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We head north to hear about the Kanto and 

 Nebuta Festivals held annually in the cities of Akita 

and Aomori from non-Japanese residents actively 

involved in the festivals’ organization.

UNESCO has added Iwate Prefecture’s Hiraizumi—

the temples, gardens and archaeological sites repre-

senting the Buddhist 

Pure Land—to its list 

of World Heritage 

sites.

Large manufacturer IHI’s facilities in Soma, Fuku-

shima Prefecture, have quickly rebounded from 

the earthquake disaster, while the company has 

helped others to recover, too.

A project promoted by Professor Yutaka Nakai of 

Tohoku University in Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture, is 

helping to restore coastal farmland damaged by 

seawater following the March 11 tsunamis.
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Ogasawara with his child, dancing 
at the Aomori Nebuta Festival in 
Aomori, Aomori prefecture, 
August 6
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Japan’s lawmakers elected a new prime minister on August 30, Yoshihiko Noda 
replacing Naoto Kan with his own plans to enable Japan to “overcome crisis and 
make a fresh start.”
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Repair work to Aquamarine Fukushima is com-

plete, and visitors are returning in numbers to 

view the stunning array of aquatic life exhibited 

there under natural light.

Founded in 1892, Dewazakura Sake Brew-

ery in Tendo, Yamagata Prefecture, is reaching 

out not only to the local community through its 

mécénat activities, but also to international mar-

kets through the quality of its fare.

An interview with Makoto Iokibe, president of 

the National Defense Academy and chairman 

of the Reconstruction Design Council

As the uses for human iPS cells in fields like regen-

erative medicine have increased, so has the need 

for an efficient iPS cell cultivation method…

An interview with the leader behind the develop-

ment of glasses-free 3-D television, Rieko 

Fukushima

A small company in Kyoto is throwing new light on 

a most traditional craft.

Last year, 

in the bon-

sai-growing 

hotbed of 

S a i t a m a 

Prefecture, 

a new mu-

seum opened, showcasing not only some very fine 

specimens of miniaturized trees, but also the cul-

ture and art that accompanies bonsai creation.
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OOn August 30, 2011, members of the House of 

Representatives and House of Councillors voted to 

elect Yoshihiko Noda Japan’s new prime minister. 

Prime Minister Noda, the finance minister under out-

going Prime Minister Naoto Kan, became Japan’s 95th 

prime minister (the 62nd person to assume the post) 

since the first, Hirobumi Ito, took office in 1885. 

On September 2, Prime Minister Noda formed 

his first Cabinet. After the Cabinet’s formal inau-

guration, Prime Minister Noda held a press con-

ference, in which he laid out his plans for the 

new administration.

“My single greatest mission is to further expedite 

recovery and reconstruction operations,” he stated, 

placing the highest priority on “bringing the nuclear 

power station accident to a conclusion without 

delay. Two important challenges will be to ensure 

that the reactors at the Tokyo Electric Power Com-

pany’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station are 

stabilized without fail and also to engage in decon-

tamination of the radioactive materials in the vicinity 

of the nuclear power station… without the revival of 

Fukushima Prefecture there can be no revival for 

Japan as a whole. Given that this process of revival 

will restore vitality to Japan and also in the sense 

that it will help to restore the trust of the interna-

tional community in our country, I will make every 

endeavor in this regard.”

On the subject of economic policy, Prime Minister 

Noda said, “It is my intention to create countermea-

sures for all the crises we currently face and to ensure 

that the nation does not fall into a crisis of confi-

dence. I want to implement countermeasures to 

avoid the hollowing out of industry in Japan, restore 

the economy to robust health even in the midst of 

energy constraints, and make a vigorous response to 

the financial crisis that predates the earthquake and 

tsunami disasters. Firstly, due to the historic apprecia-
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New prime minister lays out plans to revitalize Japan.

Prime Minister Yoshihiko 
Noda delivers a speech at a 
press conference following 
the inauguration of his first 
Cabinet, September 2.
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tion of the yen, it is only natural to feel an unprece-

dented sense of crisis concerning the hollowing out 

of industry. During my tenure as minister of finance, 

I worked in cooperation with other countries, and al-

ways reserved the option of intervention in currency 

markets, should the need arise. In the future too, I 

will seek to make a response in close cooperation 

with other countries.”

Regarding foreign policy, Prime Minister Noda 

stated, “With the rise of emerging nations, the world 

is becoming increasingly multi-polar. The security 

environment in the Asia-Pacific region is undergoing 

significant changes. In these circumstances, it is es-

sential that we advance foreign and security policies 

that can robustly respond to the requirements of the 

times. I believe that the linchpin for such policies is 

none other than the Japan-U.S. Alliance. We must 

work to further advance and develop this alliance.”

Prime Minister Noda stressed that another basic 

stance of the Government is “to develop the strate-

gic relationship of mutual benefit with China. I will 

make every effort to build relations of goodwill not 

only between Japan and China, but also with other 

neighboring countries, including the Republic of 

Korea (ROK) and Russia. To date I have engaged in 

my own way in economic diplomacy in matters such 

as currency and international finance, and in the fu-

ture it is my intention to also engage actively in 

multi-faceted economic diplomacy, including even 

greater levels of economic cooperation and also di-

plomacy relating to natural resources, among other 

issues. In particular, I believe that it is essential for 

Japan to draw on the inherent vitality in the Asia-

 Pacific region. From this perspective too, I will engage 

in active efforts to promote economic diplomacy.”

Prime Minister Noda said, “I will convey and share 

the lessons of Japan’s experiences of the recent nu-

clear disaster as well as the countermeasures Japan 

is currently engaged in. I aim to work quickly to cre-

ate personal relations of trust with the leaders of the 

major countries of the world and further deepen ex-

change with the people of these countries.”

Prime Minister Noda concluded his press confer-

ence by saying, “I believe that once we have achieved 

stability in domestic affairs, restored public trust in 

politics and overcome each of the various challenges 

we face, a new source of diplomatic strength will 

eventually emerge. Faced with the frenzied pace of 

international developments we must not fall into the 

trap of single country economic and financial policy. 

Bearing this point duly in mind, it is my intention to 

work diligently to create a basis for stability in do-

mestic affairs, from which we can work quickly to 

build a structure that will enable a revitalized Japan 

to make an even greater international contribution 

than before.”

The members of Prime Minister Noda’s first Cabinet 
pose for a commemorative photograph, September 2.
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TThe Sendai Tanabata Festival, which is considered 

one of the three major festivals of the Tohoku region, 

dates back to around 400 years ago, and many tour-

ists and residents come to view the festivities. The 

beauty of the magnificent decorations called fuki

nagashi that line the wide shopping streets are a 

sight to behold, captivating all who view them. After 

the Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, the 

organizers considered canceling the event this year. 

However, at the end of April it was formally decided 

to hold the festival on the theme of “Recovery and 

Repose,” and the event went ahead as planned for 

three days from August 6 to 8. 

What lent even more charge and splendor to the 

festival this year was the East Japan Bushoutai Sum-

mit held at Sendai Castle on August 7 and 8. Almost 

twenty bushoutai groups dressed up as warlords 

connected with the area have now been formed in 

Members of the Date Bushoutai 
group at Sendai Castle.
The armor of Date Masamune 
(center) weighs over 20 kg.
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Japan to promote tourism in the region. Gathering at 

the summit this time were a total of five teams based 

in Eastern Japan, including Miyagi, Yamagata, Saitama 

and Niigata Prefectures. 

The Date Bushoutai, based locally in Sendai, Miyagi 

Prefecture, was formed last year to promote tourism 

in Sendai. The team comprises eleven members, in-

cluding Date Masamune, the warlord who ruled over 

present-day Sendai, Miyagi, Iwate and Fukushima 

Prefectures 400 years ago, and Hasekura Tsunenaga, 

a vassal of Date Masamune who sailed to Europe by 

crossing the Atlantic Ocean, being the first Japanese 

to do so. Its martial arts display performance with 

members dressed in the clothing and armor of the 

Warring States period, is very popular.

Since May after the Great 

East Japan Earthquake, the 

Date Bushoutai has given 

performances in major cit-

ies nationwide, in gratitude 

for the reconstruction as-

sistance given to the To-

hoku region and to promote 

the Tohoku region as it 

bravely works to get back 

on its feet.

“When the disaster struck, we received encourage-

ment and support from around the world. We are 

truly grateful. The Date Bushoutai send the vitality of 

Tohoku as a signal to the world!” When the young 

man dressed up as Date Masamune raised the war 

cry, the 1,000-strong audience packed into Sendai 

Castle burst into applause, then fixed their eyes on 

the display of martial arts by the Date Bushoutai and 

four other bushoutai. 

Besides the Sendai Tanabata Festival, other tradi-

tional festivals were held as usual this summer in vari-

ous parts of the Tohoku region. Also, many tourist 

spots, including Hiraizumi, which was listed as a World 

Heritage site in June, were bustling, and all types of 

industry have recovered to their pre-earthquake levels. 

This month’s feature article presents the face of To-

hoku as it begins the steady march toward recovery, 

six months after the Great East Japan Earthquake.
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Fukinagashi hang from the roof of a Sendai shopping 
arcade. Sendai Tanabata Festival is famous for its 4-m 
long fukinagashi, which have a kusudama (decorative 
ball) at the top and long thin strips of Japanese paper 
or cranes hanging down from them.
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The Great Summer Festivals 
of Northern Japan

R
Aomori Nebuta Festival

“Rasseira! Rasseira!”

The street is full of prancing dancers called haneto, 

leaping around as they shout. The town is full of ex-

citement, reverberating with the sounds of gongs 

and drums. Among all this, giant nebuta move 

slowly along.

The Aomori Nebuta Festival was held this year 

from August 2 to 7 in Aomori City, Aomori Prefec-

ture. It is the most heavily attended of all the sum-

mer festivals in Tohoku. This year, as well, Aomori 

City was filled with around 2.6 million tourists, nearly 

ten times the city’s population.

Nebuta are paper statues made in the likeness of 

kabuki actors or historical figures, imaginary animals 

or gods. They are illuminated from the inside by be-

tween 600 and 800 electric bulbs and fluorescent 

lights. The largest are 9 m wide, 5 m tall and 7 m 

deep. At the Aomori Nebuta Festival, the forty color-

ful nebuta are each loaded onto carts and pushed 

around the city by hand.

Anyone wearing a haneto outfit can participate in 

the Nebuta Festival. Every year, many foreigners also 

participate, including members of the U.S. military 

and their families from Misawa Air Base in Misawa 

City, Aomori Prefecture. The Aomori International 

Volunteer Association even invites foreigners to be 

haneto, lends them haneto outfits and helps them 

put them on.

“Nebuta is a lot like Carnival in Rio!” says Brazilian 

Luiz Renato Ogasawara. “At the Rio Carnival there 

are also giant floats and tons of people dancing 

around like crazy.”

Ogasawara married a Japanese woman four years 

ago, and currently lives in Aomori City. Since he 

works as a dance instructor, dancing comes naturally 

to him.

“When I dance in the Nebuta Festival, I feel as 

if I’ve returned to the town where I was born,” 

says Ogasawara.
Luiz Renato Ogasawara, wearing a haneto outfit, waves 
a paper fan with his child.

AL
L 

PH
O

TO
S 

M
AS

AT
O

SH
I S

AK
AM

O
TO

� �
Highlighting Japan   SEPTEMBER 2011 Highlighting Japan   SEPTEMBER 2011

COVER STORY



Foreigners aren’t involved in just dancing, but 

building the nebuta as well. This year and last, 

 Santiago Salinas, an art teacher at a public school in 

Spain, came to Japan one month before the festival 

to volunteer to build nebuta. They’re built out of wire 

which then gets covered with Japanese paper, be-

fore finally color is applied.

“By chance, ten years ago I saw a neb-

uta at an exhibition in Tokyo. I was fasci-

nated by the powerful shape and beauti-

ful colors,” says Salinas. “I was also really 

surprised to find that nebuta are made 

out of only wire and paper.”

Since then Salinas has often visited 

Aomori to study the culture of nebuta, 

including the history, the way they’re 

made and their shape. He’s currently 

writing a thesis about nebuta.

“Since the Great East Japan Earthquake 

struck this year, my friends and family 

were against me visiting Japan,” says Salinas. “But 

since my friends in Aomori told me that there wasn’t 

any damage here, even though it’s in the Tohoku re-

gion, I wasn’t worried at all. Now all I want to do is 

say to Tohoku, ‘Keppare!’” (an expression in the To-

hoku dialect which means, “You can do it!”).

Santiago Salinas (center) strikes a gong as he dances.

The nebuta of Bishamonten (left), 
god of treasure, wealth and 
warriors and protector of 
Buddhism, and Monjubosatsu 
(right), bodhisattva of wisdom.
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D
The Kanto Festival

“Dokkoisho!”

The spectators along the route give loud shouts of 

encouragement.

While the music of drums, Japanese flutes and 

gongs plays, performers called “sashite” turn tricks 

with the 12-m-long bamboo poles called “kanto” 

which they carry, these being hung with forty-six 

candle-lit paper lanterns. The sashite balance the 

kanto, which way upwards of 50 kg, on their back, 

shoulders and even their forehead. The bamboo 

pole bends deeply, swaying the kanto wildly and 

sending a thrill through the spectators.

The Kanto Festival, whose origins are in the Edo 

period (1603–1867), was held from August 3 to 6 

in Akita City, Akita Prefecture. Teams are formed by 

workplace or neighborhood friends. Each team per-

forms its amazing feats in the streets of the city. 

There are more than 250 kanto. Every year many 

tourists come to watch. This year as well the route 

was packed with around 1.3 million people.

“Akita Prefecture 

civil employees are 

also participating. 

They’re the ones I 

came to see per-

form,” says Sobolev 

Vadim, who came 

to see the festival 

on this day. “This is 

the first time I’ve been able to watch the festival at 

my leisure. It’s really exciting. They’re all so good!”

Vadim, from Vladivostok, Russia, started working at 

the Akita Prefectural Office as a Coordinator for Inter-

national Relations one year ago. As part of his job he 

interprets, translates and promotes international un-

derstanding such as by holding lectures at schools in 

Akita Prefecture.

When the Great East Japan Earthquake struck in 

March, he was working in Akita City. “I couldn’t call 

my family or girlfriend living in Vladivostok. When I 

was finally able to reach them quite a while after the 

earthquake, I explained that everything was perfectly 

fine in Akita, and they shouldn’t be worried. But they 

told me to go back as soon as possible. In Russia the 

media made it sound like all of Japan was damaged 

by the quake,” says Vadim. “Because of reports like 

that, for a while there was a drop in visitors to Akita 

from Russia. But now it’s back to normal.”

In 2010 Akita Prefecture concluded a compre-

hensive friendship pact with Primorsky Krai (the re-

gion of which Vladivostok is the administrative cen-

ter). Akita Prefecture and Vladivostok lie just on 

opposite shores of the Sea of Japan. Making the 

most of this geographical proximity, Akita Prefecture 

and Primorsky Krai aim to strengthen their ties 

through international distribution and agricultural 

and medical fields.

“Almost all the cars in Vladivostok were imported 

from Japan. Sushi is also really popular there now,” 

says Vadim. “In the future I’d like to establish a busi-

ness that can benefit both Akita and Vladivostok.”
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When Sobolev Vadim was in high school, he spent a year studying at a high school in 
Miyazaki Prefecture as a Rotary Club exchange student. “At that time my image of 
Japan was samurai and sushi. I couldn’t speak Japanese at all,” Vadim says. After 
returning home, he studied Japanese at university in Russia, and from 2008 spent a 
year studying at Tohoku University. He became an Akita Prefecture Coordinator for 
International Relations in August 2010. “Akita is abundant in nature, the people are 
king and it’s an easy place to live. Even the rent’s cheaper than in Vladivostok.”
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The Kanto Festival has its 
origins as a form of prayer for a 
rich harvest. The lanterns which 
hang from the kanto represent 
straw bags of rice. The 
performer standing in the 
foreground, center, is balancing 
a kanto on his forehead.
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HHiraizumi in Iwate Prefecture was the ad-

ministrative center of warlords of the Fujiwara 

family in the twelfth century and flourished for 

four generations, or around 100 years. 

The core of Hiraizumi is Chuson-ji temple, 

which is included in the site added to the World 

Heritage List. Chuson-ji was built by Fujiwara 

no Kiyohira (1056–1128), who formed the basis 

for the prosperity of Hiraizumi. Having lost his 

father, wife and children, Kiyohira built Chuson-

ji based on his philosophy of consoling both 

friends and foes who died in battle and creating 

a peaceful society free of war. The construction 

of Chuson-ji started in 1105 and took a quarter 

of a century. 

The temple is said to have forty halls and pa-

godas and 300 residences for Buddhist monks. 

Kiyohira’s son Motohira (1105?–1157) and 

grandson Hidehira (1122?–1187) carried on 

 Kiyohira’s philosophy and built Motsu-ji and 

Muryoko-in, respectively, both of which were 

included in the World Heritage.

In addition to Chuson-ji, Motsu-ji and the re-

mains of Muryoko-in, the remains of Kanjizaio-

in and Kinkei-san mountain have been World 

Heritage listed. The reason for the designation 

of those structures and artifacts as World Heri-

tage sites is that the temples and gardens as a 

whole that were created based on Pure Land 

Buddhism, the basis of the philosophy of the 

Fujiwara family, are well preserved. Pure Land 

Buddhism is a branch of Buddhism in which 

people pray for peace and security on Earth 

while aspiring to go to the Pure Land, where 

Buddha resides, after death.

One of the buildings representing Pure Land 

Buddhism in Hiraizumi is the Chuson-ji’s Kon-

jikido (golden hall), which was completed in 

1124. Konjikido is in Chusonji’s Konjikido 

Ooido (covering hall) and is the only building 

that remains from the time Chuson-ji was built. 

The inside and outside of Konjikido was cov-

ered by gold leaf. The building is decorated 

with ornaments made of turban shells, metal 

openwork, and gold and silver lacquer.

“The delicate workmanship seen at Konjiki-

do shows the enthusiasm of Fujiwara no Kiyo-

hira for his beliefs,” says a monk at Chuson-ji. 

“The architecture and fine art of 900 years ago 

Pure Land Heritage
The World Heritage Committee of UNESCO (UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 

decided on June 25, 2011, to add Hiraizumi—Temples, Gardens and Archaeological Sites 

Representing the Buddhist Pure Land to UNESCO’s World Heritage List.

Autumn leaves add color to the Pure Land garden at 
Motsu-ji temple. The pond-centered garden was laid 
out in accordance with the precepts of Japan’s old-
est garden manual, Sakuteiki (“Treatise on Garden 
Making”).
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Aomori

Akita

Iwate

Yamagata

Miyagi

Fukushima

remain as they were at Konjikido. I want people 

who visit here to feel the Japanese aesthetic.”

Although Hiraizumi was not directly affected 

by the Great East Japan Earthquake in March, 

the number of tourists declined sharply. How-

ever, the number is rising again after Hiraizumi 

was designated as a World Heritage site.

“We are traveling in the Tohoku region to 

make a contribution to the reconstruction of 

the region,” says a woman who visited Hira-

izumi from Tokyo with her family of four. “The 

gilded Konjikido is very beautiful. I could sense 

the feelings of people at that time who hoped 

for a peaceful world,” she says.

Kinkei-san

Chuson-ji

Hiraizumi Sta.

Remains of 
Kanjizaio-in

Remains of 
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Motsu-ji Hiraizumi
Town Office

JR
Tohoku

Line

K
itakami-gawa Riv.

N
ationalH

ighw
ay

Route
4

H
iraizum

i Bypass

4

4

Tohoku
Highw

ay

1

2

4
5

3

300 m1Chuson-ji
There are eleven Buddhist statues in 
Chuson-ji’s Konjikido Hall. The four 
bodies of the Fujiwara family rest 
here. Many buildings of Chuson-ji 
were destroyed by fire in 1337.

2Kinkei-san
Kinkei-san is a cone-shaped 
mountain that is about 60 
meters high. It lies between 
Chuson-ji and Motsu-ji. As 
legend goes, a pair of golden 
chickens, a rooster and a hen, 
were buried here to protect 
Hiraizumi.

4Motsu-ji
The origins of Motsu-ji are said to date 
back to the ninth century. Fujiwara no 
Motohira and Hidehira built many struc-
tures, including temples and gates. The 
photo shows the main hall of Motsu-ji.

3Remains of Muryoko-in
Muryoko-in was built by Fujiwara no 
Kiyohira in the late twelfth century. The 
temple itself has been destroyed by fire, 
and only cornerstones and the remains of 
the pond can still be found.

5Remains of Kanjizaio-in
Kanjizaio-in is said to have been built by 
Motohira’s wife, but was burned to the 
ground during a war in 1573. The photo 
shows a restored garden.

Map of the Hiraizumi Sites Listed by UNESCO as World Cultural Heritage
“Hiraizumi—Temples, Gardens and Archaeological Sites Representing the Buddhist Pure Land (Japan)” comprises five sites, including 
Kinkei-san mountain.

Access: Approximately 2 hours from Tokyo Station to Ichinoseki Station by Shinkansen. 
Approximately 10 minutes from Ichinoseki to Hiraizumi Station by JR Tohoku Line.

13
Highlighting Japan   SEPTEMBER 2011



TThe city of Soma in Fukushima Prefecture, 

located along the Pacific Ocean, is home to the 

Soma Core Industrial Park, which extends over 

a total area of 633 ha. Concentrated here are 

factories, owned by both Japanese and foreign 

manufacturers, for processing wood products, 

foodstuff and precision machinery. IHI Corp. 

(formerly known as Ishikawajima-Harima 

Heavy Industries), which produces such items 

as rockets, power plants, ships and bridges, has 

factories herein as well, manufacturing compo-

nents for airplane engines, gas turbines and 

space-use equipment.

A representative product output by its fac-

tory is a portion of the state-of-the-art jet en-

gine GEnx, known as the turbine blade. The 

GEnx engine is well known for being used in 

the latest passenger aircraft Boeing 787. IHI 

has been participating in the joint development 

effort led by GE of the United States concern-

ing this engine. 

Turbine blade production was going smooth-

ly in March when the Great East Japan Earth-

quake struck, violently shaking the factory 

structures. According to an IHI spokesperson, 

“the transformers broke down and the electri-

cal power was shut down… moreover, many of 

the precision machines located within the fac-

tory were moved out of place, forcing us to halt 

operations.” He added, “Nevertheless, the fac-

tory structures themselves sustained no major 

damage, and since we were fortunately not ad-

jacent to the shoreline did not experience direct 

damage from the tsunami; even more impor-

tant, all of our 1,500 employees were unharmed. 

Thus, we were able to immediately commence 

recovery of operations.”

Recovery work started the day after the 

earthquake. Personnel from IHI factories all 

around the nation were brought in. In the be-

ginning there were concerns about possible ef-

fects on aircraft production due to the work 

stoppage at the factory. However, as a result of 

concentrated efforts by workers to restart oper-

ations, a portion of the production line had al-

Wings for the World from 
the Disaster-stricken Area
As a result of the Great East Japan Earthquake, the manufacturing sector in the disaster-stricken 

area was greatly harmed. However, due to speedy recovery operations at the manufacturer level, 

production quickly returned to the pre-disaster status. The Japan Journal's Ames Pomeroy reports 

the example of IHI with its large-scale facilities in the city of Soma, Fukushima Prefecture.

IHI workers at Soma celebrate the full recovery of the 
plant in May. The banners spell out the word “recovery.”
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Hitachi Seaside Park

Hitachi Seaside Park in Hitachinaka, Ibaraki Prefecture, 
is a large park extending over approximately 160 ha (see 
map page 7). Last year, the park attracted some 1.46 
million visitors, who come to enjoy a variety of scenery 
and activities. In the sand dune area, for example, visi-
tors can look down over the natural sand dunes to the 
vast Pacific Ocean below; the Pleasure Garden offers 
more than twenty-five different attractions, including a 
Ferris wheel affording a view from 100 meters above sea 
level; flowers can be viewed in abundance from the cy-
cling course; and there are athletic facilities and a barbe-
cue area too (reservations required). 

One distinctive feature of the park is the opportunity 
to enjoy a variety of flowers all year round. Narcissus, 
tulips and nemophila in spring, zinnia and sunflowers in 
summer, summer cypress and cosmos in fall, and ice 
tulips in winter; these flowers can be enjoyed all over 
the park.

As a result of the Great East Japan Earthquake in 
March, cracks and uneven surfaces appeared in the 
roads, and facilities sustained damage, forcing the park 
to close for one month before it was able to reopen. The 

park assisted in the 
earthquake reconstruc-
tion effort by providing a 
domestic water supply to 
neighboring residents, 
donating cut Narcissus to schools that were unable to 
obtain flowers to display at their graduation ceremonies 
in March, and extending an invitation to the park to vic-
tims of the earthquake resident in the prefecture. 

“A rock festival was held over three days in August, 
attended by 170,000 people,” says a park official. “From 
around late September, approximately 30,000 summer 
cypress tree leaves will change color from green to red. 
In early and mid-October, the 3.5-ha hill will thus turn 
red with these summer cypress leaves and some 2 mil-
lion dark red cosmos in full bloom. I hope you will come 
and see them for yourself.”

ready been fixed and work restarted as of the 

end of March, and by mid-May the facilities 

were once again fully operational.

IHI is also involved in rebuilding the region 

which suffered from the disasters, one example 

being the company’s cooperation with the city 

of Soma to train those victims. Many people lost 

their jobs in the disaster-stricken areas, as a re-

sult for example of their workplaces having 

been swallowed up by the tsunami. On the other 

hand, there was a shortage of skilled personnel 

able to handle excavators, bulldozers and the 

like for removal of wreckage in these regions. 

IHI saw the need to ameliorate the situation 

and thus paid for all costs including transporta-

tion to send those distressed workers to an IHI 

training center located in the city of Ayase, 

Kanagawa Prefecture, so that they could obtain 

the license to operate heavy equipment such as 

cranes and excavators. As the IHI spokesper-

son noted, “Those people who had been dis-

placed were able to obtain licenses to operate 

equipment that made work for them in joining 

with the rebuilding efforts.”

Along with the aforementioned effort, the 

IHI group has contributed to relief funds for 

use by the devastated local governments in 

 Fukushima Prefecture and Soma, in addition to 

helping secure water by providing emergency 

water processing equipment.

Summer cypress in fall 
at Hitachi Seaside Park. 
Dried branches and 
twigs from Summer 
cypress bushes were 
once used in Japan as 
materials to make 
brooms
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T
Why did you start this project?

Yutaka Nakai: The Graduate School of Agri-

cultural Science, Tohoku University in Sendai, 

Miyagi Prefecture, was damaged by the Great 

East Japan Earthquake. The damage was not so 

severe that buildings on the campus fell down,  

but water and electricity were not restored for 

almost two weeks. Once this infrastructure was 

restored, we began to search for ways we could 

help the region recover. 

Since our specialty is agriculture, we thought 

we would help rebuild damaged farms. One of 

the laboratories of the graduate school has 

maintained a bank of around 800 varieties of 

Brassicaceae genes, the only such bank in the 

world. We thought there might be some way to 

make use of this.

Brassicaceae are generally known 

as rapeseed. We know that among these 

are varieties which are highly resistant 

to salt damage. Therefore in farmland 

where traditional crops cannot be 

planted due to the salt damage caused 

by the tsunami, rapeseed plants should 

be able to grow. Farms that were vic-

tims of the disaster can earn income by 

selling rapeseed and rapeseed oil they 

have cultivated for use as food, lamp oil 

or fuel. We also believe that over several 

years of cultivation, the salt can proba-

Farming 
a Recovery
Due to the salt damage from the tsunami caused by the 

Great East Japan Earthquake that struck on March 11, 2011, 

planting of traditional crops cannot be done on about 20,000 

hectares of farmland along the Pacific coastline in Tohoku. 

The Rapeseed Project for Restoring Tsunami-Salt-Damaged 

Farmland mainly promoted by Tohoku University is an 

experiment in restoring this farmland. Shigeo Suemura spoke 

with the project leader, Professor Yutaka Nakai.

Rapeseed blossoms—pictured here in a glasshouse at Tohoku 
University—are a symbol of spring in Japan, much like the cherry 
blossom. Boiled rapeseed plants are eaten as a spring vegetable.
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bly be removed from the soil.

Traditionally, salt-damaged farmland can be 

returned to normal by replacing the soil and 

water, but it takes a huge amount of money and 

time. Through this project we aim to allow 

farmers to earn money while restoring their 

farmland, without a period during which they 

cannot farm.

Can you give a more detailed 
explanation of what is being done?

Since March, in cooperation with 

Miyagi Prefecture and Sendai 

City, we have been looking into 

the condition of the farmland that 

was damaged by the tsunami. At 

present we are analyzing soil 

samples from farmland in 360 lo-

cations around the prefecture.

All the investigation results 

will be ready in a few months. 

Once these come out, rapeseed 

varieties that are suitable for 

the salt concentrations can be 

selected and other details can 

be settled.

This September, rapeseed seeds will be 

sowed in a 0.4-hectare rice field devastated by 

the tsunami in Wakabayashi Ward, Sendai. Be-

fore then though, the rubble and mud covering 

the soil needs to be removed. The cooperation 

of a large party of volunteers was acquired and 

work is underway.

Thanks to the combined efforts of people 

working toward the recovery of the affected 

areas, next spring the field will be full of blos-

soming rapeseed plants. We plan to carry out 

this project over the long term to restore farm-

land, and eventually build the community.

Have rapeseed plants been used 
before for dealing with salt damage?

Research is being done in some different coun-

tries. But there is no data regarding how much 

salt can be removed from the soil by cultivating 

rapeseed in an area that has actually suffered 

damage from a disaster. This experiment by 

the Rapeseed Project for Restoring Tsunami-

Salt-Damaged Farmland will not just help in the 

recovery from the Great East Japan Earthquake, 

but should also be useful for dealing with salt 

damage all over the world.

In addition, rapeseed oil can be extracted 

from the rapeseed that is harvested. Rapeseed 

oil is used as carbon-neutral biodiesel fuel.

In this project, we will produce the biodiesel 

fuel as ecologically friendly energy.

Shigeo Suemura is a freelance writer.

Members of the Rapeseed Project for Restoring Tsunami-Salt-Damaged 
Farmland and other volunteers remove  sludge carried by the tsunami 
to plant rapeseed, July 2011.
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Aquamarine Fukushima’s 
huge fish tanks hold all 
kinds of fish, from shark to 
yellowfin tuna, all exhibited 
under natural light.

Aquamarine Fukushima in Iwaki, Fukushima Pre-

fecture, is an aquarium that fronts onto the Pacific 

Ocean. Large shoals of sardines swim in the huge 

fish tanks bathed in natural light, and occasionally 

yellowfin tuna and dolphinfish rush in to feed on 

them. Outdoors, families squeal with delight as 

they fish. 

Aquamarine Fukushima was severely damaged by 

the Great East Japan Earthquake. Measuring a mag-

nitude 9.0, the quake caused the ground in the sur-

rounding landfill area to collapse almost one meter, 

and the water conduits and all other pipework burst. 

The basement was submerged by a 5-meter tsuna-

mi, totally destroying the electrical system, which 

was the lifeline of the aquarium. As a result, over 

90% of the aquarium’s 200,000 aquatic animals 

belonging to 750 species perished. 

“Restoration work began with the director declar-

ing that the aquarium would reopen on July 15, the 

11th anniversary of its first opening. It was the end 

of April, when the entire staff returned to the site. 

To be honest, I thought it was impossible,” reflects 

Jun Tsuzaki, head of the breeding management 

section. “But as we continued with the work, I began 
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Aquarium 
Brings Hope 
to the People
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to think that reopening would 

help cheer up the local people, 

which in turn would vitalize the 

region and encourage other fa-

cilities to work hard to restart 

their operations too. It was really 

satisfying work.”

Tsuzaki began the serious re-

construction work from mid-May, 

when the debris removal work 

had been completed by his staff, 

and after a mere two months 

the facility reopened as planned 

on July 15. The radioactivity level 

is not a problem at all in this 

area. Donations arrived from 

aquariums all over the world, 

and support was received from 

more than twenty aquariums in 

Japan, including temporary homes for marine ani-

mals as well as supplies of fish. For example, imme-

diately after the earthquake harbor seals and walruses 

were taken in temporarily by Kamogawa Sea World 

in Chiba Prefecture. A male harbor seal cub born 

there was named “Kibo” (meaning “Hope”), and is 

now a popular attraction at Aquamarine Fukushima. 

With visitor numbers topping 900,000 people each 

year, Aquamarine Fukushima endeavors to be cre-

ative in its exhibition style, reproducing as faithfully as 

possible natural habitats under the overall theme of 

“Educating about Life.” One of its main distinguishing 

features is that it exhibits not only fish but a variety of 

plants, seaweed, and invertebrates as well under nat-

ural light. The aquarium’s unique operational style, 

such as the exhibition facility for children named 

“Aquamarine Egg,” and its activities to promote un-

derstanding in respect of environmental conservation, 

is held in high repute around the world. 

“The question is how to evolve these characteris-

tics of Aquamarine Fukushima. I do not want simply 

to restore it to its original form. Rather, I would like to 

make it a display that is even more wonderful than it 

was before,” says Tsuzaki. 

A family of four who had come by car from Sen-

dai, Miyagi Prefecture, proudly showed the fish they 

had caught at the outdoor artificial beach, saying, 

“We were able to get all kinds of hands-on experi-

ence. It’s a fantastic aquarium, and we’re really glad 

that it opened so quickly.”

Harbor seal cub Kibo swims in front of a sign bearing 
his name. “Kibo” means “hope.”

Access

• Approximately 1 hour 40 minutes by car from Fukushima Airport on National Highway No. 49 

•  Approximately 2 hours on the JR Joban Line from Ueno Station to Izumi Station. Approximately 
15 minutes from Izumi Station by shuttle bus to the nearest bus stop, Shisho Iriguchi, then 
approximately 10 minutes’ walk.
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EExports of sake have been soaring in recent 

years. In 2000 the annual volume of exports was 

approximately 7,400 kl, but in 2010 this reached 

an all-time high of approximately 13,000 kl. The 

largest export market is the United States (ap-

proximately 3,700 kl), followed by South Korea 

(approximately 2,500 kl). 

Founded in 1892, Dewazakura Sake Brewery 

in Tendo, Yamagata Prefecture, is one sake 

brewer that is concentrating on exports. Its 

markets include the United States, United King-

dom, South Korea, China, Brazil and India. Last 

year, it exported approximately 90 kl of sake to 

twenty countries. 

However, just as the volume of exports had 

been steadily increasing, on March 11 the Great 

East Japan Earthquake occurred. 

“Fortunately, none of our installations or 

employees sustained any direct damage,” says 

Masumi Nakano, president of Dewazakura Sake 

Brewery. “However, distribution holdups owing 

to gasoline shortages, together with the cancel-

lation of festivals and other events, resulted in a 

drop in sake sales. Also, an unfavorable reputa-

tion caused by the nuclear power plant accident 

resulted in a significant fall in exports of sake to 

Europe and China.”

Today, however, six months after the earth-

quake, domestic sales are gradually picking up. 

Exports of sake to the United States are also 

expanding. As a result, the volume of exports 

this year is expected to show an increase of a 

few percent compared with last year.  

Smiles for All
Following the Great East Japan Earthquake, 

Dewazakura Sake Brewery launched the Earth-

quake Reconstruction Project Smiles for All, 

donating a portion of its sales proceeds to earth-

Dewazakura Takes  
Sake to World Markets
Tohoku produces many different types of sake. Miho Kawasaki introduces a sake brewer from 

Yamagata Prefecture that has a well-established reputation overseas, Dewazakura Sake Brewery.
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Omachi was awarded the Junmai Daiginjo Trophy at the 
2011 International Wine Challenge. Omachi is the name 
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quake reconstruction. 

As a part of its mecenat activities Dewa-

zakura Sake Brewery owns  and operates the 

Dewazakura Museum of Art in Tendo, 

which exhibits mainly South Korean ceram-

ics and handicrafts. Yamagata Prefecture is 

taking in victims from Miyagi Prefecture 

and Iwate Prefecture, and the victims like to 

visit this art museum.

“When I heard victims say that seeing 

the artworks made them feel at peace, I was 

glad we had been able to render assistance 

in this way,” says Nakano. “Being in a 

neighboring prefecture to the disaster area, 

we intend to provide long-term assistance 

in the reconstruction of the area.”

In July, as they continued to provide earth-

quake reconstruction assistance, Nakano re-

ceived some wonderful news: Dewazakura’s 

Omachi sake had been awarded the Junmai Dai-

ginjo Trophy (for junmai ginjo and junmai dai

ginjo types of high-grade sake; 163 entries) in the 

Sake Category (over 460 entries) of the world’s 

largest wine contest, the International Wine Chal-

lenge held in the United Kingdom. 

“Entries included sake from Miyagi 

Prefecture that was hit by the Great East 

Japan Earthquake, so I honestly felt it 

would be good if that sake won an award,” 

says Nakano. “Now, as a sake brewer from 

Eastern Japan, I feel that I have to work 

hard to produce even better sake.” 

From now on, Dewazakura Sake 

Brewery says it will be proactive in fur-

ther expanding its market in the United 

States. Until now, the majority of its cus-

tomers in the United States were Japa-

nese restaurants, but recently there has 

been an increase in other types of outlet. And 

even regular liquor stores in the United States 

are now preparing to sell sake brewed by Dewa-

zakura Sake Brewery. 

“I want to make sake popular in ordinary 

households in the United States,” says Nakano. 

“I should very much like to see more people 

overseas enjoying sake to aid in the reconstruc-

tion of Tohoku too.”

Miho Kawasaki is a freelance writer.
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Bottles of sake produced by Dewazakura Sake Brewery on the 
counter of a fusion cuisine restaurant in New York

Dewazakura Museum of Art opened in 1988, exhibiting 
traditional ceramics, crafts and calligraphy. The museum is 
housed in a traditional Japanese home built in the Meiji 
period (1868–1912) which used to belong to the father of 
Masumi Nakano, the president of Dewazakura Sake Brewery.



T
How did it make you feel when you 
visited the area affected by the Great 
East Japan Earthquake?

Makoto Iokibe: As I live in Kobe, Hyogo Pre-

fecture, my house was damaged during the 

Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995, due 

to subsidence caused by cracks in the ground. 

Some of the traditional Japanese-style wooden 

houses in my neighborhood were completely 

destroyed. In that sense, the damage caused by 

the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake was fairly 

selective, even within the same area. This time 

however, the tsunami that followed the Great 

East Japan Earthquake laid waste to more or 

less everything in its way. I went to see some of 

the affected areas along the Pacific coast in To-

hoku a month after the quake, and the entire 

town had been reduced to rubble. Even the 

hospital, the town hall and other steel-reinforced 

public buildings that had been designed to 

withstand di-

sasters had 

been devas-

tated. Look-

ing out at that deserted landscape was a real 

shock. It seemed almost unreal.

What possibilities are there for the 
affected area as part of the recovery 
process from the Great East Japan 
Earthquake?

Clearly, we know now that it is impossible to 

physically defend our town against a tsunami of 

that scale. The reconstruction process will 

therefore need focus on the concept of “disaster 

reduction,” aimed at minimizing damage utiliz-

ing various means in the event of a natural di-

saster rather than preventing it entirely. With 

that in mind, our report has proposed the mass 

relocation of coastal towns and villages in the 

Grand Designs for 
Reconstruction
On June 25, the Reconstruction Design Council in response to 

the Great East Japan Earthquake, a government body set up to 

compile recommendations for reconstruction, published a 

report entitled “Towards Reconstruction—Hope Beyond the 

Disaster.” The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji interviewed 

Makoto Iokibe, president of the National Defense Academy 

and chairman of the Reconstruction Design Council, about the 

significance of the Council’s recommendations and the future 

reconstruction of the affected area.
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affected area to higher ground, although facili-

ties for fisheries should be rebuilt near the 

coast. We have proposed creating entirely new 

communities on the hill, including facilities 

such as schools, hospitals and care homes as 

well as residential properties, creating a fully 

integrated local care structure, to cope with the 

aged society.

We have also proposed using renewable en-

ergy in the affected area. Given the various ar-

guments going on at the moment with regard to 

nuclear power, we are going to have to increase 

the amount of energy that we generate from re-

newable sources in the future. That much is in-

evitable. As part of the process of rebuilding 

the affected area, we have recommended incor-

porating renewable energy schemes into town 

planning from the start, including solar and 

biomass-based technologies. This would create 

cutting-edge towns and villages in the affected 

area that would act as a model for urban devel-

opment in the future, not only in Japan but 

around the world as well.

In Kobe, the Disaster Prevention Institution 

was established as an international center for 

disaster reduction following the Great Hanshin-

Awaji Earthquake. We have proposed creating 

a similar center in Miyagi or Iwate Prefecture, 

to accurately record and analyze the disaster 

caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake and 

to share its findings with the rest of the world. 

Japan’s role in all of this is to improve standards 

of disaster reduction the world over.

We also need to put in place a more effective 

framework to enable us to quickly organize di-

saster relief activities in other countries, even if 

only to repay the kindness that people around 

the world have shown Japan. For example, the 

Japan Self-Defense Forces have drawn up plans 

to establish a depot stocked with emergency 

relief supplies and equipment on the Nansei Is-

lands [island chain in southwest Japan stretch-

ing from Kyushu to Taiwan].

As chairman of the Council, is there 
anything you would particularly like 
to say to people around the world?

After the devastation caused by the Great 

Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995, the speed 

with which we rebuilt took the whole world by 

surprise. I have total confidence that Japan will 

once again recover from disaster and rebuild 

the Tohoku area brighter and better than ever 

before. I hope that people around the world will 

get involved in the reconstruction process.

Step 1 of the Roadmap Towards Restoration 

from the Accident at Fukushima Daiichi Nucle-

ar Power Plant, TEPCO has already been com-

pleted, with stable cooling capabilities at the 

nuclear reactor now fully restored. Japanese 

companies meanwhile have managed to restore 

production levels to 95% of those prior to the 

earthquake, as of August. I hope that people 

from all over the world will come to visit Tohoku 

for themselves, and contribute to Tohoku’s so-

cioeconomic revitalization through investment 

in local industries.

Once we have established memorial forests 

as mentioned in the Seven Principles for the 

Reconstruction Framework, I would also like to 

see people from all over the world, not just 

Japan, coming together on March 11 every year, 

to remember the victims of the earthquake and 

pledge their support to help revitalize the af-

fected area.
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Human iPS cells are pluripotent cells, capa-

ble of becoming a wide variety of cells or tissues 

for human body parts such as nerves, cardiac 

muscles, livers or pancreases. They are expect-

ed to be useful in discovering the cause of dis-

eases and developing new drugs, as well as for 

cell transplantation and other such regenera-

tive medical treatments.

Human iPS cells first attracted huge interna-

tional attention when in 2007 Professor Shinya 

Yamanaka of Kyoto University became first in 

the world to develop a technique for their pro-

duction from human skin. Since then, many 

human iPS cells have been cultured and provid-

ed to researchers around the world, to be used 

upon inducing differentiation into specific or-

gans for example.

Yet, there still are not nearly enough human 

iPS cells for such research use. Developing cell 

cultures is by nature an extremely delicate pro-

cess. Not only must specific temperatures be 

maintained and contamination by bacteria pre-

vented, but it is in addition necessary to conduct 

delicate operations by hand such as injecting a 

precise amount of fluid with a pipette when the 

culture fluid is changed. Furthermore, before 

human iPS cells differentiate into various cells 

such as organs or nerves, even the slightest 

change in temperature or air pressure can cause 

them to start differentiating earlier than normal. 

For human iPS cells to be adopted practically 

upon development of medical treatments as 

well as drugs there is an urgent need to estab-

lish an efficient cultivation method.

So in 2009, Kawasaki Heavy Industries devel-

oped the first automated human iPS cell cultiva-

tion equipment in the world, AUTO CULTURE.

Kawasaki Heavy Industries began research 

Automated System Developed  
for Human iPS Cell Cultivation
Kawasaki Heavy Industries, in collaborative research done with the National Center for Child 

Health and Development and the National Institute of Advanced Industrial Science and Technology, 

has succeeded in creating the first automated system for cultivating human iPS cells. The Japan 

Journal's Ames Pomeroy reports.
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Human iPS cell cultivation equipment (2.1 m x 2.2 m x 
1.4 m). In the future, hydrogen peroxide will be used 
for sterilization, enabling cell cultivation for use in 
regenerative medicine.  
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on automated cell cultivation equip-

ment in the mid-2000s. Until then the 

company hadn’t made any necessarily 

great achievements in the field of bio-

technology. However they had the 

strength of consistently being in the 

top five worldwide when it came to ro-

botics. They had made particularly no-

table achievements in the area of con-

trol technology for welding robots and 

the like, where precise operations are 

a must.

“With all the mechanical technology 

we had accumulated, we felt that it would be 

useful in cell cultivation operations where a deli-

cate touch is so important.”

Katsumi Nakajima, the leader of the human 

iPS cell auto cultivation equipment develop-

ment project, has himself done research for 

many years in the robotics field. He’s the one 

who came up with the idea of automating the 

human iPS cultivation process by combining 

robotics that mimic the hand motions of hu-

mans and mechanical image processing that 

can judge the status of a cell in the same way as 

a human.

AUTO CULTURE has many elements such 

as a refrigerated storage unit for medical and 

culture fluids, an incubator for cultivating cells 

and a robot that performs functions like remov-

ing the lids from Petri dishes, placing cells in 

them and separating cultivated cells into other 

containers. “This system demonstrates that a 

robot can perform operations such as moving 

Petri dishes and flasks without even the slight-

est deviation,” asserts Nakajima.

It is also equipped with a system that com-

pares image data of the human iPS cells that 

are being cultivated with image data of human 

iPS cells accumulated thus far, and can detect 

human iPS cells which have begun to differenti-

ate and remove them. This makes it possible to 

efficiently cultivate only undifferentiated human 

iPS cells.

Kawasaki Heavy Industries is currently work-

ing on a faster, higher efficiency image process-

ing system to further improve productivity.

When AUTO CULTURE completes each 

process, sterilization is done using alcohol 

spray. However, work is progressing on improv-

ing the system to use an even stronger steriliza-

tion agent, hydrogen peroxide, to prevent cell 

contamination and accidental infection. This 

will allow for the cultivation of human iPS cells 

for regenerative medicine, which requires an 

even more hygienic environment than iPS cells 

used for research.

“The development of drugs using human iPS 

cells has only just gotten underway,” says Naka-

jima. “I’m certain that the market for human iPS 

cell automated cultivation devices will grow tre-

mendously as the uses for human iPS cells in-

crease in fields like regenerative medicine.”
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Robot arm in operation inside AUTO CULTURE carrying a culture 
fluid prior to pouring into Petri dishes



T
What sparked your interest in science?

Rieko Fukushima: In Japan there is a strong 

tendency for men to be the ones who go on to 

study science at university, but I didn’t want to 

be influenced by this kind of tendency. To be 

honest, I wasn’t really any better at math and 

physics than English or Japanese, but I didn’t 

want to just give up either. It wasn’t so much 

that I was interested in science—I simply had a 

strong desire to understand what was written in 

the textbooks.

You joined Toshiba in 1995 after 
doing postgraduate research in 
organic chemistry. What did you 
research in the beginning?

I wanted to work as a company researcher after 

I finished my post-graduate studies, because I 

thought it would be motivating to have the re-

sults of my research find their way into products 

that reach users. In the beginning, I researched 

liquid crystal materials for use in LCD displays. 

The senior researchers I was working with 

were all so talented, and it was a daily struggle 

as I fumbled around trying to come up with 

something worthwhile. I spent all my time in 

the clean room and the lab, not going home 

until the last train.

But at least my private life was going well. I 

got married at the age of twenty-nine and at age 

thirty I gave birth to a daughter and took a year 

off for maternity leave.

I enjoyed looking after my daughter, but 

having to adjust my lifestyle to suit the demands 

of a child was extremely difficult. I thought 

back to the time at work when I was asked, 

“What do you want to do? Please make a sug-

gestion if there is something that you want to 

do.” Then I realized that, unlike at home, at 

work I could do the things that I wanted to do.

When I returned to work in 2002, my boss 

suggested that I work on 3-D research.

Were you a little unsure?

To be honest, I wondered why they wanted me to 

work on 3-D when all my previous research had 

been on materials. But apparently my boss put 

my name forward because he thought that I was 

interested in the entire product system, not just 

materials, and because he was fairly sure that I 

would do something interesting in the 3-D area.

In December 2010, Toshiba, a major electric appliance company, released the world’s first 3-D 

television that can be viewed without the need for special glasses. The leader behind the development 

of this breakthrough technology was Rieko Fukushima, senior research scientist at Toshiba 

Corporation Corporate Research and Development Center. Fukushima has risen to prominence as a 

result of this achievement, receiving both the 21st Century Invention Prize and the Nikkei Woman 

of the Year prize in 2010, as well as numerous other prizes. In this interview, she talks to the Japan 

Journal’s Osamu Sawaji.

The Inventor’s Vision
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Actually, it was about six months after I 

joined the 3-D research team that we made the 

discovery that led to the commercialization of 

glasses-free 3-D. I was in a meeting but I was 

having trouble concentrating on the topic, and 

so I was thinking about something else [laughs]. 

That’s when I came up with the idea.

3-D displays that can be viewed without spe-

cial glasses had already been developed, but 

the viewer could only see true 3-D images from 

within an extremely narrow range of positions, 

which made it impossible to commercialize the 

technology. The 3-D image disappeared as soon 

as you moved your head even slightly. I real-

ized that the reason for this was because the 

viewer could not get the light beams coming 

from the display that were needed to view the 

3-D image correctly. So we worked on improv-

ing the display resolution so that more of the 

light beams for the 3-D image would be directed 

towards the viewer.

So that was the start of glasses-free 
3-D?

That was the “springtime” of research and devel-

opment. I really enjoyed working as part of a 

very small research and development team and 

participating in the creation of the blueprint of 

Toshiba’s 3-D—something that no one had ever 

sketched out before. Then in about 2005 it was 

formally decided that the product would be com-

mercialized, and we suddenly had a lot more 

team members. But we also had to think about 

how to switch to mass production while still 

maintaining quality and producing a profit at the 

same time. I had to finish work by 5 o’clock so 

that I could pick up my daughter from day care, 

so I received a lot of help from my family and 

other team members. Ever since then my hus-

band has been in charge of cooking breakfast.

What do you do for relaxation? 

When I’m with my daughter, I totally forget my 

work and research. My husband is a university 

researcher, and there are a lot of researchers 

like him that think about their research day 

and night, but I’m not like that. I also love 

munching away on potato chips and other 

snacks [laughs].

What would you like to work on now?

I would like to do the kind of research that our 

descendants will thank us for many years from 

now. My daughter is in elementary school, and 

she once asked me, “When we can’t live on 

Earth any more, are there any other planets 

where we can live?” I’ve thought for a while now 

that the era of mass production and mass con-

sumption can’t go on forever, but I wouldn’t be 

surprised if a lot more people in Japan feel this 

way since the Great East Japan Earthquake. I’m 

currently involved in making products with 

lower environmental impact, which feels very 

rewarding and worthwhile.
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Rieko Fukushima, senior research scientist at Toshiba 
Corporation Corporate Research and Development Center 
in front of the glasses-free 3-D she helped develop.



AAt the peak of their popularity in the Meiji 

period (1868–1912), there were over 200 manu-

facturers of traditional Japanese umbrellas in 

Kyoto. Today, there is but one, Hiyoshiya. With 

sales falling alongside the decline in the use of 

wagasa—as the umbrellas are known in Japa-

nese—Hiyoshiya, too, had been on the verge of 

closing down. It was saved by Kotaro Nishibori, 

the current president, who has reinvigorated 

the business by taking its traditional craftsman-

ship in new directions.    

Wagasa are painstakingly handcrafted from 

a single piece of bamboo and covered with washi 

(Japanese paper) to create the individual design 

of each umbrella. Wagasa have been made this 

way for almost a thousand years since they were 

introduced from China, though the waterproof-

ing of umbrellas with linseed oil and their wide 

use as rain umbrellas is a relatively recent de-

velopment, dating back a couple of centuries. 

“There are three main kinds of wagasa: the 

parasol, the rain umbrella, and the larger kind 

used for tea ceremonies and other such occa-

sions,” explains Nishibori. 

Although Nishibori is the fifth-generation 

head of Hiyoshiya, he came to the field from 

outside, having married the daughter of the 

previous head of the business. He was a local 

government worker at the time and had no no-

tion of how to run a traditional Japanese artisan’s 

company. However, after having seen, and 

come to appreciate the craftsmanship of wagasa, 

he decided—against many 

of his friends’ advice—to 

take over the business twelve 

years ago. 

“With the number of peo-

Kotaro Nishibori, president of 
Hiyoshiya, holds a nodate-gasa 
parasol for use in the open-air tea 
ceremony. In the background is 
Hokyo-ji temple, which is located 
directly opposite the Hiyoshiya 
studio. The temple allows Hiyoshiya 
to use its grounds to dry the 
umbrellas under sunlight after 
coating with linseed oil.
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HiyosHiya 
Reinventing the Umbrella
Gavin Blair visits a small company in Kyoto whose president has brought one of Japan’s most iconic 

traditional products not only into the twenty-first century but also to countries around the world. 

JAPAN BRAND



ple using wagasa decreasing 

year by year, we had to do 

something new to save the 

business, so we decided to 

make lamps and lampshades 

using the principles, materi-

als and craftsmanship of 

wagasa,” says Nishibori. 

In addition to creating 

lamps from the traditional bamboo and washi 

paper, Nishibori has created a series made 

from steel and plastics, utilizing the shape and 

design of wagasa. As well as being bought for 

private houses, the lampshades are also used 

in restaurants, cafés and hotels both in Japan 

and abroad.  

Nishibori learned by trial and error when try-

ing to make products for overseas markets. He 

explains that his first set of lamps was deemed 

too small when he took them to Europe to show 

people. He was also told that they were too 

bright, so he made larger sizes with lower watt-

age light bulbs. The lamps are now sold in twelve 

countries and represent about 40% of Hiyoshiya’s 

sales, being particularly popular in central Eu-

rope where they have won design awards. 

“We exhibited in Shanghai last year and 

thought maybe our products would be too ex-

pensive for the Chinese market, but that turned 

out not to be the case at all,” says Nishibori. 

“Even in Japan, when people do want to buy 

a wagasa, they often don’t know where to buy 

it. The Internet is really useful in this respect, 

and the number of people accessing our homep-

age has grown enormously since we launched 

it in 1998,” says Nishibori. 

Having studied abroad after high school 

while staying with relatives who had emigrated 

to Toronto, Canada, Nishibori learned to speak 

English, which has proved useful as his over-

seas business has increased. He has also col-

laborated with European designers on new 

ranges of products and traveled around the 

world to exhibitions with Hiyoshiya.  

According to Nishibori, the only way to pro-

tect the traditional artisan skills of making and 

repairing wagasa is to take them and put them 

to use creating products that will sell in the 

modern global marketplace. 

“There’s a lot of talk about tradition, but 

nothing started life as traditional; what is now 

thought of as traditional was once new,” points 

out Nishibori. “My philosophy is that tradition 

is a continuing process of innovation.”

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

publications in the United Kingdom, United States and Asia.

Kotaro Nishibori utilizes the open-
close mechanism of the design 
features of the wagasa umbrella 
(left) in lampshade designs such as 
this one (right) made of steel and 
plastic.
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JJust like the remarkable works of living art that it 

showcases, the Omiya Bonsai Art Museum is small 

but perfectly formed.

Only opened in 2010, it is the world’s first publicly 

operated museum dedicated to the creation of min-

iaturized plants and includes examinations of the 

culture behind bonsai, the pots that are used to best 

display them, the tools to create their distinctive 

shapes and documents, photos and pictures that ex-

plain their history.

The work that is 

being done here 

to learn more 

about bonsai and 

preserve its tradi-

tions is important; 

for the novice to 

a cultural heritage that has become synonymous 

with Japan, the impact can be breathtaking.

The museum has an indoor area, where the basic 

concepts of bonsai are explained and a number of 

traditional ukiyo-e woodblock prints, old books and 

stones arranged in trays to replicate landscapes, are 

on display, before visitors emerge into the garden.

Before me is a forest of more than a dozen spruce 

trees that are clearly mature specimens but stand 

only a meter or so high. The bark on their trunks is 

mottled and peeled away in places; their deep-green 

needle foliage is immaculately symmetrical. Around 

the base of their trunks, and cascading over the edge 

of the broad tray in which they have been cultivated, 

are brighter green fern leaves that catch the breeze.

It is clear, as I admire this remarkable work, that 

someone has lavished a great deal of care and at-

tention on these plants—in many cases over a period 

of more than 100 years. The attention to detail is in-

credible as not a leaf nor a branch is out of place.

According to the museum, the key to appreciating 

A formal zashiki 
Japanese-style room 
at the Omiya Bonsai 
Museum of Art

Visitors look around 
the main display area 
in the courtyard of the 
Omiya Bonsai Museum 
of Art, Saitama.
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Museum, Saitama
Julian Ryall visits the Omiya Bonsai Art Museum in Saitama, a heartland of bonsai nurseries since the 1923 

Great Kanto Earthquake.
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bonsai is to imagine a great landscape that has been 

compressed into a pot. The viewer should not just 

focus on the shape of the bonsai, but on each and 

every element of it, including the way the roots 

spread out from the base of the tree, the way the 

trunk rises, the individual branches, the leaves.

Each of the parts has a proper name, but one does 

not have to be an aficionado to appreciate a pine 

tree that has been teased in the style of fukinagashi—

meaning windswept—or a juniper with a gently curv-

ing, informal upright trunk.

The rest of the garden is similarly impressive. A 

black pine has been trained into a straight-trunk 

design, while another has a gnarled and weath-

ered trunk that corkscrews away from its roots, 

giving the tree the appearance of trying to escape 

its container.

Numerous other species have been similarly min-

iaturized—wisteria, cherry, Korean hornbeam, Japa-

nese apricot and maple—and the museum regularly 

rotates the plants on display to show them at their 

most impressive. With autumn approaching, maples 

will soon be taking on the deep reds and russets and 

will be well worth seeing.

The garden includes water features, and rock ped-

estals are used to hold the bonsai plants’ pots. The 

museum has an extensive collection of such pots 

and trays, many several hundred years old, that can 

be viewed in the exhibition room. Nearly as much 

work has gone into the design and decoration of 

these containers as into the bonsai themselves, with 

many depicting landscapes, dragons, scrolled peo-

nies, cranes and lengths of bamboo.

The collection is drawn from that of the former 

Takagi Bonsai Museum of Art in Tokyo. This part of 

Saitama Prefecture was chosen to host the facility 

because it became home to many of Tokyo’s bonsai-

raising families after the Great Kanto Earthquake of 

1923, when they moved out of Bunkyo Ward and 

other areas. The museum lies adjacent to the Omiya 

Bonsai Village which these families settled.

For a rank amateur, such as myself, actually being 

let loose on one of these masterpieces with clippers 

or wire would be a terrifying experience, but the 

museum also hosts workshops for anyone interest-

ed in trying their hand at a hobby that is both cre-

ative and therapeutic.

Julian Ryall is the Japan correspondent for the Daily Telegraph 

and freelances for publications around the world.

Access and Admission
Address: The Omiya Bonsai Art Museum, 2-24-3 Toro-

cho, Kita Ward, Saitama City, Saitama, 331-0804.
Tel: +81 (0)48 780 2091.
Website:  www.bonsai-art-museum.jp/english/index.php
Opening Hours: From 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. from March to 

October and from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. between Novem-
ber and February. The museum is closed on Thurs-
days and over the year-end and New Year holiday 
periods. It is also closed on certain days to enable 
the staff to change the exhibitions. Check with the 
museum in advance.

Admission: Tickets are 300 yen for adults, 150 yen for 
university and high school students and senior citi-
zens, and 100 yen for younger children.

 

The Japanese five-needled pine bonsai “Seiryu”
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In September (on the 12th this year), Japanese celebrate the appearance of the full moon 
in a practice called “tsukimi,” or moon viewing. One of the sweets eaten on this occasion 

is the Usagi-manju. “Usagi” means “rabbit,” while “manju” is a kind of bun made from 
flour and rice powder that is filled with red bean paste. Japanese people see a “rabbit” in 
the moon, in the same way that people in the west see a “man” (or a face). The ears of the 
rabbit are branded into the manju while the pink eyes are made using coloring powder.
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