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AFLO

Japan’s Women

on Top of the World
Japanese women have been achieving remarkable success in a variety of fields overseas. This
month’s Cover Story showcases some notable examples, beginning with “Nadeshiko Japan,” Japan’s
World Cup winning soccer team.

I

In the final of the FIFA Women’s World Cup soccer

the U.S. team coach and players praised the Japan

tournament held on July 17 in Frankfurt, Germany,

team and the efforts of captain and midfielder

Japan beat the United States after a penalty shootout

Homare Sawa.

to win the tournament for the first time.
Commenting on the Japan team after the match,
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Sawa not only finished as the leading goal scorer
of the tournament with five goals but was also cho-

AFLO

Homare Sawa poses with her Golden Boot award for
leading goal scorer alongside Abby Wambach of the
United States, who won the Bronze Boot, July 17.

Following the team’s return, a “Nadeshiko Boom”
exploded across Japan. The media reported on the
players’ movements for consecutive days and Japan
Women’s Football League matches, in which national
team players appeared, saw their average attendance
jump twenty times compared with the previous year
Homare Sawa (No. 10) of Japan
scores in the FIFA Women’s
World Cup final on July 17.

in some matches.
On August 18, the Japanese Government presented the team with the People’s Honor Award, noting
“its firm teamwork and spirit of never giving up, for
accomplishing a great achievement of becoming

sen as tournament MVP.

No. 1 in the world for the first time in the history of

Commenting after the match, Sawa said, “I’m so

Japanese soccer, as well as for giving the disaster vic-

pleased that I can do something I love and in the

tims and all the people of Japan who are trying to rise

process make so many people happy and receive all

from the devastation of the Great East Japan Earth-

this support, and I hope this encourages more and

quake the courage to face hardships and moving

more women to take up soccer.”

them with the team’s eloquent style of play.”

The Japan team is familiarly known as “Nadeshiko

Thereafter, the Japan team also won an Olympic

Japan,” nadeshiko being the flower which tradition-

qualifying match in China in September, securing

ally symbolizes Japanese female beauty and strength.

their place at the London Olympics in 2012.
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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Nakanishi Runs and Jumps
into Record Books
Amputee athlete Maya Nakanishi hopes to build on her track-and-field triumphs in Japan by taking
a medal or two at the 2012 London Paralympics. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji reports.

W

When Maya Nakanishi was twenty-one, her right

tance running. When she did, she improved incredibly

leg was crushed by a five-ton steel frame that col-

quickly, setting Japanese records for the 100- and

lapsed on her while she was working for a paint

200-meter sprints in a mere six months.

shop. At that time Nakanishi was a soft tennis player

Then, on September 14, 2008 at the Beijing 2008

who was chosen to represent Oita Prefecture. After

Paralympic Games, Nakanishi became the first Japa-

the accident, she learned that if she kept her foot,

nese woman to be at the start line in a 100-meter

rehabilitation would take a very long time and she

race. By coincidence that day was exactly two years

wouldn’t be able to return to being an athlete any

after her accident. She ran 13.93 seconds in the

time soon. So she decided to have it removed 15

qualifying heat, breaking her own Japanese record,

cm below the knee.

and placed sixth in the final. Moreover, she placed

Nakanishi remembers, “Not only could I not play
tennis; at first, I couldn't even walk properly on the
prosthetic leg, so I got really depressed.”

fourth in the 200-meter race.
But Nakanishi wasn’t at all satisfied with
these results.

At that time the leading Japanese manufacturer of

“Since I had never lost in Japan, I underestimated

prosthetic legs for sports suggested that she switch

what it would be like against the rest of the world,”

to track-and-field, so she began practicing short dis-

says Nakanishi. “I realized very keenly that if I were
to put myself in the tough international
environment, unless I strengthened myself mentally, I would never be able to
win there.”
She decided to go to the United States,
and in 2009 started training based at the

©TAKAO OCHI/KANPARA PRESS

National Olympic Training Center in San
Diego, California. There she met her current
coach, Al Joyner, who coached her in the
100- and 200-meter sprints, and the long
jump. One and a half months after her
Maya Nakanishi (No. 1702) competes in the 100-meters at the
Beijing 2008 Paralympic Games. Nakanishi placed sixth in the
final.
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training began, in her first competition as a
long jumper, she jumped to a new Japa-

Maya Nakanishi holds
Japanese national records
for athletes with a
prosthetic foot in the
100- and 200-meter
sprint, and long jump
events. There are few
female amputee athletes
anywhere in the world
who compete in three
events at the top level.

nese record of 4 m 71
cm. After more training, she has improved
to reach her best jump
of 4 m 96 cm, which
is only 13 cm away
from the world record.
“I’m the smallest of
the female track-andfield athletes with a
prosthetic leg (at 158
cm). So at competitions abroad, the other
athletes and spectators are really surprised
when I beat the tall
competitors. It’s a really
feeling,”

laughs Nakanishi. “Al
says he has no doubt
I’m going to set a world
record. So I really want
to break the world re-

©TAKAO OCHI/KANPARA PRESS

satisfying

cords in all three events for sure.”
Participating in next year’s London Paralympics is a

give lectures, do interviews, and run sports classes
for children.

big goal for Nakanishi. But an athlete's life is a busy

“I want to raise awareness about sport for persons

one. Finding sponsors, preparing to travel to and

with a disability in Japan, and establish it as a culture

enter competitions, among other things, she has to

rooted in our society,” says Nakanishi. “I feel as if I

do all by herself. In addition, when she makes return

have to pave the way for athletes with a disability

trips to Japan, she is very receptive to requests to

who come after me.”
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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The Mother Theresa of Haiti
The major earthquake that struck Haiti in January 2010 caused serious damage and left countless
people homeless. Many are still without a home today. Outbreaks of cholera and other infectious
diseases have made a bad situation even worse. Akiko Sudo has been providing medical assistance
in Haiti for over thirty years. Known as the Mother Theresa of Haiti by local people, she is still actively
helping the Haitian community at the age of eighty-four. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji reports.

A

Akiko Sudo decided to go over to Haiti in

The reality that faced Sudo however was ex-

1976, when she was forty-nine. She made up

tremely tough. Despite its name, the sanatorium

her mind after reading an article reporting that

had no medical facilities whatsoever. There was

tuberculosis was the number one cause of death

no electricity, no running water, and a shortage

in Haiti.

of beds for patients, many of whom had to sleep

Having qualified as a doctor shortly after

on the floor. Sudo was also confronted with se-

World War II, Sudo worked until 1972 treating

rious social issues too, including a high rate of

tuberculosis patients at a hospital run by a

illiteracy and a lack of infrastructure.

Catholic religious order in the city of Nishi-

Working with Haitian sisters, doctors and

nomiya in Hyogo Prefecture. Tuberculosis used

nurses, Sudo began to set up hospital facilities

to be regarded fearfully in Japan, as a deadly ill-

at the sanatorium, with assistance from coun-

ness for which there was no cure. Thanks to

tries such as Canada and Japan. They installed

the spread of antibiotics and advances in immu-

medical equipment and dug a well in order to

nization, diagnosis and other countermeasures

provide clean water. Although the sanatorium

since the war however, the mortality rate has

was set up to provide treatment for tuberculo-

been drastically reduced.

sis, it still had a steady stream of out patients

“I wanted to introduce Japanese counter-

and was forced to treat external injuries in

measures to Haiti in order to eradicate tubercu-

some cases. Sudo worked flat-out examining

losis,” recalls Sudo.
The religious order that Sudo belongs to
was planning to set up a branch in Haiti at
around the same time, so she asked the heads
of the order to be sent over to Haiti. In October
1976, Sudo was dispatched by the heads of the
order, and in December 1977 was appointed by
Haiti’s Ministry of Health to work as a doctor at
the Sanatorium of Sigueneau in a town called
Léogâne, roughly 30 kilometers to the west of
the Haitian capital Port-au-Prince.
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Akiko Sudo at the Sanatorium of Sigueneau in
Léogâne in the 1980s

Before the Haiti Earthquake,
Akiko Sudo met thenAgriculture Minister François
Severi (right), who promised
to provide national land for
the agricultural school that
Sudo planned to establish.

and worked to establish an agricultural school
to help local people achieve independence.
With plans for the school going well, she came
back to Japan for a visit. It was then, on January
12, 2010, that the Haiti earthquake struck.

and

treating

patients,

“I was stunned,” says Sudo. “I had been in

morning, noon and night.

Haiti for over thirty years, and I couldn’t re-

By the 1980s, the sanato-

member a single earthquake during that time.”

rium had built a treat-

Sudo was keen to head straight back to Haiti

ment center and a medi-

after the quake, but was unable to establish

cal ward for critical patients, with the help of

contact. It wasn’t until late April, three months

the Japanese government. Sudo continued to

on from the earthquake, that she finally man-

improve its medical facilities however, in her

aged to get back to Léogâne.

capacity as director of the sanatorium.

Unfortunately, all eight of the buildings at

Sudo handed over the reins to a Haitian

the Sanatorium of Sigueneau had been either

doctor in the mid-1980s, but continued to treat

fully or partially destroyed by the earthquake,

patients and provide advice regarding hospital

leaving roughly sixty patients to undergo treat-

management in a new role as international di-

ment in tents, outside in the scorching heat.

rector. From the latter part of the 1980s on-

Sudo immediately set about getting them

wards however, Haiti was plunged into political

the water they needed. She also entered into

and economic turmoil as a result of a coup and

negotiations with the Japanese government,

economic sanctions imposed by the United Na-

UN bodies and NGOs in an effort to get the

tions. Despite frequent outbreaks of rioting

hospital rebuilt. As a result, the sanatorium’s

and looting around the town, and the fact that

laundry block was built by members of the

many foreign citizens had fled the country,

Japan Self-Defense Forces in July this year. Al-

Sudo refused to abandon her patients and re-

though the medical ward still hasn’t been re-

mained in Haiti. Amidst all the chaos, one pa-

built, the patients will move into a temporary

tient said to her, “Don’t worry, Sister, we’ll pro-

hospital built by the Swiss Red Cross in the

tect you,” words that have stayed with her ever

near future.

since. “When I realized that they trusted and

“When I see people in Haiti, particularly

loved me so much that they were willing to risk

children, who are still positive despite living

their lives to protect me, I was so touched,”

with such hardship and poverty, I feel like I

says Sudo. “At the end of the day, it’s love that

am the one who has been saved,” says Sudo.

keeps people alive.”

“I have always tried to do my bit to help patients, but they are the ones who have inspired

Hopes for Haiti

me to keep going. People cannot live alone.

Despite retiring from the sanatorium in 2008, at

There is only hope when we come together to

the age of eighty-one, Sudo stayed on in Haiti

help one another.”
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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Building the Foundations of
the World’s Newest Country
There are many Japanese women working in UN organizations and NGOs in developing countries.
The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji spoke with one of them, Azusa Chiba, who works in the Republic
of South Sudan, the 54th independent nation in Africa.

O

On July 9, 2011, the Republic of South Sudan

“I lived in a rural village and worked closely

was born after Africa’s longest-running civil

with local people. It was an exciting project and

war. That day, the capital, Juba, was filled with

great grassroots level experience. However, I

shouts of delight.

also witnessed a bitter reality. In those two

“Literally everyone throughout the city, re-

years, returnees lost hope for their country’s

gardless of nationality or color of skin, greeted

future because of the lack of social develop-

each other with a smile and shared their joy.

ment. No roads were built; no schools con-

Me too, of course,” says Chiba.

structed. The situation led some of them to be-

Chiba has been working in Sudan since Janu-

come refugees again. For South Sudan’s nation

ary as a Monitoring and Evaluation officer for

building, the acceleration of infrastructure de-

the United Nations Office for Project Services

velopment would be crucial to provide safety

(UNOPS). Until last year, she was a staff mem-

and stability for the people, who are the founda-

ber of a Japanese NGO, and had worked for di-

tions of new country. I developed a keen inter-

saster relief in fourteen countries, including

est in the UN and their national-level develop-

Zimbabwe, Indonesia, Myanmar and Haiti. Chiba

ment approach.”

managed a repatriation project in Sudan from

Last year Chiba signed up for the UN’s Ju-

2006 to 2008, helping thousands of South Suda-

nior Professional Officer Programme, and start-

nese refugees returning to their homeland.

ed to work for UNOPS, an organization which
operates on the front line, providing management services for life-saving peace-building and
humanitarian and development operations. In
the last six years, UNOPS has constructed fortyeight schools, 475 kilometers of road and thirty
police facilities in South Sudan. Chiba’s position

COURTESY OF ADRA

with UNOPS entails making sure that the UN
funds provided through various countries and
donors are utilized effectively, efficiently and
Azusa Chiba with children of Sudanese refugees in
2007, when she worked for a Japanese NGO in Sudan

10
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appropriately. Experience shows that there had
been many failed cases of infrastructure devel-

opment: a school without teachers; a school
built in a community where no one knows how
COURTESY OF AZUSA CHIBA

to repair damage. Chiba’s role is to monitor and
evaluate projects, in line with donors’ requirements, using various indicators. The goal is to
ensure a project’s sustainability, which includes
community ownership, female participation and
construction skill transfer to locals. In particu-

Azusa Chiba, Monitoring and Evaluation officer for
UNOPS, with merchant women she interviewed in a
local market, June 2011.

lar, women’s empowerment is one of the key
factors in UNOPS projects. In a paternal society

tion and are planning for their children’s future.

like South Sudan, women’s voice had been ne-

I am convinced since there are such self-

glected. “It is a big advantage that I am myself

dependent mothers, South Sudan will develop.

female. I am very approachable for South Suda-

Chiba says she was also very moved by ev-

nese women, and I can collect their straight

eryone’s sympathy when the Great East Japan

opinions,” says Chiba.

Earthquake struck. News of the disaster was
carried widely, so many people of all different

Pride of the South Sudanese

nationalities inquired after her family and friends’

Chiba was amazed at the sudden changes that

well being. Good news was also shared. The

occurred in South Sudan after it gained inde-

media gave a lot of coverage to the FIFA Wom-

pendence. The wetlands in front of the airport

en’s World Cup. On the day after Japan won the

were turned into a parking lot, the main streets

championship, everyone who met Chiba said,

became lined with streetlights, and even pedes-

“Those Japanese women are amazing!” “Con-

trian paths were constructed. Two and three

gratulations!” or “Japan, oh yeah!” (a parody of

story buildings are going up everywhere.

the shout that people greeted each other with on

During all of this, Chiba has met a number
of people who are proud to be South Sudanese.

South Sudan’s independence day, saying, with
one hand raised, “South Sudan, oh yeah!”)

Some women working on a road construction

“For many years I’ve wanted to help people

site told her, “Right now we are making money

who’ve faced life-threatening danger to return

thanks to this construction work, but when con-

to a normal way of life. I’m incredibly happy

struction ends, so will our income. Now every-

that I now have the chance to do,” says Chiba.

one in this area is trying to keep its cash flow

”My term of deployment in South Sudan is two

within the community, so that our local econo-

years. From the second year I’d like to have

my will be sustained.”

South Sudanese staff to work as my successors,

Chiba says, “I was so touched. Before, I saw

and give them full training as M&E officers.

many aid-dependant South Sudanese claiming

This is their country, and ultimately the South

free food and job opportunities. Now, I see people

Sudanese must be able to do everything them-

trying to create jobs. And I see strong women,

selves. That’s something that we, as interna-

who have carefully analyzed their current situa-

tionals, have to keep in mind.”
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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Open Architecture
for All
Award-winning architect group SANAA (Sejima and Nishizawa and Associates) is inspiring architects
and ordinary people around the world with its light, open designs. The Japan Journal’s Osamu
Sawaji asked one of the partners in the firm, Kazuyo Sejima, about their work.

I

In 2010, the Pritzker Architecture Prize, regarded

Kanazawa is a good example of an ‘open building.’

as the Nobel Prize of the architectural world, went to

The building is open to the surrounding town and

SANAA, an architect group comprising Kazuyo Sejima

we made it so that people can enter smoothly,” says

and Ryue Nishizawa. Of past laureates of the Pritzker

Sejima. “And while the building itself is complete,

Prize, Sejima was only the second female.

the impression the museum gives varies wildly de-

The Pritzker Prize jury members recognized

pending on how the works inside are displayed.”

SANAA’s architecture for being “simultaneously deli-

SANAA is currently in charge of the design for the

cate and powerful, precise and fluid, and ingenious

Louvre Reims, an extension of the Louvre Museum

but not overly or overtly clever.”

in the French city of Reims which is scheduled for

One piece of architecture that was also recognized

opening in December 2012. This Museum will also

by the jury members is the 21st Century Museum of

be characteristic of SANAA’s architecture. The build-

Contemporary Art, Kanazawa in Ishikawa Prefecture.

ings will all be low-rise and the entrance hall will be

The circular shape of the building with its many glass

a public space that anyone can enter. In addition,

walls means it has no designations of front or back,

the aluminum outer walls of the exhibition building

and visitors can enter from any of four entrances

with their mirrored surfaces will reflect the trees and

placed at the north, south, east and west.

lawns, helping the building to blend in with the natu-

“The 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art,

ral surroundings.

Image picture of the entrance hall of Louvre Reims, an extension of the Louvre Museum in the French city of Reims. The
museum is scheduled for opening in December 2012.
IMAGE CYRILLE THOMAS © SANAA / IMREY CULBERT / CATHERINE MOSBACH
CO-CONCEPTEURS : ©KAZUYO SEJIMA + RYUE NISHIZAWA / SANAA, TIM CULBERT + CELIA IMREY / IMREY CULBERT,
CATHERINE MOSBACH
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MASATOSHI SAKAMOTO

Kazuyo Sejima before a model of the reconstruction plan for Miyatojima in Higashimatsushima, Miyagi Prefecture. The
model, measuring around 2.5 meters wide and four meters long, was transported to Miyatojima by truck, and then
discussed with residents.
Sejima’s office is located along a canal in Tokyo’s Edogawa Ward amid a mixture of high-rise condominiums, housing
developments and factories. The office was rebuilt from what was once a warehouse and is one single-storied 740square-meter space that resembles a gymnasium.

SANAA is also working on projects such as the

tween the inside and the outside,” explains Sejima.

development of La Samaritaine, an established de-

“Even for Europe and the United States, I think the

partment store in Paris, and on public housing

fact that they try to incorporate these kinds of Japa-

complexes in Paris. In addition, SANAA is proceed-

nese sensibilities in their architecture is one of the

ing with construction plans for the likes of muse-

reasons I get invitations from overseas.”

ums, concert halls and office buildings in Germany,

In the midst of an increasing number of overseas

China, South Korea, Mexico and the United States.

projects, one local project that Sejima is passionately

As a consequence, Sejima has gone on more than

working on is reconstruction support for Miyatojima

twenty overseas business trips a year. While some

island in Higashimatsushima, Miyagi Prefecture,

forty staff work at SANAA’s offices, a quarter of them

which suffered tsunami damage as a result of the

are foreigners from countries such as Ireland, Italy,

Great East Japan Earthquake. To date Sejima has vis-

France, and the United States. Sejima attracts many

ited the island several times to proceed a reconstruc-

overseas architects who have been inspired by her

tion plan in consultation with the local residents.

architecture.

“When you talk with the residents, you realize that

“For example, architects in Europe and the United

even though the town has been lost in a physical

States create extremely thick doors and try to sepa-

sense, it remains firmly rooted in their hearts,” re-

rate the inside and outside of buildings, while Japa-

counts Sejima. “I want it to become a beautiful town

nese architects use light doors that can be easily

in which the lives of people linked with the sea form

opened and closed to preserve the relationship be-

a part of the scenery.”
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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Women in Charge
In recent years, more and more Japanese women are moving
into executive positions in corporate management and
international organizations. One good example of this trend
is the president of G&S Global Advisors, Sakie T. Fukushima,
who was a member of the Board of Directors of the
international executive search firm Korn/Ferry International,
and was the only Japanese named in Business Week’s 2008
MASATOSHI SAKAMOTO

“The World’s 100 Most Influential Headhunters.” Fukushima,
who was the first woman to serve on the board of such major
Japanese companies as Sony and Kao, is now a member of
the board of the major tire manufacturer Bridgestone and the
Sakie T. Fukushima, president of
G&S Global Advisors

leading food producer Ajinomoto. In this interview, she speaks
with the Japan Journal's Osamu Sawaji.

What kinds of changes are occurring
in the Japanese business world in
terms of perceptions about human
resources?

sales of that company’s home appliances have
improved. The reason behind this is that the
person who usually makes the purchasing decisions regarding such appliances in Japanese
households is the wife. Recently, the number

Sakie T. Fukushima: In these last couple of

of companies that have adopted this type of ini-

years, Japanese businesses have been pursu-

tiative has increased.

ing well-qualified individuals regardless of
gender, nationality or age. The reason for this
is that corporations are realizing that for them
to survive in the changing global market, they
must make use of a wide variety of people. One

A characteristic of Japanese
companies is the lifetime
employment system. Has this been
changing?

of the progressive major consumer electronics
manufacturers established a Diversity Promo-

When I first started working in the executive

tion Office to get female employees more in-

search field at the beginning of the 1990s, the

volved in management. By doing this, the

majority of Japanese strongly believed that a

viewpoint of women has become reflected in

corporation was a workplace in which you en-

the development of the company’s household

trusted your life, so most people were reluc-

products such as washing machines. By infus-

tant to change jobs. But recently changing

ing female sensibilities into their products,

jobs has become more common, and large

14
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corporations have started to hire senior execu-

At present, the Committee is compiling pro-

tives from outside.

posals for the development of global human

In my own executive search activities, a

resources. We are currently examining the is-

major energy company requested me to find fe-

sues by hearing from experts and discussing

male heads for its departments, which led me

with the Committee members. Next year, we

to assist in hiring Japanese females away from a

plan to propose plans that should be imple-

large beverage manufacturer and a foreign cos-

mented at the national, corporate and house-

metics producer. One woman who moved from

hold levels.

a major department store to being the president

I think global human capital constitutes

of a confectionary producer initiated sales orga-

people who have gaiju naigo. In English, the

nization reforms to improve the company’s per-

phrase that comes closest to capturing the

formance. Among my personal relationships,

meaning of this term is “an iron fist in a velvet

there are examples of highly capable women

glove.” Gaiju is the ability to respond flexibly

who’ve switched jobs from the public to private

and tenaciously to diverse values. Naigo is

sector, such as the current executive vice presi-

strength of convictions that is the core of self-

dent of the major cosmetics manufacturer Shi-

identity. The market is becoming more and

seido, Kimie Iwata, who moved from the Minis-

more globalized, so corporations must respond

try of Health, Labor and Welfare, and a current

to a variety of different values flexibly and tena-

member of the House of Councilors, Yoriko

ciously and survive international competition,

Kawaguchi, who moved from what is now the

so I believe it is imperative that global human

Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry to

capital possesses gaiju naigo.

become a director for the major beverage company Suntory. I think that more and more
women will move into important positions in
Japanese corporations.

You are a vice chair of the Japan
Association of Corporate Executives.
What is your role in the Association
as the chair of the Committee on
Development and Utilization of
Human Resources?

Can you give us an impressive
example of a Japanese woman who
has gaiju naigo?
Japan’s national women’s soccer team is an excellent example of gaiju naigo. Most members
of the European and U.S. teams at the World
Cup were physically larger than the Japanese
members. However, to overcome this physical
difference, the Japanese players’ strategy was
to keep moving and make short passes. That

The Japan Association of Corporate Executives

was their gaiju. They had a strong conviction

is putting its efforts into the “development of

not to be defeated. That was their naigo. I think

global human resources.” Global human capi-

it was because the Japanese team had gaiju

tal constitutes people who can make a differ-

naigo that they were able to become champions

ence in the drastically changing global market.

at such an important international event.
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A Week on
Yakushima

Participants on the JapaneseAustralian Environmental
Conservation Program stand before
an approximately 1,800-year-old
Yakusugi cedar in Yakusugi Land.

Y

Yakushima is a small round island with a 130 km

vegetation varies widely depending on the elevation,

circumference, with forty-six mountains, including

ranging everywhere from subtropical plants to subal-

Kyushu’s highest, Miyanoura-dake with a height of

pine vegetation. Yakushima was designated as a

1,936 m. Though the climate is subtropical, the tem-

World Natural Heritage site in 1993 after being rec-

perature falls as the elevation rises, with the climate

ognized for its unique ecosystem and biodiversity.

becoming subarctic at the summit. Because of this,

There are 1,500 plant species, more than 70% of

16
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pan’s National Land Afforestation
Promotion Organization. Since this
year is the International Year of
Forests, Yakushima was chosen as the place for the
program due to its prominent forest. A total of twenty
volunteers participated; six from Australia and fourteen from Japan.
Each participant worked intensively to preserve
and observe Yakushima’s natural environment. Such
BOTH PHOTOS YOSHIFUSA HASHIZUME

activities included placement of nets to protect evergreens from being damaged by deer overpopulation, trimming of undergrowth in forests of Yaku
shima white pine, an endemic conifer, and
observation of over 1,000-year-old Yakusugi trees
that grow in the ancient forest in Yakusugi Land. An
An Australian participant surveys loggerhead sea turtle
eggs at a nesting beach on Yakushima, September 4.
Eastern Australia and Japan are the two major nesting
areas for these turtles.

incubation survey was also carried out in the spawning grounds of the endangered loggerhead sea turtle.
“I’ve never seen such abundant nature. And the
people of the island are so friendly, it’s just wonder-

those in Japan, in the forest which thickly covers

ful. I’m so glad I came because I was able to do so

90% of the island. Forty of the native species are

many different things that you just can’t do on a

found only on Yakushima.

normal vacation,” said Owen Menne, a participant

During the week of September 1 to 7, the
Japanese-Australian Environmental Conservation

in the Japanese-Australian Environmental Conservation Program for two years running.

Program was held on the island. This is part of a pro-

Takaaki Hotta, one of the Japanese participants,

gram started as an assistance project in 2006 by Ja-

said, “It was a valuable experience that was useful to
the environment as well as myself.
The big thing that I’ve come away
with from this is that by learning
about a lot of things with everyone
else, I’ve acquired a perspective on

Honshu

the forest and ocean that I haven’t
had before.” Many people also
said, ”I’d like to come back in a few
kyushu
Yakushima is located
approximately 60 km southsouthwest of Cape Sata, the
southernmost tip of Kyushu.

years to see what kind of changes
Cape Sata

have happened to the plants under
the nets that protect them from
being eaten by deer.”
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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H2O Studies 101
Dr. Masaru Tanaka, chief research fellow at the International Institute
for Advanced Studies, set out his vision for H2O Studies (or H to O,
Headwater to Ocean Studies) in 2003, having spent more than forty years
conducting ecological research into marine larval fish. Toshio Matsubara
TOSHIO MATSUBARA

spoke to Tanaka about the aims of this new academic discipline.
Dr. Masaru Tanaka, chief research fellow at the
International Institute for Advanced Studies

What sort of discipline is H2O Studies?

tween the forests, rivers and seas, which mankind has destroyed.

Dr. Masaru Tanaka: H2O Studies is an integrated study program for restoring the linkage
between forest and the sea. For human beings,

What will research and activities as
part of H2O Studies actually involve?

issues relating to water (H2O) have become extremely serious in the twenty-first century. As

H2O Studies is closely linked to the non-profit

well as the English “H2O,” the name also refers

organization Mori wa umi no koibito (The Sea

to the concept of “Headwater to Ocean,” cover-

Is Longing for the Forest), which began in Kes-

ing the flow of water from the river’s source

ennuma in Miyagi Prefecture in 1989. Shigeatsu

down to the sea.

Hatakeyama started the movement with an em-

Leaf mulch from the forest produces dis-

phasis on restoring mountain forests, which

solved iron, which is an essential nutrient for

would then clean up the polluted seas and

plankton. Rivers then carry the dissolved iron

breathe life back into oyster farming. Hatakeya-

into the sea, ensuring a plentiful supply of food.

ma holds a tree-planting ceremony every year

River basin wetlands are also a key source of

as a symbol of the movement. He also puts ef-

dissolved iron. However, leaf mulch has not

forts into environmental education for children.

built up in the mountains as the forests have in-

Every year, around 500 children are invited to

creasingly become ravaged. In addition, we are

the fishing village so that they can experience

seeing more and more cases where sufficient

the sea for themselves. This enables them to

levels of dissolved iron do not flow into the sea

genuinely appreciate how the mountains, the

owing to riverbank revetments. This is one of

village and the sea relate to one another, and

the main reasons why fish catches have de-

understand that their lifestyles have a direct

clined in coastal waters. The aim of H2O Studies

impact on those of the local fishermen.

is once again to restore these natural links be18

Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011

As a result, children have started to halve

the use of toothpaste and soap, or asked to re-

structions and Ecology Dry Sys-

duce the use of pesticides if they are from farm-

tem (EDS) techniques using

ing households, much to the surprise of their

wood from local forests. EDS is

parents. The actions of their children have

a treatment process that involves heating and

brought about a change in awareness amongst

smoking wood as soon as it has been cut down

local people, and have even prompted the local

so that it can be turned into solid building mate-

authorities to take action to significantly im-

rials in the space of just five days, rather than the

prove the environment within the river basin.

usual process of drying wood for at least a year.
This has the added advantage of producing good

Can H2O Studies bring to the
restoration process in areas affected
by the earthquake?

quality building materials from any species of
tree. Logging also used to be limited to the period
from early fall to winter, when trees stop sucking
moisture out of the ground. Whereas this used

I believe that the first step towards creating an

to be a key factor in ensuring that wood could

integrated primary industry based on intimate

dry naturally and efficiently, EDS makes it possi-

linkage between forests and the sea is to revital-

ble to continue logging all year round. It is a rev-

ize the forestry and coastal fishing industries at

olutionary technique that has the potential to

the same time. There are plans to rebuild houses

kick-start the forestry industry.

that were destroyed by the tsunami in fishing
villages using earthquake-resistant (frame) con-

Feeding the Oysters

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.

“The mountains, the
sea and rivers are intimately linked. That’s why

tsunami generated by the Great East Japan Earthquake. The

it is necessary to properly

tsunami washed away the oyster farming facilities, boats and

maintain the mountains,”

offices operated by Shigeatsu Hatakeyama, the representative

said Hatakeyama. “Con-

of Mori wa umi no koibito (The Sea Is Longing for the Forest).

ducting

However, following the earthquake, vast numbers of volun-

thinning and tree trim-

teers have descended on Kesennuma and made progress re-

ming operations brings

moving the wreckage around the oyster farming facilities. In

light to the underbrush

June, as has happened each year since 1989, a tree-planting

and encourages fresh growth. As well as generating employ-

ceremony of broadleaf trees also took place as usual. In Au-

ment, this kind of work aids in the reconstruction of buildings

gust, the organization received the Suntory Prize for Commu-

using local timber, and before we know it, dissolved iron will

nity Cultural Activities.

be flowing out and enriching the sea as well. I hope that this

On September 13 in Tokyo, Hatakeyama held a seminar
on assistance for the disaster-affected region.

adequate

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

Kesennuma in Miyagi Prefecture was badly damaged in the

tree
Shigeatsu Hatakeyama,
oyster farmer and representative of Mori wa umi
no koibito

earthquake serves as the impetus for the creation of new
models such as these.”
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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Preserving and Utilizing
the Bounties of Forests
The United Nations has declared 2011 the International Year of
Forests. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji spoke with Forestry
Agency Director General Yoshitsugu Minagawa about the current
state of forests in Japan and around the world, and on the role that

THE JAPAN JOURNAL

forests play.

Yoshitsugu
Minagawa, director
general of the
Forestry Agency

national Year of Forests was declared with the
aim of having as many people as possible understand the importance of sustainable forest
management and utilization, or in other words,

Please explain the background to the
United Nations declaring 2011 the
International Year of Forests.
Yoshitsugu Minagawa: Between 1990 and

the use of wood materials to an extent that falls
below the amount of forest growth.

What sort of international
contributions is Japan making?

2010, the world’s forests shrunk by more than
130 million hectares. Excessive logging is par-

First of all, there is forest regeneration. For in-

ticularly serious in the forests of cold-weather

stance, Japan has provided support for the re-

zones such as Siberia and in tropical rainforests

generation of forests affected by the Great Sich-

along the equator. This is why we see problems

uan Earthquake which struck China in 2008.

such as with the orangutan, which lives in the

The Great Sichuan Earthquake caused many

tropical rainforests of Indonesia, being threat-

large-scale landslides. Japan supports tree-

ened with extinction.

planting programs designed to stop these land-

About two thirds of Japan’s territory is cov-

slides from occurring.

ered in forests. However, in the artificial planta-

To take steps against illegal logging in the

tions that make up roughly 40% of Japan’s for-

tropical rainforests of Southeast Asia, we have

ests, a slump in wood prices and lower demand

also provided support for the development of

for wood has led to little attention being given

wood traceability technologies which, by read-

to maintenance such as tree thinning, and the

ing the information on a barcode attached to

disaster prevention functions and carbon diox-

the wood from felled trees, can determine

ide (CO2 ) absorption capacity of these forests

whether or not wood comes from a legally

has declined as a result.

felled tree.

To remedy these circumstances, the Inter20
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In addition, in negotiations on preventing

global warming, Japan has made strong appeals

which are even more resilient

regarding the importance of REDD (Reduced

to tsunami.

Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Deg-

A large number of officials

radation), which decreases greenhouse gas

from foreign embassies in Japan attended a

emissions by reducing the loss of forests in de-

symposium for coastal disaster prevention for-

veloping countries. To promote the idea, Japan

est regeneration held in July as a commemora-

has also provided support for technologies that

tive project for the International Year of Forests.

use satellites to analyze the state of forests.

Moving forward, a major role for Japan will be
communicating the world our experiences with

What role did forests play in the
Great East Japan Earthquake?

earthquake disasters in the context of energy

Since the Edo period (1603–1867), communi-

How can forests be utilized for
recovery from the Great East Japan
Earthquake?

ties in the Tohoku region have developed costal disaster prevention forests to prevent dam-

and disaster prevention.

age from the likes of tsunami, high tide, salt
air and blown sand. Due to the tsunami caused

Tohoku is a region whose forests provide abun-

by the Great East Japan Earthquake, roughly

dant gifts. In particular, the Pacific coast is the

two thirds of disaster prevention forests plant-

center of the logging industry and where facto-

ed along a stretch of coast more than 200 kilo-

ries for lumber, plywood and papermaking are

meters long from Aomori Prefecture to Chiba

located. Now more than ever, utilizing the boun-

Prefecture

However,

ties of forests will play a big part into the eco-

disaster-prevention forests did play a role in

nomic recovery of the disaster-affected regions

dampening the effects of the tsunami, slowing

and the Tohoku region as a whole.

suffered

damage.

its progress and holding up large amounts of
floating wreckage.

One of those roles is the use of wood for energy. Constructing wood biomass power gener-

For example, Hachinohe in Aomori Prefec-

ating plants would revitalize the local economy

ture was hit by a tsunami over six meters high

through the utilization of local wood and lead to

and more than twenty boats cut a swath through

reduced CO2 emissions.

parts of the coastal disaster prevention forests.

The earthquake produced more than 20

However, the forests managed to hold off all of

million tons of wreckage. The wood that

these boats. They had the effect of halting the

makes up some of this wreckage could be

encroachment of the boats into the residential

used in wood biomass power generation. I

areas behind.

hope that wood biomass power generating

Soon, improvements such as planting trees

plants and district heating facilities that would

whose roots extend deeper and extending the

serve as a future model are constructed as

width of plantations will be undertaken to re-

soon as possible in Iwate, Miyagi and Fuku-

build disaster prevention forests into areas

shima Prefectures.
Highlighting Japan OCTOBER 2011
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PRIME MINISTER’S DIARY

Addresses at
UN Headquarters
have already presented two reports to the IAEA on
the course of events. The Investigation and Verification Committee on the Accident at the Fukushima
Nuclear Power Stations of Tokyo Electric Power
Company is conducting a comprehensive investigation of the accident from a neutral and objective
standpoint and will release its final report next year.
Japan will hold an international conference to be
co-hosted by the IAEA next year, through which we
will share with the international community the rePrime Minister Yoshihiko Noda delivers
his address at the General Assembly of
the United Nations, September 23.

sults of our comprehensive inspections and our
charted courses of actions towards the safe use of
nuclear energy.”

P

Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda delivered a speech

Prime Minister Noda then spoke at the Sixty-Sixth
Session of the United Nations General Assembly on
September 23, 2011.

to the United Nations High-Level Meeting on Nuclear

He said, “The world expressed friendship and soli-

Safety and Security held in New York, the United

darity as well as praise for the Japanese people im-

States on September 22, 2011 (local time).

mediately after the earthquake. On behalf of the peo-

Prime Minister Noda said at the meeting, “Through
the dedicated efforts of our people involved, we are

ple of Japan, I express my heartfelt gratitude for the
helping hands extended from all over the world.”

steadily moving closer to stable control of the acci-

Prime Minister Noda continued, “I am resolved to

dent. The most recent estimates indicate that the

implement Japanese diplomacy working hand in

amount of radioactive materials being discharged is

hand with the all of the world leaders here at the

now being held down to a level one-four millionth of

United Nations, with the determination to make a

the level at the early stages of the accident. We are

substantive contribution to overcoming the challeng-

now making every effort to achieve the state of cold

es the world is facing and to shaping a brighter future

shutdown of the reactors roughly within 2011, ahead

for humanity.” He then expressed his commitment

of schedule.”

to policies such as the active utilization of Japan’s

He went on to say, “Japan will disclose to the in-

ODA to support developing countries, achieving eco-

ternational community all the information related to

nomic growth in tandem with fiscal health, and pro-

this accident, in both swift and accurate manner. We

moting a transition to a green economy.

22
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Prime Minister Noda then announced Japan’s new
commitment to Africa and the Middle East. He stated

worth approximately 100 million U.S. dollars it has
already implemented.

that, as part of the support to the Republic of South

Prime Minister Noda also announced that Japan

Sudan which became independent in July 2011,

would support reform and democratization efforts in

Japan was preparing to dispatch Japanese Self-

the Middle East and North Africa. To improve the

Defense Forces personnel as staff officers of the

employment situation and support human resource

headquarters of the United Nations Mission in the

development in the region, Japan was prepared to

Republic of South Sudan, and Japan will conduct the

extend an additional yen loan worth approximately 1

necessary field study as early as possible for dispatch-

billion U.S. dollars in total, for projects that were ex-

ing an engineering unit of the Self-Defense Forces.

pected to contribute to infrastructure building and

He went on to say that, in response to the drought

industrial development. He also stated that Japan

in the Horn of Africa, which was directly affecting the

would provide support to ensure fair elections in Tu-

children of the region, Japan will act to mitigate this

nisia and Egypt, and, for a new Libya, Japan would

suffering as effectively as possible by providing fur-

support the country’s nation-building efforts in coop-

ther humanitarian aid, in addition to the assistance

eration with the international community.

Japan Night at Summer Davos

months, with efforts to-
wards reconstruction
On September 14, the Japanese government, Japan moving forward steadi-
External Trade Organization (JETRO) and Japan ly,” said Prime Minister
Association of Corporate Executives jointly orga- Noda in the message.
nized Japan Night, as a side event of the Annual “Even after the earth-
Meeting of the New Champions, also known as quake and tsunami di-
the “Summer Davos,” at the World Economic saster, in Japan we have
the will and the ability
Forum (WEF) held in Dalian, China.
Scene from the
The main message of Japan Night was “Creative to contribute to the
Japanese dance
performance at Japan
Reconstruction—Towards a More Resilient and world,” he emphasized.
Night, September 14
Ambassador of Japan
Sustainable Society.” About 500 people, including
leaders in a wide range of fields from around the to China Uichiro Niwa,
Chairman of Mitsubishi Corporation Yorihiko
world, took part in the event.
At the beginning of the event, which drew a ca- Kojima, and Executive Chairman of the World
pacity audience, a video message from Prime Min- Economic Forum Klaus Schwab all spoke at the
ister Yoshihiko Noda was screened. “The infra- event. Professor Schwab brought high school stu-
structure and the economy of the tsunami-ravaged dents from areas affected by the earthquake onto
area have rebounded convincingly these last six the stage and introduced them to the audience. A
film on the reconstruction was run, and a
Japanese dance was performed with a
High school
theme of cherry blossoms blooming in a
students from
Sendai gave a
tsunami-hit area this year. High school
taiko (Japanese
students from Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture,
drums)
performance at
which was affected by the earthquake,
Japan Night.
played Japanese drums.
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TOPICS

BOTH PHOTOS MASATOSHI SAKAMOTO

Yokohama
Triennale
2011

U

Under the title ”OUR MAGIC HOUR—How Much of

twelve sculptures from Swiss-born artist Ugo

the World Can We Know?” the Yokohama Triennale

Rondinone, moonrise.east. (2005), line up outside

2011 is being held until November 6 at two main

the Yokohama Museum of Art to greet visitors. Each

venues in Yokohama, Kanagawa Prefecture: the

humorous work has its own adorable expression and

Yokohama Museum of Art and the NYK Waterfront

elicits cries of “how cute!” from children.

Warehouse (BankART Studio NYK). More than 300

The three-dimensional work One Sentence (2011)

works from seventy-seven participating artists/groups

by Chinese-born Yin Xiuzhen has been placed just

(thirty-four of whom were born in Japan) are on dis-

inside the entrance to the Yokohama Museum of

play, spanning a wide range of art including oil paint-

Art. In One Sentence the clothing from 108 individu-

ings, photography, video and sculpture.

als, from outerwear to socks, has been unraveled,

Each standing at a height of over two meters,
24
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wrapped into concentric circles and then placed into

Noguchi and Nobuyoshi Araki are also on display at
the museum.
Using a free bus service from the Yokohama Museum of Art, you can get to the NYK Waterfront Warehouse, the other main venue, in around ten minutes.
On the first floor of the NYK Waterfront Warehouse,
Untitled (2007/2011) by Dewar & Gicquel (the artist unit comprising English-born Daniel Dewar and
French-born Grégory Gicquel) is presented. Made
from clay and weighing some twenty tons, the powerful image depicts a giant hippopotamus over six
meters in length lying down.
On the third floor, Swedish-born Henrik Håkansson’s
Fallen Forest (2006/2009/2011) is on display. The
piece features over ten different categories of trees
grown in pots and lying on their sides. The work appears to imply environmental destruction while at
the same time expressing the vitality of plant life.
“The Yokohama Triennale is a great place not just
for famous artists but where you can encounter works
One Sentence (2011) by Chineseborn Yin Xiuzhen. The size of the
containers is different depending
on the fabric wearer’s physique,
gender and the season the clothes
were made for. In the background
is TELEPHONE IN MAZE.

from obscure, fresh artists,” said a female Yokohama
resident in her twenties who was visiting the venue.
“There are some parts of contemporary art that are
difficult to grasp, but it’s also fun to think in your own
way about what the artist is trying to say.”

a cylindrical container reminiscent of a film canister
used to store film. There are 108 such containers,
which corresponds to the number of worldly desires
in Buddhism, displayed in a spiraling shape.
Exhibited alongside is the work TELEPHONE IN
MAZE (2011) by Japanese-born Yoko Ono, comprising a telephone placed in the center of a maze of
transparent acrylic. As calls are infrequently placed to
the telephone from Ono herself, lucky visitors may
be able to speak directly with the artist.
Works from the likes of René Magritte, Isamu

In front of the Yokohama Museum of Art stand twelve
sculptures, moonrise.east. (2005), by Swiss-born artist
Ugo Rondinone. The features on each statue’s face are
intended to correspond to each month of the year.
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SCIENCE

New Diagnostic Method for
Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD) is an intractable disease characterized by accumulation of abnormal
protein in the brain tissue. A new way to diagnose the disease has now been developed by a team
of scientists led by Professor Noriyuki Nishida of the Nagasaki University Graduate School of
Biomedical Sciences. The new diagnostic method was published in the medical journal Nature
Medicine issued January 30 of this year. Masaki Yamada reports on the latest developments of
diagnoses and treatments of CJD, a disease for which most aspects have yet to be revealed.

W

With CJD, some type of cause triggers the

spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), a transmis-

structure of the prion protein (PrP) in the brain

sible spongiform encephalopathy that is the

to change and accumulate in an abnormal form

same type of disease as CJD. Some other pa-

(PrPsc), causing the brain to take on a sponge-

tients are confirmed as having received organ

like texture. It has a long post-infection incuba-

transplantations from donors who died of CJD.

tion period of about ten years. Average life ex-

However, causes of infection remain unknown

pectancy after development of the disease is said

for about 80% of CJD patients.

to be approximately two years. Actually, howev-

CJD occurs in about one of every one mil-

er, most CJD patients become incapable of spon-

lion people annually worldwide. Japan has about

taneous movement and are bedridden within

130 new cases each year. On average, onset of

about six months of developing the disease.

symptoms occurs at about age sixty, but there

Some CJD patients have been confirmed as
having eaten meat of cows infected with bovine

are also rare cases of the illness in people in
their twenties or thirties.
Initial symptoms of CJD include progressive
dementia, which is similar to Alzheimer’s dementia, and a variety of other symptoms such as
impaired vision, depression and gait disorder.
CJD is therefore difficult to diagnose in its early
phase. In most cases, CJD infection is confirmed
after the illness has progressed considerably or

MASAKI YAMADA

in an autopsy after the patient dies.
“What is extremely important for treatment
of CJD,” Professor Nishida says, “is to diagnose
Noriyuki Nishida, professor at the Nagasaki University
Graduate School of Biomedical Sciences

26
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the disease and confirm the infection at as early
a stage as possible.”

Benefits of the New Diagnostic Method

technique in a study of about thirty cerebrospi-

The only method of antemortem diagnosis of

nal fluid specimens from patients who died of

suspected CJD patients used to be brain biopsy,

CJD, which was started in 2009 jointly with an

or removal of a small piece of brain tissue for

Australian medical team, and achieved greater

confirming the presence or absence of PrPsc.

than 80% sensitivity. On the other hand, the fluid

However, Professor Nishida notes that the

from patients who died of degenerative neuro-

problematic point of brain biopsy is that “re-

logical disorders other than CJD was confirmed

moving a piece of brain tissue means damaging

as negative with 100% accuracy, which demon-

a part of the brain. This is highly problematic

strated the high precision of RT-QUIC. The team

from the viewpoint of safety. Besides, this

is currently conducting joint research with teams

method is permitted only for brain surgeons

from South Korea, Germany, the United States

and cannot be performed in hospitals without a

and other countries, in addition to Australia.
“This diagnostic method has enabled us to

brain surgery department.”
Clinical studies had revealed that the cere-

detect the extremely small amount of PrPsc con-

brospinal fluid of CJD patients has a relatively

tained in the cerebrospinal fluid quickly and with

high concentration of 14-3-3 protein and tau

extremely high precision,” Professor Nishida

protein*; proteins within nerve cells. This led

says, “The method is also safer and easier than

Professor Nishida to come up with an idea that

brain tissue removal, so diagnosis of suspected

PrP as the cause of CJD may also be detected

CJD patients is now easier than before.”

sc

in the cerebrospinal fluid, which is much easier

As to whether early diagnosis and early detection will enable treatment of CJD, Professor

to take than brain tissue.
Since the conventional detection method

Nishida says, “unfortunately, there is no estab-

does not allow detection of PrPsc, which is ex-

lished treatment for CJD at the moment. Medi-

tremely small in amount, Professor Nishida de-

cines have been developed that delay the onset

veloped quaking-induced conversion (QUIC), a

of the illness if they are administered in ad-

new method of in vitro amplification of PrPsc.

vance, and some of the medicines are being as-

Professor Nishida’s team later made multiple

sessed in clinical trials.”

improvements to QUIC and succeeded in devel-

Development of new drugs effective for treat-

oping real-time QUIC (RT-QUIC), a method

ing CJD is a future issue. Needless to say, how-

that permits automatic detection of PrP within

ever, the achievement of Professor Nishida’s

forty-eight hours.

team enabling simple diagnosis of CJD by using

sc

The team began to apply this method for examining cerebrospinal fluid of suspected CJD

cerebrospinal fluid is an enormous step forward
for the establishment of treatment methods.

patients in Japan (performed by taking the fluid
from the lumbar spine via a needle inserted into

*Note: Abnormal tau proteins are considered one

the back) on consignment from the CJD Surveil-

of the causes of Alzheimer’s disease.

lance Committee of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare. The team also assessed the

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.
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JAPAN BRAND

The Farsighted Vision of
Masunaga Optical

A

Gavin Blair visits innovative high-end spectacles manufacturer Masunaga Optical in Fukui Prefecture.

At the dawn of the twentieth century,

the marketplace of cheaper glasses from other

Gozaemon Masunaga decided that the folk of

Asian countries, Masunaga Optical is still going

Fukui needed an industry to supplement their

strong as a manufacturer of high-end glasses.

farming incomes and bring some more wealth

The company began exporting glasses to

to their remote rural land on the Sea of Japan

Asia before World War II, and afterwards to Eu-

coast far from the nation’s increasingly wealthy

rope and the United States. However, the image

cities. He brought one artisan from Tokyo and

of Japanese goods at that time was still “cheap”

one from Osaka, the two centers of production

and “poor quality,” explains Masunaga.

for spectacles, to teach their craft to local work-

“Now we get complaints from our distribu-

ers. The industry blossomed, and today 97% of
the optical frames manufactured in Japan come
from Fukui.
As well as founding Masunaga Optical, his
own company, Masunaga helped groups of
newly trained craftsmen start out on their own,
eventually leading to hundreds of businesses

A pair of the Masunaga
glasses presented to
the Showa Emperor on
his visit to Fukui in
1933 and which the
company re-released in
a special edition to
celebrate the centenary
of its founding in 2005.

springing up across the local area.
“When glasses production started in Fukui,

tors that our glasses last for too long. They say

they were the worst in Japan, behind Tokyo and

‘sales of lenses are up but sales of frames are

Osaka. Customers returned the glasses and

down, because customers keep replacing the

complained, and the craftsmen got better by

lenses in the same frames.’ They say we should

improving their work as a result,” says the

make frames that aren’t so durable. I think

founder’s grandson and current president,

they’re only half joking,” says Masunaga with

Satoru Masunaga.

a laugh.
While many comand

made overseas, and Masunaga Optical’s profile

went, some unable to

was raised even further when it was widely re-

survive the arrival in

ported that the distinctive frames worn by U.S.

ALL PHOTOS BY ALFIE GOODRICH
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Some 50% of the company’s sales are now

came

vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin during
Masunaga Optical President
Satoru Masunaga
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the 2008 election campaign were made by the
company. Although the Masunaga brand name

received a global boost, it actually cost the company money in the short-term.
“We used to sell about 5,000 pairs a year of
the Kazuo Kawasaki model that Palin wore.
Soon after all the media started talking about

Frames in the Kazuo
Kawasaki line are designed
based on “human
engineering,” in
collaboration with the
distinguished industrial
designer Kazuo Kawasaki.
The frames won the Good
Design Prize in 2001.

her glasses, we got orders for 100,000 pairs.
And we only had 70 in stock at the time,” re-

company’s founding.

calls Masunaga.

Masunaga

“We switched all our production over to that

Optical

also celebrated its

model and stopped making everything else.

past by issuing a special replica model of the

The margins are lower on our exports; in addi-

glasses that the company had made for the

tion, we upset customers who received their

Showa Emperor in the 1930s. The distinctive

deliveries late. In the end, we would have made

round frames were a hit and the entire produc-

more money had we carried on as normal,” says

tion run sold out despite the very high price

Masunaga, while acknowledging the episode

tag. Masunaga proudly keeps a set of the 1930s

was great advertising for the company.

originals in his office.
Currently in the pipeline are glasses that

Future Glasses

can display information across the lenses when

Masunaga Optical has also developed various

required, a feature that Masunaga believes may

innovative pieces of eyewear that the president

be used by doctors performing operations, as

calls “future glasses.” These include Wink

well as many other potential applications. All

Glasses that cloud over if the wearer doesn’t

the while, the company continues to upgrade

blink regularly—a common problem that leads

the quality of its frames, largely through hands-

to dry and tired eyes for people using computer

on creation processes pursued by highly quali-

screens all day. Another invention developed

fied engineers.

by the company is super-strength glasses with

Masunaga says that almost all of the compa-

a camera-like lens built-in for people who are

ny’s models get copied in one way or another,

close to blind. While these Eye Fine glasses are

whether by low-cost manufacturers in other

a prototype that still requires work on the focus

countries replicating their designs, or by tech-

mechanism, Masunaga is confident that one

nology companies taking ideas from their “fu-

day the technology will be perfected.

ture glasses.”

Meanwhile the firm’s Teleglass spectacles

“Our products are always getting imitated

serve as a wearable monitor that can display

and replicated, but it’s OK, because nobody can

video or other images, these being created

really copy our craftsmanship and know-how,”

years before major electronics companies

he says with a confident smile.

brought the technology to market. These futuristic glasses were created in 2005 as part of a

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

collection to mark the 100th anniversary of the

publications in the United Kingdom, United States and Asia.
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THE NATION’S MUSEUMS

Itchiku
Kubota
Art
Museum

Kimonos from the Universe
section of Itchiku Kubota’s
Symphony of Light series are
displayed on a raised stage
under natural light in the
pyramid-shaped main building of
the Itchiku Kubota Art Museum.

Julian Ryall continues his tour of notable Japanese museums with a visit to Itchiku Kubota Art
Museum, established by world-renowned textile-dyeing artist Itchiku Kubota, in Fuji-Kawaguchiko,
Yamanashi Prefecture.

E

Encompassing the natural world of the sun, the

Kubota (1917–2003) created using the tsujigahana

sky, flowers, snow, Mount Fuji and colors that are so

(literally, “way-side flower”) technique, so named

vibrant that they are alive, the Itchiku Kubota Art Mu-

originally for the blossoms that were typically used in

seum is designed to speak to the viewer.

their designs.
The tsujigahana technique of detailed shibori (tie-

And so it does.
Opened in 1994, the museum overlooks Lake

dyeing) and embroidery dates from the early four-

Kawaguchiko and

teenth-century and had been virtually forgotten be-

across

the

fore Kubota set himself the task of replicating it. In

flanks of Mount

doing so he created his own unique style and set

Fuji. It regularly

about an ambitious project to make eighty kimonos

displays

forty-

in a series he would name Symphony of Light. Each

kimonos

kimono would take a minimum of one year to craft,

that textile-dyeing

with the work being continued today by his family

artist

and apprentices.
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to

Itchiku

“Itchiku Kubota saw a piece of tsujigahana work in
A detail from Uzu, a
kimono in Itchiku
Kubota’s Symphony
of Light series
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another museum and wanted to make such a piece
himself,” explains Fumihiko Takamura, a spokesman
for the museum. “Having done that, he wanted to

Access and Admission

Address: 2255 Kawaguchi, Fuji-Kawaguchiko-machi,
Minamitsuru-gun, Yamanashi Prefecture 401-0304.
Tel: +81 (0)555-76-8811
E-mail: info@itchiku-museum.com
Website: www.itchiku-museum.com
Holidays: Closed Wednesdays (except for holidays) from
December to March, and from December 26–28.
Admission: ¥1,300 for adults, ¥900 for college and high
school students, and ¥400 for children.

make a museum to protect this important part of Ja-

Itchiku Kubota’s private room now serves as a tearoom.

pan’s cultural heritage and history.
“He traveled all around Mount Fuji to find the per-

Along one wall, eight kimonos tell the tale of late

fect location for the museum, because the mountain

winter: light snowfall becomes a blizzard before

had always inspired him; he finally chose this place

clearing to reveal a frozen blue landscape.

because of its views,” he says.

Kubota’s private room to the rear of the building

The Main Building is a pyramid-shaped structure

now serves as a tearoom where visitors can enjoy a

supported by sixteen vast trunks of the hiba tree that

cup of green tea as they admire the view of a water-

are more than 1,000 years old. Light filters in through

fall tumbling into a pond, both of which the artist de-

the glass tip of the pyramid, illuminating the kimonos

signed. The statues and carvings displayed here

exhibited on a raised stage in the middle of the

come from Africa and Asia.

building in addition to those arrayed along the walls.

Such exotic objects can also be found in the New

None of the kimonos are exhibited behind glass—one

Wing of the museum, which was added in 1997

of Kubota’s stipulations—so visitors can really “feel”

and is quite different from the rest of the complex.

the art.

According to Takamura, Kubota was an admirer of

Kubota served in the Japanese military during

Antoni Gaudi and requested that the new wing re-

World War II and was interned in Siberia for three

flect some of the Spanish architect’s inspirations.

years at the end of the conflict, but drew upon that

Kubota also traveled extensively in Okinawa and was

time for some of his most breathtaking works.

fascinated with Ryukyu limestone, which is formed

The Symphony of Light series consists of fifteen

from fossilized coral reefs. This influence too was in-

kimonos representing each of the four seasons, and

corporated in the building design, an impressive

twenty more designed to show the artist’s impres-

structure of coral with angled columns that looks out

sion of the universe. The kimonos are “connected”

onto a performance area for musicians. The New

in such a way that when placed side-by-side, they

Wing also houses a special gallery for events, cur-

tell the story of Mother Nature through the year.

rently displaying kabuki costumes, an open-air café

Of them all, the kimono that depicts a Siberian sun

and the museum shop.

setting—a gorgeous blend of oranges and golds—is a
personal favorite. Up close, each individual strand of

Julian Ryall is the Japan correspondent for the Daily Telegraph

material sparkles in the light.

and freelances for publications around the world.
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SWEET OF THE MONTH

Momiji

紅葉

momiji

With the arrival of autumn in October, the mountains and gardens famous in Japan for
their beautiful arrays of colorful leaves attract many tourists. The shades of red, orange and
yellow of the momiji and kaede (varieties of maple tree) are particularly splendid. The popular
autumnal sweet named after the momiji is made of a colored nerikiri dough, produced by
mixing white bean paste with glutinous rice, filled with koshian red bean paste. The pattern
of the leaf veins on top is inscribed with the use of a small wooden paddle.
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