.

This month’s Cover Story 
focuses on diverse efforts being 
made to realize life innovation in 
Japan. In the first part of the 
story, the Japan Journal’s Sawaji 
Osamu reports on research in 
space medicine.
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T he International Space Station (ISS) circles 

Earth at about 400 kilometers above 

ground once every 90 minutes. Various 

experiments utilizing the space environment have 

been conducted in the Japanese Experiment Module 

“Kibo,” Japan’s first manned experiment facility, 

which measures 4 meters in diameter and 11.2 

meters long.

One of these involves space medicine. Astronauts 

live in an environment different from that of Earth, 

characterized by microgravity, enclosed space and 

exposure to space radiation, and this affects the 

human body in diverse ways. Space medicine aims 

to minimize these effects.

Space medicine benefits not only astronauts but 

also those living on Earth. One example is studies 

toward preventing osteoporosis. The disease is 

caused by aging and a decrease in female hormones 

that leads to decreased bone mass. The current 

number of osteoporosis patients in Japan is reported 

at about 12 million, with one out of every two 

women in their seventies said to suffer from it. It has 

reportedly led to about 150,000 people incurring 

femoral neck fractures each year, all of which require 

surgery. Astronauts also experience decreased bone 

mass because no gravitational force is exerted on 

the body when living in a microgravity environment.

“The bone density of an astronaut decreases by 

1.5% each month; about 10 times faster than for 

osteoporosis patients,” says Hiroshi Ohshima, man-

ager of the Space Biomedical Research Office of the 

Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA). “The 

mass of the calf muscle also decreases, by about 

1% each day, which is equivalent to the age-related 

Japan’s Kibo laboratory on the ISS
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loss of muscle mass over six months for over sixties. 

We can say that space travel provides an accelerated 

model of the bodily changes caused by aging.”

Scientists from Japan and the United States con-

ducted a joint experiment aimed at preventing bone 

mass decrease. Eight astronauts, including Japanese 

astronauts, took an osteoporosis medication once a 

week in addition to exercising daily onboard, and 

measured the change in their bone mass before 

and after the long term space flight. The interim 

study results, presented at a 

Human Research Program In-

vestigator’s Workshop held at 

Houston in February 2012, in-

dicated an average decrease in 

bone mass of the femur neck 

from the five test subjects who 

have completed post-flight 

data collection was almost 

zero. In other words, risks of 

bone mass reduction can be 

alleviated if effective measures 

are carried out.

“Thus far, osteoporosis medi-

cines have only been adminis-

tered for treatment, but this 

study indicates their preventive 

effects are also very high,” 

Ohshima says.

Making Protein 
Crystals
One of the experiments Japa-

nese scientists are conducting 

in the ISS in the area of space 

medicine is generation of pro-

tein crystals. One of the pur-

poses is drug development. Protein is generated 

within cells and works in various ways essential for 

everyday activities. However, protein that has for 

some reason lost its intrinsic functions will cause dis-

ease. Treatment medicines link with the abnormal 

protein, and terminate or normalize its functions, in 

a process often likened to a key and a keyhole. In 

other words, the three-dimensional structure of a 

protein (keyhole) should be clarified and a medicine 

(key) that fits it should be developed.
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Astronaut Satoshi Furukawa 
exercises on the CEVIS (Cycle 
Ergometer with Vibration Isolation) 
machine in the ISS, July 2011.
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In order to clarify the three-dimensional structure of 

protein it is essential to create high-quality protein 

crystals that are free of distortion. It is difficult to gen-

erate high-quality crystals on Earth in a solution for 

developing protein crystals because gravitational pull 

causes convection flow and sedimentation. Objects 

in the ISS under microgravity, however, do not float or 

sink due to weight differences. This suppresses con-

vection and sedimentation in the solution, and protein 

crystals of extremely high quality can be developed.

The Japanese scientists have conducted experi-

ments at an ISS facility in Russia since 2003 and 

in Kibo since 2008 using protein crystal genera-

tion devices.

“Japan can be said to have the most advanced 

technologies for generating protein crystals in space,” 

says Tomoyuki Kobayashi, senior engineer at the 

Space Environment Utilization Center of JAXA.

Thus far, JAXA has attempted to generate a total of 

600 types of proteins in the ISS. These include pro-

teins that could lead to development of treatment 

medicines. One example is H-PGDS, a protein that 

relates to Duchenne muscular dystrophy (DMD). 

This is an intractable disease said to occur in one out 

of every 3,500 boys. Patients’ muscles undergo atro-

phy and necrosis, relegating the patients to needing 

wheelchairs and artificial respirators in their daily 

lives. The precise three-dimensional structure has 

been analyzed and candidate compounds have 

been made based on outcomes of crystal genera-

tion conducted five times in the ISS. The compound 

was administered to mice affected by DMD and 

demonstrated effects of halting muscular necrosis.

Needless to say, intractable diseases are not the 

only possible application. Another example is the 

creation of protein crystals that perform the central 

roles in the growth of the influenza virus. Based on 

data from experiments conducted four times thus 

far in the ISS, pharmaceutical manufacturers have 

worked to develop a drug that suppresses growth of 

the influenza virus.

High-quality crystals have also been successfully 

generated for proteins related to obesity, cancer and 

other diseases, and work is underway for clarifying 

their three-dimensional structure.

“We hope that not only Japanese research insti-

tutes but also those around the world will utilize 

Kibo as a crystal generation facility for high-quality 

proteins,” Kobayashi says. “There are many world-

 leading ‘super’-scientific facilities in Japan, including 

Spring-8, SACLA and the K computer. By connecting 

the outcomes obtained at these facilities and at 

Kibo, we hope to greatly contribute to the field of 

life innovation.”

High-quality protein crystals  
generated in space

Astronaut Satoshi Furukawa installs the 
Cell Unit for the incubation of proteins in 

the Protein Crystallization Research 
Facility aboard Kibo, June 2011.
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X -ray free-electron laser (below, XFEL) is a 

powerful beam that has the characteris-

tics of both X-rays and lasers, and its use 

allows us to observe the instantaneous movement 

of atoms and molecules. 

The scientific community had been advocating the 

theoretical potential of XFEL since the 1980s. How-

ever, as numerous arduous hurdles had to be over-

come before this could be realized, it was called the 

“the dream light.”

SACLA (short for SPring-8 Angstrom Compact Free 

Electron Laser) of the RIKEN Harima Institute in Harima 

Science Garden City, Hyogo Prefecture, was the sec-

ond XFEL-producing facility in the world to commence 

operation. Construction of SACLA began in 2006 as a 

Key Technology of National Importance. It was com-

pleted in FY2011 and brought to the adjustment 

stage, where for the first time in the world it broke the 

barrier of the 1 angstrom wavelength (0.1 nm). From 

March this year the facility was brought into opera-

tional use and made widely available to researchers.

“One of the features of SACLA is that the facility as 

a whole is very compact. With the collaboration of 

over 300 Japanese companies, we have created ev-

erything from the equipment for producing X-ray la-

sers to the building, using carefully selected materials, 

sophisticated technology, and an extremely high de-

gree of precision,” says Director Tetsuya Ishikawa.

The X-ray free-electron laser facility operating in 

the United States is approximately two kilometers 

long, while the one under construction in Germany 

is approximately 3.4 kilometers long. The length of 

In March 2012, the RIKEN Harima Institute’s 
SACLA finally commenced public operation. 
The facility produces X-ray Free Electron 
Laser with the world’s shortest wavelength, 
0.063 nm (nanometer = one billionth of a 
meter). Takashi Sasaki asked Dr. Tetsuya 
Ishikawa, director of the Institute, about the 
potential of “the dream beam” that shines 
light on the unknown world.
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SACLA is 700 meters.  

Naturally, a smaller facility enables the construc-

tion period and construction costs to be kept low. 

The construction and planning of XFEL facilities, 

classed as government projects, is now underway 

around the world. SACLA, which is compact and was 

completed on a low budget, may be regarded as a 

major influence. 

Twenty-five research projects are currently being 

carried out at SACLA, solicited from both Japan and 

overseas. Fields such as the structural analysis of 

protein and the clarification of the structure of living 

cells, or the observation of the ultrahigh speed move-

ment of electrons and atoms, show great promise.   

One prospective field is basic research related to 

drug development. The human body consists of sev-

eral tens of thousand kinds of proteins, of which ap-

proximately thirty percent are membrane proteins at-

tached to the biomembrane of cells or organelles 

such as nuclei and mitochondria. While more than 

half of over-the-counter drugs target these mem-

branes protein, little was known about their structures. 

However, by using SACLA we are actually able to see 

the live cell structure. This allows us to verify how the 

drug functions in the membrane protein, enabling us 

to produce drugs with high therapeutic efficacy. 

“Things that mankind has until now been unable 

to see are now visible, and we cannot predict what 

kind of discoveries or result will be generated from 

this,” says Dr. Ishikawa. 

Moreover, during the course of the next two years 

it is planned to directly connect SACLA’s data analysis 

system to the world’s fastest supercomputer K com-

puter located on Kobe Port Island, which will further 

accelerate the speed of the research. More than two 

months after it went into operational use, tangible 

research findings have yet to be announced. How-

ever, as a result of “the dream light” that shines light 

on the unknown world, a succession of Nobel Prize-

caliber discoveries and inventions is by no means 

any longer a dream.

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.

SACLA (linear facility) and 
SPring-8 (circular facility), 
at RIKEN Harima Institute, 
Hyogo Prefecture
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High-energy electrons are passed through a series 
of alternating magnets known as “undulators,” 

whereupon they emit light in SACLA.
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Fostering children with an interest in the workings 
of the human body will encourage many to play 
a role in life innovation in the future. Classes 
given by practicing doctors to Tokyo children can 
be seen as one effort in this direction. Osamu 
Sawaji of the Japan Journal reports.

Students peers at cells 
through a microscope.
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 “Y ou have four syringes in front of 

you. Two contain real blood, and 

the other two are filled with paint. 

Can you tell which ones are real blood?”

Dr. Megumi Sawada gently asks this question in a 

hotel function room in the Tokyo suburb of Musashi

no. Eight elementary school students in white lab 

coats then try hard to figure out the difference by 

looking closely at the content of the syringes.

The Tokyo Kids Medical School, where Dr. Sawada 

serves as head, gives monthly medical classes to 

third to sixth grade elementary students. The stu

dents use actual medical equipment to learn about 

human body systems, health and illness.

This day’s theme is blood. The students expand 

their knowledge on the functions, types and diseases 

of blood as they work on quizzes. They look closely 

at the blood through a microscope and make 

sketches of red blood cells and platelets. Several in

structors apart from Dr. Sawada stand by the stu

dents to provide close support with their experi

ments and learning.

“I took this class be

cause I wanted to do a 

real experiment,” says 

one sixth grader boy. “It 

was interesting to peer 

through a microscope. 

My grandfather is a 

doctor, and he looks re

ally happy when his pa

tients get better. I want 

to be a doctor like him 

and make lots of pa

tients healthier.”

The Tokyo Kids Medical School began with an idea 

of Dr. Sawada. When raising her own children she 

thought that today’s students were surrounded by 

pseudomedical science lacking scientific grounding 

and that there was a need to communicate proper 

and real medical science to them. At first, she volun

tarily gave classes to her own student and her stu

dent’s friends at her home, but she launched medi

cal classes for other students from 2011.

The Tokyo Kids Medical School holds twelve class

es a year designed so students can have fun learning 

about various themes such as the heart, respiration, 

digestion, cancer, and the job of a surgeon, using 

real medical instruments such as endoscopes and 

echo equipment.

“I want to foster wise medical consumers who not 

only receive healthcare treatment when they are 

sick, but also know their illness and the drugs being 

prescribed,” says Dr. Sawada. “At the same time, I 

would also like students to know the value of life 

and health.”

Students at the Tokyo 
Kids Medical School 
show their curiosity.
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Artificial Ventilator for  
Premature Infants
Metran Co. (Kawaguchi City, Saitama Prefec-

ture), with thirty-five employees has developed 

an artificial ventilator to save the lives of ex-

tremely premature infants. 

The president of the company is Tran Ngoc 

Phuc, who hails from Vietnam. Phuc came to 

Japan for his tertiary studies in 1968. After 

graduating from university, he gained experi-

ence with a Japanese medical equipment manu-

facturer, before founding Metran in 1984 and 

commencing research and development of an 

artificial ventilator for premature infants (new-

borns with a birth-weight of 2,500 g or under). 

Traditionally, artificial ventilators took the 

form of inserting a tube from the mouth or nose, 

and delivering air into the lungs using pressure. 

However, with this method, the pressure may 

damage the pulmonary alveoli of newborn pre-

mature infants and, in the worst-case scenario, 

lead to death. In order to improve upon this 

type of ventilation, Phuc focused on a method 

of delivering oxygen using oscillation rather 

than pressure. 

“The HFO-(high-frequency oscillatory venti-

lation) type artificial ventilators that we devel-

oped were able to deliver oxygen to the pulmo-

nary alveoli at one burst using 900 oscillations 

per minute. The use of this method to deliver 

oxygen practically eliminates changes in airway 

pressure, minimizing damage to the pulmonary 

alveoli,” explains Phuc.

Named “Humming,” to date this artificial 

ventilator has been delivered to approximately 

90% of neonatal intensive care units in Japan, 

with around 1400 machines shipped. It is also 

highly regarded overseas. To date more than 

200 of the Humming ventilators have been ex-

ported to twelve countries. 

“Currently, we are handling global mainte-

nance and sales in partnership with major man-

ufacturers of medical electronic devices,” says 

Phuc. “We would like to promote the Humming 

ventilators more widely overseas, so that it can 

provide treatment benefits to newborns.”

Metran President Tran Ngoc Phuc with the artificial ventilator 
for premature infants that was awarded the METI Minister’s 
Prize in the Monoduzukuri Nippon Grand Award

Japan’s monodzukuri technologies are attracting attention from overseas for their potential 
use in the manufacture of medical appliances. Masaki Yamada introduces such medical 
appliances from among winning products in the Monodzukuri Nippon Grand Award.
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Medical Fixative that Cures 
with Light
Alcare Co. (Sumida Ward, Tokyo), a company 

with about 440 employees, was the first in the 

world to develop Opticure Splint, a medical fixa-

tive that cures with sunlight or fluorescent light. 

When treating bone fractures, sprains, or 

dislocations, fixatives such as plaster casts and 

water curable casts are normally used to rest 

the affected part and maintain stability. Howev-

er, the curing of such fixatives requires water. 

Further, the curing process takes over thirty 

minutes. Opticure Splint uses light curing poly-

urethane acrylate monomer, allowing curing to 

take place simply by exposure to visible light 

such as sunlight or fluorescent light. Further-

more, the curing process takes only a few sec-

onds using sunlight, and just 20–30 seconds if 

exposed to a strong light such as LED or fluo-

rescent lamp from close range. This means 

that the curing time and place can be controlled 

as desired, which was not possible with tradi-

tional fixatives. 

“As no water is required, it can be utilized in 

places where you wish to keep the environment 

clean, such as the operating theater, examina-

tion room, or hospital ward,” says Tetsuji Iwa-

saki, managing executive officer of the compa-

ny’s Research & Development Department. “It 

can also be utilized at disaster sites when it is 

difficult to prepare water.”  

Opticure Splint demonstrated its effective-

ness in the Great East Japan Earthquake. 

Though it was difficult to obtain water in the 

quake-affected areas for a long period, doctors 

were able to treat victims with bone fractures 

or sprains using a medical lighting unit. It was 

also well-received by patients, since it prevents 

discomfort when the affected part gets wet. 

Opticure Sprint is somewhat expensive com-

pared with existing fixatives. However, it com-

pletely does away with the need to prepare 

water and clean up after treatment, and as such 

the total cost including manpower expenses is 

relatively cheap.

“Opticure Splint can be used not only for the 

treatment of bone fractures, but to prevent inju-

ry in the elderly or athletes, or for rehabilita-

tion,” says Iwasaki. “In the future, I would like 

to promote its usefulness to medical personnel 

in other countries through overseas exhibitions 

or conference presentations.”

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.

Opticure Splint, winner of the Monodzukuri Nippon Grand 
Award Special Prize CO
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T he maternal and child health hand-

book system in Japan started as a 

system for pregnant and parturient 

women in 1942. The introduction of the hand-

book system made it routine for women to have 

health checkups during their pregnancy, which 

contributed to reducing the maternal mortality 

rate. In later years, the handbook for pregnant 

and parturient women was transformed into the 

maternal and child health handbook, including 

mothers and their children. The handbook re-

cords the health status of pregnant women, as 

well as the baby’s delivery date, height and 

weight, and vaccinations received. It also cov-

ers topics such as feeding infants, infant diseas-

es, and childcare advice.

Japan is now working on disseminating the 

maternal and child health handbook system in 

developing countries.

In one such country, the Philippines, the 

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) 

has since 2010 been working on the Project for 

Strengthening Maternal and Child Health Ser-

vices in Eastern Visayas with the aim of reduc-

ing the infant and maternal mortality rates. As 

part of the activities, the project worker com-

piled a Philippine version of the handbook, 

translated the text into the local language and 

provided capacity-building assistance to Com-

munity Health Teams (CHT) to educate and 

support pregnant and parturient women using 

the maternal and child health handbook as a 

tool. In 2011–2012, about 55,000 copies of the 

handbook were printed and distributed to 

healthcare centers to ensure that all prospec-

tive pregnant and parturient women in the proj-

ect’s coverage area would receive one.

“The maternal and child health handbook 

develops an awareness among pregnant women 

that they themselves as mothers need to take 

responsibility in safely giving birth to their 

child,” says Satoko Ishiga, chief adviser of the 

JICA project. “The handbook is also used to 

help plan and confirm the finances and goods 

which pregnant women must prepare, as well 

as to plan their health checkups.”

Through JICA’s assistance, use of the hand-

book is now spreading among many countries 

and regions, including Indonesia, China, Viet-

nam, Laos, Bangladesh, East Timor, the Do-

minican Republic and Palestine.

	 	 Japan	has	one	of	the	lowest	infant	and	maternal	mortality	rates	in	the	world,	
and	one	reason	behind	this	is	the	introduction	of	the	maternal	and	child	health	handbook	
system.	In	recent	years,	Japan	has	taken	the	initiative	in	advancing	this	handbook	system	in	
developing	countries.	Osamu	Sawaji	of	the	Japan Journal	reports.
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A mother reads her maternal and child health 
handbook in a healthcare center in Otmac, Leyte 
island, the Philippines.
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古武術

As Japanese society ages, the physical burden 

placed on nursing caregivers has become evi-

dent. Many caregivers suffer strained backs 

and shoulders while trying to move elderly or 

disabled people or helping them to stand up 

at their home or in nursing care facilities.

Nursing care assisted by techniques from 

kobujutsu (ancient martial arts) has gained 

attention in recent years as a means of allevi-

ating these burdens. Kobujutsu in this case 

are martial arts developed by samurai fight-

ers during the Edo period (1603–1867). This 

form of nursing care incorporates the body 

movements and thinking of these martial arts 

for assistance.

“Common in the body movements of ko-

bujutsu for attack and defense is that they 

do not rely on muscular strength and there-

fore have no physical burden,” says Shinichi-

ro Okada. “Kobujutsu nursing care makes 

care possible without exerting unnecessary 

force, because the care worker uses his or 

her body rationally.”

For example, one of the basic body move-

ments in this form of nursing care is turning 

the palms outwards when lifting. This tech-

nique can be applied in various situations, 

such as when a caregiver helps the care-re-

ceiver to lift his or her upper body, stand up, 

or sit down. The procedure is as follows. The 

caregiver embraces the upper body of the 

care-receiver using the back of the hands, im-

parting just the right amount of tension on 

the care-receiver’s shoulders and back with 

the forearms. Maintaining this tension, the 

caregiver turns his or her palms inward and 

then flexes the forearms repeatedly to move 

the care receiver bit by bit. In this way, the 

caregiver uses the strength of his or her hands, 

arms and back together, reducing the burden 

of lifting.

While working at an elderly nursing care 

facility, Okada continued searching for nurs-

ing care methods to replace conventional 

ones. In the process, he learned of the kobu-

jutsu practiced by martial artist Yoshinori 

Kono, and in 2004 he proposed the concept 

of kobujutsu nursing care. Okada now teaches 

this form of nursing care at about 250 loca-

tions every year, in seminars held at medical 

institutions, nursing care institutions, and for 

the general public. He has taught a total of 

some 100,000 people. Many participants have 

noted that they now find nursing care easier 

and their back pain has improved.

“The movements found in kobujutsu are 

useful not only for nursing care; these rational 

movements can be applied in many aspects of 

our daily lives, such as when holding a baby or 

lifting heavy objects,” says Okada. “There is a 

plan to have my book on kobujutsu nursing 

care translated into English. Both as nursing 

techniques and as ideas for care prevention, 

kobujutsu nursing care could be popularized 

in societies where aging is progressing.”

Shinichiro Okada demonstrates a lifting 
technique using the back of the hand. CO
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Dr. Juha Teperi: In 1997, the then Finnish 

president and Japanese prime minister engaged 

in talks and reached an agreement that the two 

countries should somehow work in concert to 

address the large-scale and rapid aging of soci-

ety that both countries were facing. Then, 

through discussions between the Japanese and 

Finnish governments, Sendai city was selected 

from among several candidate sites as the proj-

ect hub, and the center was established in 2005.

One of the reasons Sendai was chosen was 

for its many prestigious universities and re-

search institutions, Tohoku University, Tohoku 

University Hospital and Tohoku Fukushi Uni-

versity among them. For its part, Finland re-

gards these institutions as the business founda-

tions that will generate profits. In addition, 

Sendai is also a comfortable place to live year 

round and being blessed with nature, is a region 

that shares a similar climate and environment 

to Finland. Those factors are also important in 

the development of products and services.

Progress is also being made in life innovation initiatives carried out in conjunction with 
other countries. At the Sendai-Finland Wellbeing Center (S-FWBC) in Miyagi Prefecture, a 
joint project between Sendai City and the government of Finland, research and development 
into the ideal services and equipment for the elderly is being conducted through collaboration 
between industry, academia and the government. The Japan Journal’s Ames Pomeroy 
spoke with Dr. Juha Teperi, the director of the R&D Unit in the Center.

How did the cooperative relationship between Sendai City and Finland for 
this project come about?

The center has an R&D Unit. Its tenants include a 

variety of Japanese and Finnish universities, 

small-to-medium sized businesses and NPOs en-

gaged in research and development. Also, adja-

cent to the R&D Unit is a special nursing home. 

Opened in 2004, the nursing home is equipped 

with 120 beds and services between forty and fifty 

outpatient visitors each day. The R&D Unit and 

the nursing home have a cooperative relationship. 

Equipment developed in the R&D Unit is used in 

the nursing home, and surveys are also conducted 

on the actual usability of the equipment. 

Please tell us about the facilities at the Sendai-Finland Wellbeing Center.

R&D Unit (left) and a special nursing home 
of the Sendai-Finland Wellbeing CenterCO
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While the center is currently in the third year 

of the second Five-year Agreement, there are 

still many things we can provide as a center. 

Looking ahead, we hope to pursue development 

in areas such as “social robots,” which use sen-

sors and cameras to respond to people’s lan-

guage and movements to help comfort the el-

derly, and “learning therapy” which uses game 

software to help treat dementia.
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To date, the products jointly produced at the 

center by Japanese and Finnish businesses and 

universities have been sold in Japan and Eu-

rope. One such example is computer database 

software for after dental surgery. After exten-

sive dental surgery, various changes manifest 

not only in one’s expression but also in the 

movement of the jaw and mouth. The database 

software is used to simulate such changes be-

fore surgery takes place. This has made it pos-

sible to select the method of surgery with the 

least impact based on the simulation.

The center not only develops health and wel-

fare-related products but services as well. An 

example of this is the popularization of “Nordic 

Walking.” Think of Nordic Walking as a kind of 

walking that only uses the stocks (ski poles), 

without putting on the skis themselves. The 

sport originated in Finland and is very beneficial 

to health. Even for the elderly, Nordic Walking 

is effective in improving basic physical fitness 

and the motivation to exercise. The center is 

working to popularize Nordic Walking in con-

junction with Tohoku Fukushi University and 

Sendai City. In 2007, the Japan Nordic Fitness 

Association was established in the R&D Unit, 

and today the association has spread to around 

a hundred corporate members across Japan. 

What kinds of products have been put to practical use due to the research 
and development carried out at the Sendai-Finland Wellbeing Center?

Is the center working on anything 
looking towards the future?

Products developed in the Sendai-Finland Wellbeing Center
1  Dr. Juha Teperi (right) with President Hidemasa Nishii of 
Sendai’s Kohshin Rubber. Working in conjunction with Finnish 
businesses, Kohshin Rubber developed a product that monitors 
elderly people’s safe sleep through the placement of sensors 
under bed mattresses. Dr. Teperi holds one of the sensors, while 
President Nishii holds a monitor that indicates the sleep state 
of the person sleeping in the bed. Shot at the exhibition facility 
of the R&D Unit, the Sendai-Finland Wellbeing Center.
2  “Sukedachi For You” is a wheelchair with a function that 
helps the user to stand.
3  “Yurarizumu” is a musical instrument useful in rehabilitation. BO
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Dr. Yoichiro Matsumoto: Life innovation is 

for achieving economic growth and extending 

people’s healthy life expectancy amid our aging 

society and declining birthrate. To establish a 

society in which the elderly can live with vitality 

and a medical system that sustains itself eco-

nomically, we need life innovation to lead eco-

nomic growth. The government has set a goal 

of, through life innovation measures, creating a 

new market worth around 50 trillion yen and 

new jobs for 2.84 million people by 2020. To 

achieve life innovation, the government is also 

focusing on research and development and com-

mercialization of innovative medicine, advanced 

medical technology such as regenerative medi-

cine, and medical/nursing care robots that capi-

talize on Japan’s manufacturing technology.
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Dr. Yoichiro Matsumoto

What is the status of “life innovation” in Japan? Osamu 
Sawaji of The Japan Journal asked Dr. Yoichiro 
Matsumoto, executive vice president of the University 
of Tokyo and secretary general of the Cabinet Secretariat’s 
Office of Medical Innovation.

Why do we need life innovation?

One example is the Funding Program for World-

Leading Innovative R&D on Science and Tech-

nology (FIRST Program) that began in 2010. 

The program has a 100 billion yen total budget 

that will be allocated to thirty research topics 

over five years. Twelve of these are in life sci-

ences, including regenerative medicine and 

cancer treatment. While I believe every one of 

these research topics should substantially con-

tribute to life innovation, one topic in particular, 

polymer micelles developed by Dr. Kazunori 

Kataoka of the University of Tokyo, gives us es-

pecially high expectations as an innovative 

method for treating cancer.

Another program that has already started is 

the Tohoku Medical Megabank Project, led by 

Tohoku University, for restoring medical activi-

ty in the Tohoku region that suffered damage 

from the Great East Japan Earthquake. One of 

the pillars of this project is establishing a bio-

bank that stores biological samples and health 

survey information of local residents collected 

upon their approval. By analyzing information 

in the biobank, researchers will be able to dis-

cover how illnesses are affected by heredity 

and lifestyles.

There is also the Leading Graduate School 

included in the New Growth Strategy, under 

What government measures are in effect for promoting life innovation?
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Government policy mandates that every Japa-

nese citizen be under some sort of public medi-

cal insurance. Japan has the world’s highest av-

erage longevity, and has achieved an extremely 

high standard of public medicine at low medical 

costs compared to the rest of the world. The big 

challenge for Japan as its society ages and 

birthrate declines is achieving further advance-

ments in medicine while developing a financially 

sustainable medical system. If we can achieve 

such a system, I believe we can take it abroad 

and contribute to the healthy lives of people 

around the world.

International Comparison of Health Expenditure and Aging
Japan has the highest population 
aging rate and one of the lowest 
GDP/health expenditure ratios 
among OECD countries.

Average ratio of 
total health expenditure to 

GDP among OECD countries
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which the University of Tokyo this year estab-

lished its Graduate Program for Leaders in Life 

Innovation. A curriculum is being developed 

geared toward training future national and in-

ternational leaders who possess broad knowl-

edge in the fields of medicine, engineering, 

pharmaceuticals and science.

One action is preemptive medicine. Preemptive 

medicine predicts and diagnoses disease out-

breaks before they hit, and provides treatment 

to prevent or delay the outbreak. One estimate 

concludes that if preemptive medicine could 

delay outbreaks of Alzheimer’s disease by two 

years, this would reduce medical/nursing care 

costs by 500 billion yen.

To make such preemptive medicine possible, 

we will need to establish a personal health re-

cord system that gathers every individual’s 

health check information, hereditary data and 

clinical records in one unified system. A project 

group in the Ministry of Health, Labour and 

Welfare is currently discussing the use of the 

My Number (national identification) system for 

medical information as well, based on strict in-

formation protection measures.

Japanese society is rapidly aging. What actions do you think are necessary 
to respond to this?

What role should Japan play on the international scene in terms of life innovation?

Source: “OECD Health Data 
2011,” via Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare website
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In the first installment of our new series introducing Japanese culture and society to younger 

readers, we take a look at the tea ceremony and challenge you to answer our quiz.

There are many types of tea in the world, with black tea, green tea and oolong tea 

being just a few. Japanese people drink all of these teas and more, but have long 

enjoyed green tea in particular.

Green tea is a commonplace drink for Japanese people, being brewed both at 

home and bought readymade, hot and cold, at convenience stores or from vending 

machines. But there is also a long tradition in Japan for a master to serve tea to guests 

in a dedicated room for drinking tea. This is the art of the tea 

ceremony, or sado (way of tea).

The history of the tea ceremony extends back about 

500 years. In the tea ceremony, tea is made by dissolving 

powdered tealeaves, called matcha, in hot water. There are 

prescribed body movements for making the tea, handling 

the utensils and for drinking the tea itself, and many years of 

training are needed to perfect these movements. However, 

the most important aspect of the art of the tea ceremony is 

to think of the occasion as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 

to meet other people and experience the host’s sincerity 

towards the guests. The host cares not only for the tea, but 

An outdoor tea 
ceremony held at the 
Cherry Blossom 
Festival in White Plains 
in the state of New 
York, United States, 
May 2011. It is not 
unusual in Japan for tea 
ceremonies to be held 
outside.

Tea ceremony practitioners, 
traditionally dressed, in a 
typical tea ceremony room 
with tatami straw-mat flooring
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Q 1:  This bamboo stick utensil is called a “chashaku.” 
How do you think it is used?

A. For discreetly scratching an itch

B. For stirring matcha powder in hot water

C. For scooping matcha powder from a tea container

Q 2:  This utensil is called a “chasen.” How do you think 
it is used?

A. For cleaning teacups after use

B. For stirring matcha powder in hot water

C.  For sweeping away dust at the entrance to the tea ceremony 

room

also for the garden, utensils, decorative flowers, and 

the sweets to be served with the tea. And the guest 

expresses gratitude for this hospitality through pre-

scribed body movements and words. Although some 

people may feel that the tea ceremony is extremely rigid 

and formal, enjoying tea on tatami mats, the traditional 

Japanese flooring material, is in fact naturally relaxing.

The tea ceremony is taught in special sado schools 

all over Japan, as well as in Beijing, London, Paris, New 

York, and other major cities around the world. How about visiting a school near you?

Matcha, or powdered green tea, 
freshly mixed with hot water

See the back page for answers.
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A ircraft have fallen far behind on 
measures to reduce carbon diox-
ide (CO2) emissions compared to 

other transportation means such as automo-
biles, trains and ships. Because of restrictions 
on total body weight, it is hard for aircraft to 
carry electrically charged batteries to use as a 
power source and instead they have to resort 
to oil-based jet fuel. For this reason, institu-
tions around the world are researching and 
developing aircraft biofuel to replace existing 
jet fuel and offer a realistic means to reduce 
CO2 emissions from aircraft.

One institution producing significant re-
sults in such development is the Research In-
stitute of Tsukuba Bio-Tech Corporation in 
Ibaraki Prefecture. While there are numerous 

source materials of biofuel, including corn, 
sugarcane, soybeans, palm oil, waste wood 
and livestock excrement, the institute is re-
searching microalgae, a type of algae that 
grows in water.

“One species of microalgae we discovered 
and named New Strain X (NSX) lives in fresh 
water, multiplies rapidly, and is characterized 
by an extremely high oil content of 70%–80%. 
Extracting its oil is much easier compared to 
that of grains. And its elemental composition 
is optimal for aircraft fuel,” says Dr. Takaaki 
Maekawa, president of the Research Institute 
and professor emeritus at the University of 
Tsukuba. “Many institutions around the 
world develop biofuel using algae, and most 
aim to reduce costs by growing algae over 
vast spaces. We, on the other hand, grow 
algae in plastic greenhouse facilities that pre-
vent other bacteria from entering, and use 
sunlight in the daytime and a new type of 
LED at night that is optimized for algae 
growth. While this involves a great deal of ef-
fort and cost, we can harvest a drastically 
greater amount of algae for the time and area 
required, which enables us to produce biofuel 
that sufficiently offsets the cost.”
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AlgAe Oil TAkes Off
As biofuel developments spread worldwide, a new type of algae-based biofuel for aircraft having 
one of the lowest cost and highest efficiency performance figures of any biofuel, enters the commercial 
market this year. Takashi Sasaki reports.
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Research on the 
production of algae 
biofuel in collabo-
ration with the In-
stitute and four 

universities started in 2009 under Dr. 
Maekawa as the project leader following his 
retirement from the University of Tsukuba. 
Today the project consortium includes a trad-
ing company handling aircraft fuel and agri-
cultural corporations, and has plans to begin 
test operation of biofuel production at a plant 
in Ibaraki this June. The plant will produce 
3,000 kiloliters annually, and ultimately aim 
for 90,000 kiloliters, and this will be supplied 
to Haneda and Narita airports from next 
January to be mixed with conventional air-
craft fuel and enter into commercial use.

Dr. Maekawa envisions developing a 100-
hectare cultivating facility (farm) and fuel 
production plant near 
every major airport na-
tionwide to produce the 
fuel necessary for air- 
craft operations.

There are also sugges-
tions of locating NSX 
cultivating facilities on 
abandoned farmland left 
due to aging rural 

 populations and the Great East Japan Earth-
quake. Unlike grain-based biofuel, NSX pro-
duction has absolutely no potential to cause 
food shortages and deforestation. Algae fuel 
extracted from NSX can be used not only for 
aircraft but also for applied uses such as die-
sel engines and thermal power plants. It is 
estimated that if 100,000 hectares—one-
quarter of all abandoned farmland in Japan—
could be transformed to NSX cultivation fa-
cilities, annual biofuel production would 
amount to 57,600,000 kiloliters, and the fa-
cilities and fuel production plants would cre-
ate 420,000 jobs. Dr. Maekawa’s project is 
garnering a great deal of attention not only in 
terms of preventing global warming and se-
curing energy resources but also for creating 
new employment and vitalizing industry.

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.
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One unit of NSX is extremely small, measuring 30 microns (one micrometer = 0.001 mm), and when in-
side a container it is almost a green liquid. In nature, it cohabits with various other algae. First, the algal 
seeds of NSN are separated from other algae, cultivated and mass multiplied under aseptic conditions in 
a thirty-five-ton tank (photo left) equipped with LED. Then, they are transferred to a cultivating device 
called a photobioreactor (photo right) inside a plastic greenhouse. In the photobioreactor, the algae are 
cultivated under LED lighting during the night and sunlight during the day. Algae oil extracted from the 
harvested NSX goes into a tank truck and on to a fuel production plant, where it enters a hydrocarboniz-
ing device that uses catalysts to transform it into aircraft biofuel.

Takaaki Maekawa, president of the Research 
Institute of Tsukuba Bio-Tech Corporation
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What made you interested in joining the Japan Self-Defense Forces?
Lieutenant Colonel Chizu Kurita: I had the chance 

to learn about working in the Japan Self-Defense Forces 

(JSDF) when I was a high school student. I researched 

the JSDF and found out that it also welcomed women. 

I thought that if I worked hard enough, the hierarchi-

cal structure of the JSDF would let me attain self-

 realization. Before I enlisted I thought about what I 

wanted to do by trying many things, and I still ques-

tion myself daily about what it means to be female 

JSDF member. It just seems like working for my coun-

try as a member of the JSDF is an extremely natural 

choice for me, no matter what duties I am engaged in.
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An Officer and  
a Lady

Lieutenant Colonel Chizu Kurita of the Joint Staff, Ministry of Defense, was dispatched to the 

United Nations Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT) last year as a military liaison staff. She 

is the first Japanese female member of the Japan Self-Defense Forces dispatched individually to a 

peacekeeping operation by the United Nations. Osamu Sawaji of the Japan Journal interviewed 

Lieutenant Colonel Kurita.
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Chizu Kurita with 
local children in 
East Timor

Yamato
Nadeshiko
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Female JSDF members account for 5% of all members. Are you especially 
conscious of the fact you are a woman while working with the JSDF?
I was assigned to the anti-air missile unit for about nine 

years after joining the JSDF. Men and women are basi-

cally not differentiated between when performing their 

duties. I painted my face green, covered my back with 

grass for camouflage and carried a gun in drills in the 

exercise area, alongside the men. About three years 

ago, as a commander I led a unit of over sixty for two 

years. When my unit lined up with other units during 

exercises, it predictably got attention for being com-

manded by a woman. I quickly and lightly instructed 

them so this woman-led unit wouldn’t appear like it 

was erratic, and I felt my unit fully cooperated and sup-

ported me.

I think one of the values of female JSDF members 

is the motherliness of women. Other members felt 

free to speak to me even about trivial things in their 

daily lives, and this atmosphere helped boost the vi-

tality of the unit. I think we female members should 

never lose our feminine qualities, all the more because 

the JSDF is a man’s world.

What missions were you engaged in during the half-year you were dis-
patched to East Timor as a military communication representative for 
the UN?
When I was appointed, I felt greatly honored but at 

the same time I was uncertain whether I could fulfill 

my assignment. Yet above that, I thought the overseas 

mission would help me develop my future career. In 

East Timor I visited towns and villages mainly in the 

region called Baukau to collect information there. I 

interviewed police, hospital workers, educational 

workers and village mayors, and reported everything 

I was able to find out including trends of political par-

ties, youth groups and other information on security, 

as well as the food, hygiene and educational situa-

tions. I was in a camouflage uniform, but perhaps be-

cause I am a woman, the local people seemed to feel 

safe speaking with me. By the way, my name Kurita 

means “octopus” in the local language, so I often did 

a funny dance like an octopus, which made the chil-

dren and adults laugh [laughter].

What duties have you been assigned since re-
turning to Japan?
I am in charge of coordination related to defense cooperation and ex-

changes  with ASEAN countries, New Zealand, Australia and other coun-

tries. If I have the chance, I hope to take part in international tasks such 

as introducing JSDF activities to other countries, and activities involving 

the people of other countries. In any case, I would like to continue work-

ing to the retirement age of fifty-five.
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R ogier Uitenboogaart first encoun-
tered washi Japanese paper more 
than thirty years ago. At that time, 

while working at a bookbinding company in 
the Netherlands, he was studying modern art 
at night at an art university. By chance he saw 
a sample of some washi where he worked and 
was immediately captivated by its beauty.

“With just one glance I was enchanted be-
yond words by the beauty of washi. I felt a de-
sire to create such paper with my own hands,” 
Uitenboogaart recalls. “I had almost no inter-
est in the culture and tradition of Japan at that 
point, but I decided right then and there to go 
to Japan.”

Uitenboogaart came to Japan by himself 
less than a year after first seeing washi. He vis-
ited more than ten paper production areas in 
various parts of the country and learned about 
the working styles of washi craftsmen. The 

production meth-
od and materials 
of washi differ by region, and its texture and 
colors are diverse. While traveling through the 
production areas he met Chikako, whom he 
later married, and in the process, he was drawn 
further into the depth of beauty of washi.

“Washi, with a 1,500-year history, is en-
graved with elements that remind us of the 
culture and history of the production area,” 
Uitenboogaart says. “The process of Japanese 
papermaking, among Japan’s many traditional 
crafts, is deeply connected with mountains, 
rivers and other natural features. When I look 
at washi I can even feel as if I’m seeing these 
natural landscapes. Washi is a priceless cultural 
item that was born essentially from local na-
ture and ways of living.”

In 1992 Uitenboogaart established his stu-
dio in Yusuhara-cho, Kochi Prefecture. Tosa 
Washi, which dates back over 1,000 years, is 
made in Kochi, and Yusuhara-cho was a pro-
duction area of the hybrid mulberry trees and 
mitsumata (Oriental paper bush) used for 
making it. There are only twenty-five house-
holds and fifty people living in the Otado dis-

Yusuhara-cho
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Enchanted by Washi
Rogier Uitenboogaart from the Netherlands has established a 
guesthouse and washi Japanese paper studio in the mountainous 
region of Yusuhara-cho, Kochi Prefecture. Masako Yamada paid 
him a visit.

Rogier Uitenboogaart’s studio and guest house (center) 
in Yusuhara-cho, Kochi Prefecture

SERIES  |  MASTERS



trict of Yusuhara-cho where his studio is lo-
cated, and most of the residents are over 
sixty-five years old.

“This district still has unspoiled Japanese 
scenery. You can see this exemplified in the 
terraced rice paddies that used to be found all 
over Japan. This was the primary reason the 
area attracted me,” Uitenboogaart says. 
“What’s more, this town at the headwaters of 
the Shimanto-gawa river has abundant clear 
water and the paper mulberry trees and espe-
cially the mitsumata essential for making 
washi. It is the ideal place to build a studio.”

Washi is said to last over 1,000 years if pro-
tected from bugs and moisture. It has been 
used for traditional Japanese arts such as hang-
ing scrolls and calligraphy accompanied by 
paintings. These days it is also used as a mate-
rial for lamp shades and paper artwork. How-
ever, Japanese papermaking has continued to 
decline each year due to the decreasing num-

ber of successors, similar to the circumstances 
facing other traditional crafts. In view of this 
situation, Uitenboogaart attempts to enthusi-
astically convey the charms of washi by offer-
ing trial Japanese papermaking programs to 
people who stay at his guesthouse and by 
holding papermaking classes at local elemen-
tary schools. He has also held papermaking 
workshops in Tokyo and grown the source 
plants for washi on building rooftops. These 
efforts led to him finding a Japanese female 
apprentice for his studio last year. Many for-
eign tourists have visited his studio after learn-
ing about his work on the Internet.

“Tourists not only from the Netherlands 
but also from the United States, China, Aus-
tralia and other countries have visited my stu-
dio to experience Japanese papermaking. 
Many say they want to see another aspect of 
Japan in addition to touring Tokyo and Kyoto,” 
 Uitenboogaart says. “They seem to enjoy this 
Japanese papermaking process that in some 
ways may seem primitive, and they enjoy it as 
much as the Japanese do.”

Masako Yamada is a freelance writer.
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Rogier Uitenboogaart performs the washi-making 
process called nagashizuki . Uitenboogaart is a 

designated Tosa no takumi (master craftsperson of 
the Domain of Tosa [now Kochi Prefecture]).

Washi lampshades in the guest 
house of Rogier Uitenboogaart



K iyoharu Art Village was founded in 
1983 by art dealer Chozo Yoshii to pro
mote and develop exchanges between 

artists in Japan and abroad. The institution’s foun
dations lie in the Shirakabaha (White Birch Group) 
literary movement begun in 1910 by writers such 
as Naoya Shiga, Saneatsu Mushanokoji, Soetsu 
Yanagi and Nagayo Yoshiro. The Shirakabaha held 
Western aesthetics in high esteem and, through 
their writings, promoted Western art and literature 
in Japanese society. The Kiyoharu Geijutsu Mura 
would have been the culmination of their dreams.

Chozo Yoshii, the proprietor of art galleries in 

Tokyo and Paris, had heard that many artists over
seas want to come to Japan to work, and knew that 
there were not so many places for them to do so. 
Yoshii therefore decided to build such a place him
self, and about thirty years ago established Kiyo
haru Art Village.

Kiyoharu Art Village is positioned in the south
ern shadow of the Yatsugatake mountains of Yama
nashi Prefecture, a couple of hours northwest of 
Tokyo. The brick La Ruesh atelier of the Village 
has sixteen sides that afford spectacular views in 
all directions.

The gardens are dotted with eyecatching works. 

A teahouse in a treehouse. A massive sculpted thumb. A yellow-painted spiral 
staircase that ends in a French tricolor flag blowing in the wind. Kiyoharu Geijutsu 
Mura (Kiyoharu Art Village) is a fascinating study in diversity, writes Julian Ryall.

The teahouse by 
Terunobu Fujimori
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A massive stone statue by Belarusborn artist 
Ossip Zadkine is of a modernistic human figure 
holding a ship. Nearby, an installation by abstract
expressionist Jacques Yankel melds together rust
ed metalwork.

A yellow spiral staircase stands behind the La 
Ruesh, a human figure by César cast out of shards 
of metal standing at its base with a metal bird on an 
outstretched arm. A plaque affixed to the stairs says 
it is an original part of the Eiffel Tower from 1889.

In the furthest corner of the lawn, surrounded 
by cherry trees that are preserved as natural pre
fectural treasures, a stuccowalled treehouse has 
been built atop a 4meterhigh cypress tree. Visi
tors are only able to enter the teahouse by climbing 
up a ladder and through a hole in the bottom of 
the structure.

The newest addition to the museum is the Clavé 
Galerie designed by Tadao Ando, which opened in 
April 2011. As its name suggests, the gallery houses 
works by one of Spain’s bestknown artists, Antoni 
Clavé, including stunning earlyperiod oil paint
ings, collage works and sculptures.

Amid the white birch trees in front of the Kiyo
haru Shirakaba Art Gallery stands the Rouault Cha
pel, with a stained glass window of deep reds and 
greens painted by Rouault above the entrance. Each 
of the chapel’s rounded walls has pictures from the 
museum’s collection of works by Georges Rouault.

A little further on is the Japanesestyle cottage 
used by Ryuzaburo Umehara to paint, relocated 
from Kagacho. In the cottage, there are canvases 
on easels and paints, pots and brushes positioned 
to look as if the artist has just stepped away for a 
few moments but will be returning very soon. 

Designed by Yoshio Taniguchi, architect of the 
newly expanded Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, the main Kiyoharu Shirakaba Art Gallery 
makes use of natural daylight to get the most out 
of the masterpieces that it houses. The works on 
display here include pieces by the Shirakabaha, 
Georges Foucault, a French painter of religious 
works, as well as by Japanese artists such as 
 Kazumasa Nakagawa and Ryuzaburo Umehara. A 
retrospective of Bernard Cathelin, whose works 
are characterized by the bold use of color, is being 
held until late June. This writer was most taken by 
the bronze statues by Auguste Rodin, in particular 
the bust of the famous French novelist Honoré de 
Balzac, detailed right down to the wrinkles around 
the eyes.

Julian Ryall is the Japan correspondent for the Daily 
Telegraph and freelances for  
publications around the world.

Paintings by Georges Rouault in the Kiyoharu Shirakaba Art Gallery (left); La Ruche is a reconstruction of a building 
designed by Alexandre Gustave Eiffel in Paris which was once the atelier of artists including Marc Chagall (right).

Kiyoharu Geijutsu Mura (Kiyoharu Art Village)
2072 Nakamaru Nagasaka, Hokuto, Yamanashi Prefecture, 408-0036, Japan
Tel: +81 551 32 4865     Website: www.kiyoharu-art.com/

Kiyoharu
 Geijutsu Mura
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Stilts are commonplace in many countries, used both for practical purposes in 
watery or swampy conditions as well as purely for fun or entertainment.  

In Japan, stilts are known as takeuma, or bamboo (take) horses (uma). Takeuma were 
especially popular during the Edo period (1603–1867).

Search

Traditional Toys

Takeuma

Answers for p. 23     Q1: C. A chashaku is used for scooping out matcha powder from a tea 
container and putting it into a teacup for the guest. It usually measures about 21 cm in length 
and 1 cm in width.  Q2: B. A chasen is a utensil for dissolving and foaming matcha powder in hot 
water in a teacup. It is made by splitting a single piece of bamboo into thin strips. Some 90% of 
chasen used in Japan are made in Nara Prefecture. A chasen usually measures about 12 cm in length.
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