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Watabe Wedding now holds
wedding ceremonies outside
Japan, in chapels in Singapore,
Taiwan, Shanghai and, pictured,
Hong Kong.

At Your Service

COURTESY OF WATABE WEDDING

Until
now,
those
Japanese
companies actively engaged in
overseas business were mostly
manufacturers. In recent years,
however, they have been joined by
companies in the service industry.
The types of business are wideranging,
and
include
retail,
restaurant, education and transport.
This month’s Cover Story introduces
some Japanese people and
companies that are making a
contribution to the lives of people in
the countries where they operate
on the basis of Japanese-style
customer service, providing the
meticulous customer care that has
been cultivated in Japan.

W

Weddings in Japan are generally ceremonies in

reception extend more widely to include workplace

which the couple exchange marriage vows in front of

superiors and acquaintances. The average number

a Shinto priest in a shrine, a Buddhist priest in a

of guests invited is around eighty.

temple, or a pastor or priest in a chapel. Most people

At the reception, the bride and groom cut the

in Japan attach importance to saying the wedding

wedding cake, workplace superiors and friends make

vows in front of family and friends, moving to a hotel

congratulatory speeches, and friends enliven the

or restaurant after the ceremony for a reception.

event by providing various entertainment. The pro-

Whereas attendance at the ceremony is limited to

duction includes elements such as lighting, visuals

family, relatives and close friends, invitations to the

(often photographs are shown of the bride and
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groom from their childhood up to the wedding), and

there is no custom of holding a ceremony in a place

music, until the party is finally wound up with the

with religious significance, with many weddings con-

groom’s speech and a few words of thanks from the

sisting only of a reception in a hotel, restaurant or

groom’s father to the guests.

such like. Though the guest list is much longer than

From the 1990s there has also been a sharp in-

that in Japan, there are no specific elements that

crease in the number of Japanese holding their wed-

must be included, with most receptions consisting

ding at a church overseas, combining it with the

simply of a meal.

honeymoon. Watabe Wedding has been the driving
force behind that trend.

So in Taiwan Watabe Wedding produces a wedding that incorporates a ceremony in a chapel in ad-

Established in 1953 in Kyoto as a dress hire busi-

dition to the reception. The ceremony is not religious,

ness, the company began conducting weddings in

however, but rather a mutual pledging of love in

Hawaii as early as 1973. Today it has bases in thirty-

front of those present.

five overseas locations including North America, Eu-

“The major theme of our service is the desire to

rope and Australia, and eighty-two locations in Japan.

touch the hearts not only of the couple but of all

While in the past these were all aimed at Japanese

those in attendance. A ceremony is held in a chapel

couples, the company decided to branch out by

where they mutually pledge their love, and then

commencing a service aimed at couples in other

move on to the reception where the ambience is

parts of Asia.

heightened. The reception is a show staged for ev-

“Rapid economic growth is resulting in dramatic
changes to lifestyles in other Asian countries, includ-

eryone’s enjoyment that alternates between appeal
to the emotions, and a sense of celebration.”

ing culture. We gauged that, given time, the changing

Despite the fact that this custom is not traditional

trend of ceremony style that we had seen in Japan

in Taiwan and Singapore, the ceremony in the cha-

would also happen in other parts of Asia, and that

pel is extremely popular, with the majority of couples

Japan’s customer service culture would be well-

wishing to have a ceremony as well as a reception.

received locally,” says Makoto Fujibayashi, business

The rapid spread of the Internet has meant that

development manager of Watabe Wedding’s Asian

guests’ impressions can now be conveyed instantly

Business Division.

through Twitter, Facebook and other social media,

Starting with Hong Kong in 2007, the company

with comments such as “I was really touched by the

began a service coordinating overseas weddings in

smiling faces of the bride and groom,” or “It was

Taiwan and Shanghai, and from 2010 began operat-

lovely the way that everyone had their photograph

ing wedding centers in Taiwan and Singapore.

taken together at the end of the ceremony.”

“If we brought in the Japanese service in exactly the

“We try to produce weddings that go that bit be-

same format it would never succeed. The key is how

yond the expectations of the customer, while re-

to develop a service tailored to the locality, conducting

specting local customs and the customer’s opinions

thorough on-the-ground research, gathering customer

and without making a display of unconventionality.

views through surveys and so forth,” says Fujibayashi.

We are constantly making improvements by discuss-

According to Fujibayashi, weddings in other Asian

ing with the local staff how to make a stronger im-

countries have something in common. Unlike Japan,

pact,” says Fujibayashi.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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“Time Machine Business”
in Asia and Beyond
More and more Japanese companies in the service industry have
started operations overseas. The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji
spoke with Hironobu Kitagawa, director of the service industry
support division at JETRO (Japan External Trade Organization), about
this trend.

Hironobu Kitagawa,
director of the
service industry
support division at
JETRO

based on the metaphor that if we take a business that is currently fashionable and travel
back in a time machine, it will be a sure success. McDonald’s started its business in Japan
in the early 1970s; it achieved success after in-

In recent years, a growing number of
Japanese companies in the service
industry have been expanding
overseas, mainly in Asia. What is the
reason for this?

creasing the number of its shops in the United
States in the 1950s. This is an example of time
machine business. Many Japanese companies
in the service industry are now carrying out
time machine business in Asia.
Amidst the expansion of Japan’s service in-

Hironobu Kitagawa: One of the major rea-

dustry, we were very worried about harmful ru-

sons is that economic development in Asia has

mors circulating abroad after the Great East

resulted in improved living standards. When

Japan Earthquake, and especially their impact

people are more comfortably off, it is natural

on Japanese restaurants. Fortunately, the effect

that they want to be more fashionable, eat bet-

was minimal, and I believe this reflected the

ter-tasting food, or educate their children dif-

high level of trust Japan commands.

ferently from other people. Japanese companies in the service industry are responding to
those needs.
The globalization of the service industry
may be called the expansion of “time machine

In recent years, what trends have
there been in companies in the
service industry that operate
overseas?

business.” Time machine business is the business of providing developing countries with

I have interviewed more than 300 managers of

services that have succeeded in developed

companies that operate overseas, and one of

countries such as the United States and Japan,

the key characteristics is the expansion of small
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and medium enterprises or local firms into Asia.

women’s casual fashion stores in Japan and op-

This is because they wish to incorporate into

erates more than 300 stores in China. The rea-

their own companies the vitality of Asia, whose

sons for its popularity are its wide product range

economy is expected to see further growth in

incorporating the latest Japanese fashions, as

the future as the population increases. This

well as its reasonable prices.

trend is supported by the ease with which it is
now possible to fly to cities in Asia from Japan’s
regional airports, making it possible for managers to actually see the cities and the local people

What role does JETRO play in the
expansion of Japanese companies
overseas?

for themselves to assess the potential of a particular city.

One example is the mission to support the

What kind of Japanese small and
medium enterprises are expanding
overseas?
One example is Mi-Ne Sushi from Kumamoto
COURTESY OF CHEZ SHIBATA

Prefecture. Mi-Ne Sushi has only four branches
in Kumamoto, but operates seven sushi bars in
Hong Kong, which are so popular that there are
long lines to get in. The reason for its success is
that it caters to the needs of the locals who wish
to eat authentic Japanese sushi by importing in-

Pâtissier Takeshi Shibata (center) with staff at the Hong
Kong branch of chez Shibata

gredients from Japan, having staff call out
greetings to customers in Japanese, or having

overseas expansion of Japanese companies.

the chefs actually making the sushi in view.

In March, we are dispatching a delegation to

Another example is chez Shibata, which

Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam comprising Jap-

sells cakes, chocolates and other western con-

anese companies in the hairdressing, restau-

fectionery in its four branches in Aichi Prefec-

rant and education service industries. Dele-

ture and has opened branches in Shanghai and

gates will attend investment climate seminars,

Hong Kong. Since China does not yet have

observe local commercial establishments,

many shops where you can eat genuine western

and participate in networking events with

confectionery, chez Shibata has acquired a local

local companies.

reputation as a shop with a sophisticated ambi-

The expansion overseas of Japanese compa-

ence where very tasty high-quality western

nies in the service industry is a win-win policy

confectionery can be purchased.

for both Japan and the host country, creating

The apparel maker Honeys headquartered
in Iwaki, Fukushima Prefecture runs over 800

employment and resulting in improved living
standards for the local people.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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Yasuma Fujiwara,
founder of Tokyo Panya

A Freshly Baked
Taste of Japan
in Korea

S

Sushi restaurants are not the only Japanese
restaurants being run by Japanese people
overseas. In Seoul, South Korea, a Japanese-run
bakery has become popular. We introduce Tokyo
Panya, which has achieved success by offering
Japanese taste and service.

Seoul’s Garosugil is an area lined with fashionable

that it often combines a range of ingredients, such

restaurants and boutiques and is popular with young

as curry, yakisoba (pan-fried noodles), or custard,”

South Koreans. Tokyo Panya, run by baker Yasuma

says Fujiwara. “The most popular bread I sell is kare-

Fujiwara, is situated here. (“Pan-ya” is the Japanese

pan (bread stuffed with curry).”

word for “bakery.”) Some 200–300 people come to

It was not in South Korea but while he was study-

the store on weekdays, and 300–400 people on

ing in New York from 2000 to 2004 that Fujiwara

weekends. Tokyo Panya’s catchphrase is, “The Japanese taste you don’t have to go to Japan for.”
The bread-eating culture spread in Japan with the
ALL PHOTOS COURTESY OF ELLE KOREA

influx of western civilization from the Meiji period
(1868–1912) onward. Since that time, various people have created bread that is unique to Japan. One
famous Japanese-style bread is anpan (bread stuffed
with red bean paste), which was first produced by
the Kimuraya bakery in Tokyo in 1874, based on a
similar, 700-year-old confection called manju.
“One of the features of Japanese-style bread is
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The main branch of Tokyo Panya, in Hakdong, Seoul.
Yasuma Fujiwara opened his shop here in 2008.

first recognized the potential of Japanese bread. New
York had few appealing bakeries for him, and believing that the wide variety of Japanese breads would
be well received by Americans, he decided to set up
a bakery overseas. He returned to Japan, and began
training to become a baker at a Tokyo bakery famous
for its kare-pan and miso-pan (bread baked with
miso). Around three years after he began his training, he heard about someone who had planned to
open a café that served Japanese-style bread in

The Garosugil, Seoul branch of Tokyo Panya serves
breads, cake rolls and drinks.

Seoul and was looking for a Japanese baker, so he
decided to try his hand in South Korea.

cooking many types of food are served on numer-

The store closed after a year, but in 2008 Fujiwara

ous small plates. The more small plates there are,

opened Tokyo Panya by himself. Word soon spread

the better South Koreans deem the service of a

that a Japanese person was making Japanese style

store to be, so we offer free samples or one or two

bread, and today he runs four stores, including the

complimentary breads to customers who have

Garosugil store.

made large purchases.”

“Firstly, I focus on improving the staff’s customer

Of course, the key thing is the flavor.

service. I drum it into the staff that they must greet

“The most important service we provide for the

customers when they enter the store and thank

customer is the consistency of our products’ taste
and quality,” says Fujiwara. “To
achieve this, I believe that the
training of bakers in South Korea is
extremely important.”
“The work of a baker is the constant repetition of a process that
involves kneading the dough, dividing it, shaping it, baking it, displaying it and selling it. I would like
to train bakers who are able to
carry out this process with just that
bit more speed and precision yet

Kare-pan (curry-stuffed bread) (front) on sale at Tokyo Panya. As in Japan,
customers take the bread from the trays themselves.

consistently make bread that satisfies our customers,” says Fujiwara.

them when they have made a purchase, as well as

“My dream is for people all over the world to know

ensuring that they fully understand the products

the taste of Tokyo Panya. I want to work hard so that

and are able to explain them properly to the cus-

one day Japanese bread will be synonymous with

tomers,” says Fujiwara. “Also, in South Korean

Tokyo Panya.”
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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Just a Trim…
Founded in 1995, haircut specialty store QB House achieved rapid growth with a unique service
that offered “ten minutes, 1,000 yen, just a haircut.” Having set itself the goal of becoming as an
“international service company,” QB House is also actively working to expand overseas. Toshio
Matsubara reports.

A

At most barbershops in Japan, as well as a

minute haircuts at the low price of 1,000 yen.

haircut one can enjoy services such as sham-

Basically, all QB House locations are small

poos, shaves and massages. Unless you want

stores with three to four seats. As of January

your hair permed, the cost ranges between

2012, they have grown to number 435 loca-

three and five thousand yen, and takes any-

tions nationwide.

where from thirty minutes to around an hour.

Further, in 2000—its fifth year of opera-

It was QB House, operated by QB Net Co.,

tion—QB Net began preparations to expand

that defied this common wisdom. The first QB

overseas, opening its first overseas store in Sin-

House location opened in 1996 in Tokyo. What

gapore in 2002.

made it special was the thorough streamlining

“We have little awareness of ‘overseas,’”

of its workflow. For example, the introduction

says QB Net President Yasuo Kitano. “It was

of ticket-vending machines eliminated the need

as a result of looking for attractive ‘cities’ as

for a cash register, and rather than using water

markets that we inevitably turned our atten-

to shampoo customers’ hair, a machine known

tion overseas.”

as an “air washer” was used to suck up stray

The company first chose Singapore because

hairs. As a result, QB House achieved what no

of its high population density, improved stan-

other barbershop could by offering short ten-

dard of living following economic growth, and
the various types of support offered to overseas
companies by the government.
Since the same drastic streamlining of workflow has been employed at these stores, costs
have been kept down to a third of the regular

BOTH PHOTOS COURTESY OF QB NET

price of a haircut in these locales, with haircuts
available for 10 Singapore dollars and 50 Hong
Kong dollars, respectively. The stores have attracted attention not only for their characteristic
low price and fast service but also for the highA branch of QB House in Hong Kong. About 150
customers come here a day.

10
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quality haircuts one can receive and cleanliness,
their location in stations and shopping malls,

which is something these markets have
never seen before. As a result, the number
of stores has grown steadily, presently
numbering twenty-nine in Singapore and
thirty-three in Hong Kong. Popular for
giving “stylish haircuts even in a short
time,” its overseas locations also attract
more female customers than in Japan.
QB House has invested the most in
building an IT-based information management system. For instance, at its head office and overseas subsidiaries, the status of
usage across all stores and seats can now
be checked in real-time. The utilization rate

QB Shell units (here in Singapore) are simple single-seat
stores that can be set up in a matter of hours. The units are
typically set up on a temporary basis in open spaces at
locations such as airports and shopping malls. Customers pay
for their cut at a vending machine, then wait their turn on
the white stools provided.

of a seat is a way to express the technique
of the “stylist” (what QB House calls its hair-

Each year, a meeting of store managers is

dressers) assigned to that seat in numerical

held in Tokyo. Around 400 store managers from

terms. Superior hair-cutting skills are a given,

Japan and overseas gather to present the man-

but unless stylists are able to actually perform

agement expertise of highly successful stores

haircuts quickly, it is not viable as a business. By

and share information. Initiatives such as these

recording the time taken for each haircut nu-

have paid off to the extent that today there are

merically, stylists can assess the quality and per-

twelve overseas stores in the top-twenty rank-

formance of their own work objectively.

ing of per-seat haircuts performed.

Stylist training is conducted on an ongoing

“The satisfaction in working in QB House is

basis, and the staff employed overseas such as

the consistent increment of self-value in haircut

area managers and store managers visit Japan

skills via customer service and self-practice.

to take part in intensive training that lasts for

With over 1.1 million customers visiting QB

around one week.

House per year in Singapore, this environment

“Rather than having the head office here in

is full of challenges in fulfilling customers’ ex-

Japan decide everything, we delegate decision-

pectations,” says Elva Chung, the Singapore

making authority to the local subsidiaries. This

area manager.

nurtures a sense of ownership and means they

“Being able to make a good impression

resolve various local problems in a speedy fash-

just because you’re a Japanese company never

ion,” says Kitano. By handing over responsibili-

lasts long. Constant effort and improvement

ty, store managers in particular receive a boost

is essential to expand the customer base,”

in morale, and staff’s attitude to customers and

says Kitano.

their haircutting skills improve in a short time,
he says.

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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Earning Trust Overseas
It was 1976 when, ahead of its competition, Yamato Transport launched a parcel delivery service
aimed at general consumers. The convenience and speed of the service proved immensely popular, and parcel delivery services spread rapidly across Japan from the 1980s. Yamato Transport,
Japan’s largest provider of parcel delivery services, began expanding overseas in 2010, and currently has operations in Singapore, Shanghai, Hong Kong and Malaysia. Toshio Matsubara reports
on how the company is taking a parcel delivery service built up over thirty-six years in Japan and
utilizing it overseas.

A

At one time in Japan, people would have to

in the following year expanded to Hong Kong

travel to the Post Office if they wanted to send

and Malaysia in February and September re-

a package. But in 1976, Yamato Transport was

spectively. Two points proved decisive factors

the first private-sector business to launch a

in the selection of locations for expansion, that

parcel-delivery service, called TA-Q-BIN, in the

the countries exhibit remarkable economic de-

Kanto region. The service meant that even indi-

velopment and have large populations, as it is

viduals could send parcels easily.

under these circumstances that increased activ-

The service entailed the carrier collecting
the parcel from the sender’s house or office and

ity in the movement of goods develops as a matter of course.

delivering it directly to the recipient. Thereaf-

However, unlike back when Yamato Trans-

ter, major transportation companies quickly fol-

port launched its parcel delivery service in

lowed suit and parcel delivery services spread

Japan, today parcel delivery services already

all over Japan. Amid this growth, businesses

exist in every country. “We were newcomers to

such as liquor shops and convenience stores

these markets. Under those circumstances, it

started to act as parcel dispatch counters to fur-

wasn’t just about delivering parcels; we had to

ther expand the frontage for collecting packag-

work hard to draw attention to the high quality

es, and at the same time, a wide range of related

that comes with the Japanese style of service,”

services sprang up, from the shipping of fresh

explains Keiichiro Atsumi of Yamato Transport’s

and frozen foods to the dispatch of equipment

Business Development/Global Sales section.

to ski resorts and golf courses ahead of one’s
own arrival for later collection.

Yamato Transport introduced the same detailed range of delivery services it offered in

With so many companies running delivery

Japan at these overseas locations. This meant

operations inside Japan, Yamato Transport went

operating 365 days a year as well as providing a

a step further in launching parcel delivery ser-

time-zone delivery service where customers

vices aimed at general consumers overseas as

specify the time period for parcel delivery, the

well. In January 2010, the company began oper-

Cool TA-Q-BIN service that supports the deliv-

ating TA-Q-BIN in Singapore and Shanghai, and

ery of frozen and chilled goods, a charge-free

12
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re-delivery

service

which

utilizes missed delivery slips
and the TA-Q-BIN Collect
cash-on-delivery service.
To train its dual driver
and delivery staff, known as
sales drivers (SDs), Yamato
COURTESY OF YAMATO TRANSPORT

sent a handpicked team of
trainers from Japan. Working with trainees on a virtually man-to-man basis, they
instilled in them the crucial
importance of dealing with

Service with a smile: Yamato Transport now provides its delivery service in Shanghai.

customers in a courteous
manner. For instance, when it came to calling

over the previous year.

out a “thank you” when making a delivery, ap-

There are also services not offered in Japan

parently the trainees didn’t understand why

being provided in these countries. For example,

they were thanking the recipient at first. The

SDs always wait at the delivery location until

key is to provide a level of service that delights

the parcel they’ve delivered is opened and its

customers, and while being given examples

contents confirmed. Depending on the sender,

showing that addressing customers is essen-

Yamato Transport often gets asked to deliver

tial in achieving this, the trainees gradually

receipts as well.

acquired proficiency with the Japanese style
of service.

“If we read into this, this indicates that in
general, consumer confidence in our distribu-

One example of an initiative that yielded im-

tion system hasn’t fully established itself. Yam-

proved visibility early on is an ice cream give-

ato Transport needs to earn the trust of custom-

away campaign conducted in Singapore. As

ers that these kinds of trouble won’t occur. For

there are no frozen food delivery services aimed

this reason, we have started to introduce a sys-

at general consumers in Singapore, cold ice

tem where senders can track the progress of

cream being delivered to people’s homes gen-

deliveries via computer.”

erated tremendous interest.

Atsumi also has this to add. “We place a

In addition, the accuracy in delivering pack-

great deal of importance on the Japanese idea

ages at the designated time and a level of cus-

of omotenashi, or ‘hospitality.’ Through these

tomer service not seen among local parcel de-

unique services, we want customers to experi-

livery services proved popular, and Yamato

ence that there is more to our parcel delivery

Transport managed significant growth in the

service than just delivering parcels.”

volume of parcels handled in a short time, representing a significant ten-fold improvement

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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RYUSUKE HAYASHI

Tetsuya Yamashita tries to “see
everything, remember everything,
detect everything, and guess some
things but stay quiet about them.”

Waiting with
Distinction
Among other things, Paris is well known for its cafés.
We take a look at a Japanese garçon working at one
such Parisian café.

C

Café de Flore, which first opened in 1885, is a well-

established café that has enjoyed popularity among a host
of writers and artists, among them Pablo Picasso, JeanPaul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir and Serge Gainsbourg.
A Café de Flore garçon (the word, which is French for
“waiter,” has entered the English language) dressed in a
white shirt, black vest, black bow tie and white tablier
(apron) carries a tray holding coffee, wine and a croquemonsieur (a grilled ham and cheese sandwich) as he
threads his way between the tables to serve an order with

RYUSUKE HAYASHI

elegance. It was at such a sight that Sartre once remarked,
“The garçons of Flore are actors, who each day act the
part of Flore waiters on the stage that is Flore.”
Yamashita serves between 50 and 150 parties
each day at Café de Flore.

14
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Café de Flore garçons’ earnings come solely from the
tables on which they wait. They receive 15% of the cost

of drinks at their tables, plus tips. Today, few cafés

recounts Yamashita.

still employ this commission-based wage system.

Yamashita serves between 50 and 150 parties

Without a fixed wage, the garçons of Flore truly battle

each day. He draws on all of his senses to pick up on

it out on their own. Unless you possess all manner

customer movements and deliver service with econ-

of skills, including the stamina to continue working

omy. For example, for customers who smoke, he in-

for more than ten hours each day, the receptiveness

stantly determines where on the table an ashtray

to quickly pick up on what a guest wants and the in-

should be placed. Even after finishing a day’s work,

tellect to delight guests in conversation, you will not

Yamashita remembers every order received from

make it as a garçon at Café de Flore.

customers that day. “See everything, remember ev-

It is among the twenty full-time garçons who rep-

erything, detect everything, and guess some things

resent Paris as they work at the café that we find the

but stay quiet about them.” With this, Yamashita ex-

lone foreigner, Tetsuya Yamashita.
“I embrace the motto, ‘faster, stronger
and more beautiful’ and strive to deliver
service that excites the senses of customers,” says Yamashita.
Yamashita first became interested in becoming a garçon during university when he
worked part time at the Omotesando
branch of Café de Flore in Tokyo. He eventually came to dream of working at the original Café de Flore in Paris, and traveled to
France in 2002. Then, in the summer of
2003 he became a part-time garçon at
Café de Flore, and in 2005 was selected as
the first non-French full-time garçon in the
café’s history.
RYUSUKE HAYASHI

“There was some prejudice: ‘a Japanese
person can’t possibly be a garçon at a café.’
Because of that, I’ve been working as a garçon with the resolve to represent Japan
with distinction,” says Yamashita.

Yamashita greets a regular customer.

This has won Yamashita much support,
including from the café’s manager, his fellow garçons

presses the secret to being a garçon.

and many customers. After the Great East Japan

“As the successor to one of France’s cultural as-

Earthquake, almost every café regular called him

sets, and as an envoy conveying the true wonder of

over to ask if his family was okay.

cafés to Japan, I hope to work as a garçon my whole

“I went around feeling touched by people’s love,”

life,” says Yamashita.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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Super Bowl
Today, gyudon, or beef bowl, is so popular among Japanese that it could safely be declared Japan’s
national dish. The market for beef bowl has even spread overseas, to the United States, countries
in Asia and elsewhere. Masaki Yamada reports on how this fast, cheap and delicious dish has
been adapted to meet the needs of each country while preserving a universal level of service.

U

Until the end of the Edo period (1603 –1867),

then,” explains Haruhiko Kizu, manager of the

the practice of eating beef had not taken hold in

PR section of Yoshinoya Holdings. “Due to the

any meaningful way in Japan. But when various

nature of their business handling food every

cultural influences from the West poured in

day, the people who work at fish markets are

during the Meiji period (1868–1912), the cul-

quite strict about taste, and since they’re busy

ture of eating beef also spread. It was during

while the market is still open, they won’t form

this time that gyudon started to be prepared as

a line to get food. It was to meet these needs

a dish which allowed ordinary people to easily

that the qualities of ‘fast’ and ‘delicious’ devel-

eat beef.

oped automatically, and have been carried on

Fast-forward to the 1970s, and companies

to this day.”

offering gyudon as a form of fast food through

The secret to “fast” lies in the characteristic

chains began to appear. In the time since,

U-shaped horseshoe design of Yoshinoya’s

gyudon has come to be widely enjoyed through-

counters. By limiting the menu options and

out Japan as a casual eating-out experience.

having staff deal with each of the customers

Today, gyudon chain outlets from the likes of

sitting around the outside of the counter from

Sukiya, Yoshinoya, Matsuya and Nakau number

the inner space, wasteful traffic flows were

more than 4,000 nationwide.

eliminated and a speed of less than a minute

Of these, Yoshinoya boasts the longest histo-

from product order to serving was achieved.

ry. In Japan, Yoshinoya’s gyudon is known for its

Further, narrowing down the kinds of ingredi-

catchphrase, “fast, cheap, and delicious.” While

ents and streamlining operations has also led

this sums up Yoshinoya in a nutshell, efforts to

to cheap prices.

find and establish a system to achieve the “fast”
and “delicious” aspects date back to the founding of Yoshinoya more than a century ago.

The Growing Popularity of the
American Store Style

Yoshinoya was founded in 1899 at a fish

Yoshinoya was the first Japanese company to

market then located in the Nihonbashi district

start establishing gyudon restaurants overseas.

of Tokyo’s Chuo Ward.

In 1975 it opened its first such restaurant in

“It seems that everyone at the fish market

Denver, USA, an area known as one of the

really toughened up the staff at Yoshinoya back

world’s leading producers of beef. But Ameri-

16
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cans did not immediately embrace Yoshinoya’s

of counter layout and menu items such as

style. Kizu describes the conditions at the time.

chicken bowls,” notes Kizu.

“The moderately bland flavor of the sauce

Like a hamburger restaurant in the United

was well received in the United States, but the

States Yoshinoya outlets are popular as a form

horseshoe-shaped counter that had been so ef-

of fast food. In China and other Asian countries,

fective in Japan failed to take hold. This was be-

on the other hand, Yoshinoya has a reputation

cause customers preferred a more extensive

as a place where one can enjoy a meal together

menu than in Japan, requiring additional work

with family or friends. In Hong Kong, Yoshi-

and storage space. In addition, since many cus-

noya restaurants are also utilized as cafés out-

tomers would often visit in groups
such as with family or friends, they
sometimes couldn’t sit together with
horseshoe-shaped counter seating.
Given this, Yoshinoya switched to
the walk-up-and-order system long
employed at hamburger restaurants
and other fast food outlets. This is a
COURTESY OF YOSHINOYA

style where customers first place and
pay for their order at the counter,
then take their gyudon and drink to
be eaten at their desired seating. The
dishware used to serve the gyudon

A branch of Yoshinoya in Dalian, China

also changed. The bowls used in
Japan were discarded in favor of foam contain-

side lunch and dinner hours. “In the end, I think

ers. This allowed Yoshinoya to meet America’s

the Yoshinoya meals won acceptance because

high demand for takeout products in a speedier

instead of being the same Japanese cuisine or

fashion. In addition to the gyudon “beef bowl,”

fine multi-course dining, it could be enjoyed as

a “chicken bowl” dish, not available in Japan,

a casual meal,” says Kizu.

was added to the menu. A combo-bowl allowing

Yoshinoya opened its first store in Thailand

customers to enjoy both beef and chicken has

in August 2011, and is focused on expanding its

been most popular.”

stores to untapped areas in China and various

Yoshinoya has since expanded outside the

Southeast Asian countries moving forward.

United States to various countries and regions

There are even designs for expanding opera-

in Asia including China, Taiwan, Hong Kong,

tions to European countries. The day is fast ap-

Singapore, the Philippines and Indonesia, and

proaching when the Japanese people’s beloved

the reception has been positive.

gyudon can be eaten anywhere in the world.

“When we made our push into Asia we employed the American business model in terms

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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Fostering Innovation through
Value Co-Creation
Dr. Yoshinori Fujikawa is an associate professor at the Graduate School
of International Corporate Strategy at Hitotsubashi University. The Japan
Journal’s Osamu Sawaji asked him how the service industry is changing.

Tell us about the global service
industry as it currently stands.
Dr. Yoshinori Fujikawa: Economic maturation

Japanese service
companies operating overseas?

Dr. Yoshinori Fujikawa,
associate professor,
Hitotsubashi University

has accelerated a service economy. For example,

What Japanese service companies that are suc-

in mature economies such as Japan and the

cessful overseas have in common is the fact

United States, the percentage of the labor force

that they are globalizing in pursuit of new

employed by the service industry is now over

knowledge acquisition. For example, the

70%–80%. Emerging countries too are seeing a

Kumon Institute of Education that delivers the

rapid expansion of their service industries along

Kumon method of education services to more

with economic growth.

than 4.4 million children in forty-seven coun-

Reflecting this trend, for the past few years

tries and regions including Japan gathers best

“service management” has been expanded

practices from Kumon method classes around

worldwide, entailing researching services sys-

the world. Examples of this include the feed-

tematically and discussing issues such as ser-

back style of an instructor in Jakarta, Indonesia,

vice innovation and globalization. Also, debates

or the method of communicating with parents

about how to integrate services into industrial

practiced by an instructor in Mexico City, Mex-

policies are intensifying in terms of industrial

ico. They then look for ways to disseminate this

policy at the national level. For example, in 2004

knowledge throughout their more than 24,000

the “Innovate America” report was released in

classrooms around the world. In other words,

the United States, emphasizing the importance

globalization has created opportunities for value

of research and development in the service in-

co-creation with various customers, which in

dustry. In Japan also, in 2006 the Industrial

turn has generated innovation.

Structure Council released its “New Economic
Growth Strategy,” describing the service industry, together with the manufacturing industry,

What impact has the service
economy had on manufacturing?

as one of the two engines of economic growth.
Until now, all companies in the manufacturing

What are the characteristics of
18
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industry have typically been most concerned

about coming up with physical products with

expanded into Japan, Indonesia, Portugal, and

the best possible quality and functions. Howev-

Dubai, and its global development is said to have

er, the better those qualities or functions have

been facilitated by its success in Japan, its first

become, the harder it has become to distinguish

overseas operation. Officials from those coun-

between different companies’ products. This is

tries which had been considering invitations to

referred to as commoditization. In order to de-

set up KidZania accepted after observing KidZa-

commoditize, it has become necessary in recent

nia in Japan, where they were impressed with

years for manufacturing firms to engage in ser-

the business operation that had been established,

vices that will raise value for the customer. In

which enables children to gain work experience

other words, service management has grown in

without being chaperoned by an adult.

importance for manufacturing firms.

These examples indicate that Japan, as a

For example, Komatsu has developed a sys-

market that demands high quality products and

tem called KOMTRAX that gathers product usage

services, provides a “stepping stone” for pro-

information using GPS for each of the more than

moting further innovation and globalization.

200,000 construction machines it has sold worldwide. Komatsu is now able to provide its customers with the operation status of construction
equipment, and customers are able to check the

What kind of service industry
companies is Japan likely to expand
overseas in the future?

progress of work, run maintenance checks, and
locate vehicles at each construction site.

Among the conditions for expanding Japanese
services overseas are that the services originat-

What role is Japan playing in service
innovation in a global society?

ing in Japan to meet customer needs anticipate
the future needs of overseas markets, and that
to a certain extent those services can be univer-

There are cases of overseas companies in the

salized across cultures and replicated in local

service industry utilizing the Japanese market

markets. One example of this could be moving

strategically as part of their globalization effort.

companies. Japanese moving companies trans-

One example is the American company Coca-

port furniture in a highly skilled and safe way.

Cola that carries out R&D in Japan for noncar-

In future, the need for such a service is likely to

bonated beverages such as tea, coffee and sports

increase overseas too.

drinks. Another is the Swiss company Nestlé

Another example may be weather forecast-

that has R&D bases in Japan for nutritional prod-

ers. We are seeing very detailed, customized

ucts, beverages, and packaging technology. This

weather forecasts being prepared in Japan for

is the result of a belief that satisfying the Japa-

companies and individuals. A wide range of in-

nese customer, who demands very high quality

dustries are affected by the weather, from res-

for these products, will produce innovations that

taurants and retailing to transportation, and in

will be recognized by the rest of the world.

future we may see an expansion of services over-

Also, the Mexican theme park KidZania has

seas from Japanese weather forecasters.
Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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PRIME MINISTER’S DIARY

World Economic
Forum and
Japan Night 2012

P

Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda
addresses the Davos Meeting in
the January 28 videoconference

structure and the economy of
the disaster area are undergo-

Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda participated

ing recovery in no uncertain way, while the

in a video conference via satellite in the World

Tokyo metropolitan area and other areas out-

Economic Forum 2012 Annual Meeting session

side the disaster zone have already returned to

in Davos-Klosters, Switzerland on January 28,

the ordinary living they enjoyed before the

titled “Tough Choices in a Time of Crisis.”

quake. Many Japanese companies achieved

In it, he spelled out the status of Japan’s ongoing recovery, as well as the challenges the
country faces and model it hopes to present to
the world.

restoration at an astounding speed, with the
supply chain having fully recovered.”
“With regard to the accident at the Fuku
shima Nuclear Power Station of Tokyo Electric

“Japan’s stance is to share the lessons

Power Company as well, the reactors reached a

learned from the earthquake with the interna-

state of cold shutdown at the end of last year,

tional community,” the prime minister said.

and the accident is no longer a major impedi-

“We should also remember that it is the socially

ment to conducting business in Japan.”

vulnerable who are severely affected by multi-

The prime minister said post-quake Japan

ple crises. The perspective of human security

is currently playing three historic roles in

is critical in my opinion. Japan will continue to

once again taking on humankind’s front-

actively address the issues also facing the in-

line challenges.

ternational community, such as poverty and in-

“First is the challenge of aiming for sustain-

fectious diseases, and contribute to the inter-

able growth while maintaining fiscal discipline.

national community.”

In particular, in Japan this involves the difficul-

Earlier, on January 26, Prime Minister Noda

ties of addressing a society of longevity unprec-

had sent a video message to the 2012 Davos

edented in human history… I will surely realize

Meeting side event Japan Night.

major reforms in order to forge a sustainable

To about 600 guests in the venue, he emphasized, “Through the cordial assistance provided
by countries around the world, both the infra20
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social security system and maintain fiscal discipline in Japan.
“Second, in considering Japan’s growth

over the medium to long term, it will be essen-

portunity to attract pioneering innovations. We

tial for us to incorporate to the fullest extent

will promote the expansion of renewable ener-

the vitality of the Asia-Pacific region, which

gies, the introduction of rechargeable batter-

has achieved dynamic growth. Japan will con-

ies, smart grids and other new systems that

tribute actively to the creation of rules in this

pursue efficient energy management, and the

region. The first of these will be bringing the

evolution of a culture of energy conservation.

Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific to realiza-

In so doing, Japan will continue to lead the

tion. Last year, I decided that Japan would

world in this area.”

enter into consultations toward participating

In addition to the aforementioned speech

in the TPP negotiations with the countries

from the prime minister, guests were able to

concerned. Japan will concurrently promote

hear from the famous Japanese actor Ken Wata-

networks of high-level economic partnerships,

nabe, and watch a short film titled “Lights of

including

Korea,

Japan” that features Japan’s recovery from the

ASEAN, and Japan-EU economic partnerships,

earthquake disaster, its great progress, and its

and transform the energy of reconstruction

international contribution. To loud applause,

from the great earthquake to capacity for new

calligrapher Sisyu performed on stage, writing

growth open to the world.”

the kanji characters for “hikari” (light) and

Japan-China-Republic

of

“Our third challenge is addressing con-

“Japan” on a huge dragon-painted canvas.

straints on energy, which brings light to civili-

Guests who attended this year’s Japan Night

zation. We are experiencing a new trial of a

enjoyed a selection of Japanese food and drinks,

very tight electrical supply that has arisen in

including some products from the Tohoku re-

connection with the suspension of our nuclear

gion hit by the March 2011 earthquake and tsu-

power stations since the earthquake. This is

nami. The sake corner in particular attracted

one that I believe can be converted to an op-

many guests.

Guests enjoyed Japanese food and drink at Japan Night on January 26

Highlighting Japan FEBRUARY 2012
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SCIENCE

New Ventricular
Assist System
Offers Continuous,
Lightweight Support

In 2011, a research group led by Professor Setsuo Takatani of the Tokyo Medical and Dental University
together with professor Tadahiko Shinichi of the Tokyo Institute of Technology successfully developed
an extremely inexpensive and highly durable ventricular assist system. Takashi Sasaki reports.

A

A heart transplant is the last remaining op-

VAS’s are divided into two types: intracorpo-

tion for some people with serious heart disease.

real and extracorporeal. Whether a pump is in-

However, many such patients have not been

stalled internally or externally depends on the

able to find donors. Ventricular assist systems

disease state of the patient.

(VAS), which act for the heart in terms of the

“We aim at commercializing an extracorpo-

pumping function for circulating blood in the

real VAS that can be safely used for one week to

body, have recently come to the fore as a means

one month. That will serve as a very effective

to help such patients.

bridge for those who are awaiting their chance
at heart transplantation, those discussing optimal therapy and those who have to build up
enough physical strength to withstand surgery
and other therapies,” says Professor Setsuo
Takatani of the Institute of Biomaterials and
Bioengineering at Tokyo Medical and Dental
University. “The VAS also helps restore the
heart itself as well as serving as a bridge. When
the VAS assists the heart and lets it rest for a

BOTH PHOTOS TAKASHI SASAKI

certain period of time, symptoms of the heart
can typically be improved to the extent that surgical operations or therapies are no longer
needed. This is because the human heart has
an intrinsic self-healing power.”
Professor Setsuo Takatani of the Institute of
Biomaterials and Bioengineering at Tokyo Medical and
Dental University
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The VAS being developed by Professor
Takatani’s group is a continuous-flow type that

With total weight as light
as a few hundred grams,
the system is easy to carry
without placing much
burden on the patient.
has a simple structure consisting of an 8-cmacross pump head section including an impeller
Pump head of the newly developed VAS

and a section including a magnet and a motor.
With total weight as light as a few hundred
grams, the system is easy to carry without plac-

continuously allows blood to flow without re-

ing much burden on the patient. Conventional

quiring inflow and outflow valves by rotating

VAS’s require a large volume of blood to prime

an impeller.

it, but Professor Takatani’s group’s new VAS

“It is characterized by a mechanism in
which a specially coated polycarbonate impel-

can be attached to a child’s body and used even
without blood transfusion.

ler is magnetically levitated and rotated in a

In a sixty-day test in calves, the new VAS

completely non-contacting manner,” explains

successfully maintained blood circulation with-

Professor Takatani. “It is sort of the same prin-

out replacement of the pump section, which

ciple as a linear motorcar that travels at ultra-

was twice as long as the target period in re-

high speeds using magnetic force to levitate

search and development. During 2012, a clini-

the carriage.”

cal trial will be initiated in actual patients with

Conventional continuous-flow VAS’s gener-

heart disease.

ate heat because of the friction between the im-

Professor Takatani’s research group has also

peller and the bearing, since the bearing sup-

already established a technology for the world’

ports the impeller. This frequently leads to

first magnet-free magnetically levitated VAS.

destruction of blood cells and the formation of

This employs a so-called magnetic iron material

blood clots. For this reason, a pump section con-

instead of the permanent magnet that surrounds

sisting of an impeller and a bearing needs to be

the impeller. Permanent magnets essentially re-

replaced within twenty-four to forty-eight hours.

quire expensive rare earth metals, and realiza-

In contrast, the VAS developed by Professor

tion of a magnet-free magnetically levitated

Takatani’s team essentially does not generate

pump will allow further cost reduction.

friction or heat since the impeller rotates with-

By magnetically levitating and rotating, a

out contact, which is also why it permits long,

small impeller is about to assist those suffering

continuous use. The new VAS will probably be

from serious heart disease.

sold at a price as low as 1/10–1/20 that of currently commercially available VAS’s because it

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.
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YAMATO NADESHIKO

A Sense of Home
Naomi Kawase, who lives in Nara Prefecture, is one of the leading film directors in Japan. In
1997, she became the youngest-ever (27) director to win the Camera d’Or (best new director) at
the Cannes Film Festival with the film Suzaku, and in 2007, she won the Grand Prix at the Cannes
Film Festival for The Mourning Forest. Hanezu, which was invited to compete in the 2011 Cannes
Film Festival, has also been praised for “its brilliant depiction of the perils of life and the fusion of
nature and people.” After the official screening at Cannes, the film won a five-minute standing
ovation from the audience filling the 2,300 seats at the screening venue. The Japan Journal’s
Osamu Sawaji talks to Kawase.

Why did you want to become a film
director?

After a lot of anguish, I was put on the spot for
a career, and I thought that I would like to have
a job where I can create things together with

Naomi Kawase: In the summer of my third

my colleagues. Somehow that turned into di-

year in high school, I was terribly confused

recting films. But I didn’t dream of becoming a

about my carrer after graduation. I had been

director from the beginning; it all started with

playing basketball since junior high school,

the idea that I would like to work in television.

and I had the option of entering a sports uni-

Then, after graduating from high school, I

versity, but I hesitated when I thought about

started studying filmmaking at a technical

how long you can continue playing basketball.

school in Osaka. Ever since using an 8 mm
camera to film the city for
my first class, I have been
completely

absorbed

by

looking at the world through
a camera.

2011 “HANEZU” PRODUCTION COMMITTEE

What did you do after
graduating from the
school?
I didn’t think I had any talent, so I worked for a film
company making karaoke
Still from the movie Hanezu, starring actress Hako Ohshima. The movie title is
an old Japanese word for a certain shade of red, as seen in the fabric pictured.
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videos. However, I started to
think I wanted to make films

and in 1992, when I was twenty-three and teach-

Naomi Kawase

ing at the technical school where I had graduated, I made a film called Ni Tsutsumarete. It

nature includ-

was a documentary about making a journey to

ing river fish,

look for my father whom I had never met. Then,

mountain veg-

after that, I made a documentary called Kata

etables,

tsumori that pieced together life with my foster

wild boar and

mother. Both these films won awards at the

deer.

Yamagata International Documentary Film

spirit of helping each other is also very strong

Festival and have been screened around the

among the villagers.

world. I think winning this acclaim motivated
me to make Suzaku.

or
The

I am the executive director of the Nara International Film Festival, which started in 2010,
because I want people in Japan and overseas to

You make many films that are set
in Nara including Suzaku and your
latest film, Hanezu. Why is that?

understand the wonders of Nara. At the second
festival in September this year, we will open
with the screening of a film shot in Totsukawa
village in Nara by a young Mexican director.

It’s not only because Nara is where I was born
and raised, but also because it is a place with
a long history of people and an abundance of
nature. Through my films, I want to tell people
that human beings are connected to the people of ancient times, and also that we are a

After the Great East Japan
Earthquake, you appealed to
directors around the world to make
“3.11 A Sense of Home Films.”
Please tell us about your reasons.

part of nature.
Fujiwara-kyo, which is Japan’s oldest capital

Many people lost their homes and towns in the

in Japan, was built about 1,300 years ago at

Great East Japan Earthquake. When I was

Nara. The excavation site is featured in Hanezu,

thinking about doing something through film, I

and, in a sense, Nara is the origin of the Japa-

had the idea of asking directors around the

nese nation. There are also rituals that have

world to participate in making a film that would

continued uninterrupted for hundreds of years

cast a new light on their homes and towns. Di-

such as the Omizutori at Todai-ji temple or the

rectors overseas reacted to the tragedy that oc-

On-matsuri at Kasuga-jinja shrine.

curred in Japan as if it had happened to them,

At the moment, I am also producing a video

and submitted works. Victor Erice, the great

series called Utsukushiki Nippon: Nara Prefec

Spanish director, contributed the phrase “The

ture for distribution over the Internet. In Totsu-

Planet Earth is the home of human kind” with

kawa Village, which I introduce in the film,

his work. I was really happy when the evacuees

people coexist happily with the natural world.

from the Great East Japan Earthquake thanked

Even today, the people live off the bounty of

us after seeing the film.
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MASTERS

MASATOSHI SAKAMOTO

A Lifelong Journey
with the Biwa Lute
Swiss musician Dr. Silvain Guignard is a master of the traditional Japanese
musical instrument called the biwa. He is the only foreign musician to
have studied under Kyokusui Yamazaki, a Living National Treasure who
died in 2006. Toshio Matsubara interviewed the biwa master.

A

Dr. Silvain Guignard
performs at a concert in
Tokyo in January, 2012.

At the University of Zurich in Switzerland,

Dr. Guignard came to Japan in 1983 on a

Dr. Guignard originally specialized in the music

scholarship funded by the Japanese Ministry

of Chopin. He developed an interest in the biwa

of Education, Science, and Culture. He began

after being strongly influenced by a Japanese

studying the biwa at Osaka University but, rec-

music scholar who taught him about the history

ommended by his professor to actually play the

of Asian music at the university, virtually on a

instrument rather than just study related mate-

one-to-one basis.

rial, he was then introduced to Kyokusui

Dr. Guignard explains, “What prompted me

Yamazaki, a female biwa player regarded as

to start playing the biwa was my professor tell-

one of the foremost experts of Chikuzen biwa

ing me, ‘If you study the biwa and traditional

music, who later became a Living National

Japanese music and culture, it will also deepen

Treasure. For Dr.  Guignard this was a truly

your expertise and understanding of Classical

life-changing encounter.

Western Music. So why not get some experi-

“My master was seventy-eight years old at

ence in Japan for four years or so?’” He contin-

the time and it was the first time she had ever

ues, “I also fancied studying something other

had a foreign student, but she made me feel

than Western music, but I came to Japan not re-

welcome. At first, it was hard because I didn’t

ally giving it that much thought. I never imag-

really understand Japanese but she was a truly

ined I would end up staying in Japan and be-

wonderful person both in terms of her depth as

coming a biwa player.”

an artist and her depth as a human being. I was

The biwa has a very long history and is al-

simply captivated by my master and she taught

leged to have originated in Persia. It is said to

me for an incredible twenty-two years, until just

have made its way into Japan via the Silk Road

before she died at the age of 100. She helped

1,400 years ago. It is a pear-shaped string in-

me discover the wonder of the biwa. For me,

strument belonging to the lute family and has

this was an experience I truly treasure.”

developed independently in Japan, evolving into

Unlike other instruments, the biwa is not just

several styles such as the Heike biwa, Satsuma

an independent instrument; it is always used to

biwa and Chikuzen biwa among others.

accompany the narrative of an ancient tale. The
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biwa is an instrument for storytelling, so to

more slowly, you can produce a very wide range

speak. Dr. Guignard says this is undoubtedly the

of timbres to express a range of emotions like

reason the biwa has so much appeal for him.

sadness, gladness or heroism.”

One of the major features of the biwa is that

Completely absorbed by the world of the

it has extremely rich expressive potential. The

biwa almost to the point of obsession, Dr.

expression produced by the string instrument

Guignard was one day told by Master Yamazaki

and the expression produced by the human

in a biwa lesson:

voice merge into one, allowing you to produce

“I have nothing more to tell you about the

deeper emotion than you can achieve in other

performing of this ballad. From now on, you

music genres. The instrument itself has high

must make it your own piece.”

frets and you can produce various pitches and

This was six years after he had begun study-

timbres by slightly altering the pressure you

ing under Master Yamazaki and her words ac-

apply to the strings.”

knowledged the fact that Dr. Guignard had at

According to Dr Guignard, the biwa has a

last begun to develop as a biwa artist in his own

number of other features that set it apart from

right. Dr. Guignard says that, from then, it took

other instruments.

him many more years to reach the point where

“The biwa is played very differently depending on its form and a master can only teach one

“It took me twenty years to understand what

form of biwa. The frets and shape of the plec-

it means to capture the moment, to bring the

trum are different, too, and there is also no in-

body and mind into perfect unity to express

terchange between performers of different

musical substance. Art is by no means easy. It

forms. For example, the Satsuma biwa has the

is a very long, arduous journey.”

highest frets out of the various forms and you

Today, Dr. Guignard lives with his wife,

use strong finger pressure to express the fight-

Anne-Marie, in Otsu, Shiga Prefecture, over-

ing spirit of the samurai warrior. On the other

looking Lake Biwa, Japan’s largest lake. He

hand, the frets of the Heike biwa are low and

says it is a relaxing place that reminds him of

you just apply light pressure to the strings to

the lakes in Switzerland and that the silence es-

sorrowful

sential for practicing the biwa is also precious.

world of the kuge aristoc-

While teaching music and art as a professor in

racy. The Chikuzen biwa

the Faculty of International Studies of Osaka

I was taught has high

Gakuin University, at the weekend, he has a

frets like the Satsuma

packed schedule of performances playing the

biwa and, by applying

biwa. His performances, which seem to well

pressure more quickly or

from within, have won acclaim, and performance

express

YOSHIFUSA HASHIZUME

he could give a truly convincing performance.

the

requests continue to roll in. In April, he plans to
Dr. Guignard’s biwa collection.
The biwa at front carries
images of a kabuto war helmet
and a bow

perform at a large concert in Zurich.
Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.
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JAPAN BRAND

Scent of
Awaji

Awaji
Island

Gavin Blair visits Awaji Island in Hyogo Prefecture and speaks with
the president of Keigado, one company in a fifteen-strong incensemaking cooperative whose products are winning favor overseas.

T

The story of incense on Awaji Island, where

In 1850, a trader from Ei saw the potential of

70% of Japan’s production of the fragrances is

the incense manufacturing techniques which

now centered, turns on two episodes: one that

had developed across the water on the mainland

occurred 160 years ago, and another nearly

near Osaka.

1,600 years ago.
According to one of the earliest written re-

“The strong west winds that blow on this
side of the island are also ideally suited to dry-

cords of Japanese history, in the sixth century

ing

out

the

incense,”

explains

Shigeaki

a huge log of agar wood was washed up on the

Miyawaki, president of Keigado, a company

shore of Awaji Island. Using some of the log as

with a history of over two centuries.

firewood, the local villagers were surprised to

With the port providing the means to im-

find a pleasant aroma drifting across the island.

port raw materials and ship the finished prod-

The log was then presented to Prince Shotoku,

uct, the industry thrived in the town. Over the

who after having a statue fashioned from it,

years, trade associations were formed, and

told the villagers to enshrine the remaining

accreditation for koh-shi, or incense master,

wood. The result was the picturesque Kareki

was established.

Shrine which still sits on the shoreline near the
port of Ei.

Sixteen local incense-manufacturing companies, each headed by a koh-shi, got together in
2005 to cooperate in promoting and marketing
their products, particularly outside of Japan.
The so-called Awaji Island Koh-shis have been

ALL PHOTOS BY JEREMY SUTTON-HIBBERT

taking their traditional incense to Europe and
the United States. The process has been one of
trial and error, according to Miyawaki, himself
a koh-shi.
“The first boxes of incense we took to sell in
France had designs that were targeted at European customers; we even put some French
In honour of incense: Kareki Shrine
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wording on them,” recalls Miyawaki. “But then

1 Different types of wood and

shells are among the ingredients
used in the incense manufacturing process at Keigado
2 Blocks of kneaded incense paste
are forced through holes to form
long strings
3 An elderly employee of Keigado
bundles and seals sticks of
incense

4 A stick of incense smolders and

releases its scent in the reception
area of Keigado

1

2

ing to that year’s weather
and other conditions. Adjusting the ingredients
and their balance to maintain our own distinctive
incense’s smell is the
most challenging aspect
3

4

a lot of people told us that traditional Japanese
designs would be more appealing in Europe.”

of a koh-shi’s work,” explains Miyawaki.

In total, each koh-shi has around 100 varieties of incense at their disposal, though a limited

“Incense is not the kind of product that there

number will be in production at any one time.

is suddenly going to be a boom in; it takes time

Traditional Japanese incense also has deep

for people to get familiar with and come to like

links to the spiritual aspects of Buddhism

it,” says Miyawaki.

through the kodo incense ceremony, something

Scents including the traditional natural fragrant trees and more unexpected variations

that sets it apart from that made in other countries, suggests Miyawaki.

such as green tea and coffee. The different in-

Recent years have seen the koh-shis devel-

censes have gained popularity in numerous

op incense that gives off less smoke, to make

countries, according to Miyawaki.

their use in apartments and smaller houses

The current collection consists of fifteen va-

more comfortable. Last year, they released a

rieties of aroma, one from each koh-shi—one

series of incense that doesn’t require burning

company has left the association—based on the

to give off their distinctive fragrance. These

theme of the four seasons. The koh-shi, a posi-

small packets, created using kimono material

tion usually passed from father to son, oversees

from Kyoto, can be hung in cars, on comput-

creation of the incense at their company from

ers, or even mobile phones; truly incense for

start to finish, and takes responsibility for each

the twenty-first century.

stage as well as the final fragrance.
“The aroma of incense depends on the natural ingredients, which themselves vary accord-

Gavin Blair is a freelance journalist living in Tokyo who writes for
publications in the United Kingdom, United States and Asia.
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THE NATION’S MUSEUMS

BOTH PHOTOS COURTESY OF RAKU MUSEUM

Raku
Museum
The Raku Family built their house and workshop in the
present address in Kyoto 450 years ago. The present
Raku house, a Registered Cultural Property, was rebuilt
in 1855 following the Great Fire of that year.

The Raku Museum in Kyoto has also served as the home and workshop for fifteen generations of
the famed Raku ware potters who give it its name. Julian Ryall had a good look around.

T

There are numerous intricate movements that go

the Raku Museum.

into the perfect performance of Japan’s traditional

“Raku tea bowls are unique because they were

tea ceremony, with students taking years to master

born out of philosophical inspirations and not out

all the correct motions and timing. Equal attention to

of decorative needs,” Inoue adds. “Kyoto, at the

detail goes into one of the key components of the

center of cultural communication and sophistica-

ceremony—arguably the most important single ob-

tion, gave the impetus to the birth of this unique

ject required in the elaborate rite.

form of ceramics.”

Work to create the perfect receptacle for the tea
ceremony has been going on for centuries, with

Cleverly, the museum has been created to feel as
if the visitor is entering the precincts of a teahouse.

Raku Kichizaemon the fifteenth-generation of

The entrance area has sliding panel doors and

craftsmen to work in the unique Raku ware style of

looks out into a traditionally designed garden of

tea bowls.

bamboo and Japanese maple trees that change

Raku Kichizaemon has his workshop and home in

colors with the seasons. The sense is of peace and

central Kyoto, a stone’s throw to the west of the for-

harmony. Stepping stones edged with moss lead

mer Imperial Palace, with a museum attached where

to a stone well with a lid of split bamboo. And be-

some of the most important works of Raku ware are

yond the wall of the garden, Raku Kichizaemon,

on display. The museum also houses tea ceremony

current head of the 400-year-old Raku family, is

utensils, Raku tableware, scrolls and other docu-

working on his latest masterpiece.

ments that provide a unique insight into the 400
years of history of the tradition.

The history of Raku ware goes back to the end of
the sixteenth century, when Sen Rikyu asked Chojiro,

“Glazed pottery started in Kyoto in the sixteenth

the first generation of the Raku family, to make bowls

century and Raku ware played a pioneering role.

for chanoyu, the tea ceremony. Rikyu was the lead-

Raku tea bowls produced by Raku Chojiro embodied

ing tea master of the 1500s, when he perfected

the aesthetics of Kyoto culture and fashion in their

wabicha, a form of the tea ceremony with a deeply

form, glazing and color,” says Yui Inoue, curator of

spiritual dimension.
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Access and Admission

Address: 84 Aburanokoji, Nakadachuri-agaru, Kamigyo Ward, Kyoto 602-0923.
Tel/Fax: +81 75 414 0304/+81 75 414 0307.
Website: www.raku-yaki.or.jp/e/museum/index.html
Opening Hours: 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. (last admission at 4 p.m.). Closed on Mondays,
except national holidays, and when new exhibitions are being prepared.
Entrance: 800 yen for adults, 600 yen for university students and 300 yen for children.

Raku
Museum

The red and black Raku tea bowls that Chojiro

branch, created by Raku Chonyu VII in the 1700s, is

produced from the early 1580s are a distillation of

of the thicker style that he favored, while a nearby

Rikyu’s aesthetic and its idealization of the austere,

piece by Tanyu X from the following century has a

the understated and the incomplete.

more elaborate design of people playing drums to

Raku tea bowls have a number of distinctive char-

mark the arrival of New Year in Kyoto.

acteristics, one of which is that they are handmade

Many of the bowls have artistic form which is the

without the use of a potter’s wheel. The method

opposite to excessive design, instead relying on the

used to create these bowls is known as tezukune,

simplicity and unique nuances of the receptacle itself

meaning kneaded by hand, and is peculiar to the

for its appeal. A cylindrical tea bowl named Frost

Raku family.

Columns is remarkable

Another unique feature

because of its tall and

of the family’s practice is

thin shape, but is eye-

that the bowls are fired

catching due to its glis-

individually in a small

tening veil glaze. Another,

unique kiln, instead of in

by Sanyu VI, who prac-

larger quantities. The clay

ticed in the early decades

that is used is highly

of the 1700s, is pale red

plastic and, when fired,

and squeezed in the

has a particular warmth

middle to remind us of

and softness.
The family has a col-

Tea bowl by Kakunyu (1918–1980), whose work is
characterized by a “modern” look

lection of around 1,100

the puffy face of Tafuku,
the goddess of mirth.
The designs are inven-

works taken over by successive heads from Chojiro,

tive and unique, ranging from depictions of fresh

and the displays in the museum are changed four

grass through fish scales, plum trees and willow

times a year. Handling sessions are also held from

branches, but a personal favorite is the series of

time to time [the next on March 4], at which visitors

three bowls by Kakunyu XIV from the middle of the

are invited to deepen their understanding and ap-

1900s that depicts the three stages of the sun rising

preciation of the bowls.

over the unmistakable outline of Mount Fuji.

Displayed simply throughout three galleries, the
works really do speak for themselves.
A red Raku bowl with a design of a young pine

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

Origami

The origins in Japan of origami may be traced to religious uses of paper some 1,500
years ago. Origami emerged as a popular pastime during the Edo period (1603–1867),
as mass-produced paper became more widely available. The first known instructional
book on origami was published in Japan in 1797, titled “How to Fold a Thousand
Cranes.” Folding such classic origami forms remains as popular today as always.
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