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Prime Minister's Diary

JAPAN-SAUDI ARABIA SUMMIT MEETING

O

n 13 March 2017 Prime
Minister
Shinzo
Abe
held a summit meeting
with the Custodian of the Two
Holy Mosques King Salman bin
Abdulaziz al Saud, King of the

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Prime Minister Abe and King
Salman welcomed the formulation of the Japan-Saudi Vision
2030. Prime Minister Abe stated
that it will be meaningful to
ensure that the reform of the two
countries’ strategies are interconnected organically in a manner that
enhances the diversity, innovativeness and soft value of their economies and societies. Prime Minister
Abe expressed his intention to promote steadily ambitious cooperation in line with the guidance set
out in the Japan-Saudi Vision 2030,
including through the implementation of the thirty-one priority projects. Furthermore, the Prime Minister stated that Japan also hopes to
contribute to realizing the special
economic zones concept which
presents a model for Saudi Arabia’s
economic reform. In relation to
this, the Prime Minister asked King
Salman to ensure the safety of Jap-

anese expatriates in Saudi Arabia,
who play a central role in deepening bilateral relations.
Prime Minister Abe and King
Salman exchanged views on cooperation in the energy field. The
King stated that Saudi Arabia is
committed to stable supply of
energy to Japan.
Prime Minister Abe and King
Salman welcomed the entry into
force of the Japan-Saudi Arabia
investment agreement that will
contribute to further strengthening trade and investment relations. In addition, the Prime Minister requested that Saudi Arabia
promptly lift restrictions on the
import of Japanese food products.
King Salman explained that he
intends to continue consideration
at an expert level on this matter for
the benefit of both countries.
As for cooperation in the political and security fields, Prime Minister Abe stated that he hopes to
strengthen coordination in political
and security fields, intends to hold
vice foreign ministerial dialogue
promptly, and hopes to promote
defense cooperation based on the
memorandum signed between

Prime Minister Abe and King Salman shake
hands, 13 March 2017

the Deputy Crown Prince of Saudi
Arabia and Minister of Defense of
Japan in September 2016. In relation to this, Prime Minister Abe
welcomed the appointment of the
first military attaché to the Royal
Embassy of Saudi Arabia in Tokyo.
Prime Minister Abe stated he
appreciates Saudi Arabia’s efforts
to tackle terrorism with multi-
faceted measures and that Japan
will make contributions in nonmilitary fields such as humanitarian assistance with the conviction
that ‘‘the best way is to go in the
Middle’’ in dealing with the situation in the Middle East.

MEMORIAL CEREMONY MARKING THE SIXTH ANNIVERSARY OF THE GREAT EAST JAPAN EARTHQUAKE

O

n March 11, Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe attended the
Memorial Ceremony Marking the Sixth Anniversary of the
Great East Japan Earthquake. The
ceremony was held in Tokyo in the
presence of Their Imperial High-

nesses Prince and Princess Akishino.
Following the moment of silence,
the Prime Minister delivered an
address. This was followed by the
address of His Imperial Highness
Prince Akishino. Afterwards, the
Speaker of the House of Representa-

tives, the President of the House of
Councillors, and the Chief Justice of
the Supreme Court gave their memorial addresses. Representatives of
the bereaved family members also
delivered addresses, and then the
participants offered flowers.

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.
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The New Age of Rail

Courtesy of Hitachi

Japan’s extensive rail network reaches into all corners of the archipelago and carries more than 9 billion
passengers every year, more than any other country in the world. While continuing to make improvements and
innovations at home, Japanese companies are now extending their rail technologies and expertise to countries
around the world. In this month’s issue we look at some of the characteristics of Japan’s railways today.
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Railways for
the World
Tetsuya Okuda,
director-general of
the Railway Bureau
of the Ministry of
Land, Infrastructure,
Transport and Tourism

A

n interview with Tetsuya Okuda, directorgeneral of the Railway Bureau of the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport
and Tourism
Why has Japan focused on exports of railway
infrastructure in recent years?
According to an estimation made by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), global demand for traffic and
transportation infrastructure from 2009 to 2015
stood at an annual average of 388 billion dollars.
That demand is estimated to increase to an annual
average of 585 billion dollars from 2015 to 2030.
Even in the railway sector alone, global demand
is estimated to increase from an annual average of
130 billion dollars to 270 billion dollars.
The Japanese government has focused on
exports of infrastructure systems in cooperation
with private companies to revitalize the Japanese
economy. The Infrastructure System Export Strategy formulated by the government in May 2016 set
the goal of Japanese companies receiving orders of
Photo: Masatoshi Sakamoto
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around thirty trillion yen (about 268 billion USD)
for infrastructure systems in 2020. With domestic market demand being expected to decline due
to depopulation, the aging population and the
declining birthrate, Japanese companies can gain
benefits from seizing on global demand for infrastructure in terms of their own growth and maintaining and passing down technological prowess.
What measures is the Japanese government
implementing to support exports of railway
infrastructure?
Nowadays, it has been common for foreign governments to call for the Japanese government to
provide financial support because railway projects often require a massive amount of funds.
Considering the current condition, the Japanese
government makes proposals for capital procurement schemes suitable for rail projects initiated
by foreign governments helping with ODA loans
provided by the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA) and/or the Japan Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC) and funding provided
by the Japan Overseas Infrastructure Investment
Corporation for Transport & Urban Development
(JOIN). Also, the Prime Minister and Minister
of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism
[MLIT Minister] take the lead in approaching the
foreign government leaders.
For example, with regard to the MumbaiAhmedabad High-Speed Railway Project in India,
we emphasized the advantages of the Shinkansen to the VIPs of the Indian government from

the beginning of the project, and also conducted
a feasibility study for the project. In terms of
financing, the Japanese government proposed a
yen loan program with preferential conditions. As
a result of these efforts, the Japanese and Indian
governments agreed to build the Shinkansen system in December 2015, and preparatory work is
currently progressing toward the start of the construction in 2018.
What project is the Japanese government particularly keen on at present?
First of all, we can mention the Malaysia-Singapore High-Speed Railway Project that the Malaysian and Singaporean governments agreed to aim
to launch in 2026. An international bid is expected
to be launched within this year regarding who is
responsible for the rolling stock and the systems.
Japan aims to win the bid through a collaboration
between the public and private sectors.
In the United States, a great deal of attention is
being paid to a project for connecting Washington
D.C. and New York by Superconducting Maglev,
the Texas High-Speed Railway Project and California High-Speed Railway Project. For the Superconducting Maglev between Washington D.C. and
New York, the Japanese government and the U.S.
government started a joint study from FY2016.
For the Texas project, Shinkansen technology will
be applied. Central Japan Railway Company (JR
Central) is providing technical support with the
operator, and JOIN has provided funding to back
up the realization of the project in 2015. For the
California High-Speed Railway Project, the Japan
consortium is working to receive orders for rolling
stock and systems.
In addition, for Thailand, in August 2016,
MLIT Minister Keiichi Ishii and Arkhom
Termpittayapaisith, Minister of Transport in Thailand, signed a Memorandum of Cooperation on
the railway sector including advanced bilateral
cooperation concerning the construction of the

Bangkok-Chiang Mai High-Speed Railway using
the Shinkansen system. The Japanese government is currently conducting a feasibility study in
cooperation with JICA.
What are the advantages of Japanese railway
infrastructure?
First, I would like to emphasize "Safety and reliability.” The Shinkansen has experienced no passenger fatalities for fifty-two years since its opening. Also, the Shinkansen is extremely accurate,
with an average delay of less than one minute, and
it is also superior in terms of measures for earthquakes and environmental performance. In addition, the Shinkansen has achieved a low total lifecycle cost, not only in terms of initial construction
cost. For example, the Shinkansen has reduced
construction, maintenance and operation costs
by making the weight of rolling stock lighter and
achieving smaller-scale civil engineering structures, such as tunnels and high viaducts. Transport-related businesses such as development of
areas along railway lines and the ekinaka (shopping area inside train stations; see pp. 16–17) business also play a major role in stimulating demand
for using trains and increasing the value of trains.
In major urban areas in developing countries,
environmental problems and traffic congestion
are becoming increasingly serious due to the rapid
acceleration of motorization based on their economic growth. Japanese railway infrastructure
can contribute to solving these problems. Japan's
expertise in railway-related business such as the
development of areas along railway lines can also
be used to vitalize many other economies.
We will continue to contribute to many countries using Japan’s experience, technologies and
know-how in the railway sector and work toward
solving problems such as those connected with
urbanization and the environment.

Interview by OSAMU SAWAJI
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Hitachi’s Class 395
trains have received
high praise in the
United Kingdom
Photo: Courtesy of Hitachi

Japanese Trains in
the Birthplace of Rail

Japanese trains are highly rated
in the country of rail transport’s
birth, the United Kingdom.

AKIRA UMEZAWA

A

fter the launch of
Japan’s first railway in
1872, connecting Shimbashi in Tokyo with
Yokohama,
railway
networks
spread throughout the country. Over time, Japanese railway
companies would develop a wide
range of technologies to improve
the speed and reliability, safety
and comfort of their service.

These Japanese railway technologies are now being introduced to
many parts of the world, including India’s Delhi Metro, the bullet
trains in Taiwan and the subways
in New York.
In the United Kingdom, the
birthplace of rail transport, highspeed trains developed by Hitachi, Ltd. play a part in railway networks around the country.
Hitachi started to make inroads
into the UK market in 1999.
“Initially, we expected that we
would have a great deal of difficulty accessing the global railway market, where the Big Three

A Class 800 train at Hitachi’s plant in Newton Aycliffe, County Durham, the United Kingdom
Photo: Courtesy of Hitachi
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railway
companies
(Canada’s
Bombardier, France’s Alstom and
Germany’s Siemens) have large
shares,” says Shinya Mitsudomi,
who is a member of the Railway
Systems Business Unit of Hitachi.
“We could not bring Japanese railway technologies and expertise
directly into the UK. Adapting
to British standards on the basis
of Japanese technologies was a
major challenge.”
In 2003, Hitachi recruited in the
UK human resources with extensive experience in and knowledge of the British railway industry and contract negotiations. In
addition, to demonstrate that the
quality of Hitachi’s railcars could
be achieved in the UK, 
Hitachi
introduced
Japanese
electric
driving gears to the UK, installed
them in British railcars and conducted comprehensive test runs of
domestic railway networks.
“The test railcars never broke
down and we completed our
demonstration runs without any
problems. We were able to demonstrate that our railcars could be
put to satisfactory use, even in the
UK where conditions differ from
Japan,” says Mitsudomi.

Inverness

Class 800 Intercity Express
Programme (IEP) Lines in the UK

by the UK government, through
Agility Train, a joint venture that
Hitachi had established in partnerGlasgow Edinburgh
ship with a British company. The
Newcastle
IEP has the largest budget in the
Harrogate
history of British railways
Hull
East Coast and is a high-speed railway
Lincoln Main Line
Doncaster
project for railway lines
Kings Lynn
including the East Coast
Great Western
Carmarthen Hereford
Main Line connecting London
Main Line
Cardiff
and Scotland, a main line in the
Bristol TM
Swansea
London
UK, and the Great Western Main
Reading
Line connecting London, westPlymouth
Paignton
ern England and western Wales.
Map: Courtesy of Hitachi
Hitachi will deliver 866 railcars
These efforts bore fruit, and in and will handle railcar mainte2005 Hitachi won an order for the nance services for around thirty
manufacture and maintenance of
174 units of Class 395 railcars that
run on the Channel Tunnel Rail
Link (currently High Speed 1), the
UK’s first high-speed railway line
connecting London and Ashford.
Class 395 commenced commercial
operation about half a year sooner
than contracted, in June 2009.
The railcars were also used for a
shuttle service from the central
area of London to the main competition venues during the London Olympics in 2012. The railcars
ran at intervals of about seven
minutes from early in the morn- years. The railcars will start opering until late at night, but did not ating in the fall of 2017.
experience any service cancellaTo manufacture high-speed
tions or delays.
railcars in the UK, including the
Hitachi, which was rated highly Class 800, Hitachi built a railcar
for the quality of its Class 395 and plant in Newton Aycliffe, County
its project performance capability, Durham. At the opening ceralso won an order for manufac- emony of the plant in September
turing and maintenance services 2015, then Prime Minister David
for the Class 800, a high-speed 
Cameron said, “It is great to be
railcar for the Intercity Express adding to the history of railways in
Programme (IEP) implemented the North East which extends back
Aberdeen

to George Stephenson — the father
of railways.”
“Railcars cannot be massproduced. We invite British plant
managers to Japan and conduct
technical study programs to convey our expertise in manufacturing railcars to the UK,” says Mitsudomi. “We also learn a lot from the
British. We will make the IEP an
even better railway by utilizing our
mutual strengths.”
In 2016, Hitachi acquired two
companies that manufacture railcars and signals in Italy, and also
reached an agreement with railway management companies to

A Class 800 train cuts
through the English
countryside.
Photo: Courtesy of Hitachi

supply new double-decker commuting railcars.
“We have the feeling that Hitachi is becoming a European company in Europe,” says Mitsudomi.
“We are currently part of a project
for constructing urban railways in
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, but
we will make further contributions to developing railway infrastructure in emerging economies
as well.”
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Series L0 on the
Yamanashi Maglev Line
Photo: Courtesy of JR Central

Tokyo to Nagoya City

in 40 Minutes

The coming age of maglev

OSAMU SAWAJI

M

ore than fifty years have passed since
the Tokaido Shinkansen connecting
Tokyo and Osaka began operating.
Construction of the Chuo Shinkansen,
which will connect Tokyo, Nagoya City and Osaka
City using a new technology, superconducting maglev, commenced in 2014. The Tokaido Shinkansen
was constructed along the Pacific coastline, but the
Chuo Shinkansen will run through the inland areas
of the Japanese mainland, connecting the three cities in as short a distance as possible.
The superconducting maglev is a contactless
transportation system in which the train levitates
approximately 10 centimeters due to the magnetic
force generated between the on-board superconduct-

ing magnets and the ground coils. Because the system causes no friction between the wheels and the
rails, unlike conventional railway systems, it enables
ultra-high-speed operation. Its operating velocity is
500 kilometers per hour. At its fastest, the superconducting maglev will connect Shinagawa and Nagoya
City (a railway length of 285.6 km) in 40 minutes
and, further down the line, Tokyo and Osaka City in
67 minutes. (Presently the Tokaido Shinkansen at its
fastest connects Tokyo and Nagoya in one hour and
34 minutes and Tokyo and Shin-Osaka in two hours
and 22 minutes.) Central Japan Railway Company (JR
Central) plans to open the route between Tokyo and
Nagoya City, currently under construction as the first
phase, in 2027.
One of the reasons for constructing the Chuo
Shinkansen is to reduce multiple risks by building
another line along the main artery connecting Tokyo,
Nagoya City and Osaka City, which is vital for Japa-

The Levitation System
Levitation and guidance coils are installed on both sides of the
guideway (track). When the on-board Superconducting Magnets pass
through at high speed, an electric current is induced in coils, causing
them to become electromagnets. This generates a force that both
pushes and pulls the vehicle.
Figure: Courtesy of JR Central
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Inside the Series L0
Photo: Courtesy of JR Central

sen in the future. Currently, running tests of Series
L0, a railcar of the operating line specifications, are
being conducted on the Yamanashi Maglev Line. The
front railcar of Series L0 is 28 meters in length. This
series is characterized by its 15-meter long “nose”
to reduce air drag. In 2015, a manned running test
recorded 603 kilometers per hour, the world’s fastest velocity for a railway. Although JR Central has
already established the practical technologies for
superconducting maglev, it continues to work on the
upgrading of technologies such as those connected
with improvement of comfort and efficiency of maintenance with a view toward the opening of the Chuo
Shinkansen between Shinagawa and Nagoya City.
At the Yamanashi Prefectural Maglev Exhibition
Center, which is located along the Yamanashi Maglev Line, you can watch the superconducting maglev
run at ultra-high speed up close. There are also displays featuring the actual prototype of a test railcar
that set the world record of 581 kilometers per hour
in 2003 and a machine introducing the mechanism of
the superconducting maglev. In addition, JR Central
began conducting a lottery-based experience program for the superconducting maglev in 2014, and a
total of more than 50,000 people have experienced
journeys of 500 kilometers per hour to date.
Currently, there is a plan for high-speed railways
based on the Japanese superconducting maglev
technology in the United States as well. The superconducting maglev is expected to dramatically
change the future of Japanese and global railways.

nese society. The Tokaido Shinkansen has now been
operating for more than fifty years, and it will need
to be fully prepared against aging degradation and
large-scale disasters in the future. The opening of
the Chuo Shinkansen will enable the impact of the
improvement work for the Tokaido Shinkansen to be
reduced. In addition, building another line along the
main artery will be effective in preparing for disaster
risks, including major earthquakes.
The Chuo Shinkansen is also expected to produce
enormous synergistic effects on the economy and
society. It will be effective in forming a huge integrated urban zone made up of Japan’s three largest
metropolitan areas — the Greater Tokyo Metropolitan area, the Chukyo area adjacent to Nagoya City
and the Kinki area adjacent to Osaka City. This is
expected to create wider regions for human activities, which will lead to major lifestyle changes, such
as how business is carried out
and how leisure is enjoyed.
Research into the superconducting maglev started in
Yamanashi Maglev Line
1962 and running tests began
in Miyazaki Prefecture in 1977.
Chuo Shinkansen
Running tests began on the
18.4-
kilometer Yamanashi MagCity of Nagoya
lev Line in Tsuru City, Yamanashi
Prefecture in 1997. The Yamanashi
City of Osaka
Tokaido Shinkansen
Maglev Line was extended to 42.8
kilometers in 2013 and will be
used as part of the Chuo ShinkanThe Planned Chuo Shinkansen Route (Yellow)

Tokyo Metropolis

april 2017

|

11

Feature

THE NEW AGE OF RAIL

An E7 series bullet
train on the Hokuriku
Shinkansen line

The Fast Train
to Kanazawa
The expanding national network of Shinkansen
lines continues to boost local economies.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

S

Hakodate-Hokuto Stations. More than 2,000 km,
from Kagoshima-Chuo Station in Kyushu to ShinHakodate-Hokuto Station in Hokkaido, is now con
nected by Shinkansen lines.
With the extension of the Hokuriku Shinkansen
line to Kanazawa, the travel time between Tokyo and
Kanazawa is 2 hours and 30 minutes at the shortest.
In the first year of the Hokuriku Shinkansen line’s
operation, 9.26 million passen
gers used the line from Nagano
Station to Kanazawa, which is
about three times the number of
passengers (3.14 million) when
limited expresses on the regular
railway were used.
Shin-Hakodate-Hokuto
The economic rip Hokkaido Shinkansen
Shin-Aomori
ple effect is said to
Akita Shinkansen
have been 67.8 bil

ince the Tokaido Shinkansen line began
operations between Tokyo and Osaka in
1964, other lines connecting cities through
out Japan have been developed. The Shin
kansen lines are a very important part of the basic
infrastructure and are a stimulus to Japan’s econ
omy. For example, the number of passengers on
the Tokaido Shinkansen line was about 11 million
in the first year of its operation and after ten years
it exceeded the 100 million mark. As the number
of businesspeople making day trips between Tokyo
and Osaka increased sharply, the Tokaido Shinkan
sen line provided a backbone for Japan’s high eco
Akita
Morioka
nomic growth.
lion yen in one year.
The Shinkansen network continues expanding.
“Among
the
Shinjo
Tohoku Shinkansen
Yamagata Shinkansen
In 1975, the entire route of the Sanyo Shinkansen
Niigata
line (Shin-Osaka to Hakata) opened. In June 1982,
Fukushima
Joetsu Shinkansen
the Tohoku Shinkansen line opened. In March 2011,
Hokuriku Shinkansen
the entire route (Hakata and Kagoshima-Chuo Sta
Takasaki
Kanazawa
tions) of the Kyushu Shinkansen line (Kagoshima
Omiya
Tokyo
route) opened. In March 2015, the Hokuriku
Nagoya
Sanyo Shinkansen
Shinkansen line opened between Nagano
Kyoto
and Kanazawa Stations. Most recently, in
Shin-Osaka
Tokaido Shinkansen
Hakata
March 2016, the Hokkaido Shinkansen line
The Shinkansen
opened between Shin-Aomori and ShinNetwork in Japan

Kyushu Shinkansen
12
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Kagoshima-Chuo

nine regions of Japan, we think that the Hokuriku
region (Toyama, Ishikawa and Fukui Prefectures)
has the second best economy after the Tokai region
(Shizuoka, Aichi, Gifu and Mie Prefectures). The
first reason is the impact from the opening of the
Hokuriku Shinkansen line. The second reason is the
concentration of companies there increasing produc
tion due to growing domestic and global demand
for electronic parts, devices for smartphones and
generic drugs,” says Hironobu Matsuo, chief man
ager of the Kanazawa Branch of the Bank of Japan.
“The economic impact of the Hokuriku Shinkansen
line is huge. Tourism since the Hokuriku Shinkansen
line’s opening in 2015 has grown at record high levels
of 15.6% in Toyama, 15.8% in Ishikawa and 12.3% in
Fukui, although the Hokuriku Shinkansen line still is
not connected to Fukui Prefecture. The growth rate
was slightly lower in the second year, but remained
higher than before. We believe that positive growth
will continue in the Hokuriku region.”
The number of overseas tourists to the three pre
fectures in the Hokuriku region has been increas
ing rapidly. Those that stayed there increased to
674,000, up 41.9% in one year, in 2015, and to
785,000, up 24.5%, from January to November 2016.
In 2016, JR East and JR West started to issue the
Hokuriku Arch Pass (a discount, unlimited-ride train
pass for travel from the Tokyo Metropolitan area and
Osaka area to the Hokuriku region) for foreign tour
ists. Because of it, the number of foreign tourists to
the Hokuriku region is expected to increase further.
Following this trend, new hotels are currently
being constructed rapidly in the three prefectures of
the Hokuriku region. In particular, since the capacity
of hotels in Kanazawa has already reached its limit,
new hotels are planned and the number of rooms
in Kanazawa will increase by 20%. In a certain hot
spring resort, a local inn has been renovated with
capital from outside the region. At the Ohmicho Mar
ket in the center of Kanazawa, which sells local fresh
food, the number of tourists has also been increasing
rapidly since the opening of the Hokuriku Shinkan
sen line.
“The economic effect of the opening of the

Hokuriku Shinkansen line is now in its second phase,
during which a variety of construction investments
and M&A investments have begun,” says Matsuo.
“The Hokuriku region is currently attracting atten
tion in terms of the BCP (Business Continuity Plan)
as an area where the risk of major disasters is low
compared with the Pacific side of Japan. Some com
panies have already started moving part of their
headquarters or production bases.”
The opening of the route between Kanazawa and
Tsuruga (Fukui Prefecture) of the Hokuriku Shinkan
sen line is scheduled for 2023. The Hokuriku Shink
ansen line will eventually be connected to Osaka
around 2046.

The number of tourists visiting Kanazawa’s Ohmicho Market has
increased rapidly since the opening of the Hokuriku Shinkansen line
in March 2015.
Photo: Toshio Matsubara

“The importance of the Hokuriku Shinkansen
line will certainly increase as an alternative to the
Tokaido Shinkansen line,” says Matsuo. “Redevel
opment is occurring around the main stations in
the three prefectures of the Hokuriku region, and
when the Hokuriku Shinkansen line is connected
to Osaka, the commutation area will be expanded
and the Hokuriku region will be more closely linked
to the Kansai region. We don’t know the specific
ripple effects now, but the Hokuriku Shinkansen
is the engine of growth of the Hokuriku region and
the further development of the Hokuriku region is
expected.”
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A Moomin-themed train on the Isumi Line in
Chiba Prefecture
Courtesy of Isumi Rail

Local Railway,
Regional Treasure

T

he Isumi Line, which connects the Pacific
side of the Boso Peninsula and its inland
area, extends over a total of 26.8 kilometers
and has fourteen stations. The precursor
of the Isumi Line was the Kihara Line of the Japan
National Railway (currently JR East), which opened
in 1930. The Kihara Line went out of service in 1988,
but Isumi Rail, which was established through the
joint funding of the private sectors and local governments in areas along the railway line, took over the
management of the Kihara Line and operated the
railway service as the Isumi Line. However, it ran
continuous deficits and the local governments hosting the railway discussed whether they should retain
or abolish the railway line over a period of two years
from 2008 to 2009.
In the meantime, the railway company publicly sought a president, with Akira Torizuka being
appointed in 2009. Torizuka is a former British Airways flight service director but also a huge railway
enthusiast. He even founded a railway DVD production company as a side job.
“On weekdays, many Isumi Line users are high

14
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school students and the elderly. Private cars are even
more convenient than railway trains for local people who have driver’s licenses. Even if we ask local
people to use railways more frequently, we have no
chance,” says Torizuka. “On the other hand, there are
about 35 million people living in the Greater Tokyo
Metropolitan area. If one percent of them take an
interest in the Isumi Line, and those 35,000 people
actually use the Isumi Line service, the railway company will be able to achieve successful management.”
Torizuka established a strategy to attract tourists
from urban areas by introducing trains featuring
the popular Moomin cartoon characters created by
Tove Jansson.
“The setting of Moomin has seas, mountains and
valleys along its train lines and its image is quite similar to those of the places along the Isumi Line, where
you can enjoy tranquil and peaceful country landscapes,” says Torizuka. “In addition, women who
were enthusiasts of this animation in their childhood
are now in their thirties to fifties. People of this generation enjoy relatively comfortable lifestyles and I
guessed that they would be able to easily afford and

A dinner serving on the Isumi Line’s “Lobster Express”
Courtesy of Isumi Rail

Faced with the twin challenges of
motorization and urbanization,
local railway companies have had to
be inventive to maintain operability.

TAKASHI SASAKI

enjoy trips using the Isumi Line.”
This campaign was successful. The number of
Isumi Line users increased and it was decided that
the railway line would continue to operate in 2010.
But because regular users, including high school
students, continued to decrease every year, Torizuka continued to run one campaign after another
to attract tourists. In 2013, he started to run restaurant trains that provide cooking and sweets using
local foods on the weekends. In 2015, the company
also introduced two fifty-year-old diesel trains featuring nostalgic colors of that time. You can say that
Torizuka changed the idea of being a “local country
train” into an attractive brand.
In recent years, the Isumi Line has been vibrant
with senior couples, families with small children and
railway enthusiasts carrying cameras on the weekends. In addition, at Otaki Station, where the head
office is located, there has been an increasing number of people who enjoy walking around the quiet
castle town before changing trains.
“The number of passengers, excluding regular
users, is increasing at an annual rate of five to eight

Akira Torizuka, president of Isumi Rail, on the platform of Otaki Station
Photo: Takashi Sasaki

percent. What pleases us more than anything else is
that the increase in the number of passengers is also
leading to regional revitalization,” says Torizuka.
“From now on, we will also carry out collaborative
initiatives to increase the brand appeal of local agricultural and marine products.”
According to Torizuka, the increasing popularity
of the Isumi Line is heightening local people’s interest in the railway and they have become more positive about protecting the local railway, which is still
in the red.
“The local railway is a regional treasure,” says
Torizuka. “Our local community is just dozens of
kilometers away from the central area of Tokyo,
but you can still feel the real breath of the Japanese
countryside along the Isumi Line. We sincerely hope
that foreigners who are tired of the same old trips
will visit us.”
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ecute Shinagawa in Tokyo
Photo: Courtesy of JR East

M

DESTINATION
STATION

ost Japanese railway stations of any
size have shops of some description for
the convenience of passengers passing
through them. Many have so-called ekinaka (literally, “in the station”) complexes of shops
selling everything from food to clothes, cosmetics
and books, as well as restaurants, cafés and bars. The
East Japan Railway Company (JR East) is one of the
railway companies active in the ekinaka business.
JR East is the largest of the seven JR Group companies that were created as a result of the division
and privatization of the Japan National Railway
(JNR) in 1987. About 17 million people on average
use its railway networks throughout the Eastern area
of Japan every day. Nearly 70% of JR East’s operating income has come from the railway business after
its privatization. However, faced with the challenges
of depopulation and an aging population, the company found it necessary to establish a strategy that
did not depend entirely on the railway business. JR
East announced its medium-term business plan in
2000 based on this realization and cited the “Station
Renaissance” program as one pillar in its plan. One of
the key phrases of this program is “From a station of
passing to a station of gathering.”
“We reconfirmed that railway stations are our most
important management resource and aimed to reestablish entire stations with a focus on the ekinaka
business,” says Keisuke Kako, manager of the Busi-
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ness Promotion Division of JR East. “We broke away
from the idea that railway stations were just places to
pass through and thought that if an attractive shopping area were developed inside a station, people
would gather at the station with a sense of purpose.”
Based on this idea, ecute, a mall-type shopping
center within a ticket gate, opened at Omiya Station in Saitama and at Shinagawa Station in Tokyo in
2005. At these stations, once users get off the trains
and go up to the concourse from the platforms by
escalator, they see a shopping mall stretched before
them where they can enjoy eating and shopping
before changing trains or exiting the station. This
had a huge impact on station use and JR East was
able to significantly exceed its original sales goals
from the very first year.
“We paid thorough attention to the details of the
interior materials to change the conventional image
of railway stations being cold and imposing. We
believe that the most significant factor in our success was our ability to completely transform the
image of a station by introducing bright lights and
a rich line-up of colorful products,” says Kako. “We
also brushed up our quick service for the sake of
customer convenience. For example, we introduced
compact wrapping instead of excessive wrapping
and rounded off fractions of prices to eliminate the
need for one-yen coins in transactions. In recent
years, we have seen a further diversification of needs

ecute Omiya at Omiya Station,
Saitama Prefecture
Photo: Courtesy of JR East

Japan’s railway stations are so much
more than merely points of departure.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

and also introduced relaxation spaces, such as massage salons and book cafés.”
There are other malls in ekinaka areas in addition
to ecute such as Dila, with shops selling daily commodities. These malls currently operate at twentyfive stations mainly within the Greater Tokyo Metropolitan area. Shops, products and services are
tailored to regional features. For example, there is a
child nursery school at the ecute Tachikawa in the
suburbs of Tokyo where many families with young
children live. JR East also actively provides support
for child-rearing and had more than 100 child nursery schools within station buildings and under elevated railway tracks in April 2017.
As these examples of child care facilities show, JR
East is also carrying out regional revitalization initiatives through its ekinaka business.
“Regional revitalization is also important for the

Children at Tokyo’s Kitasenju Station-based nursery school make use
of the rooftop playground.
Photo: Courtesy of JR East

JAPAN RAIL CAFE at
Tanjong Pagar Center
in Singapore
Photo: Courtesy of JR East

railway business,” says Kako. “Our company continues to carry out a range of initiatives, such as opening shops that sell local specialties in ekinaka areas
and organizing walking events in cooperation with
local communities. We have also started to cultivate
our own agricultural products, such as brewer’s rice
and tomatoes, and sell these agricultural products
and processed foods in ekinaka areas.”
JR East is starting to provide services for foreign
tourists in ekinaka areas. For example, station restaurant menus are now available in four languages,
and pictographs of merchandise have been placed
at convenience stores so that customers can see at
a glance what the store sells. JR East has also introduced tax-free counters.
In 2016, JR East opened JAPAN RAIL CAFE, its
first overseas directly managed shop at the Tanjong
Pagar Center, which is connected to Tanjong Pagar
Railway Station in the central area of Singapore. The
CAFE provides information about tourism in Japan
and sells Japanese railway passes as well as Japanese
foods and drinks.
“Many foreigners often say they are surprised by
the scale of Japan's ekinaka,” says Kako. “We will provide more information about the unique convenience
and pleasure of Japanese ekinaka to foreign users.”
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Simulator of the D51
locomotive at the Railway
Museum in Saitama City
Photo: Ongakukan Co.

The Cockpit
Experience
State-of-the-art train simulators developed in Japan
play a vital role in supporting railway safety.

AKIRA UMEZAWA

T

he train simulator is a device that provides
an image- and sound-based simulated experience of train operation. It is used not only
for game content but also for training professional drivers. Tokyo-based Ongakukan Co. Ltd. is
a producer of train simulators that create an opera-

Minoru Mukaiya, CEO of Ongakukan Co.
Photo: Akira Umezawa
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tion environment that is very similar to the one in
which a real train is operated. The company is highly
rated both in Japan and abroad.
One of the features of the simulators produced by
the company is a realistic image created through the
combination of live-action images of running trains
shot with the latest Hi-vision cameras and CG. It also
recreates true-to-life changes in speed that occur
due to the inclination of railroad tracks, deterioration in braking performance in rainy conditions and
changes in the stability of vehicles due to load factors. In addition, it can randomly set up a situation in
which an unexpected accident occurs.
“More than 100 situations are incorporated to
help train drivers’ training, including falls from train
platforms and breakdowns of vehicles and signals,”
says Minoru Mukaiya, CEO of Ongakukan Co. “The
simulator is designed to create different situations at
random according to the purpose of the training so
that drivers can improve their skills in dealing with
emergencies more rapidly and appropriately.”
The company also attaches importance to sound
recreation. The simulator recreates true-to-life
sounds for each situation, such as the sound of
motors generated by vehicles, the sound of vehicles
when they pass over the joints of railroad tracks and
the Doppler effect generated by alarm sounds when
trains drive through railroad crossings. Moreover, by
fine-tuning the sound waveforms according to the

Cockpit of the E5 Shinkansen simulator
Photo: Ongakukan Co.

traveling speed of a vehicle, it even recreates the difference between a situation in which two vehicles are
moving in opposite directions at accelerated speed
and one in which they are traveling due to inertia.
“We humans have a very keen sense of hearing,” says Mukaiya. “Sound is more important than
images in pursuing the creation of realistic feelings.”
There is a reason why Mukaiya pays such close
attention to sound. He is well known as the ex-keyboard player of Casiopea, an influential Japanese
fusion band that formed in 1977. Mukaiya continues
to enjoy a career as an active musician even today.
He did not want to live his life solely as a musician, however, and established Ongakukan Co. in
1985 as a company that leases recording materials for
business use. Mukaiya, who has been a major railway
fan since childhood, sold a train operation simulation game using live-action images in 1995. The huge
success of the game led to the subsequent development of simulators for driver training.
Ongakukan’s simulators are also exhibited for
ordinary people to enjoy. For example, the simulator
for the D51, one of the most popular Japanese steam
locomotive trains, is exhibited along with trains used
for the Keihintohoku and Takasaki Lines in the Railway Museum in Saitama City, Saitama Prefecture.
The simulator for the D51, which is equipped with
dual 150-inch screens, recreates the operation and
vibrations that are unique to locomotive trains.
Ongakukan-produced simulators attract interest
overseas as well. The simulator for the E5 series of

The E5 Shinkansen simulator on display in India
Photo: Ongakukan Co.

the Tohoku Shinkansen produced by the company
was exhibited at the booth of East Japan Railway
Company (JR East) at InnoTrans, an international
trade fair of railway technologies that was held in
Berlin in September 2014.
The simulator perfectly recreates the function of
the DS-ATC, a digital automatic train control system
used in the Shinkansen service of JR East. It incorporates six situations, including the application of
emergency brakes in the event of an earthquake,
and supports two languages: Japanese and English.
The simulator garnered so much attention that people waited for two hours to see the product at the
trade fair. Drivers of the TGV, France’s high-speed
train service, and Germany’s ICE also experienced
the simulated operation of the Shinkansen. They
were impressed with the high safety performance
of the service. Subsequently, the E5 simulator was
displayed in exhibitions held in different countries
around the world, including Malaysia, India, Singapore and the United States. It was also one of the
most featured items at the World Congress on High
Speed Rail that was held in Tokyo in July 2015.
“The Japanese railway service has a significant
advantage in terms of safety. This is supported by
the high skill level of the drivers, as well as systems
such as signaling,” says Mukaiya. “As a producer of
simulators that help drivers to develop, we will continue to support railway safety and Japanese railway
operators and vehicle manufacturers as they expand
their business overseas going forward.”
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Points and Lines by
Seicho Matsumoto
Photo: mjeshenton,
Creative Commons

Murder

on the
Limited Express
Japanese mystery story writers
have long enjoyed using railways
and trains in their novels.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

I

n Japan, translations of West
ern detective stories began to
be published during the Meiji
period (1868–1912). Influenced
by this trend, Japanese writers
began to write their own myster
ies. In the Taisho period (1912–
1926), numerous mystery stories
revolving around railways were
published. For example, Ichimai
no kippu (One Train Ticket), which
was published in 1923 by the great
detective story writer Edogawa
Rampo (a pen name derived from
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the American writer Edgar Allan
Poe) (1894–1965), was a short
novel about a woman who was
killed in a train accident. This was
a major novel in the early stage of
Japanese train mystery stories.
Subsequently, many train mystery
stories were produced in parallel
with the development of Japanese
railways and many writers enjoyed
publishing such stories, especially
after World War II.
“Mysteries and trains are a
very good match. Trains, with
their tightly closed compartment
spaces, timetables and station
buildings are a treasure trove of
plot devices,” says railway journal
ist Takayuki Haraguchi. Haraguchi
published a book titled Tetsudo

misuteri no keifu (The Genealogy
of Train Mysteries) last year and
introduced many mystery stories
set or focusing on trains in Japan
and the United Kingdom, the
birthplace of train mystery stories.
“Japanese railway timetables
have been consistently accurate
since the early stage of railway
development. One of the remark
able characteristics of Japanese
railway mystery stories is the fre
quent use of alibis based on such
accurate timetables,” says Hara
guchi. “Because it could not be
said that railway timetables were
very accurate in many countries
prior to the acceleration of the
privatization of state-owned rail
ways in European countries, mys

A train timetable, a great plot device
Photo: Yoshifusa Hashizume

tery stories using timetables as
plot devices would not be credible.
In the UK, stories based on tightly
closed spaces within stations or
trains were more common.”
A long novel titled Funatomike
no sangeki (The Tragedy of the
Funatomi), which was published
in 1936 by Yu Aoi (1909–1975),
was Japan’s first railway mys
tery story using a timetable as an
alibi. Aoi was an electrical engi
neer influenced by British writers
such as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
(1859–1930), famous for his detec
tive stories featuring the excellent
detective S
herlock Holmes, and
Freeman Wills Crofts (1879–1957),
famous for his railway mystery
stories, including Death of a Train.
Aoi wrote detective stories as a
side job.
The Tragedy of the Funatomi
was about a case of the murder of
the mother and the daughter of
the Funatomi family, wealthy mer
chants in Osaka. “I actually com
pared a timetable used at that time
with the novel and could not help
getting excited at the precise plot

Takayuki Haraguchi
Photo: Yoshifusa Hashizume

based on a real railway timetable,”
says Haraguchi. “Many writers
published stories using timetables
in the postwar era, but this mys
tery pioneered the use of timeta
bles as a plot device.”
Points and Lines, published by
Seicho Matsumoto (1909–1992) in
1958, was selected by Haraguchi
as one of best works among many
railway mystery stories published
after World War II. In this novel,
first published as a series in a mag
azine, a skeptical old police detec
tive in cooperation with a young
detective broke down the alibi of
the criminal in the death of a man
and woman found on the beach in
Fukuoka. Matsumoto wrote this
novel in Room 209 of the Tokyo
Station Hotel at Tokyo Station. In
the corridor outside what is now
Room 2033 are hung framed pages
from the first installment of the
magazine series Points and Lines
and the timetable of Tokyo Sta
tion at that time, the novel’s the
key plot device. Points and Lines
was translated into more than ten
languages, including English and
French, and became a major Japa
nese mystery novel.
“Points and Lines is notable for
its elegant writing style as well as
its realism,” says Haraguchi. “There
are many other important writers,
but I have no doubt that this novel
significantly changed the course of
Japanese mystery writing.”
Today railway mystery sto
ries are not as widely published.
A notable exception is Kyotaro
Nishimura, who publishes at least
one railway mystery story almost

every year. Of the 580 novels that
he has published, most are rail
way mystery stories. Nishimura’s
first such novel was Buru torein
tokkyu satsujin jiken (Blue Train
Express Murder Case), which was
published in 1978. This novel uses
a sleeper express named Yuzuru,
which was becoming popular at
that time, as a plot device. Sub
sequently, Nishimura wrote nov
els set on railway lines across the
country, one after another, and
has already published a novel fea
turing the Hokkaido Shinkansen,
which opened in March 2016.
“Readers can travel to unforget
table or unknown places through
railway mystery stories. This
is one of the attractions of the
genre,” says. Haraguchi. “Nov
els are closely associated with
the time periods in which they
were written. New styles will be
required for modern railway mys
tery stories.”
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Reinventing
the Train
Railway engineers in Japan are working to reduce the environmental impact of trains running on their lines.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

A

ccording to the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, the
CO2 emissions in 2014 per volume of traffic (passenger) was 133 for private cars, 99
for airplanes and 22 for trains (unit: g-CO2/passenger
kilometer). Many railway companies are working on
a range of technological developments to further
reduce this burden on the environment.
One challenge that East Japan Railway Company
(JR East) is working on is the reduction of environmental loads in non-electrified sections of the railway. Normally, trains are powered by overhead wires
that transmit power via pantographs installed on

An energy flow monitor fitted to the ACCUM on the Oga Line
Photos: Courtesy of JR East
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railcars in electrified sections. On the other hand,
in non-electrified sections, trains typically run on
diesel and thus emit exhaust gases such as nitrogen
oxides and particulate matter. To solve this problem,
in 2003 JR East started to develop diesel-
electric
hybrid railcars and in 2007 achieved the world’s
first commercial operation of the trains on the nonelectrified Koumi Line connecting Yamanashi and
Nagano Prefectures.
Conventional railcars are driven by diesel engines
powering the wheels, but hybrid railcars use their
diesel engines to drive power generators and are
additionally equipped with motors and lithium-ion
storage batteries. When hybrid railcars start to run,
their motors are driven by storage battery-charged
power. As they accelerate, the hybrid railcars’ diesel
engines kick in and join the work driving the motors.
When hybrid railcars brake, the motors become
power generators and the energy created is stored
in batteries. This diesel hybrid system reduces fuel
consumption rates by about
10% and NOx and PM emissions by about 60% compared with conventional
models.
Subsequently,
hybrid railcars have started
to operate as tourist trains
running in areas including
Nagano and Aomori Prefectures, and as railcars on
the Senseki-Tohoku Line in
Miyagi Prefecture.
In 2008, JR East started

Hybrid railcars on the Koumi Line, which connects Yamanashi and
Nagano Prefectures
Photo: Courtesy of JR East

to develop storage-battery-driven electric railcars
that could run in both electrified and non-electrified
sections using large capacity lithium-ion storage batteries fitted into the floors. This system enables railcars to run on power gained from overhead wires,
just like conventional trains in electrified sections,
and also to recharge the storage batteries mainly
with the energy produced by regenerative braking.
The system can run using only that stored power by
laying down pantographs in non-electrified sections.
After long-term test runs, a storage-batterydriven electric car nicknamed “ACCUM” started
commercial operation on the Karasuyama Line (EVE301 series) in Tochigi Prefecture, in March 2014,
and the Oga Line (EV-E801 series) in Akita Prefecture, in March 2017.
“Of course, our primary development objective
is to reduce environmental loads, such as CO2 and
noise, but we can produce other advantages,” says
Masashi Tonosaki, manager of the JR East Rolling
Stock Technology Center. “Both hybrid railcars and
storage-battery-driven electric railcars have something in common with ordinary trains in terms of the
drive system for transmitting power from the inverters to the motors to the wheels. However, the number of machine parts in the engine and transmission
is lower than in conventional electric-diesel railcars,

The storage-battery-driven electric car nicknamed “ACCUM” on the
Oga Line in Akita Prefecture
Photo: Courtesy of JR East

meaning less maintenance work.”
When storage-battery-driven electric railcars
reach a terminal station in non-electrified sections,
they raise their pantographs and carry out rapid
recharges for about ten minutes or slightly longer
through special overhead wires through which larger
currents than usual can be run. This full charge
enables storage-battery-driven electric cars to run
across the non-electrified sections ahead by motor.
LED is used for all interior lights to curb power consumption. Bogies are fitted in the front and rear parts
of the railcar. The lithium-ion storage batteries that
enable storage-battery-driven electric railcars to run
in non-electrified sections are situated under the car
floor between these bogies.
“What we found to be most difficult about the
development was the reinforcement required to bear
that heavy weight and secure the strength of the railcar. At the same time, we have to keep the weight
of the reinforcement down,” says Tonosaki. “It was
very difficult to optimize the structure of the railcar
body to accomplish these two contradictory goals.”
JR East has set a goal of reducing energy consumption in its railway business by 6.2% from 2013
to 2020. JR East will continue to develop railcars that
can further reduce environmental loads to achieve
this numerical target.
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The Gaijin Ninja
Meet martial arts expert Chris
O’Neil, aka Sora.

ROB GILHOOLY

Chris O’Neil

B

y night he is Chris
O’Neil, a well-traveled,
convivial American with
a passion for life’s uncertainties and katsu-don pork cutlet
bowls. By day, he is Sora, a rookie
ninja who came to Japan with British navigator William Adams 1 in
1 Sailor William Adams (1564–1620) and his
second mate Jan Joosten were detained in
Japan on arrival and would live in the country
for the rest of their lives. Adams would serve
as an advisor to the shogun and was given the
name Miura Anjin.
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1600 and was introduced to ninja
extraordinaire Hanzo Hattori by
shogun Ieyasu Tokugawa.
And just to demonstrate that
Sora (literally “Sky”) is the persona
he feels more at home with, Chris
“Sora” O’Neil leaps toward the
heavens and performs a spectacular backflip.
“Sora and Chris are actually
quite similar,” says, O’Neil, 30,
as he unleashes his sword for a
group of smartphone-toting tourists near the Honmaru Palace at

Nagoya Castle, where he works
as a member of the seven-strong
ninja-tai (ninja corps). “They
are both travelers with a dislike
of boundaries and a desire to be
accepted by any culture.”
Gaining that acceptance has
been a double-edged sword for
O’Neil’s two-sided persona.
As a 16-year-old, O’Neil first
came to Japan with the aim of fulfilling a long-held dream to see the
birthplace of the martial arts that
he practiced.
“It was an experience that really
changed me,” says O’Neil, who
lived in numerous countries growing up, including the United Kingdom. “I was a bit of a rough child,
and I had taken up martial arts for
self-protection. But the incredible
level of politeness and friendliness
here had a profound impact on
me. It taught me the true meaning
of patience and respect.”
That impact was so resounding
that ten years later he decided to
come back, this time determined
that Japan would become his
new home.
Having spent several months
searching for a job in Tokyo,
friends he made there pointed out
an advertisement in Nagoya for a

job that everyone believed was tailor-made for O’Neil
— if it weren’t a hoax.
The ad, purportedly placed by the Aichi Prefectural tourist board, was looking for people possessing
an array of skills, including an aptitude for backward
somersaults, hiding in bushes and hurling starshaped weapons known as shuriken.
They would also need to be comfortable posing for
selfie snaps alongside giggling tourists.
“I thought it must be a joke, but when I made
inquiries I was told that yes, in fact, they were looking
to hire some ninja,” says O’Neil. “I thought, yeah, that
would be pretty cool.”
What he didn’t know at the time was the competition he would be facing. Around 230 people reportedly applied for the job, he says. More incredibly, 80
percent of them were foreigners.
When it came to interview, Chris O’Neil, or Sora as
he introduced himself, impressed the interview panel
so much that they made a special role just for him —
the only foreigner to be selected.
O’Neil’s job also entails performing in weekly ninja
shows at Nagoya Castle and Nagoya Airport as well as
around Japan and overseas. “[Fellow ninja] Hattori
is incredible, and he and I are good buddies. I personally prefer Goemon – Japan’s Robin Hood – but I
wouldn’t dream of telling Hattori that.”
Part of the problem is that, unlike his counterparts,
Sora, like O’Neil himself, is trained in other martial
arts, which makes the likes of Tsukikage – Sora’s main
rival who is the most advanced practitioner of the
ninja’s art, ninjutsu — doubt his commitment.
If they saw him outside work hours, however,
when Sora is supposed to turn into Chris O’Neil, they
might just change their minds. O’Neil says he has lost
count of the times that he has been accosted on the
streets of Nagoya and greeted with the joyful exclamation — “It’s the gaijin ninja, Sora!” (“Gaijin” means
foreigner in Japanese.)
“I love it and always give them a ninja pose,” he
says. “This really is a dream job for me. It’s like going
to Disneyland everyday. I never tire of coming into
work, putting away Chris O’Neil for the day and turning into Sora.”
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Chris O’Neil, in his Sora guise, performs a backflip on the
grounds of Nagoya Castle.
O’Neil is armed with a range of “weapons.”
Looking out for the bad guys
Striking a pose for visitors to Nagoya Castle

All photos: Rob Gilhooly

april 2017

|

25

Series

INNOVATIVE ARTISTS

The Reflective Eye

“reflectwo” exhibited in
the Genbi Shinkansen

Haruka Kojin produces artwork that beckons the viewer to another world.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

N

atural
phenomena
are full of surprises,
wonder and fear for
young children, who
are completely free from common sense or conventional thinking. Artist Haruka Kojin expresses
such pure sensibilities in her work,
separating the viewer’s consciousness from reality and intuitively
leading them to another world.
“When I was in kindergarten,
I was lying on my back, doing
gymnastics. Seeing the sky’s texture, I was overcome by a fear
that my body would be taken in.
I have had so many feelings and
emotions since I was small,” says
Kojin. Partially because of her
mother’s advice, “That’s important for you, so you shouldn’t forget it,” Kojin kept talking to others about her strange experiences
since she was a little girl.
When she was in the third
grade in junior high school, such
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an experience connected with art
for the first time. She saw work by
young British artists at the Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art. “I felt so connected to
every piece of artwork exhibited
there and how I had told people
about my strange experiences in
the past. I was very shocked. For
the first time in my life, I learned
that one could express oneself in
this way.”
Without
hesitation
Kojin
decided to pursue a vocation in
the art world, and entered the
Department of Intermedia Art of
the Tokyo University of the Arts.
Immediately her talent began to
blossom. The work she produced
for graduation called “reflectwo”
received the “Graduation Works
Purchase Award 2007,” in which
the university purchases one work
from each department each year
to exhibit at the University Art
Museum, Tokyo University of the
Arts. The work “reflectwo” was
inspired by the scenery reflected
on the surface of a river at the

“Day With a Man’s Face Floating in the
Sky” on show at the Utsunomiya Museum
of Art, 2014

moment when the river stops
flowing. Colorful artificial flower
petals are superimposed vertically
and symmetrically from the center line of the work, resembling
shoreline plants reflected on the
surface of water. The work was
also exhibited in museums in Sao
Paulo and New York.
After graduating from the
graduate school of the Tokyo University of the Arts in 2009, Kojin

Haruka Kojin (center) with Kenji
Minamigawa (left) and Hirofumi Masui
Photo: Tsushima Takahiro

continued to enthusiastically create artwork, attracting more and
more attention.
Me
In 2012, Kojin formed a group of
contemporary artists called “Me”
(meaning “eye/s” in Japanese)
with Kenji Minamigawa and Hirofumi Masui, stepping into a new
form of expression by ending her
individual activity.
“I thought that if three of us try
seriously, we could go beyond our
respective past work,” says Kojin.
“Each of us has a basic shared
role – concept development, general direction, and embodiment
of work. My inspirational source
– embodying phenomena into
work – is the same, but the process leading to its completion has
completely changed.”
One of the major works of Me
to date is “Day With a Man’s Face
Floating in the Sky,” showcased
as an outdoor project at the Utsunomiya Museum of Art in 2014.
Inspired by a dream of a man’s
face floating in the sky over a town
like the moon, which Kojin had
when she was a junior high school
student, one face was chosen from
218 photo applicants, which was

then made into a huge b
 alloon-like
object to float in the sky over the
town for two days. This created
a sensation, with “babies crying
out, people falling down laughing,
and even some old lady shedding
tears on the bridge. We had so
many reactions.”
“Elemental Detection,” which
was exhibited at Saitama Triennale 2016, is another work that
shot into the limelight. The group
created a fictitious pond with
glass-like material at the site of
a ruined former ethnic cultural
center, beckoning visitors to
another world.
“Reflecting the sky, the mirror
appeared to be a pond so real that
dragonflies came to lay eggs by
mistake,” says Kojin. “One elderly
woman took off her shoes, rolled
up the cuffs of her trousers and
walked on the pond to the other
side, saying, ‘I am very happy that
I could have this experience before
I die,’ with tears in her eyes.”
In April 2016, East Japan Railway Company (JR East) started

weekend operation of an eyecatching train running between
Echigo-Yuzawa
Station
and
Niigata Station on the Joetsu
Shinkansen railway line, a service
it dubs “the world’s fastest art
appreciation.” Called the “Genbi
Shinkansen” (“genbi” is shorthand for gendai bijyutsu, meaning “modern art”), the colorfully
painted train showcases the work
of Kojin among other artists inside
the cars. The work is based on
“reflectwo.” Kojin says, “When
the train enters a tunnel, the artwork, illuminated in a showcase,
is reflected on the window against
the dark tunnel wall.” Passengers
can enjoy a unique art experience
in a moving space.
“People leave their house to go
to an exhibition event by train.
Even this moving path of people
can be a work of art. I’m considering such a magnificent project,”
says Kojin. “Once you step in, your
daily life will change. It would be
interesting if such a strange city
exists.”

“Elemental Detection” exhibited at
Saitama Triennale 2016
Photo: Tsushima Takahiro
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Lords of
the TANSU

Rob Gilhooly visits a kiri-tansu chest
maker in Kamo, Niigata Prefecture.

ROB GILHOOLY
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Kiri-tansu furniture on display at
Asakura Kagu in Kamo, Niigata
Prefecture
Craftsman Tsutomu Ohashi at work
Some of the nomi cutting implements
used in the making of kiri-tansu
furniture
The furniture is assembled entirely
by hand and without the use of metal
nails or screws.
The brushes used to bring out the
grain on kiri-tansu furniture
Beautifully decorated door handles
All photos: Rob Gilhooly

A

length of light-colored wood firmly gripped
in his left hand, Tsutomu Ohashi deftly cuts
away at a joint using a chisel-like implement that he says holds an important key to
his trade. Unlike a chisel, the tool, which is known as
a “nomi,” should be moved laterally rather than longitudinally to avoid removing too much wood or creating disastrous splits. “To ensure the grain of the wood
looks its absolute best, the nomi must be very sharp,
and we artisans have to use them with extreme care
and skill,” Ohashi says.
Ohashi has spent thirty-three years applying that
modus operandi to the building of what is arguably
Japan’s most quintessential item of furniture, the
kiri-tansu, a wardrobe-cum-chest of drawers that is
made from kiri, or paulownia, a wood that is second
only to balsa in terms of its weight.
Ohashi works at Asakura Kagu, one of a twentyfour-member Kamo tansu cooperative making a wellknown variety of the wardrobes in Kamo, Niigata Prefecture. Kiri-tansu have been produced in this region
of northeastern Japan for over 220 years, assisted by a
favorable climate and a healthy supply of kiri, a wood
which is seldom used for furniture-making outside
Japan owing to its “borderline strength,” according to
Katsuji Shigeno, president of the cooperative.
“The roots to kiri-tansu development in Japan was
a great fire in 1657 known as the ‘meireki no taika,’
which is said to have killed more than 100,000 people,” Shigeno explains.
“The reason for the hefty death toll was that roadways had become blocked by ‘kuruma-tansu,’ heavy,
cumbersome chests that were being wheeled along
by people trying to escape the flames.”
Subsequently, an abolition order was issued
against kuruma-tansu by the Edo shogunate and a
search began to find a lighter wood for the chests,
Shigeno adds.
“In the past Kamo had many paulownia trees, and
makers would cut these down and make kiri-tansu
entirely by hand,” Yasunori Asakura, president of
Asakura Kagu. “This total-integration process, from
the sourcing and milling of the wood to the crafting
of the product remains a characteristic that is unique

to Kamo.”
While machinery has taken over some parts of the
production process, the majority is still undertaken
by hand.
Sourced wood is first left outside for one to
three years where it is exposed to the elements to
remove tannins, which not only ensures the wood
is less susceptible to warping and rot, but also prevents discoloration.
After the surface is planed, the wood sheets are
cut into relatively narrow lengths and then carefully
aligned for laminating.
According to production chief Atsushi Asakura,
this is the most crucial stage in the production process, with the success or failure of matching the grain
of each sheet being crucial in determining whether
the end product “lives or dies.”
Assembly of the body and drawers requires an
equal degree of skill, not least because not one metal
screw or nail is employed throughout the process.
Once assembled, the surface is coated with stainer
made from various colored tonoko (powdered clay),
after which the metal fittings, such as ornate handles
and brackets, are attached.
“Different colored stainer is applied according
to the region we are supplying,” explains artisan
Hiromitsu Tanaka, as he applies an unusually shaped
brush to the wood to bring out the grain.
Today, Asakura Kagu’s six artisans produce around
150 sets of the wardrobes per year, a far cry from
the 1950s hey-day when more than thirty craftsmen
assembled up to 800 kiri-tansu annually, says president Asakura. Indeed, during that peak, there were
more than 200 makers in the area, he adds.
With the gradual change in living conditions since
World War II, not to mention an influx of cheaper,
machine-manufactured furniture, demand for kiritansu has declined, though in recent years interest
from overseas has given Kamo’s makers hope of a
new kiri-tansu golden era.
“It seems there is an appreciation abroad of things
that are quintessentially Japanese, which has stiffened our resolve to continue making Kamo kiri-tansu
in the time-honored tradition.”
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Tsurugaoka Hachimangu

Carving Out
a Balance
in Kamakura
The people of Kamakura have long sought to
protect their natural landscapes and preserve
their historical and cultural heritage.

OSAMU SAWAJI

Kamakura
City
Kanagawa
Prefecture
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n Japan, samurai warrior Yoritomo Minamoto
(1147–1199) came into power at the end of the
twelfth century, which led to the start of rule by
samurai warriors, a long age of samurai govern
ment which continued until the Edo period (1603–
1867). As the center of politics, Yoritomo established
the Kamakura Bakufu government in Kamakura, a
beautiful coastal town surrounded by mountains on
three sides.
Here Yoritomo constructed Tsurugaoka Hachi
mangu and its approach, Wakamiya Oji avenue, in
a flatland and built the city around it. The Kama
kura government also cut passes known as kiridoshi
through the mountain forests to facilitate the smooth
transportation of people and supplies.
The Kamakura government constructed many
Zen Buddhist and other Buddhist temples during the
thirteenth century as well. Kotoku-in with its famous
Daibutsu (Great Buddha) of Kamakura is said to have
been constructed at that time.
“Kamakura has limited flat ground, so the tem
ples were built in hollows called ‘yato’ surrounded
by mountains,” says Yuko Takahashi of the Historic
Town Planning Promotion Division of the Kamakura
City government. “Shrines and temples built against
the background of forested mountains is one of
Kamakura’s remarkable landscape features.”
The Kamakura government fell in 1333, but

1

2

3

4

subsequent samurai governments also protected the
shrines and temples in Kamakura. During the Edo
period, kabuki plays set in Kamakura were produced
and the landscapes of Mount Fuji viewed from Kama
kura’s beach became the frequent subject of wood
block print artists. In this way people living in Edo (the
former name for Tokyo) came to learn about Kamakura
and began to make trips to its shrines and temples.
“You could say that Kamakura was a place both
for worship and pleasure during the Edo period
and became a tourist destination,” says Takahashi.
“Wakamiya Oji was lined with many inns, stores and
tea houses and was brimming with vitality from so
many visitors.”
During the Meiji period (1868–1912), Kamakura’s
warm climate and beautiful shallow sea became pop
ular as a resort area, and politicians, business people
and aristocrats began to build villas there. At this
time Kamakurabori carving, a traditional handicraft,
became a popular furniture and souvenir item for such
people. Kamakurabori carving is a form of lacquer
ware into which typically grass and flower patterns are
carved. Kamakurabori carving gave a new opportu
nity for craftsmen who made Buddhist statuary, altar
fittings and ornaments to make use of their creativity.
Artists such as the Nobel Prize for Literature-
winning novelist Yasunari Kawabata (1899–1972) and
movie director Yasujiro Ozu (1903–1963), best known

1
2
3
4

Daibutsu (Great Buddha) of Kamakura
Asaina Kiridoshi, one of Kamakura’s seven kiridoshi passes
A craftsman at work on a Kamakurabori carving plate
Kamakurabori carving items on display at Kamakurabori Kogeikan

for the classic Tokyo Story, moved to Kamakura,
enchanted by its rich natural environment and nos
talgic atmosphere. Many movies have been set in
Kamakura. Umimachi Diary (Our Little Sister), based
on the award-winning manga of the same name and
which competed at the Cannes Film Festival in 2015,
is the story of three sisters and their half-sister living
together in Kamakura.
Large-scale housing projects were carried out in
Kamakura during Japan’s high economic growth
period in the 1960s, but when plans were hatched
to build houses in the Oyatsu green space against
the background of Tsurugaoka Hachimangu in 1964,
local people fought back, leading to the green space’s
permanent protection. This movement ultimately led
to the Ancient Capital Preservation Law for preserv
ing the historical culture of ancient cities in 1966 and
to the protection of all Kamakura’s landscapes, offi
cially establishing a balance between natural and his
torical heritage.
“Kamakura aims to develop the city in a way that
enables historical heritage and people’s everyday
lives to coexist,” says Takahashi. “From now on, we
will focus on creating new culture in addition to pre
serving our historical heritage.”

All photos: Satoshi Tanaka
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SPOT-CHECK

Goodness Gracious Great Walls of Snow!

I

t’s spring, and in Toyama Prefecture it’s time to clear the snow from the Tateyama-Kurobe Alpine
Route. This road is closed through the winter because the snowfall is so thick and heavy it is impossible, and anyway pointless, to keep it open. When the snow finally stops, giant caterpillar snow
ploughs and snowblowers are put to work. Tourists gather to watch the action. And in no time, giant
walls of snow have formed, either side of a road that is wide enough for a coach to pass on one side and
wall gazers to beetle along on the other. The snow walls are open from the middle of April through the
middle of June.
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