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16 apan’s subcultures—many 
drawn from the fantastic 
images and characters in 

anime and manga—enthrall 
millions of fans all over the 
planet, with many making 
special pilgrimages to this hub 
of subculture. This month’s 
issue covers the phenomenon 
of local subcultures, what they 
mean to the Japanese and 
people abroad, and introduces 
two foreign talents that 
have made good here in the 
heartland.
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AWARDS CEREMONY FOR “CAPTURE THE BEST OF JAPAN” 
G7 JAPAN 2016 ISE&SHIMA PHOTOGRAPHY CONTEST

Taking advantage of the opportunities 
provided by the worldwide attention 
that will be focused on Japan as it hosts 

the G7 Summit in Ise-Shima, the Cabinet 
Secretariat and Cabinet Office (Government of 
Japan) hosted the “Capture the Best of Japan” 
photography contest to introduce Japan’s 
wonderful regional, cultural and natural 
attractions. At the awards ceremony held on 
March 24 at Prime Minister’s Office, Prime 
Minister Abe awarded four selected works 
(from among over 17,000 submissions) the 
Prime Minister’s Award. The prime minister 
has spoken of his enthusiasm for the G7 
Summit, saying; “ I want to thoroughly pass 
on to the next generation the beautiful nature 
and traditions of our furusato, as well as the 
calm days of the people living in them, which 
is captured in all of your works. To that end, 
in the midst of the beautiful nature of Ise-
Shima, I hope to talk extensively with other 
leaders during the Summit about peace and 
prosperity in Japan and the rest of the world.” 
Photos submitted from abroad have also been 
selected for special prizes. We hope you will 
view the winning selections—approximately 
150 photos—that capture the various charms 
of Japan. You are able to download photo 
collections as well.
Photography contest website:  
https://photocon-summit.jp/

G7 Summit website:  
http://www.japan.go.jp/g7/

PRIME MINISTER’S AWARD

BEST SHOT AWARD

JAPANESE NATURE 
STILL CAMERA 
DIVISION
Title: Eternal 
Winner: Yo Iwata 
Place: MIE /  
Meoto-iwa (Wedded 
Rocks)

JAPANESE CULTURE 
STILL CAMERA DIVISION
Title: Young Man
Winner: Fumi Komata
Place: NAGANO / Nanakuri 
Shrine, Iida City

LIFE IN JAPAN
STILL CAMERA DIVISION
Title: Guided by the Milky Way
Winner: Eiji Nakane
Place: IBARAKI / Suigo Itako 
Ayame Park

SMARTPHONE DIVISION
Title: My Son and His Friend . . . 
Feeling Worn Out?
Winner: Aya Ebihara
Place: TOKYO / Kindergarten 
bus taking children home
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SUBCULTURE IMMERSION
Japanese subcultures like anime, manga and cosplay have gained 

passionate followings abroad, particularly among the young. Just like 
kimono, kabuki and other elements that reflect traditional Japanese 
culture, these subcultures are now symbolic of Japan. 

In this issue we not only introduce audiences to the various 
subcultures that Japan has created—from anime, manga and cosplay 
to takes on fashion and art—but also convey the appeal these diverse 
subcultures hold through the perspective of those from abroad working 
in Japan as manga artists and voice actors.

Feature SUBCULTURE IMMERSION

April 2016 | 5



TAMI KAWASAKI

TOKYO Otaku Mode (TOM) is a massively 
successful shop that exports Japanese pop 
culture to the world. TOM’s Faceb ook page 

boasts over eighteen million overseas fans, and its 
e-commerce site, the Tokyo Otaku Mode Premium Shop, 
processes a flood of overseas orders for anime character 
figures and stuffed toys. 

In recent years, Japan’s subcultures and otaku culture 
have been the subjects of intense interest from overseas. 
We spoke to TOM founder and CEO Tomohide Kamei 
about their appeal.
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MARKETING THE OTAKU 
LIFESTYLE ABROAD

An Interview with Tokyo Otaku 
Mode Founder and CEO

Tomohide Kamei

What trends do you see in Japan’s subcultures? 
What are their distinguishing characteristics?

Japan is an island nation, so it wasn’t subject to 
strong external pressure; it became the breeding 
ground for a distinctive culture. For example, 
although the West presents a larger market 
for anime, there’s a contrast between Western 
heroes—who tend to be strong and powerful from 
the beginning of their stories—and Japanese 
heroes, because the latter prominently go through 
coming-of-age stories. They initially suffer as 
weak persons and then eventually become 
strong. I think that element strikes a chord with 
fans overseas. There are many fans of Japanese 
content with this deep sense of story among 
creators active in Hollywood and elsewhere now, 
and it’s reflected in their work. 

There is demand overseas not only for anime 
and manga but for Japanese food, architecture, 
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traditional handicrafts and cutting-edge technology such 
as bullet trains as well. Japan’s geographic and historical 
situation has required us to create new technology or 
ideas every time we’ve lost something old due to war 
damage or natural disasters, and I imagine that led to the 
development of our current sense of originality.

What sort of content are customers overseas seeking, 
and what sort of impact is this content having on the 
world? 

Japan’s anime and manga are so popular that there 
are expos overseas dedicated to them that attract tens of 
thousands of attendees. On the other hand, I feel there’s 
great potential interest in other Japanese subcultures 
such as fashion, bento and art. For example, TOM’s 
e-commerce site offers “sushi socks” that look just like 
sushi when they’re rolled up; they’re selling like mad 
on the site, but they aren’t very well known among 
our Japanese customers. Shunga erotic prints, whose 
distribution is now somewhat discouraged in Japan, have 
also gained explosive popularity as works of art in France 
and other European  countries. When we, as Japanese 
people, see tourists from overseas happily snapping 
photos in unexpected places, it’s an opportunity for us to 
rediscover the fun of seeing Japan through global eyes. 

The word otaku once had a negative connotation, 
meaning “someone who is reclusive and obsessed with 
anime and manga.” But that age has passed, and now 
the term is used by men and women alike as a way of 
identifying a style of personal self-expression. Even 
high school girls say things like “I’m a makeup otaku” in 
everyday conversation. The term is developing a wider, 
more positive application now, encompassing fashion 
and music in addition to manga, anime and video games 
under the idea that Japan is cool and has an interesting 
and fun culture. Just like I talked about how many 
overseas creators are fans of Japanese content, many 
style-conscious people enjoy the otaku culture, and it has 
developed into a lifestyle. 
What sort of growth and development do you expect to 
see?

With the spread of the Internet, we now face many 
copyright violation issues, such as illegal uploads and 
pirating. We therefore need to develop an accurate grasp 

of the areas where there is demand for content and 
to be proactive in delivering official content and 
products to those markets. 

On the other hand, we’ll have to make 
adjustments to meet the needs of overseas 
customers while preserving the original 
perspective that’s expected from Japan. For 
example, with the food that’s popular among 
overseas visitors, there are cases where culture 
clashes arise due to language issues or the 
seasonings or ingredients used in Japanese cuisine. 
If we on the Japan side take a proactive attitude, 
if we study the various cultural backgrounds and 
needs of our overseas audiences and offer services 
that satisfy those needs, I think we’ll discover a 
significant business opportunity. 

These "sushi socks" (shown here rolled up and unrolled) are a 
massively popular item on TOM's e-commerce site



THE MARKETPLACE OF 
FUN AND IMAGINATION
Comic Market is the world’s largest marketplace for doujinshi, or fan 
comics. Held annually every winter and summer, the event draws 
over half a million attendees per session, and the international 
composition of its visitors is a testament to its mass success, and its 
status as a social phenomenon.

into such a landmark event that 
additional trains are put into 
operation near the convention 
venue while Comiket is in session. 

Comiket was originally 
designed to showcase doujinshi, 
which are comics self-published 
by fans that focus on manga, 
anime, video games and other 
genres of entertainment. As the 
manga and anime boom went 
global, the event began to draw 

Comiket has grown so popular that extra 
trains operate near the convention venue

TAMI KAWASAKI

LAUNCHED in 1975, Comic 
Market (popularly known 
as “Comiket”) celebrated 

its fortieth anniversary last 
year. The three-day event 
currently draws over 500,000 
visitors, approximately 35,000 
participating “circles” (or groups 
of creators), and over 20,000 
cosplayers. Comiket has grown 

participants from overseas, 
and ever-more-elaborately 
costumed cosplayers flocked to 
the convention floor. As Comiket 
grew in popularity, the number 
of companies sponsoring booths 
skyrocketed, with approximately 
140 today. The enthusiasm and 
bustle at the Tokyo International 
Exhibition Center (Tokyo Big 
Sight), home to Comiket in recent 
years, has even drawn attention 
from TV news programs. 

At the same time, the sight 
of tens of thousands of Comiket 
participants lining up calmly and 
neatly to enter the venue—thanks 
in part to the Comiket staff’s 
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smooth management—inspires 
wonder in both domestic and 
overseas attendees as “one of 
those miracles you can only find 
in Japan.”

“No one is a guest at 
Comiket,” explains Comic Market 
Committee co-representative 
Koichi Ichikawa. “The core 
staff, our 3,200 volunteer staff 
members, the participants—we’re 
all doujinshi fans on the same 
level. Every one of us makes a 
personal commitment to mind 
our manners so that everyone 
can enjoy Comiket and help make 
it a success. Our volunteer staff 
carefully works out fine-tuned 
schedules for admitting attendees 
to the venue, and as a result I’m 
proud to say that Comiket has 
not experienced a single accident 
with major injuries to this day. 
Our skills at managing large-scale 
operations stem from our forty 
years of experience as doujinshi 
fans in Japan.”

As a prominent subculture 
event, Comiket now regularly 
receives requests for 
inspection and cooperation 
from government offices and 
universities. There have been, 
however, challenges to overcome 
during its four decades; Comiket 
officials have had to tackle safety 
issues that came along with 
the event’s dramatic expansion 

as well as questions over the 
presence of potentially “harmful” 
comics, for example. Despite 
that, “the event has become more 
popular and has grown so much 
as the years have gone by,” reflects 
public relations chief Naoki 
Satomi. “There have been huge 
booms in manga and anime, such 
as with Space Battleship Yamato, 
Mobile Suit Gundam, Captain 
Tsubasa and Sailor Moon, and with 
these booms come passionate fans 
who want to seek out other fans 
and a community—something that 
hasn’t changed to this day.” 

In the nineties, the convention 
established an international 
team to support attendees from 
overseas. “We believe we get 
several thousand [overseas 
participants] per day now,” Satomi 
says. 

“Doujinshi events in Thailand 
are really small in scale, so 
it was a dream of mine to 
someday participate in the real 
Comiket in Japan,” says Supavita 
Cherdchoovanit, a female fan 
from Thailand who has lived in 
Japan for a year and a half and has 
been participating since the 2015 
summer Comiket. “The number of 
people here is way beyond what 
I imagined, and all the doujinshi 
I wanted were sold out. But I’ve 
discovered some other really 
interesting doujinshi. I’d like to 

participate in every Comiket held 
while I’m still in Japan.” Ichikawa 
smiles and comments, “When we 
hear from those living locally or 
abroad that ‘I’ve wanted to go to 
Comiket all my life,’ it just touches 
our hearts.” 

Contrary to popular perception, 
a great number of female fans take 
part in the event. 

“The Comiket ideal is a venue 
where all forms of expression 
are received with an open 
mind—where everyone, pros 
and amateurs alike—comes 
together to express themselves 
and constantly generate a wide 
variety of creations,” Satomi notes. 
“We’d like to use this kind of ‘soft 
power’ to instill an interest in and 
identification with Japan, and 
increase the number of people in 
other countries who are fond of our 
nation. Our goal is to strengthen 
our overseas relationships.” 

In line with that goal, Comiket 
is promoting engagement with 
the activities of the International 
Otaku Expo Association to deepen 
its ties with overseas subculture 
events. “Our ultimate objective,” 
states Ichikawa, “is ‘world peace 
through comic fans’—to create 
good friends across national 
borders through manga, and 
perhaps eliminate conflict. This 
is our hobby, after all—so we’re 
serious about it!”  
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Doujinshi—self-published fan comics—remain one of Comiket’s 
primary draws

An assortment of fanzines that Thai doujinshi fan Supavita 
Cherdchoovanit purchased



With over thirteen years of history, the World Cosplay 
Summit is a cosplay-based international exchange 
event featuring the ultimate competition to decide the 
world’s best cosplayers, bringing together contestants 
and fans from all over the planet to the host site in 
Nagoya.

RIEKO SUZUKI

COSPLAY—short for “costume play”—refers to 
dressing as characters primarily from manga 
and anime, with a variety of events held not just 

in Japan but in countries around the world.
The World Cosplay Summit began in 2003, with 

countries sending the winners of their respective 
qualifying tournaments to Nagoya in Aichi Prefecture. 
The biggest cosplay event on the globe, the Summit is 
where the world’s top cosplayers are crowned. In 2015, 
the number of participating countries and regions rose 
to twenty-eight, and the event is now the ultimate 
aspirational objective for cosplayers worldwide. And 
with greater media coverage from many countries, 
the Summit has come to be known as the cosplayer 

Olympics. Tokumaru Oguri of the World Cosplay 
Summit executive committee spoke about the 
path this event has taken and its current outlook.

A mini-program reporting on the cosplay 
phenomenon and culture, organized by Oguri, 
then a producer at a Nagoya television station, 
inspired the inaugural event. “While we were 
doing research for the show, we learned that 
cosplay was enjoying more success overseas than 
in Japan,” he says, “so we organized a discussion 
and invited cosplayers from France, Italy and 
Germany along with Japanese cosplayers. Even if 
they couldn’t speak each other’s languages, their 
favorite characters all shared the same names. 
And that’s all it took. They had a great time. And 
that was the first World Cosplay Summit.”

When the event and cosplay championships 
took place at the 2005 World Exposition in Aichi 
Prefecture, it led to widespread international 
media coverage from outlets such as Reuters 
and the Associated Press. As a result, many 
inquiries came from various countries through 
their embassies, with some expressing a desire 
to join in. Thanks to this momentum, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 
Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism 
began lending their support in 2006, and in 2009 

WELCOME TO THE 
COSPLAY 
OLYMPICS! 

Cosplayers pose in front of Thousand Sunny, the ship from One Piece, 
at the 2015 opening ceremony
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More than 1.96 million people have attended the Summit to date



the event gained the backing of the city of Nagoya to 
establish the executive committee.

Since then the event has vastly expanded in scale 
each year, and as of  2015, a cumulative total of more 
than 1.96 million people have attended the Summit and 
its associated events. At the opening ceremonies for the 
2015 Summit, held at Laguna Ten Bosch amusement 
park, representatives from the various countries 
gathered around as the ship Thousand Sunny (from the 
popular manga and anime One Piece) floated in the bay, 
and conducted a tape-cutting ceremony. Participants 
streamed this event in real time via social networking 
services worldwide, sharing their excitement and 
passion with an even larger global audience.

Another development was the inauguration of the 
WCS Omotenashi Student Executive Committee in 
2013, which consisted mainly of Japanese students and 
paired up Summit participants with student volunteers 
(omotenashi refers to the Japanese spirit of hospitality). 
For the duration of the event, the volunteers provided 
extensive support—from assistance with cosplaying to 
translation—with the Summit serving as an opportunity 
for promoting cultural exchange and creating deep 
bonds of friendship.

“Over the period of about a year, qualifying trials are 
held in 15 cities in Russia and 26 provinces in China, 
and cosplayers from all over Europe gather at the Japan 

Expo in France,” Oguri says, explaining the 
flourishing overseas cosplay boom. “Japanese 
anime and manga are very high quality, and they 
feature characters that are easy to identify with. 
And with the advent of the Internet, it’s become 
easier to access such works. I think this is what 
served as the foundation for the worldwide 
cosplay boom. There are tens of thousands of 
events, both online and offline, where people can 
come together. Cosplay can be a tool—and one 
unlike any other—for cultural exchange.”

The World Cosplay Summit has several goals in 
mind. One is to reduce the number of countries 
that have indicated interest in participating 
but haven’t yet been able to do so—currently 
over thirty—to zero by the year 2020. There are 
also plans to contribute to the revitalization 
and creativity of Japan’s regions by sending 
the majority of overseas cosplayers to regional 
cities and holding the final qualifying rounds 
for the World Cosplay Summit within Japan’s 
borders. Cosplaying has become a common global 
language, and it continues to generate powerful 
connectivity and energy to the world. 

© World Cosplay Summit 2015
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The right costume and pose are essential

Shema Arroyo and Juan Carlos Tolento of TWIN Cosplay, 
the winning team from Mexico



Tokyo’s Shibuya and Harajuku districts have given rise 
to numerous fashion trends, and the totality of Japanese 
style can be grasped by examining the past and present 
of these districts and the uniquely Japanese subcultures 
they have spawned. 

“THERE are other cosmopolitan cities 
that share their fashions in ways 
created and approved by the fashion 

industry. But only in Tokyo are trends born from 
the general public, the people on the street—
and then strike a chord and achieve explosive 
popularity.” So asserts Tomonori Matsui, former 
member of the Ministry of Economy, Trade, 
and Industry’s Cool Japan Public-Private Expert 
Council and famed executive general manager of 
PR01, which handles PR and events for numerous 
fashion brands in Japan and abroad.

Shibuya and Harajuku stand as the pillars 
of Tokyo’s unique fashion culture. They 
developed into trendsetting fashion hotbeds in 
the seventies and eighties thanks to “mansion 
manufacturers”—young designers bursting with 
talent who created and sold clothing out of their 
one-room apartments, explains Matsui. From 
there, Harajuku gained renown as a “fashion 
village” where designers gathered, and out of that 
village came the iconic shopping complex Laforet 
Harajuku, which attracted numerous fashion-
conscious customers. 

“[The street of] Omotesando became a 
veritable runway of popular self-expression,” 
Matsui relates. “Fashionistas swaggered about 
in their own special styles; their images were 
captured in on-location photos that were then 
published in magazines, and the young people 

who saw those photos flocked to Harajuku, and 
so a cycle was born.”

Meanwhile, a distinctly different culture was 
being created right next door to Harajuku in 
Shibuya. Matsui explains the distinction between 
the two districts this way: “Since Shibuya boasts 
a lot of restaurants and schools, which are places 
where young people gather, the district gave 
birth to student-led trends focused in places such 
as Center Gai (a famous shopping arcade of the 
time). Harajuku became a tourist destination that 
hinged on fashion, while Shibuya evolved into a 
magnet for students.”

What makes these two districts such 
powerhouses in shaping and creating trends? 

FUNDAMENTALLY 
FASHIONABLE 
PLACES

TAMI KAWASAKI

The iconic Laforet Harajuku building brought fashion-
conscious consumers to the area

| highlighting japan12

Feature SUBCULTURE IMMERSION



“Japan is skilled at importing Western culture and 
adapting it to its own,” Matsui responds. “Also, 
Japanese society being predominantly middle 
class, and the fact that these areas are relatively 
safe allowed people to congregate there until late 
into the night, accelerating the development of 
street cultures and allowing key personalities—
people who are self-expressive and have fashion 
sense—to lead the fashion scene.”

The sneaker boom took off like a rocket among 
the youth of Harajuku and Shibuya. The baggy 
sock look was created by female high school 
students wearing the white socks so popular in 
American casual wear; pairing them with their 
school uniforms and allowing the socks to gather 
around their ankles gave birth to a trend that could 
only have originated in Shibuya. And Harajuku’s 
“gothic Lolita” (gothic and Lolita) style, which 
fused Europe’s goth aesthetic with Lolita fashion 
and the band boom, is even imitated abroad. 

“The power lies with the consumers on the 
street—they’re the ones who choose the clothing 
they buy and wear,” Matsui says. “Combining 
ethnic flavor and local power, boosted by Japan’s 
economic prosperity, you see how Japan’s fashion 
culture has formed in a unique way.”

The rise of social networking services like 
Instagram and Facebook has led to tons of 

fashion dispatches from locations in Asia such 
as Shanghai and Bangkok. Even so, in Tokyo, 
“there’s an editorial function served by its select 
boutiques, which find and purchase creative, high-
quality items from around the world and mix and 
match them to suggest fashions,” Matsui notes. 
The fashion industry is keenly aware of Japan’s 
propensity for interesting creations; Paris’s leading 
designers, for example, quietly keep an eye trained 
on the Shibuya fashion scene.

“I hope the people of Japan become more aware 
of their unique individuality, express themselves 
freely and share their creations with the rest of the 
world,” the talented creative director enthuses, eyes 
shining behind his stylish spectacles. “Because in 
twenty to thirty years, it can really give added value 
to Japan.” 
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Takeshita-dori in Harajuku is a narrow thoroughfare filled 
with trendy shops and people

The brick-lined street called Spain-zaka (Spanish Hill) in 
Shibuya has a European air and lots of boutiques

Fashion industry insider Tomonori Matsui of PR and event 
firm PR01



Akira Yamaguchi, using 
traditional Japanese-style 
painting techniques, depicts 
samurai warriors and 
contemporary people together 
in landscapes where skyscrapers 
and Edo Period architecture 
intermingle. The artist, whose 
works have attracted widespread 
acclaim for their distinctive 
style, spoke about the spirit of 
subculture.

FUSIONS 
OF PAST 
AND 
FUTURE 

Yamaguchi appears to be an 
traditionalist as a Japanese artist. 
After graduating from one of 
the most prestigious academic 
institutions in the Japanese 
art world—the Tokyo National 
University of the Arts—with a 
master’s degree in oil painting, he 
was the runner-up in the fourth 
Okamoto Taro Memorial Award 
for Contemporary Art contest, 
and won the 12th Kobayashi 
Hideo Award for his book Hen na 
Nihon Bijutsushi (published by 
Shodensha in 2012). He was one 
of seventeen artists worldwide 
selected to design official art 
posters for the FIFA World Cup 
Tournament South Africa 2010 
as well, and has been named the 
primary artist for Dogo Art 2016, 
an art festival to be held at Dogo 
Onsen in Ehime Prefecture, said 
to be the oldest hot spring spa 
in Japan. He is also scheduled 
to hold another solo exhibition 
this fall. All of these events are 
eagerly awaited by fans of his 
works throughout the world. As 
an established and popular master 
artist, is it appropriate to classify 
him as a subcultural figure?

Yamaguchi responds in a 
consistently calm and easygoing 
manner. “I am not particularly 

TAMI KAWASAKI

AKIRA Yamaguchi is a 
leading artist in Japan’s 
art world. In the 2000s his 

signature works People Making 
Things and Narita International 
Airport: View of Flourishing New 
South Wing created shockwaves. 
His painting style—which 
fuses the past, present, future, 
imagination, humor and sarcasm 
into painterly touches evoking 
Yamato-e and ukiyo-e—slashed 
open a path to the forefront of 
modern art. His battle scenes 
featuring motorcycle horses and 
cyborg samurai, and his erotic 
Buddhist paintings have delighted 
fans everywhere.

On the other hand, when his 
career and awards are examined, 

Left: Narita International Airport: View of 
Flourishing New South Wing (2005)
pen, watercolor on paper
96.5 x 76 cm
©YAMAGUCHI Akira, Courtesy of Mizuma Art 
Gallery

Right: People Making Things (2001)
oil on canvas
112 x 372 cm
photo by KIOKU Keizo
From the TAKAHASHI COLLECTION
©YAMAGUCHI Akira, Courtesy of Mizuma Art 
Gallery
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interested in how I am categorized. 
Whether I am in the subculture or 
part of mainstream culture is just 
a matter of domain—whether I am 
outside the fence or inside it.” 

Also highly acclaimed as an art 
theoretician, Yamaguchi untangles 
the nuances of the history of art in 
Japan and abroad. “In the history 
of post-Meiji Restoration Japanese 
art, there has been a tendency to 
move from one particular style 
taken from abroad to another, 
without any sense of continuity 
between them. By contrast, in the 
West there is a layering process of 
superimposition, in which existing 
forms would be disavowed and 
then renewed.”

These structural differences 
between Japan and the West were 
the truths that compelled him to 
redirect his creativity during his 
student years. While Yamaguchi’s 
Japanese painterly style 
distinguishes him, he majored 
not in Japanese painting but oil 
painting. 

“The oil painting styles I studied 
as an art student at university were 
a form of painting imported from 
the West during the Meiji Period. 
A Western method is only fully 
realized when one possesses a 
Western spirit, so when a Japanese 

person paints in that style and 
some form of Japanese spiritual 
element were to appear—for 
example, a Rinpa school style—it 
would be deemed improper 
and corrected. I realized that 
such a process was, in the end, 
merely an act of imitation, and 
experienced an impending 
sense of crisis that we would 
never attain our own methods of 
expression.”

“The act of ‘misreading’ 
something imported from 
outside one’s own domain also 
becomes a refinement of the 
imported culture,” he adds. 
Going back to the styles of the 
past to which he hoped to apply 
his “power of misreading,” 
Yamaguchi began to immerse 
himself in painting based on the 
past and thoroughly indoctrinate 
himself in those methods. He 
terms this period of practice “an 
exercise in form.” 

“I allowed my hand to imitate 
the styles superficially until it 
achieved comprehension,”  
Yamaguchi says, revealing 
his inner feelings as an artist. 
“I think of it as expressing 
techniques of the past through 
a contemporary sensibility, a 
struggle just like what painters 

of the recent past were working 
to accomplish using oil painting. 
It is not at all something that can 
be indulged in. I am in pursuit of 
perfect beauty, and I work in the 
hope of someday reaching that 
pinnacle.” He is against facile 
sampling of the past and simple-
minded suturing of the new and 
the old, and is not one to rest in his 
quest for beauty.

“I only see the path ahead of 
me,” he says simply. The goals: 
to avoid becoming trapped in 
old genres, to resist withering 
away, and to struggle and escape 
from the enclosures of an ever-
expanding domain. Perhaps 
subcultures are a display of such 
wildness at heart. In that sense, 
Yamaguchi—who already refuses 
to live peacefully or compromise 
himself within existing forms—is 
an embodiment of the subcultural 
spirit. 

Artist Akira Yamaguchi at work on one of his 
era-blending canvases 
photo by Hamasaki Tsutomu
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As a teenager growing up in Sweden, artist and 
storyteller Asa Ekstrom fell in love with manga, going 
on to conceive, write and draw her own distinctive 
comics that have published in both her homeland and 
Japan.

NOAM KATZ

THE  popularity of Japanese comics—
typically called manga—reaches far 
beyond the shores of the island nation 

that created the genre, and they are constantly 
gaining fame and fans throughout the world. 
While plenty of non-Japanese now read and love 
manga, Swedish artist Asa Ekstrom went a step 
further to create and publish her own comics—
and now produces them here in Japan as well.

“I never thought I’d become a manga artist,” 
Ekstrom says; and yet she recalls that when 
watching the anime series Sailor Moon as a 
teenager “it was the first time I had seen anime 
for girls, and that had a profound impact on 
me.” Ekstrom became a fan of reading and 
drawing manga during her teens, making regular 
excursions from the suburbs to Stockholm’s 
urban area to seek out English-language 
translations of the comics, since there were no 
Swedish translations available at the time.

Manga proved a natural fit. “I love writing 
stories and I love drawing, but discovering manga 
was the first time I realized you could put them 
together,” she notes. Ekstrom intended to pursue 
higher education, but took a year off to engage in 
her hobby at a comic arts school in Sweden. That 
proved to be a pivotal decision, because after 
a year Ekstrom says she began getting offers to 
draw for money. She has never looked back.

SO MANY 
STORIES 
TO TELL 

1 2
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Ekstrom published her first Japanese-style comic 
in Sweden, a three-volume shojo manga (manga for 
female readers) called Sayonara September. Ekstrom 
describes that work, which ran almost seven hundred 
pages, as very personal: “The inspiration came from 
my own life about becoming a manga artist.”

After visiting Japan several times, Ekstrom decided 
to wholeheartedly pursue the study of Japanese, and 
moved to Tokyo in 2011. After a year at a language 
school, she enrolled in a graphic design college. 
Although Ekstrom contemplated working as a graphic 
designer, she ultimately found an opportunity in 
2014 to create manga for major Japanese publisher 
Kadokawa.

Now Ekstrom works as a freelance artist, drawing 
and writing four-panel manga strips. She published 
two volumes of these strips in 2015 as Hokuo Joshi 
O-sa Ga Mitsuketa Nihon No Fushigi (roughly 
translated as “Nordic Girl Asa discovers the Mysteries 
of Japan”), in which she offers thought-provoking 
observations and experiences from the perspective of 
a Swedish woman living in Japan. 

One strip shows foreigners fumbling with the 
triangular, packaged onigiri (rice balls) sold in 
convenience stores. Opening onigiri may seem 
simple to most Japanese, but Ekstrom says many 
foreign friends in Japan initially struggled with the 
steps involved, probably because such convoluted 
packaging is nonexistent in their own countries. 

These are the stories Ekstrom loves to tell. 
“Everyone knows about the big differences, but 

what is most interesting is when you get down to 
the small stuff in everyday life,” she explains.

As both an author and reader of manga, Ekstrom 
observes that contrary to the common perception in 
the West that comics are only for kids, manga touch 
on themes that are complex and of interest to adults 
as well. “There are all kinds of different manga—
they’re an art form like movies,” she points out. And 
the appeal to foreigners of both manga and Japan’s 
subcultures overall lies in the fact that there really 
is something for everyone.

For now, though, she is hard at work on her third 
volume in the series mentioned above. “It was my 
childhood dream to be published in Japan, so just 
having done that is enough for me,” she says. “But 
of course I want to stay here and keep drawing.” 
Ekstrom says she’s contemplating drawing more 
dramatic, story-type manga as well. 

1 Manga creator Asa Ekstrom began her career in Sweden, then came 
to Japan

2 Ekstrom’s series about unusual things she’s discovered about 
Japan; a third volume is on the way

3 Ekstrom’s manga incorporate stories from daily life in Japan
4 Ekstrom at a book signing and live chat promoting her Hokuo Joshi 

series

3

4
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Seira Ryu grew up in China watching anime and 
dreamed of becoming a voice actress. Through hard 
work, superlative language skills and performing 
talent she has achieved that goal, working in both 
China and Japan and holding her own against native-
born Japanese vocal actors.

RIEKO SUZUKI

WHILE there are legions of fans of 
anime and manga abroad, few are 
actually involved in producing that 

content in Japan. Voice actors, for example, 
must have native-level language skills and 
talent, and the market is oversaturated with 
native-born performers. The chances for vocal 
talent from abroad are therefore slim, to say 
the least. And yet Seira Ryu, a voice actress 
from China, overcame these hurdles to become 
one of the rare performers working in both 
countries.

Ryu grew up in Beijing, China during the 
country’s one-child policy. To ease the burden 
on families of working parents, kindergarten-
age children were commonly sent to boarding 
school during the week. After dinner, the 
children watched Japanese anime on television. 
One show in particular, Saint Seiya: Knights of 
the Zodiac, proved so popular that they loved to 
imitate it. Ryu was no exception.

Her dream at the time was to become a 
cartoonist. She soon realized that practicing 
illustration on her own would not produce the 
skills she needed to enter art school, so she 
changed course. “I happened to watch Neon 
Genesis Evangelion, and although it was a dub 
from the original Japanese, I was amazed at the 
acting skills of the voice actors,” she recalls. 
“Then I learned about Romi Park, the voice 
actress for Fullmetal Alchemist, and realized that 
there was non-Japanese voice talent out there. 
That’s when I chose this career. I later learned 
that Romi Park was in fact born and raised in 
Tokyo, so her situation is a little different from 
mine, but that misunderstanding is what got me 
where I am!”

After making up her mind, Ryu dove 
headlong into her studies. She earned top marks 
at school and was considered a shoo-in for any 
of the best universities in the country, but she 
wanted to attend a school that offered Japanese, 
so she enrolled in the Japanese program at 
Beijing Foreign Studies University. “Beijing 

GIVING VOICE
TO A DREAM 

1
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Foreign Studies University is also difficult to get 
into,” Ryu says. “Even so, my decision to forego top 
universities and enroll in Foreign Studies University—
and moreover, to go for Japanese rather than the more 
universal English—was met with remarks of ‘You’re 
putting your talents to waste’ from my high school 
teachers.”

  While at university, she took part in an exchange 
program with Aichi Bunkyo University. After 
returning to China, she enthusiastically took part in 
cosplay culture with fellow nerds.After graduating 
from university, she returned to Japan in 2009 and 
continued her studies in the Voice Actor and Theater 
Department at Nihon Kogakuin College. While her 
textbooks focused on polite and correct Japanese, she 
wanted to expand her repertoire to youth slang and 
real performative Japanese. To fully immerse herself 
in the language, she kept contact with her parents 
in China to a minimum, and while at home would 
leave the television on permanently and listen to the 
background audio. Her goal was to shut out her native 
Chinese and absorb Japanese, which allowed her to 

1 Ryu clearly loves being in the recording booth, and that shows in 
her work

2 A display of items in Beijing at the Japanese Embassy last year from 
various artists—including Jackie Chan—complimenting Ryu on her 
talent

3 Recording an episode of a radio show

obtain the near-perfect delivery she has today.
 These intensive efforts put her on the path to 

professional voice acting. During her second year at 
Nihon Kogakuin College, Aoni Production—Japan’s 
largest voice talent agency—held an event in China, 
and Ryu acted as MC as well as interpreter. Aoni 
executives rated her performance as stellar, and 
offered her a job. “Becoming a voice actor in Japan 
as a foreigner requires not just skills but a bit of luck 
and connections,” Ryu observes. “I was really lucky 
to have met the people from Aoni—without them, I 
wouldn’t be where I am today.” 

Ryu’s roles are ever expanding, and include the 
voice of Shingo Tsukino in the online anime Pretty 
Guardian Sailor Moon Crystal and the narration for 
Terebi de Chugoku-go (Chinese Language by TV) 
on NHK’s educational channel. “In the future, I 
want to do the main voices for a program in both 
Japanese and Chinese,” she says. “I’m proud to be 
the only voice actress right now with the skills to 
do that.” Ryu adds that she wants to release a comic 
about her background and her steps toward voice 
acting. With her conscientious and proactive style, 
many more doors are sure to open for her. 

2

3
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FIELD REPORT: EXPERIENCING 
JAPANESE SUBCULTURES FIRSTHAND

A foreigner’s foray into a few of Japan’s more 
offbeat cultural aspects.

Subcultures like the following have been born out of 
surprisingly unique ideas, and appear all over Japan. 

A ROOM FULL OF OWLS
Japan first gave the world maid cafés, and soon followed 

with variations that included cat, reptile and even rabbit 
cafés. These animal-themed shops offer customers an 
opportunity to interact with their in-house creatures. 
When I heard about an owl café in Tokyo, my curiosity 
was piqued. Most people, myself included, have only seen 
owls in zoos or heard their hooting at night. The chance 
to see these enigmatic creatures up close—and actually 
touch them and have them use you as a living perch—is 
surpassingly rare.

Guests at the Owl no Mori (Forest of Owls) café pay 
a flat rate, which includes one drink, to spend an hour 
interacting with numerous owl species; they even have 
white snowy owls of the sort inhabiting the Harry Potter 
movies. The café keeps around twenty to thirty owls on 
hand at any given time. Although some are off limits for 
petting, staff members are happy to allow patrons to hold 
and pet some of the smaller ones.

The café is dimly lit, in keeping with the owls’ natural 
habitats. Proceeding toward the back, I spotted an owlish 
shape but dismissed it as merely a decoration. Much to my 
surprise, the head pivoted and two very dark and solemn 
stared back at me—it was definitely not decoration but a 
live owl!

After receiving a few brief instructions on owl handling, 
the staff gave me a protective glove and then placed a small 
owl in my hand. The bird was very light for its size, and I 
was surprised at how effortlessly it maintained its balance. 
For the most part it sat in stillness until it finally startled 
me with cries almost like small barks. Unusual sounds 
notwithstanding, the experience was quite a hoot.

NOAM KATZ

A Ptilopsis leucotis (northern white-faced owl) uses the 
writer as a perch

The Athene noctua or little owl is found in Europe, Asia 
and North Africa
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CAPTIVATED BY CAPSULES
Another popular pastime for toy lovers and 

collectors is going after the vending machine-dis-
pensed transparent capsule toys called gachapon. 
The term is a Japanese onomatopoeia: “gacha” 
is the sound of the machine’s crank turning, and 
“pon” is the sound of the capsule dropping into 
the receptacle.

Inside the Akihabara Gachapon Kaikan, which 
boasts nearly five hundred such vending ma-
chines, I received some pointers from customers 
Eduardo Terzian and Artur Santos, two Brazil-
ians living in Japan that I met in the shop. With 
gachapon, they told me, “You never know what 
you’re going to get!” This is because although one 
can see that there are many varieties of toys in the 
transparent capsules, you may not necessarily get 
what you wanted since they come out at random.

I had a hard time choosing from among the 
myriad categories of plastic replicas, which 
spanned action heroes, Japanese anime charac-
ters, warships, airplanes, animals and even plastic 
food samples—they all looked interesting. I finally 
settled on a machine that served up pieces of 
realistic sushi. 

Wondering what kind of sushi sample I might 
get, I inserted a few coins and turned the lever. 
The capsule dropped down with a small “pon,” I 
scooped it up, and there in my hands was a lovely 
plastic replica of rice and . . . tamagoyaki (rolled 
omelette). As my Brazilian friends had said, such 
is the world of gachapon. 

MACHINES DISPENSING A VARIETY OF 
GOODS

The country’s immense number and variety of regular 
vending machines are also known abroad. Japan has 
the highest number of vending machines per capita, so 
whether you’re in the city or the countryside, if there are 
people then these sophisticated dispensers of goods are 
never far away.

Japan’s vending machines are fascinating for several 
reasons. Some can dispense both warm and cold 
products at the same time, for example—a feature I’ve 
never seen back home in the United States. Also in 
contrast to the U.S., while they may be equipped with 
alarms and surveillance cameras, Japan’s vending 
machines aren’t outfitted with heavy locks, chains or 
bars to prevent theft, no matter how remote the location.

I’ve also witnessed a remarkably diverse and 
incredible range of products for sale in vending 
machines here, including not only soft drinks and beer 
but also ice cream, hamburgers, flower arrangements, 
umbrellas and clothing. I once stopped at a particular 
machine stocked with cans of oden, a Japanese dish 
typically featuring daikon radish, boiled eggs, konjac 
and processed fishcakes stewed in a soy-flavored broth. 

That machine only dispensed cold products, 
unfortunately. Consuming my canned oden later that 
night at home, however, I was happy to find the taste 
was quite satisfactory, and the can even included a long 
wooden pick for eating on the go. 

All of these experiences brought about new 
discoveries to me, but I’m sure Japanese people 
wouldn’t be too surprised. After all, when marketing 
to Japan’s consumers—particularly with a product 
geared for a subculture audience—you need to think of 
everything, even what is normally unimaginable. 
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Retrieving a gachapon—you never know what you’ll get 

Vending machines, called jidohanbaiki in Japanese, dispense 
everything from beer to hamburgers to clothing



CRADLES OF 
SUBCULTURE
Here we introduce some trivia about various regions 
in Japan that are known as subculture hotbeds. 

TOTTORI PREFECTURE,  
THE MANGA KINGDOM

Tottori Prefecture has Japan’s smallest population, 
and until 2014 was the only prefecture without a 
Starbucks. In recent years, however, the prefecture 
has become known as “the manga kingdom,” and 
is attracting large numbers of tourists. One reason 
is that Tottori has produced so many prominent 
Japanese manga artists, including Gosho Aoyama, 
creator of Case Closed (Detective Conan), and Shigeru 
Mizuki, creator of GeGeGe no Kitaro. In recognition 
of these two, the prefecture’s two airports are known 
as Yonago Kitaro Airport and Tottori Sakyu Conan 
Airport.

In Hokuei1, the town where Gosho Aoyama was 
born and raised, you can find bronze statues and 
stone monuments of Conan along “Conan Dori” 
(Conan Street), as well as on “Conan Ōhashi” (Conan 
Bridge). Even manhole covers bear the young 
detective’s likeness. At the Gosho Aoyama Manga 
Factory, visitors can find out more about Aoyama’s 
life and delve into the charms of his creation.

HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN EDITORIAL TEAM

In the city of Sakaiminato2, the birthplace of 
Shigeru Mizuki, “Mizuki Shigeru Road” extends 
for approximately eight hundred meters from 
Sakaiminato Station to the Shigeru Mizuki 
Museum. Enshrined along the way are over 
150 bronze statues of Mizuki’s yokai (ghosts 
and monsters). The city is filled with several 
interesting and fun spots with a yokai character 
theme, such as a yokai shrine and yokai 
mailboxes.

THE ORIGIN OF THE WORD OTAKU
The word otaku—a generic term coined to 

describe subculture fans in the late seventies 
in Japan—is now used even overseas. The term 
especially applies to fans of hobbies that evoke 
strong preferences, such as manga, anime, 
games and figures. The word is said to have 
sprung from the tendency of anime lovers to 
address each other using the pronoun otaku 
(a polite variation of “you”). The emblematic 
fashion of otaku used to include checkered 
shirts, a fanny pack, backpack, sneakers, 
glasses and a bandana, and their favorite 
gathering spot of Akihabara3 in Tokyo became 
known as the symbolic center of otaku culture.

The meaning of otaku has drifted a bit, 
and the term is now used to broadly define 
people who are passionate, knowledgeable 
and obsessive about a single activity, thing or 
genre. It has entered common usage, being 
employed to describe certain types of people 
as “motorcycle otaku” or “camera otaku,” for 
example.

On Conan Bridge, Detective Conan uses his magnifying glass to 
examine a clue—and visitors

A scene from Akihabara, the nexus of otaku culture
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Various yokai characters from the otherworldly manga and 
anime favorite GeGeGe no Kitaro



PILGRIMAGES  
TO THE MECCAS OF ANIME

While trips to visit locations that were the 
setting of anime stories have long been popular 
among anime fans in Japan, there has been a 
surge in foreign travelers as well. This type of trip 
is called a pilgrimage as it is analogous to religious 
pilgrimages. Fans look for the same places that 
appeared in the anime, take commemorative 
photos, and recall memories of their favorite 
scenes.

For example, Hakone4 in Kanagawa Prefecture 
is the location depicted as Tokyo-3 in Neon 
Genesis Evangelion. Famous tourist spots in 
Hakone also appear frequently, including 
Hakone Yumoto Station, Lake Ashi, Ōwakudani 
and Sengokuhara Kogen.

The setting for Wolf Children is Toyama 
Prefecture5. The isolated countryside where 
Hana chooses to raise her werewolf children was 
modeled after the mountain village of Kamiichi, 
the birthplace of the film’s director, Mamoru 
Hosoda. The picturesque mountain ranges where 
Hana’s grown-up son Ame runs freely were 
inspired by Mount Tate, the prefecture’s symbol.

Pretty Guardian Sailor Moon is set in Tokyo’s 
Azabu-Juban6 district, an area to which its 
creator Naoko Takeuchi has close ties, and 
several locations that appear in Sailor Moon 
are modeled after Azabu-Juban. The setting for 
Whisper of the Heart is Seiseki-Sakuragaoka7 
in Tama, Tokyo. Many street views of Seiseki-
Sakuragaoka—including the train stations, parks 
and housing complexes—appear in the animated 
version just as they do in real life. Takanomiya 
Shrine, where the characters of Lucky Star 
reside, was modeled after the real Washinomiya 
Shrine in Kuki8, Saitama Prefecture. The railroad 
crossing at Kamakura9 High School on the 

Enoden Line in Kanagawa Prefecture, which appears 
in the opening scenes of the basketball-centric Slam 
Dunk, is a popular spot to take photos.

Even after the movie or broadcast is over, such 
places remain deep in the hearts of fans and even 
now are lively as pilgrimage spots, helping area shops 
related to the production thrive.

WHERE IS AKIBA NO. 2?
Akihabara, often referred to as Akiba, features 

Electric Town, maid cafés and anime goods, and is 
known as Tokyo’s subculture mecca. Nakano10 has 
become famous in Tokyo as the second Akihabara. 
“Nakano Broadway,” a building located at Nakano 
Station’s north exit, houses a game arcade as well 
as an assortment of shops selling not only figurines 
and anime goods but also electrical appliances, 
used books, cosmetics, sushi and ramen, creating a 
mazelike nexus of Japanese subculture from the first 
basement floor to the fourth floor.

Meanwhile, in western Japan’s largest city, Osaka, 
there is the Nipponbashi11 area, nicknamed the 
“Akihabara of Osaka.” The main thoroughfare is 
known as “Ota Road,” a contraction of “Otaku Road.” 
An annual event called the Nipponbashi Street Festa is 
held here, drawing a huge group of cosplayers from all 
across Japan. 

Tottori
1. Hokuei
2. Sakaiminato

Osaka
11. Nipponbashi

5. Toyama

Kanagawa
4. Hakone
9. Kamakura

Saitama
8. Kuki

3. Akihabara

6. Azabu-Juban
7. Seiseki-Sakuragaoka

10. Nakano

Tokyo
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Lake Ashi in Hakone is one of the main backdrops for Neon 
Genesis Evangelion

Nakano Broadway, considered by many to be Tokyo’s second 
Akihabara
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THE eighties were a wildly popular 
time for plastic models in Japan. 
Most men in their thirties and 
forties here will remember 

spending time as a child building these 
replicas. Since the nineties, however, 
the popularity of model making has 
declined precipitously, leading to a 
growing population of kids who have never 
attempted the craft.

Even under these adverse circumstances, 
model manufacturer Syuto Inc. continues 
to invigorate the plastic model industry 
using technological prowess developed 
over the course of many years. Eschewing 
the use of nippers or adhesives, Japanese 
plastic models are made on the premise 
that the builder will do the assembling by 
hand, meaning the connectors holding 
the parts in place need to be just the right 
thickness so they can be separated with 
one’s fingers. Furthermore, fitting the parts 
together properly requires a tolerance 
level of a hundredth of a millimeter. And 
because metal molds expand, the amount of 
expansion must be calculated when shaving 
the molds down. Syuto’s master craftsmen 

can make those delicate modifications by 
hand, and their consummate skills have 
gained the enduring trust of many toy 
manufacturers over the years.

In addition to that artistry, the company 
was an early adopter of IT. Incorporating 
3D-CAD designs and mockup testing using 
3D printers were a few of the methods Syuto 
has used to lower costs and boost efficiency. 
Now Syuto is seeking to develop new 
avenues of business and rethink the value 
of plastic models. 

“We’ve been making metal molds since 
our company was founded, but it has 
become difficult to do business producing 
only metal molds,” explains Representative 
Director and President Tadatoshi Shibata. 
“That’s why we decided to take on building 
plastic models from the design stage.”

Normally a toy manufacturer designs 
the prototype from which a metal mold 
is cast, but Syuto realized that since they 
were already designing metal molds in 
3D-CAD, they could surely design plastic 
models as well. By capitalizing on their 
technology and experience, they saw that 
the ability to create everything from designs 

Fantastic 
Plastic
Syuto Inc. produces metal molds used to make plastic models for popular 
anime known around the world. While the company originally manufactured 
only the molds, it has now created fresh interest by developing unique 
products such as plastic models that produce no waste and replicas of gyoza 
(dumplings).

Tadatoshi 
Shibata
Representative 
Director and 
President of 
Syuto Inc.

BIFUE USHIJIMA



April 2016 | 25

to metal molds could revitalize the company. 
They subsequently began to receive orders from 
manufacturing companies outside the toy industry 
that didn’t have plastic model designers on staff. 
The company also began crafting models for uses 
in totally unexpected and different industries, such 
as medical equipment, architectural models, movie 
props and more. Orders for novelty goods have been 
on the rise as well. Meanwhile, the company’s own 
plastic model gyoza (dumplings) have been a hot 
topic on the Internet.

What’s more, Syuto, wanting to add value to 
the models themselves, developed original plastic 
models that could be put to practical use after 
assembly. For example, they’ve made a pair of 
scissors shaped like a stag beetle that can be put 
together by combining simple parts. “When we 
distribute these models to kids at events, they 
really seem to have fun with them,” Shibata recalls, 
smiling at the memory. “It reinforces the feeling that 
we want children to enjoy plastic models.”

Another Syuto innovation has to do with the 
scaffolding for plastic model parts—called the 
“runner”—a portion that is normally discarded. 
Syuto, however, incorporates it into the assembly, 
making it integral to the completed model. The 

general public started to recognize the Syuto name 
thanks to the emergence of such ecologically 
friendly plastic models that generate no waste. 

Shibata clearly states his desire to take on more 
challenges. “While plastic models based on anime 
and cars are currently the mainstream, there is new 
potential in genres such as novelty goods,” he says. 

As an example of such endeavors, he explains 
that they have their sights trained on overseas 
development as well. While the firm has already 
been receiving orders from foreign manufacturers 
who rate Syuto’s technology highly, they now plan to 
be more proactive about entering overseas markets. 
Shibata spoke with high anticipation. “I hope we can 
provide opportunities for not only Japanese kids but 
for children all over the world to learn the joys of 
making plastic models.” 

These gyoza (dumplings) look as edible as the 
real thing

Gyoza replicas on their runner and prior to 
painting 

The original parts on the runner (left) and the finished stag 
beetle scissors (right)

Syuto’s master craftsmen make modifications involving tolerances of a hundredth of 
a millimeter by hand



SHANNON JIH

IN most Japanese households, getting sick 
usually means a trip to a nearby hospital or 
clinic, or buying medicine at a local drugstore. 
For the majority of people living in Africa, 

however, the healthcare system is inadequate and 
common medications are hard to obtain. 

Eri Machii, a pharmaceutical sciences 
graduate, is determined to provide easier access 
to common medicines in Tanzania through her 
NPO AfriMedico. While researching the history 
of okigusuri—use-first, pay-later boxes full of 
medicine—developed in Toyama Prefecture during 
the Edo Period (1603–1868), Machii found that the 
lifestyles of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
villages in Toyama were similar to those in parts of 
Africa today. Village families in Toyama at the time 
were typically quite large, healthcare infrastructure 
had yet to be established, and medical expenses 
were high due to the lack of an insurance system. 
By using the old Toyama model of putting essential 
medicines into an accessible box, which people can 
use first and pay for later, Machii hopes to improve 
the health of people in Africa.  

Pharmacist Eri Machii is on a mission to bring 
the traditional Japanese system of okigusuri 
medicine boxes to Tanzania. As president of the 
NPO AfriMedico, she wants to create a bridge 
between Japan and Africa through medicine, 
and promote health and happiness.

Before focusing on Tanzania, Machii had 
observed the situation in Africa while working 
in infectious disease control in 2006 as a Japan 
Overseas Cooperation Volunteer in Niger. 
Many people were dying because hospitals 
were located so far away, not to mention the 
shortages of medicine. For two years, Machii 
helped educate the people about medicine and 
methods for combatting malaria and HIV/AIDs.  
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1 Handing over a medicine box to villagers in Tanzania
2 Healthcare systems in Africa are inadequate, and common 

medicines and medical supplies are hard to obtain
3 Machii watches as a woman in Niger fills out a health questionnaire

“Because the literacy rate is only around 20 
percent, it was important to find ways to share 
knowledge with the people. We informed them 
using illustrated stories and radio broadcasts 
because they were the best tools to communicate 
through the eyes and ears,” recalls Machii. “In part 
as a result of our efforts, 89 percent of the villagers 
understood the causes of malaria at the end of two 
years, but they still were not taking preventive 
measures such as purchasing mosquito nets. 
Looking at the results, I understood that it was 
difficult to change people’s behavior by providing 
knowledge alone, and thought that bringing 
about change would require something beyond 
knowledge. I realized that ‘something’ was the 
introduction of an ongoing system—and that first I 
needed to improve my own abilities.” 

Returning to Japan at the end of 2008, Machii 
took up work at a pharmaceutical company, and 
in 2011 she entered the Globis Graduate School of 
Management. There she met others with similar 
goals of innovating in medical care, and together 
they founded the private organization AfriMedico 
in 2013. Machii chose to focus on Tanzania first, 
taking into consideration the nation’s social 
stability, the scale of its GDP and the maturity of its 
logistics systems.

The AfriMedico team currently has roughly 
twenty volunteers in Japan and about ten volunteer 
staff in Tanzania. The team is researching the 
medical environment in Africa to determine the 
medical needs and ways of transporting medicine 
to isolated villages. Machii has been able to provide 
about fifty okigusuri sets to villages in Tanzania to 
date. 

“We are trying to choose the most essential 
medicine to put into the okigusuri boxes,” Machii 
states. “There is only a limited amount of space, 
so we’re carefully examining the contents to 
match the situation on the ground. For example, 
since taking excessive malaria medication can 
contribute to the development of drug-resistant 
malaria parasites, we didn’t initially include 
countermeasures for the disease. However, since 

malaria is a significant problem in the area, we now 
include malaria testing kits, and recommend that 
people visit a hospital if they test positive.” 

Machii’s next goals include further developing 
connections to businesses in Japan. “I think the model 
of okigusuri boxes, while born in Japan, represents a 
system that can make a positive contribution to the 
world,” she says. “I want to forge connections with 
other businesses and organizations, and leverage our 
individual strengths so we can place as many okigusuri 
boxes as possible in homes in Africa that medicine has 
yet to reach.” 
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Mie
Prefecture

Ise-shima

Treasures 
on Land, 
Riches 
from the 
Sea

1

2

Studded with small bays and inlets, the peninsula 
known as Ise-Shima —the venue for the upcoming 
2016 G7 Summit in May--is a utopia for those seeking a 
glimpse of classical Japan, from the expansive environs 
of the sacred shrine of Ise Jingu to the bounty of the 
ocean.

SELENA HOY
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SWATHED in white, the modern-day mermaid 
dives beneath the surface of the glittering 
sea, feet together and toes pointed as neatly 
as any synchronized swimmer. A minute 

later she breaks the surface, her whistling cry echoing 
in her wooden bucket as she triumphantly holds her 
prize aloft—an abalone the size of a hand—before 
depositing it in her cache and plunging back down to 
seek more treasures.

The coastal area of Ise-Shima is awash with myths 
and traditions, from the fishing grounds of female free 
divers called ama to Ise Jingu, one of Japan’s three 
most revered shrines, said to be home of Amaterasu-
Omikami: sun goddess, ruler of the heavens, and the 
direct ancestor of the Imperial family.  Encompassing 
the cities of Ise, Shima, Toba and part of Minami-Ise, 
the entirety of Shima Peninsula is a national park 
located at the southeastern end of Mie Prefecture. 
The region is a stunning exemplar of rural Japan, rich 
with the bounty of the Pacific Ocean, fantastic folklore 
and breathtaking natural scenery. It’s no wonder the 
area has been chosen to host the 2016 G7 Summit this 
coming May. 

Ise Jingu, located in Ise City, has a history stretching 
back to the third century and stands as the head of all 
Shinto shrines in Japan. The shrine precincts cover 

5,500 hectares—or about a quarter of the city’s 
land—and encompass 125 Shinto shrines collectively 
referred to as Ise Jingu. When crossing Uji Bridge, 
it’s said that the visitor leaves the human realm 
and enters the land of the gods. Visitors flock from 
near and far to worship here, seeking a chance to 
commune with the gods that created Japan and 
imbue every facet of nature. 

The areas around the shrine have long served 
shrine-goers in need of respite after a long 
pilgrimage. The Oharaimachi and Okage Yokocho 
areas bustle with customers, shops standing 
cheek by jowl under fluttering noren curtains and 
handsome ceramic-tiled roofs bearing family crests 
and other symbols. Vendors in aprons hawk orderly 
stacks of local products—shellfish, seaweed, pottery, 
baskets and more are on offer here. Beckoning 
mascots such as maneki-neko cat and okage inu dog 
figurines—the latter based on a dog said to have 

1 The sea’s bounty in a basket at Satoumian in Shima City
2 The beautiful scenery of Ise-Shima, which will host the G7 Summit 

in May 2016
3 A boat plies the waters surrounding Ise-Shima
4 Ancient Ise Jingu is one of Japan’s most revered shrines
5 Okage Yokocho, situated near Ise Jingu, draws shoppers from all 

over 
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made a pilgrimage to Ise in place of his master 
during the Edo Period (1603-1868)—offer a bit of luck 
you can take home.

Here you can get Ise udon—fat, pillowy noodles 
smothered in a dark sauce made with all-natural 
dashi soup and a variety of locally made soy sauce 
called tamari joyu. Terumi Kojima, proprietor of 
Okage Yokocho’s Fukusuke restaurant, says the 
dish was invented for travelers wanting a filling and 
easy-to-consume meal. Those craving something 
sweet can head down the street to the iconic 
confectionery shop Akafuku. Famous nationwide, 
Akafuku has been making its signature mochi and 
red bean paste concoction for three hundred years. 

“This shop was started to serve people on their 
way to worship at the shrine,” says Akafuku’s Mari 
Kosaka. Akafuku opens at five a.m. and sells over a 
thousand plates a day, with three morsels and a cup 
of hojicha (roasted green tea) costing just 290 yen. 
Patrons can relax in the teahouse overlooking the 
river, or keep warm around old-fashioned charcoal 
braziers. The treats, which are made by hand onsite, 
are shaped in homage to the scenery of the shrine. 
“The red bean paste represents the flowing Isuzu 
River,” Kosaka says, “while the mochi represents the 
pebble of the riverbed.”

At the Kannamesai, Ise Jingu’s most important 
festival, 31 types of food and drink (including 16 
types of seafood) are offered to the sun goddess. To 
learn the history of the people that harvested them, 
you can visit the Toba Sea Folk Museum in nearby 
Toba City. Museum curator Daizo Hiraga explains 
that there’s a deep connection between the sea and 
the people of the region, which is reflected in the sea 
bounty offered to the gods at the shrine. “A specialty 
of Mie Prefecture is that you can get just about any 
kind of seafood here,” says Hiraga. 

The museum also explores the history of the ama, 
the characters for which literally mean “sea woman.” 
Hiraga relates that the recorded history of these 
intrepid women dates back at least a thousand years, 
although it’s not clear why ama have tended to be 
women. Some say it’s because they have a higher 
body fat percentage and thus don’t get as cold when 
diving. Hiraga says there’s also a theory that long 
ago someone related to Ise Jingu decreed that the 
abalone divers be women, and the tradition held. 
Whatever the reason, it’s a proud profession that 
women have dominated for more than a millennium.  

Collecting all that shellfish sometimes brings 
a special bonus; ama are also closely associated 
with pearl diving, since the shellfish they harvest 

8

97

6
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occasionally yield these aquatic gems—though a 
decently-sized pearl is found in only one of tens of 
thousands of shellfish. Although the modern method 
of pearl cultivation means that ama are no longer 
major players in the pearl industry, you can still see 
a tribute to the ama’s contribution in the form of 
an ama performance at Mikimoto Pearl Island. The 
island, located just off mainland Toba City in Ise Bay, 
was originally used as a testing ground in the early 
days of pearl cultivation technology. Now it hosts 
a museum, shop, restaurant and the ama show, all 
dedicated to the wonders of pearls and the creatures 
that produce them. 

At Satoumian in Shima City, a seaside wooden 
hut that offers a taste of the ama experience, you 
can talk to the divers while eating a lunch of freshly 
grilled seafood. Veteran ama Kimiyo Hayashi, who’s 
sixty-one, has been diving since she was fifteen. 
“My grandmother and my mother were ama before 
me,” she explains as she places just-gathered awabi 
(abalone), Ise ebi (Ise lobster), and sazae (horned 
turban shell) on the fire. 

Dives take place twice a day when the weather is 
fair, and the sessions last longer in the long days of 
summer. Although divers do have special costumes 
and tools they use to gather their haul, they do not 

use breathing equipment. Instead, they hold their 
breath as they dive down ten meters or more. The 
conditions sound potentially treacherous, and yet 
Hayashi tells us the oldest diver in her group is in 
her eighties, while the youngest is twenty-two. “I’m 
doing work that I love, and my family doesn’t worry,” 
she says. “Being in the ocean all the time is pure fun. 
I love the sea, so I’d even do it for free.” 

A poem from the Manyoshu, Japan’s oldest book 
of poetry, compiled more than twelve centuries ago, 
reflects the symbiotic relationship the ama has with 
the ocean:

Atop the waves
That come with the wind
The diver girls
Hunting fish
Their sleeves sodden. 

13

6 Ise-udon is made with a special soy sauce called tamari joyu
7 Akafuku’s sweet mochi confections have been delighting consumers 

for three centuries
8 The classic exterior of Akafuku
9 The Toba Sea Folk Museum features exhibits on the lives of ama
10 An ama surfaces with another prize from the sea
11 Kimiyo Hayashi is a third-generation ama diver
12 Akoya oysters the ama gathered were used as the “mother oysters” 

for pearl culturing until the sixties
13 A crown studded with pearls at Mikimoto Pearl Island
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Shiohigari
Shiohigari refers to the act of digging for clams 

like Japanese littleneck and common orient 
clams (asari and hamaguri, respectively) during 
low tide along the shorelines of sandy beaches. 
Clam diggers use rakes and shovels to dig up the 
clams buried into the sand, collect their hauls in 
buckets or woven bags and carry them home.

In Japan, clam-digging season generally runs 
from spring to summer. Since it is a seasonal 
tradition, various media outlets will feature 
scenes from around Japan of large numbers of 

people probing for the shellfish in the shallows. 
It is especially popular as a leisure activity during 
Golden Week, and some well-known beaches see 
crowds well over one hundred thousand strong 
during that period.

Once the clams are brought home, they are 
thoroughly cleaned of sand and desalinated, and 
cooked using various typical Japanese methods, 
such as steaming them in sake (sakamushi) or 
in takikomi gohan (rice seasoned and cooked 
together with the clams and other ingredients).
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