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PRIME MINISTER SHINZO ABE ATTENDS  
THE ASEM 11 SUMMIT MEETING

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe attended the 11th 
Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM 11), which was 
held in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia on July 15 and 

July 16. 
At the Summit Meeting, Prime Minister Abe 

spoke about Japan’s position on common issues for 
both Asia and Europe such as terrorism, the global 

economy and regional affairs.
Prime Minister Abe also held bilateral meetings 

with the leaders of Mongolia, Germany, Bangladesh, 
China, the EU, Vietnam and Cambodia, and received 
a courtesy call from the Secretary of Foreign Affairs 
of the Philippines, and frank exchanges of views 
took place. 

Prime Minister Abe shakes hands with H.E. Mr. Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, 
President of Mongolia.

Prime Minister Abe speaks during the plenary session of the ASEM 
Summit Meeting.
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THE SUMMER
OLYMPICS
Gold Medal Wisdom 
from Japan

Athletes, sports administrators, corporations large and small, volunteers… 
Japanese people from all walks of life come together in a remarkable variety of 

ways to enhance the Olympic and Paralympic experience. In this month’s feature 
story, we look at some of the Japanese initiatives being implemented at the 2016 

Rio Games as well as some of those already under development for the 2020 
Tokyo Games, which are now just four years away.Photo: Tadashi Aizawa
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Professor Hiroko Ota of the 
National Graduate Institute for 
Policy Studies and chairperson 
of the Economy and Technology 
Commission of the Tokyo 
Organising Committee of the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games
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Legacy of 2020

Photo: Yuichi Itabashi

Japan is addressing a variety of challenges 
ahead of the Olympic and Paralympic Games 
to be held in Tokyo in 2020, including 

energizing the economy and developing cutting-
edge scientific technology. We spoke with 
Professor Hiroko Ota of the National Graduate 
Institute for Policy Studies and chairperson of 
the Economy and Technology Commission of 
the Tokyo Organising Committee of the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games regarding how Japan will 
change ahead of the Tokyo Games.

What is Japan aiming to achieve in the spheres 
of economics and technology for the 2020 Tokyo 
Olympic and Paralympic Games?
Following the 1964 Olympic Games, the 2020 
Olympic and Paralympic Games will be the 
second time Japan has hosted the summer 
Games. The 1964 Olympic Games were held 
during Japan’s period of rapid economic 
growth as the nation bounced back from the 
devastation of the Second World War. In that 
year, the Shinkansen Bullet Train entered service 
between Tokyo and Osaka, road networks 
such as the Tokyo Metropolitan Expressway in 
central Tokyo grew and the urban functions of 
Tokyo developed. The Olympics became a major 
opportunity for Japan to make even further 
strides in the fields of economics and technology. 

Japan now faces a variety of challenges, 
including the shrinking birthrate and the aging 
of the population. Our aim is to ensure that the 
2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games become a 
milestone in encouraging the kind of advanced 
economic and technological development that 
could potentially resolve such issues. I believe 
that such advances in economics and technology 
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will help both Japan and the rest of the world take 
a major step forward.

Professor Ota, you chair the Economy and 
Technology Commission of the Tokyo Organising 
Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic 
Games. What sort of discussions have the 
Commission engaged in?
We’re lucky to have a variety of experts taking 
part as members of the Commission, including 
university professors, attorneys and company 
executives who are discussing what we need to 
build in the fields of economics and technology 
as the legacy of the Games that will continue to 
prevail after 2020 and what we need to do by 
2020 to achieve that. The theme taken up by 
the Economic and Technology Commission is 
“Restoration of the Japan Brand.” This theme 
focuses on the creation of highly reliable, high 
value-added products and services through the 
incorporation of a variety of ideas. These include, 
for instance, making it possible for anyone to 
move and communicate without hindrance, to 
share feelings with large numbers of others, and to 
enjoy security that is high in reliability and quality.

What sort of specific technological achievements 
are being targeted?
We anticipate that very many guests from 
overseas will be visiting Japan. Technologies 
for multilingual communication are therefore 
being developed so that these people do not 
experience any language difficulties. These 
include translation applications that can be 
downloaded to a smart phone and the placement 
of robots capable of multilingual communication 
at locations such as airports and meeting venues. 

One type of environmental technology under 
development is hydrogen technology. We’re 
considering the adoption of hydrogen-powered 
buses as a means of transportation for athletes 
and guests and the use of hydrogen energy to 

provide electric power to the Olympic Village. 
Visual technology is also being developed. 

Technologies that make possible high-resolution 
video which far exceeds current 4k or 8k 
television quality, or technologies using virtual 
reality techniques which can create the visual 
experience of being right on the scene are 
examples of such technologies. 

In addition, terrorism has become a serious 
problem worldwide in recent years. Security 
technology to prevent terrorism, including cyber-
terrorism, will continue to evolve in the future. 

What is the status of preparations being made for 
2020? 
The International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
has praised the preparations which Japan has 
made for 2020. You could say that preparations 
are proceeding smoothly according to schedule. 
From this point forward, an important factor will 
be how to stimulate interest in the Olympic and 
Paralympic Games throughout Japan. We need to 
ensure that the Games draw participation not just 
by the athletes but by many citizens, particularly 
young people. 

Right now Japan is undergoing big changes, 
and present circumstances make it hard to predict 
the future. For this reason, some people have 
a vague sense of unease. Given this situation, 
my hope is that the Olympics will provide an 
opportunity to open up new vistas for Japan. 
The Tokyo Olympics held in 1964 were exactly 
that sort of Olympics. I want to ensure that 
the 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games will 
provide significant self-confidence for the young 
generations in the same way that the Olympics of 
1964 did. I also hope that many people across the 
world will come to see the new Japan and share 
the thrill of the competition while enjoying the 
warm hospitality of the Japanese people. 

Inverview by OSAMU SAWAJI
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L
arge-scale urban rede-
velopment projects are 
underway in the central 
area of Rio de Janeiro. The 

Light Rail Transit (LRT), which just 
began running on partial sections 
in late July this year, was built 
as part of these redevelopment 
projects, and is expected to serve 
both local residents and tourists 
who visit the city for the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games. The LRT 
has no overhead catenary system. 
The vehicle is air- conditioned and 
barrier-free. The entire route runs 
a total of 28 kilometers, of which 
26 kilometers will be completed 
within the year. The total number 
of users per day is expected to 
reach about 260,000.

A group of Japanese companies 

— Mitsui & Co., West Japan Railway 
Company, and the Japan Overseas 
Infrastructure Investment Cor-
poration for Transport & Urban 
Development (JOIN) — are partici-
pating in the LRT project in coop-
eration with Brazilian companies.

“The opening of the LRT will 
lead to the phased connection of 
different means of transporta-
tion, such as the airports used by 
domestic airlines, a suburban 
railway in Rio de Janeiro (Super-
Via), and long-distance bus termi-
nals, all of which have operated 
separately up until now. The LRT 
will contribute to the alleviation 
of serious traffic jams in Rio de 
Janeiro and a reduction of CO2 
emissions,” says Hayato Yanagi-
sawa of Mitsui. 

This same group of Japanese 
companies is also working to 
improve the management of 
SuperVia, which stretches 270 ki-
lometers and connects downtown 
Rio de Janeiro with the suburbs. 
The company used to transport 
more than one million passengers 
a day in the early 1980s, but this 
figure fell to 150,000 passengers 
a day in 1996 with the increase 
in bus services and private cars, 
the aging of facilities, and the 
frequent occurrence of accidents 
and breakdowns due to the lack of 
maintenance. Following the injec-

A group of Japanese companies has been working to develop and 
improve state-of-the-art rail systems in Rio de Janeiro and beyond.

KYOKO MOTOYOSHi

ON THE FAST TRACK

1

2
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tion of private-sector financial 
resources and business know-how 
into publicly managed SuperVia 
in 1998, local companies began 
efforts to reconstruct the manage-
ment of the suburban railway. 
Mitsui became involved in 2014, 
and West Japan Railway Company 
and JOIN further became involved 
in 2016.

One specific initiative for 
improving management is to 
strengthen security measures, 
such as stepping up the inspec-
tions and maintenance of railway 
lines and trains, and taking steps 
to prevent breakdowns and de-
railments. To develop the indi-
viduals needed to handle these 
tasks, engineers from West Japan 
Railway Company are dispatched 
to Rio de Janeiro to instruct local 
engineers, while local Brazilian 

engineers are invited to Japan to 
take part in training programs at 
West Japan Railway Company’s 
facilities. In addition, they also 
intend to introduce the Automatic 
Train Stop (ATS) system for pre-
venting train crashes and sudden 
bursts of acceleration.

“The engineers who took part 
in the training program in Japan 
returned to Brazil highly mo-
tivated and ready to tackle the 
hard work needed to introduce 
the Japanese system. There are 
about 1.6 million Japanese Brazil-
ians living in Brazil, and they are 
highly respected for their hard 
work and dedication to their 
jobs. They have made it much 
easier for us to operate in Brazil.” 
says Yanagisawa.

SuperVia is also replacing 
aging railway lines and trains, 
providing greater comfort by in-
creasing the number of trains with 
air conditioners, and shortening 
service intervals. As a result of 
these efforts, the number of pas-
sengers per day has risen back up 
to 700,000 and they aim to reach 
1.7 million per day in the future.

In addition, this group is going 
to participate in an LRT project in 

the city of Goiania, which is near 
the capital city of Brasilia. They 
intend to boost the transporta-
tion capacity in Goiania because 
the bus services there have nearly 
reached their limit. They will also 
participate in development of line 
No. 6 of the São Paulo subway. 
This project is intended to allevi-
ate traffic congestion as well as to 
respond to demand from commut-
ers living along the subway line.

“It is important to find the right 
approach to carrying out these 
projects, one that helps achieve 
a mutually satisfactory level of 
improvement without imposing 
the Japanese approach. We will 
continue working to improve local 
social infrastructure by making 
full use of our experience and 
expertise in Japanese railway 
management,” says Yanagisawa. 

Santos Dumont
Airport

Antõnio Carlos Jobim

 international Airport

MARACANÃ

DEODORO

COPACABANA

Maracanã
Stadium

SuperVia

Rio LRT

(Part of the line started operation in July 2016)

Olympic venues

Photos and figure: Courtesy of Mitsui & Co. (1, 2, 3, 5); The Japan Journal (4)
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1 The Light Rail Transit (LRT) in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil

2 SuperVia, which connects downtown Rio 
de Janeiro with the suburbs

3 An engineer of West Japan Railway 
Company (foreground) with Brazilian 
engineers of SuperVia

4 Hayato Yanagisawa of the Passenger 
Transportation Business Department at 
Mitsui & Co.

5 SuperVia and Rio LRT access map for Rio 
2016 Games venues
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L
arge-scale sporting 
events such as marathons 
and triathlons are held 
frequently across Japan. 

To support these events on the 
day, large numbers of volunteers 
are required. In the case of a mara-
thon, for example, volunteers are 
needed to collect and return the 
runners' belongings, man water 
stations, and control pedestrian 
and vehicular traffic.

“The Tokyo Marathon, which 

started in 2007, was a major turn-
ing point for sports volunteering in 
Japan,” says Kazutoshi  Watanabe, 
Senior Executive Director of the 
Sasakawa Sports Foundation (SSF) 
and Vice President of the Japan 
Sports Volunteer Network (JSVN). 
“More people have come to realize 
that sports are not only things 
that they can do or watch, but also 
things that they can support.”

In the annual Tokyo Marathon, 
approximately 10,000 volunteers 
support 34,000 runners. Before 
this, there was no regular sports 
event in which so many volun-
teers participated on a single day. 
Volunteering opportunities for the 
Tokyo Marathon are now so popu-
lar that they become full as soon 
as the application period opens.

According to the nationwide 
survey that SSF has been conduct-

Some 80,000 people are expected to volunteer their assistance in the 
day-to-day running of the 2020 Tokyo Games.

KYOKO MOTOYOSHI

Helping Hands 

2
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ing every two years of 2,000 men 
and women aged 20 years or older, 
those who responded that they had 
supported a certain kind of sports 
activity as a sports volunteer has 
remained at seven to eight percent 
for the past twenty years. However, 
the number increases to approxi-
mately 16% (2014 survey) for those 
who responded that they had been 
involved with support activities for 
the sports in which their children 
took part or with the preparation of 
sports events in their communities.

“These people are unconscious 
volunteers who do not realize that 
they are doing sports volunteering 
activities,” say Watanabe. “Going 
forward, it is important to encour-
age them to participate in activi-
ties with a sense of volunteering.” 

The 2020 Tokyo Olympic and 
Paralympic Games are already in-

spiring such active volunteerism. 
According to a 2015 opinion poll 
by the Cabinet Office, those who 
responded that they wanted to 
participate in volunteering at the 
2020 Tokyo Games stood at 22.7%.

The Japan Sports Volunteer 
Network has been conducting 
sports volunteer development 
programs, in which people can 
gain knowledge and communica-
tion skills useful to sports volun-
teers. Approximately 2,000 people 
have participated over the past 
four years. The organization ex-
pects that the number of partici-
pants will grow ten times within 
the next four years as a result of 
the decision to host the Olympics 
and Paralympics in Tokyo.

Approximately 70,000 vol-
unteers participated in the 2012 
London Olympic and Paralympic 
Games. The Tokyo Games expect to 
see around 80,000 volunteers par-
ticipating from around the world. 

University students will make 
up a large number of these vol-
unteers. The Tokyo Organising 
Committee of the Olympic and 
Paralympic Games, which has con-
cluded agreements with approxi-
mately 780 universities in Japan, 

engages in activities such as giving 
classes and hosting a symposium 
with a focus on the 2020 Games. 

In addition, more companies 
are encouraging their employees 
to participate in sports volunteer-
ing as part of their CSR activities. 
SSF's statistics show that most 
sports volunteers in Japan are in 
their 40s and 50s, this being the 
generation of people that can most 
afford to spend time on volunteer-
ing activities. As more and more 
companies endorse employees' 
participation in volunteering ac-
tivities in the 2020 Games, so even 
more working adults are expected 
to volunteer in the Games.  

“I think that 80,000 volunteers 
will be found without any prob-
lem,” says Watanabe. “What's 
important is that after the 2020 
Tokyo Games sports volunteering 
has become engrained in Japanese 
culture as a legacy of the 2020 
Games. 

Photos: ©Tokyo Marathon Foundation (1, 3); The Japan Journal (2)

1

3

1 Volunteers at a food and water station for 
runners at the 2016 Tokyo Marathon

2 Kazutoshi Watanabe, Senior Executive 
Director of the Sasakawa Sports 
Foundation (SSF) and Vice President of 
Japan Sports Volunteer Network (JSVN)

3 A volunteer guides two Swedish runners 
at the Tokyo Marathon in February 2016. 
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T
he Japanese are largely poor at speaking 
English. Even so, with the upcoming Tokyo 
Olympic and Paralympic Games in 2020, 
English lessons are becoming popular 

among those who hope to participate in volunteer 
activities. Many lessons are given by the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Government to train volunteers who 
can help foreigners in their native language as a 
small act of hospitality. The lessons are so popular 
that they are fully booked every time they are given.

Meanwhile, with the Tokyo Games in mind, 
Panasonic, a manufacturer of electronic products, 
is making progress with its multilingual translation 
system. The company aims to create a world in 
which people can easily overcome language barriers. 

The development of three types of dedicated 
devices is underway — a tablet, a megaphone 

and a wearable device. Panasonic is 
working to improve the devices 

using its proprietary expertise, 
including sound-detecting and noise 

cancellation technologies, to ensure 
that the devices can clearly 

interpret voices, 
even under noisy 
conditions, such 
as in tourist areas 
and train stations. 
The company 
has developed its 
original translation 
engine, a core 
product component, 
by modifying the 
translation engine 
developed by the 
National Institute 
of Information and 
Communications 

Panasonic is developing a 
multilingual translation system 
that promises to be a world-
beater by the time of the Tokyo 
Olympic and Paralympic Games 
in 2020.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

The tablet-type device will 
be useful in hotels and 
tourist information centers 
because it displays photos 
and descriptions of the 
facilities and the destinations 
mentioned in a conversation.

Hurdling the Barriers of Language
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Technology (NICT). Human vocal data is 
processed into text and translated via Wi-Fi, 
through the cloud.  

The tablet-type device features a tablet and 
a micro speaker unit connected to the tablet. It 
enables two users to communicate with each 
other through the tablet’s screen. If one person 
speaks into the microphone, in approximately 
two seconds that person’s speech and a 
translation are displayed as text. The translated 
audio is generated simultaneously. In addition, 
the device shows information on the screen 
related to the facility or the product name 
mentioned in the conversation. For example, if 
a person asks the device where Tokyo Tower is 
located, the information is automatically displayed 
as a photo and the directions are also given.

The megaphone-type device has the capability to 
translate what is spoken in Japanese into multiple 
foreign languages and share this translation with 
a large number of people through the megaphone. 
It is also possible to repeat the announcement 
automatically. The device will be used to make 
announcements or give directions to a large number 
of people, such as when giving information on the 
available services or the transfer information at a 
train station, when providing evacuation guidance, 
or when engaging in a security operation at an event.

The wearable type device is small and 
smartphone-like, and can be worn from a strap 
around the neck. Equipped with four microphones 
that can detect sound from any specified direction, it 
can recognize what the user has said; even if the user 
is speaking while looking straight ahead, without 
holding the device close to his or her mouth. Like the 

tablet-type, a translation 
of what the speaker has 
said is displayed on the 
screen as text and the 
audio is also translated.

“What we are 

developing is a system dedicated for corporate use. 
By making the devices with specific applications, 
we can accomplish a highly accurate and functional 
translation that responds to corporate needs,” says 
Keizo Ishiguro, Director of Panasonic AVC Networks 
Company’s Technology Development Laboratory. 
“To enhance the accuracy of the translations, 
we continue to develop products step-by-step, 
making a list of frequently used words through 
validation trails and checking the logs to see how the 
translations are carried out.” 

Panasonic aims to commercialize the megaphone-
type device in FY2016 and the tablet-type device 
in FY 2017. The timing of commercialization of the 
wearable-type device is under consideration. 

The accuracy of the translation is approximately 
600 points on the TOEIC scale, and at the moment 
the company aims to raise that level of accuracy 
to 700 points by 2020. It also plans for the devices 
to support ten languages by 2020. Currently they 
support five languages; namely, Japanese, English, 
Chinese, Korean, and Thai. If ten languages 
are supported, then approximately 90% of the 
languages spoken by overseas visitors in Japan will 
be covered.

“We are conducting validation trials in 
department stores, hotels and airports. There is 
a very strong need for this,” says Ishiguro. “We 
will continue to increase the accuracy in hopes of 
contributing to the success of the 2020 Olympics.” 

All photos: Masatoshi Sakamoto

The wearable-type device measures 
9.4 cm x 5.6 cm x 1.2 cm.

The megaphone-type device is 
being used in a validation trial 
conducted in places such as 
Narita International Airport
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L
ocated in Niiza City, Saitama Prefecture, 
ToyoZouki Co. is a manufacturer of stringing 
machines for tennis and badminton rackets. 
Although it is a small company with just ten 

employees, the stringing machines manufactured by 
this enterprise have been designated as the official 
machines of the 2008 Beijing Games, the 2012 
London Games and the 2016 Rio Games.

The rackets of top tennis and badminton players 
are usually strung by experts called stringers. 
Skilled stringers are assembled from many countries 
for major tournaments. Different players ask for 
different types of strings and for different levels of 
string tension, and occasionally racket strings are 

How a small Japanese manufacturer’s racket-
stringing machines came to be used in three 
consecutive Olympic Games.

OSAMU SAWAJI

SUPERIOR QUALITY, NO STRINGS ATTACHED

ToyoZouki President Akira Tsuchida 
with the stringing machine model 
used at the 2016 Rio Games
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even changed mid-game. Since stringers are required 
to be able to string a racket quickly and accurately, 
they naturally demand reliable stringing machines.

“Important performance factors in a stringing 
machine include keeping the frame and strings of 
the racket perfectly intact, and having the sensitivity 
to accurately deliver the precise string contact 
pressure requested by the players,” says ToyoZouki 
President Akira Tsuchida. “You need very delicate 
techniques to manufacture such machines.”

ToyoZouki was founded in 1973 and initially 
manufactured stationery and office equipment 
such as staplers and hole punches. in the late 1970s, 
Tsuchida happened to see a steel tennis racket 
that one of his friends had brought to Japan from 
the United States and came up with the idea to 
manufacture steel rackets himself. At that time, 
wooden rackets were still the norm in Japan and steel 
rackets were unavailable domestically. Subsequently, 
the steel rackets that Tsuchida completed after one 
year of trial and error were sold by a leading sports 
equipment manufacturer. Soon however fiber glass 

and graphite rackets came into play, putting an end 
to the manufacture of steel rackets.

Faced with this difficult situation, Tsuchida 
came up with the idea of manufacturing stringing 
machines. At that time, there were tools for stringing 
rackets, but no machines for them existed in 
Japan. Stringers did the work entirely by hand, and 
inevitably different stringers produced different 
tensions of strings. Tsuchida was also aware that 
racket and string manufacturers appointed a few 
master stringers for product performance tests.

“While manufacturing rackets, we also studied 
stringing techniques,” says Tsuchida. “That is 
why I thought it was absolutely necessary to 
create electrically powered stringing machines to 
accurately achieve the ideal levels of tension for 
players and manufacturers each and every time.”

Tsuchida repeatedly attempted to manufacture 
prototypes while considering the feedback 
from stringers and racket manufacturers, and in 
1984 he launched the first model. Tsuchida has 
continuously made improvements ever since, and 
the 15th model of his machine was officially used in 
the 2016 Rio Games. 

ToyoZouki began exporting its stringing 
machines in 2004 and they are currently being 
sold in more than twenty-five countries in Asia, 
Europe and the United States. Each costs about 
one million yen, making them two to three times 
more expensive than the stringing machines of 
other manufacturers. However, they are said to be 
ten times as durable as conventional models and 
also boast a variety of user-friendly features. For 
example, the machines’ voltage is adaptable from 
100 V to 240 V for universal use; there are three 
starting switches for a smooth start, even in the 
event that one switch malfunctions; and they can be 
easily set up in just 15 minutes.

“I think about stringing machines from dawn 
until dusk,” says Tsuchida. “Sometimes I find a 
solution in my dreams. I don’t have the slightest 
idea how to mass-produce cheap products. I will 
continue to manufacture the world’s best products 
together with the ten employees in this factory.” 

All photos: Tadashi Aizawa

A stringer strings a racket using a ToyoZouki 
stringing machine at a tennis shop in Tokyo.
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E
stablished in 1988, OX Engineering Co. 
in Chiba City, Chiba Prefecture is a global 
manufacturer of wheelchairs. The company 
entered the sports wheelchair business in 

1993. Beginning with the 1996 Atlanta Paralympic 
Games, Japanese and international athletes have 
won more than seventy medals using the company’s 
wheelchairs, among them tennis player Shingo 
Kunieda, who won gold at the 2008 Beijing and 
2012 London Paralympics. At the 2012 Games, OX’s 
wheelchairs were used by more than one fifth of 
all track and field wheelchair athletes, who won 
thirteen medals in total.

One of the most important components of a 
track and field wheelchair is the mainframe, which 
connects the front and back wheels while also 
providing support to the athlete.

“A significant amount of force is applied to a 

wheelchair, because an athlete throws his or her body 
weight both vertically and horizontally when pushing 
the rear wheels,” says Tohru Ozawa, the person in 
charge of the design and production of track and 
field wheelchairs at OX. “The mainframe needs to be 
strong but also flexible to endure that power.”

OX has been adopting a variety of configurations 
and materials through trial and error to develop 
a robust and flexible mainframe. The company 
has chiefly used aluminum, but in 2012 it released 
a track and field wheelchair made of carbon 
fiber which was both stronger and lighter than 
conventional models. The carbon fiber mainframe 
provided better vibration absorption too, thereby 
reducing athlete fatigue. The development of 
wheelchairs using carbon fiber intensified after the 
London Paralympics and it is expected that many 
more such wheelchairs will be used at the 2016 Rio 
Games than in the 2012 London Games.  

Welding is one of the most sensitive processes 
in the production of a track and field wheelchair. 
The heat generated when welding slightly distorts 
a wheelchair’s frame and so needs to be performed 
carefully, factoring in the expected distortion. In 

Wheelchairs for athletes custom-made by 
Japan’s OX Engineering Co. are favored by many 
Paralympians around the world.

OSAMU SAWAJI

HOT WHEELS
1
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addition, top class athletes have highly particular 
requirements that help give them an edge in 
competition. One foreign track and field athlete 
stayed in Japan for about a week to create a best-
fitting wheelchair by exchanging opinions with 
Ozawa directly and repeating trial rides at OX.

“Our strength is that we can make wheelchairs 
that perfectly match athletes’ needs by responding 
to their specific requests. Over the past fifteen years, 
I have made more than 1,000 wheelchairs, no two 
of which are the same,” says Ozawa. “We also focus 
on how cool a wheelchair looks. An athlete will ride 
in a wheelchair more confidently if his wheelchair 
looks cool.”   

The production of track and field wheelchairs 
is not necessarily very profitable because all are 
custom-made to accommodate athletes’ different 
disabilities, physiques and muscle strength. 
Wheelchairs for daily life account for 90% of 
the wheelchairs produced by OX. However, the 
knowledge of materials, configurations, and 
manufacturing techniques built up through 
the development of sports wheelchairs is being 
transferred to the development and manufacturing 
of these wheelchairs for daily life.  

Today there is a very high level of competition in 
the development of sports wheelchairs as advanced 
technologies are utilized more widely. For example, 
reducing air resistance is an important challenge 
in the development of wheelchairs for track and 
field. In a marathon race, the average speed of a 
wheelchair, 30 kilometers per hour, may exceed 
approximately 60 kilometers on a downward slope. 
Efforts are thus being made to reduce the number of 
protrusions on the wheelchairs, since these increase 
air resistance.

“Going forward, we want to find seat positions in 
which athletes can use their abilities to the fullest, 
through analysis of their movement and strength. 
We also want to try to incorporate a greater variety 
of materials in our wheelchairs,” says Ozawa. “There 
is still a lot of room for improvement.” 

Photos: OX Engineering Co. (1,2); Tadashi Aizawa (3)

1 Marathon athlete Nobukazu Hanaoka uses an OX Engineering 
carbon fiber wheelchair. Hanaoka finished in fifth place in the 
London Paralympics marathon.

2 Nobukazu Hanaoka speaks with OX engineer Tohru Ozawa. 
3 Tohru Ozawa of OX Engineering at work on a custom-build 

carbon fiber wheelchair

2

3
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O
n June 28, the award ceremony of the 
Commendation for Sports was held at 
a hotel in Tokyo. About 480 athletes, 
coaches, supporting organizations and 

referees received awards, among them three-time 
Olympic gold medalist Kaori Icho, who would 
shortly compete — and win her fourth gold — in 
the 58-kg weight class of women’s freestyle 
wrestling at the 2016 Summer Olympics. As one of 
Japan’s biggest medal hopes at Rio 2016, Icho was 
surrounded by journalists after the ceremony.

“The attraction of wrestling is to be able to apply 
strategy to counter another player’s moves. The 

sport requires only your body when competing and 
nothing else,” says Icho. “It’s a very fun sport.”

At 166 cm, Icho is tall for a Japanese woman, 
though she does not look out of the ordinary 
dressed in civilian clothes. In her singlet on 
the wrestling mat however, Icho has achieved 
extraordinary results.

Icho began wrestling around the age of three, 
when she started going to the wrestling club 
in Hachinohe City, Aomori Prefecture with her 
brother and sister, who are seven and three years 
her senior, respectively. The Icho sisters Kaori and 
Chiharu progressed in the sport through school and 
university, wining national competitions along the 
way. They both participated in the Athens Olympic 
Games in 2004, the year when women's wrestling 
became an official Olympic event, with Kaori 
winning gold in the 63 kg weight class and Chiharu 
winning silver in the 48 kg class. Again at the Beijing 

Four-time Olympic gold medalist Kaori Icho is 
promoting international exchange through her 
sport, freestyle wrestling.

OSAMU SAWAJI

Kaori Icho’s gold medals at the last 
three Olympic Games all came in the 
63 kg weight class. At Rio 2016, Icho 
won gold in the 58 kg class.
Photo: Yohei Osada/Afllo Sports

Cultural Exchange on the 
Wrestling Mat
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Olympics in 2008, Kaori won a gold medal and 
Chiharu, silver. Chiharu subsequently retired, but 
Kaori continued to compete, and again won gold at 
the 2012 London Games. She also participated in the 
World Championships ten times between 2002 and 
2015 and won the title on each occasion.

“In Japan there are not many opportunities to 
compete with wrestlers from overseas,” says Icho. 
“When participating in overseas competitions, 
you can see that the style of wrestling differs 
completely from one nation to another, or between 

Asians and Westerners. That’s an extremely 
interesting experience.”

Almost every year for about fifteen years, Icho 
has competed in international competitions outside 
of Japan. In addition to wrestling, she has a great 
interest in the culture of her opponents. Whenever 
she participates in a competition overseas, she 
enjoys talking to her fellow athletes before and after 
the competition or practice sessions. 

In recognition of her experience and 
contributions, the Minister of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science, and Technology requested that 
Icho become an ambassador of the World Forum on 
Sport and Culture, which is scheduled to be held in 
Kyoto and Tokyo in October. Icho readily agreed to 
this request, and is an ambassador who also acts as a 
messenger when promoting the forum to the world.

“As an ambassador, I would like to contribute to 
the development of sports, because it is meaningful 
to me,” says Icho. “I need to take responsibility to 
educate many people so that they can learn the 
techniques and training methods that I learned 
from various coaches. I intend to develop my 
communication skills in the future so that I can 
interact with anyone, wherever I am in the world.” 

World Forum on Sport and Culture
The World Forum on Sport and Culture will discuss and transmit information about the 
international contributions of sport, culture, economics, and their tangible and intangible legacy 
while coordinating with tourism to hold an international meeting in Tokyo and Kyoto that will 
serve as a kick-off event to enhance the Olympic/Paralympic movement after the 2016 games in 
Rio, working toward the 2019 Rugby World Cup, 2020 Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games and 
2021 Kansai World Masters Games, etc.

The World Forum on Sport and Culture will be held in Kyoto and Tokyo this autumn supported by the World Economic Forum, 
known for the Davos Forum. Ministers who are in charge of local and international sports, prominent figures who work for global 
firms, researchers, athletes, and artists have been invited to attend the forum. Events that are scheduled to take place include 
lectures, workshops, and cultural activities. As of August 3, ten ambassadors including Kaori Icho, Mayumi Narita, who is featured on 
the next page, and other notable people in the world of sports, culture, and business have been appointed to raise public awareness 
about the forum.

Schedule: October 19 and 20 (Kyoto), October 20 to 22 (Tokyo)
Venue: ROHM Theatre Kyoto, Roppongi Hills, and others
URL: http://wfsc2016.mext.go.jp/en/

Kaori Icho at the venue for the Commendation 
for Sports awards ceremony.
Photo: Yuichi Itabashi
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M
ayumi Narita, 45, fell in love with sports 
at a young age, though originally she 
was not a strong swimmer. After she 
became a wheelchair user as a result of 

illness in her junior high school years, she continued 
to enjoy various types of sports, including athletics, 
but had no desire to take up swimming. All that 
changed at the age of 23, when some fellow sports-
loving friends asked her to join a relay team in a 
swimming competition.

“I was scared to enter the water initially. 
However, I also felt free when I was swimming,” says 
Narita. “Since then, my life has come to completely 
revolve around swimming.”

About a month after she started swimming, 
Narita took part in her first competition, and won. 
However, on the way back from the competition, 
she was involved in a traffic accident and was 
hospitalized for five months. On her release, she 
immediately returned to practice. She went on to 
compete in the 1996 Atlanta Paralympic Games, 
where she won 2 gold medals, 2 silvers and 1 bronze. 
Although she had to go back to the hospital for 
repeated operations, she nevertheless also competed 
in the 2000 Sydney Games, the 2004 Athens Games, 
and the 2008 Beijing Games. In total, she has won 
15 gold, 3 silver and 2 bronze medals at the four 
Paralympic Games in which she has competed.   

“Sports have helped me to grow. People often 
tell me that seeing me swim encourages them, and 
I gain strength when I see them cheer,” says Narita. 
“Sports have an amazing power that cannot be 
expressed in words.”

In addition to medals, Narita has also gained 
many friends from competing at the Paralympic 

Mayumi Narita, a fifteen-time gold medalist 
swimmer competing in her fifth Paralympic Games 
this summer, continues to embrace and promote 
“the amazing power of sports.”

OSAMU SAWAJI

Narita competes in the Japan Para 
Swimming Championships in 
September, 2015. She will participate 
in the 50-meter freestyle at the 2016 
Paralympic Games in Rio de Janeiro.
Photo: Shingo Ito/Aflo Sports

The Amazing Power of Sports
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Games. Kay Espenhayn, a German swimmer who 
passed away in 2002, became one of her greatest 
rivals and friends. Narita competed in the 50-meter 
backstroke and won a gold medal at the 2004 Athens 
Paralympic Games. However, she could not beat the 
world record set by Espenhayn. She visited Leipzig 
in 2005, Espenhayn’s hometown, and presented her 
gold medal to the Espenhayn family.

“I won the gold medal because of Kay,” says 
Narita. “I still remember her gentle voice and her 
powerful swimming style. She continues to live in 
my heart to this day.”

Narita retired from swimming after the Beijing 
Paralympic Games, and then became involved in 
welcoming activities as an executive board member 
of the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games 
Bid Committee. After Tokyo was selected as the 
host city, she was appointed to the Tokyo Games’ 
Organising Committee. She has proposed ideas on 
how to make the 2020 Games a success, drawing 
upon her perspective as an athlete with a disability. 

The work Narita has done with the Organising 
Committee has inspired her to compete again in the 
Paralympic Games. In 2015, she made her comeback 
as a swimmer, and in March this year she earned the 
chance to represent Japan and compete in the 2016 
Rio Paralympic Games.

In May this year, Narita was also appointed as 
an ambassador of the World Forum on Sport and 
Culture. After the 2016 Summer Games, the attention 
of the world will shift to Japan, the host country 
of the next Olympic and Paralympic Games. Narita 
aims to not only tell people about the joy of sports, 
but also introduce the world to Japan by highlighting 
its food, traditional culture and natural splendor.

“When it comes to the beautiful nature we have 
here in Japan, places like the sea around Miyako-
jima island in Okinawa, Ni-jima island in Tokyo and 
Fukue-jima, one of the Goto Islands in Nagasaki, 
are all truly breathtaking. However, they are not 
well known outside of Japan,” says Narita. “I want 
to promote domestic locations that are not often 
featured in the guidebooks.”

In addition to the Paralympic Games, Narita has 
been competing in the Japan Masters Swimming 
Championships for people with no disabilities since 
her 20s. She has gradually progressed through the 
rankings and says she aims to finish eighth when 
she’s in her 60s. 

Building upon her own experience and work, 
Narita hopes to make sports more accessible.

“The potential of people is simply tremendous,” 
says Narita. “There is absolutely no need to be 
pessimistic about the future, even if you become a 
wheelchair user.” 

Mayumi Narita swims 3,000 to 4,000 
meters every day in preparation for 

the Rio Paralympic Games.
Photo: Masatoshi Sakamoto
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SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGYSeries

T
oray Industries, Inc. and Nippon 
Telegraph and Telephone Corporation 
(NTT) have successfully commercialized 
a functional material called “hitoe®” 

that is capable of detecting biomedical signals at a 
high level of sensitivity. hitoe® features a coating 
of conductive polymer with a fiber diameter of 
700-nanometers (one-7,500th the width of a human 
hair) developed by Toray with the use of NTT’s 
technique for fabricating conductive textiles.

“hitoe® can read electric signals transmitted by 
the body,” says Seiji Kuno of NTT’s Research and 
Development Planning Department. “It can be used 
as both a sensor and fiber.”

People who wear clothes embedded with hitoe® 
material can have their biomedical signals sent 
through hitoe® to a special small transmitter. From 
there, the data are transmitted to a smartphone or 
personal computer.

One feature of hitoe® is that it clings to the 
skin easily. Since the contact area between hitoe® 
and human skin is broad, it can accurately detect 
biomedical signals transmitted by the body. In 
addition, it is so durable that the user can wash the 
material 100 times.

Measuring the successive number and fluctuation 
of heart rate is necessary to accurately understand 
physical and psychological conditions. When a 
conventional electrode is used, measurements 
are performed by attaching it to the skin with an 
electrolyte gel. However, if the patient sweats, 

the electrolyte gel washes off the skin, while the 
gel can also cause itchy skin and rashes, making it 
impossible to conduct measurements. Due to these 
defects, conventional methods were unsuitable for 
continuous use over an extended period of time, 
or when the patient was sweating profusely. hitoe® 
works around these problems and makes it possible 
to conduct measurements simply by wearing clothes.

NTT and Toray intend to use these features of 
hitoe® and apply it to many areas, the first of which 
is sports. The use of heart rate data to monitor the 
stress placed upon the body helps athletes to train 
more efficiently. In addition, the visualization of 
how muscles are used during physical exercise by 
electromyography reveals the difference in muscle use 
between more experienced athletes and beginners. 
The creation of a visual reference helps athletes 
improve their skills, avoid injury and develop training 
methods. This makes it possible to monitor physical 
conditions all the time through sports and diet, leading 
to better and more efficient performance results.

The second use is within the realm of security 
management for workers. For example, workers on 
a construction site and an airport have been asked 
to wear hitoe® material-embedded clothes in the 
summer heat. As they work, their heart rates and 
other measured physical data are monitored in 
real-time by the administrators at the office. The 
data obtained reveal the degree of heat exposure the 
workers are experiencing and other related data. It is 
being considered to use hitoe® material-embedded 
clothes to help manage the physical conditions 
of workers and prevent accidents by transmitting 
acquired data via the cloud to PC terminals, tablets 

A new material that can measure biological information such as heart rates and electrocardiograms is 
finding utility in fields as diverse as sports training programs and security management.

Wearable 
Sensors for All

AKIRA UMEZAWA
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and smartphones and to share the information with 
workers and administrators.

“The small transmitter in the clothes contains 
an embedded tri-axial acceleration sensor,” says 
Kuno. “It can immediately sense when a person 
wearing these special clothes trips and falls, making 
it possible to send someone to their aid.”

The third use is in the medical field. It is not 
always possible to detect unusual symptoms in 
patients with heart disease through short-time 
measurement by electrocardiograms. Long-time 
measurement using electrocardiograms currently 
requires a Holter monitor to constantly record 
electrocardiograms 24 hours a day. Unfortunately, 
a Holter monitor requires patients to wear a large 
number of electrodes and cords at all times, causing 

problems in their daily lives.
Clothes for medical use embedded with hitoe® 

material make it possible to conduct measurements 
simply by wearing clothes. Such clothes can 
constantly monitor electrocardiograms while 
allowing patients to go about their daily lives hassle-
free. In the future, the continuous measurement of 
heart conditions for more than one week at home 
will help to discover potential heart diseases that 
were difficult to detect with the conventional Holter 
monitor. The research and development has been 
conducted to make use of hitoe® in medical settings.

“In the future, we also aim to use hitoe® in 
combination with GPS and beacons in caring for the 
elderly at nursing care and welfare facilities and 
homes,” says Kuno. 

Electro-conductive 
Polymer (PEDOT-PSS)Usual PET

(diameter 15μm) PET Nano fiber
(diameter 15μm)

Human skin Human skin

In case of hitoe®

■ Since contact area between hitoe® and human skin is broad, 
it can acquire accurate signal of human’s bioelectrical information.

■ Since electro-conductive polymer is densely filled into 
nanofibers, it has durability even with repeated washing.

In case of usual clothing

Usual PET
(diameter 15μm)

1 Clothing embedded with the 
hitoe® material

2 Wearing clothes embedded with 
hitoe® material makes it possible 
to check bioelectrical information 
such as heart rates using a 
smartphone. The data are sent by 
a small transmitter that is set on 
the chest.

3 Technical highlights of sensing 
fabric hitoe® 

1 2

3

Photos: The Japan Journal; Figure: Courtesy of NTT
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HOME AWAY FROM HOMESeries

I
n 1995, immediately after graduating from 
secondary school at the age of 18, Richard 
William Heselton came to Japan from Great 
Britain by himself to continue his study of 

karate. He had practiced judo, boxing and kickboxing 
since the age of 8, but at 12, when Heselton 
encountered karate for the first time, he was shocked 
by the speed and technical ability of the top fighters 
and thereon became a karate enthusiast.

The catalyst for his move to Japan was a 
combination of a passion to travel and the  
experience of watching a karate world championship 
held in Great Britain when he was a secondary school 
student. At that time, his karate skills were already at 
the level necessary to join the junior national team, 
but Heselton found the movement of the Japanese 
karate practitioners to be at a level he’d never seen 
before. The Japanese style of karate was significantly 
different not only in terms of speed and power, but 
also technical accuracy. Wishing to train with these 
top Japanese instructors, Heselton decided to go to 
Japan before starting university. Initially planning 
only to stay in Japan for three months, he became 

Martial Art 
Passion Becomes 
Life Journey

Richard William 
Heselton

Richard William Heselton has been practicing karate 
in Japan for more than twenty years.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

Heselton’s special talent is the upper roundhouse 
kick. He has won many matches using this kick.
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Richard William 
Heselton

fascinated by the profundity of karate. To this day, 
he continues to pursue karate at the highest level in 
Japan, even at the age of 40.

“The first thing that struck me after I came to 
Japan was that karate training was not only limited 
to the dojo floor, but was intricately linked culturally 
to Japanese society, especially with how you are 
expected to interact with your sensei (instructor), 
senpai (seniors) and kohai (juniors),” says Heselton. 
“Of course, at first I found this quite confusing, 
but once I came to realize the emphasis on the 
senior-junior relationships was based heavily on an 
understanding of mutual respect, it became easy to 
accept and adapt. I’ve been very fortunate to have 
had some truly amazing instructors, seniors and 
juniors who have guided and pushed me to my best, 
for which I’m very grateful.”

Heselton continued to practice karate at the 
Taishijuku school of karate with the Japan Karate 
Association under the auspicious guidance of 
instructors Tatsuya Naka and Koichiro Ookuma 
while teaching English at a foreign language school 
in Tokyo. He entered the International Faculty of 
Takushoku University in 2000, a Japanese university 
with a famous karate club with over a 100-year 
history that has produced some of the world’s finest 
karate practitioners. In his third year of university, 
Heselton became not only the first foreign captain 
of the Takushoku team, but also the first westerner 
to ever captain a top tier Japanese university karate 
club, a role he held consecutively for two years.

“At that time, I gave all I could to my karate 
training while attending my university classes,” says 
Heselton. “It was intense and challenging both on 
a physical and mental level. There were of course 
ups and downs, and times when I had to really dig 
deep, but looking back I realize that I would not be 
where I am now without that invaluable experience. 
When I graduated from university, I was admittedly 
tempted to take a break from karate, but karate had 
already become a necessary part of my life, like 
brushing my teeth or taking a shower and, although 
the intensity level and style of my training changed, 
I had to keep practicing.” 

Heselton scored some brilliant achievements when 
he was a university student, including winning the 
All Japan Karate Championship in the team category 
and placing third as an individual, meanwhile 
pursuing a Master’s degree in Teaching English as a 
Second Language (TESOL) at a British University. 

Four years ago he began working as a lecturer in 
the Faculty of International Studies at Takushoku 
University. Since then Heselton has also worked as 
a coach at the karate club under the chief instructor 
Katsunori Tsuyama and the head coach Takuya 
Taniyama while teaching at the university.

Karate has been added to the list of official 
sporting events for the Tokyo Olympic Games to be 
held in 2020. 

“The Olympics are the pinnacle of the sporting 
world and I, of course, would relish the opportunity 
for one of the Takushoku university karate club 
students to be able to perform at such an auspicious 
event. Of the estimated global population of 100 
million people practicing karate, only approximately 
10% of them practice so-called sports karate, so 
this is a huge step in the right direction for them,” 
says Heselton. “However, for the remaining 90% of 
practitioners karate is not only about performing well 
in competition, it’s a martial art and thus a lifetime 
journey, but I do hope the Tokyo Olympics will be 
the catalyst for more people to start practicing karate 
either as a sport or a martial art.” 

Richard William Heselton

All photos: Yoshifusa Hashizume
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K
ohei Nawa is a leading 
sculptor who has been 
implementing a variety 
of projects in Japan 

and abroad. His works are not 
always sculptures in the conven-
tional sense.

“PixCell-Deer#24,” a piece 
in Nawa’s “BEADS” series, for 

example, is a stuffed deer com-
pletely covered with transpar-
ent glass beads of various sizes. 
Viewers clearly understand the 
presence before them is a deer, 
but they cannot see its body sur-
face directly. Instead, the count-
less glass beads act as lenses onto 
details of the deer’s body such as 
its hair when viewed up close. 

Nawa bought the stuffed deer 
on the Internet.

“When I saw anything of 

substance on the Internet dis-
played on the monitor as a mere 
collection of pixels, as the Inter-
net became widespread, I felt that 
everything and every landscape 

Sculptor Kohei Nawa, a 
contributing artist in the 
“Tokyo Caravan” event being 
held worldwide in the run 
up to the 2020 Tokyo Games, 
produces work that challenges 
conventional notions of 
production and perception.

Force
“Force” visualizes gravity that is normally outside the realm of consciousness using the force of silicone oil 
that naturally falls from a point 5 meters high. The bands of falling silicone oil also resemble binary codes, 
making it look as if a large volume of information is pouring down in space. This work is on display at ZKM_
Atrium in Karlsruhe, Germany, until September 4, 2016.
2016
Mixed media
Installation view, “New Sensorium-Exiting from Failures of Modernization,” ZKM, Karlsruhe

courtesy of SCAI THE BATHHOUSE

PixCell-Deer#24
2011
Mixed media
h: 2020 w: 1820 d: 1500 mm
Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, USA

courtesy of SCAI THE BATHHOUSE
photo: Nobutada OMOTE | SANDWICH

KUMIKO SATO

Immaterial World
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would come to be computerized 
one after another,” he says.

Digital images, which we casu-
ally receive every day, appear 
to undergo a complete change 
when their resolution is adjusted. 
“BEADS” is a series of experimen-
tal works aimed at freshly visual-
izing this notion or effect.

Nawa has created series using 
a variety of materials that sculp-
tors have traditionally avoided, 
such as the “SCUM” series using 
expanded polyurethane, and the 
“LIQUID” series using silicone oil. 
An idea called “CELL” is at the 
root of these series. “CELL” is a 
unit comprising human percep-
tions, as well as the given mean-
ing of organic cells. The pixel, a 
unit comprising digital informa-
tion, is also designed based on the 
principle of human perceptions.

“I think facing 
materials and space 
and expressing a 
theme are forming 
sculpture,” explains 
Nawa. “Materials have 
a variety of physical 
properties. That’s why I 
sometimes use liquids. 
For example, I think 

it’s possible to produce a ‘sculp-
tural’ experience using sounds as 
materials, too.”

Nawa’s studio is located in 
Fushimi, a suburb of Kyoto, 
where he spent his university 
years. The old private houses 
that remain along this riverside 
area are blessed with many trees 
and tranquility, an atmosphere 
for which Kyoto is well known. 
The studio is a renovated sand-
wich factory, hence its name, 
SANDWICH. Nawa has turned 
this studio into a production 
base for fellow artists along with 
staff members and students from 

Kyoto University of Art & Design, 
where he teaches. SANDWICH 
adopts a production approach 
called “creative platform” that 
assembles a team of artists and 
craftsmen working in different 
genres, project by project.

“I liken it to ships,” says Nawa. 
“The image is to put different 
crew members on a ship for each 
project and row out to a destina-
tion together. Different people 
aim at completing one thing to-
gether using different approaches, 
without restrictions on materials, 
fields or methods.”

The fields Nawa works in are 
increasingly expanding thanks 
to this open platform. Nawa has 
recently begun managing proj-
ects such as the design of Koutei, 
an art pavilion at Mt. Tenshin 
Shinsho-ji temple in Hiroshima 
Prefecture, and the stage design 
for “VESSEL,” a collaborative 
dance performance with Belgian 
choreographer Damien Jalet. 

SCUM-Apoptosis
“SCUM”  is a work in which expanded 
polyurethane, produced by causing a reaction 
between two liquid chemicals that have the 
properties to swell and harden, covers entire 
objects.
2011
Mixed media
Installation view, “KOHEI NAWA- 
SYNTHESIS,” Museum of Contemporary Art 
Tokyo, Tokyo

courtesy of Gallery Nomart and SCAI THE BATHHOUSE
photo: Seiji TOYONAGA | SANDWICH

Kohei Nawa
photo: Nobutada OMOTE | SANDWICH



Yomitan Wheels Keep Turning

The Tsuboya-yaki pottery production methods 
of Okinawa Prefecture have remained unchanged 
since their introduction 400 years ago.

ROB GILHOOLY
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Series TRADITIONAL CRAFTS
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All photos: Rob Gilhooly



1 Potter Tsunehide Shimabukuro turns dobin teapots at his atelier 
in Yomitan, Okinawa Prefecture.

2 The Fuenukama noborigama “climbing kiln” in the Tsuboya 
district of Naha is an important cultural property.

3 Potter Koya Shimabukuro works on a shisa lion-dog ornament at 
his father’s atelier.

4 Cups and bowls made from Tsuboya-yaki pottery

T
sunehide Shimabukuro’s fingers look 
too sturdy for the delicate operation he 
is performing. In a matter of seconds, 
however, they have adroitly transformed 

a dollop of red-brown clay into the pleasingly 
symmetrical body of a teapot like a magician 
conjuring up bank notes from a sheet of newspaper.

With his bare feet, Shimabukuro spins the base of 
his potter’s wheel, the speed and frequency of the 
revolutions in perfect concert with his pulling of the 
clay on the wheel head above.

“Each piece is made using my whole body, from 
my toes to my finger tips,” says Shimabukuro, 68 at 
his studio in Yomitan, Okinawa. “The objects are 
produced with the natural rhythms of the body.”

Shimabukuro has been using the same Ryukyu 
pine kickwheel since he began making pottery 
forty-five years ago, when his workshop was in a 
district of the Okinawa capital, Naha, that is the 
birthplace of the celebrated pottery style known as 
Tsuboya-yaki. 

Its roots can be found in the early seventeenth 
century, when Okinawa, which was then an 
independent kingdom known as Ryukyu, developed 
into an earthenware production center after three 
potters of Korean descent were dispatched there by 
the daimyo of the Satsuma domain in Kyushu.  In 
1616, those potters built kilns in Wakuta, though 
in 1682 they were relocated to the downtown Naha 
district of Tsuboya. Soon, hundreds of craftsmen 
gathered there, building dozens of noborigama 
“climbing kilns” housing multiple firing chambers.

As Naha expanded in the 1960s and 70s, the 
volume of smoke emitting from the kilns began to 
be considered a health hazard, forcing Tsuboya’s 
potters to move to less populous parts of Okinawa. 
These included Yomitan, around 30 km northeast 
of Naha, where Shimabukuro himself relocated, 

initially joining Jiro Kinjo’s common kiln.
While pottery designs and styles have adapted 

to the times, the Tsuboya-yaki production process 
practiced by Shimabukuro and his six workshop 
colleagues has remained unchanged for 400 years.

“What distinguishes Tsuboya ware is that 
while other earthenware is biscuit-fired before 
it is glazed, in Tsuboya-yaki the glaze is applied 
directly to the raw clay,” explains Shimabukuro, 
a former pottery teacher at Okinawa Prefectural 
University of Arts who is currently serving as chair 
of the association of Tsuboya-yaki craftsmen. 
“Because there is no time lost to biscuit firing, the 
overall production process is relatively quick,” he 
says. “On the other hand, it’s very easy for slight 
blemishes to appear.” 

Generally, Tsuboya ware is divided into arayachi 
(unglazed) and joyachi (glazed) varieties. Products 
most readily associated with the former include 
sake urns and the ubiquitous shisa, guardian 
ornaments shaped in the form of the mythical lion-
dogs that adorn the entranceways and rooftops of 
many Okinawan buildings. Examples of the latter 
include everyday colorful tableware, dachi-bin hip 
flasks, zushigame cinerary urns and dobin teapots.

Shimabukuro says it is the preparation of the 
noborigama kilns that affords the biggest challenge 
for the Tsuboya-yaki potter.  

First the fire box is stoked with firewood, a 
process taking around 20 hours to build up a 
constant temperature of around 1,000°C. Then 
each compartment is stoked in sequence, from 
bottom to top, via narrow stoking ports to raise the 
temperature a further 250°C or so. Loading the kilns 
is an art unto it itself. 

“You have to visualize the path of the flame as 
it moves through the kiln, and how it will affect 
each piece depending on where it is placed,” says 
Shimabukuro, whose son, Koya, and daughter, 
Kanako, are among the potters at his atelier. “That’s 
something that can’t be easily taught. Successors 
are crucial, but equally important is to accurately 
pass on the techniques of the art to ensure that the 
quality of Tsuboya-yaki never declines.”  
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The Noto Lights
The Abare Festival in the town of Noto

Photo: © Ishikawa Prefecture Tourism League

S
tretching far into the Sea of Japan, the 
Noto Peninsula in Ishikawa Prefecture 
is a region where a unique culture has 
developed in the midst of beautiful natural 

scenery. The region has given birth to such a diversity 
of folk events throughout the year that it has been 
called the “treasure house of festivals.”

One typical festival held during the summer on 
the Noto Peninsula is the Kiriko Festival. Kiriko are 
a kind of huge lantern shaped like cuboids covered 
with a variety of decorations and pictures. They are 
fitted with long poles so that people can carry them 
on their shoulders. Kiriko Festivals are held in more 
than 200 locations throughout the Noto Peninsula 
from July through October. 

Kiriko Festivals are said to have originated as 
rituals held to prevent epidemics and to pray for 
good health. Kiriko made in 1853 still exist, and by 
the latter part of the Edo period (1603–1867), Kiriko 
Festivals like those of today were already being held 
on a grand scale. 

“As the Kiriko Festivals spread throughout the 
villages of the Noto Peninsula during the Edo 
period, they became a matter of village pride,” says 
Akihide Tamura of the Ishikawa Prefectural Board of 
Education Secretariat. “Villages began to compete 
against each other on the size, the decorations and 
the number of kiriko, so the festivals diversified.”

OSAMU SAWAJI

Summertime on the Noto Peninsula in Ishikawa 
Prefecture is celebrated with a variety of 
distinctive lantern festivals.
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Town natives who work elsewhere come back in 
order to take part in the festival.

In the Kiriko Festival, moreover, a custom known 
as yobare has been handed down. On the day of the 
festival, relatives and acquaintances are invited to 
each house and served gottsuo, a special kind of food 
prepared for the day. Gottsuo is a local dish which 
makes plentiful use of the abundant natural food 
products of the Noto region. It is used to welcome 
guests and reinforce mutual bonds.

“When you travel in the Noto region, you come in 
contact with its natural beauty and the warmth of the 
local people,” says Tamura. “And in the summer, one 
can see the Kiriko Festival. It would no doubt be a 
spiritual journey in which one could come face to face 
with the kami-gami, or nature-spirits, of Noto.” 

Of the some 200 Kiriko Festivals, we focus here on 
three major ones. 

The leading Kiriko Festival is the Abare Festival 
held on the first Friday and Saturday of July in the 
town of Noto. Legend has it that the Abare Festival 
began about 350 years ago in order to give thanks 
to a spirit known as Gozu Tenno, who had cured an 
epidemic. Large numbers of people carrying two 
mikoshi, or divine palanquins, and more than forty 
kiriko, proceed powerfully between five flaming 
torches. The people then go wild, casting the mikoshi 
into the sea or river and even into a fire. It developed 
into a riotous festival in order to please Gozu Tenno, 
who enjoys displays of daring. 

The Okinami Tairyo Festival held in the town of 
Anamizu on August 14 and 15 is one in which people 
carry five kiriko into the sea in order to pray for 
safety at sea and a large catch. Wading chest deep in 
the water, they shake the kiriko violently. 

The Jike Kiriko Festival held in the city of Suzu on 
the second Saturday of September features colossal 
kiriko towering some 16.5 meters tall and weighing 
4 tons. The frames of four kiriko are finished in 
Wajimanuri lacquer and decorated with engraved 
dragons finished with gold leaf. 

“The Kiriko Festival is enjoyed not just by the 
people carrying the kiriko but by all the residents 
of the town,” says Tamura. “The festival is very 
important in binding local residents together.”

As the festival approaches, adults assemble the 
kiriko while children practice the drum and flute. 
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Kiriko lanterns are hauled into the sea during 

the Okinami Tairyo Festival in Anamizu.
Photo: © Ishikawa Prefecture Tourism League

A serving of gottsuo prepared according to the yobare tradition, in which the head of each household welcomes guests on the 
day of the Kiriko Festival.
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Hatenohama
SPOT-CHECK

Surrounded on all sides by emerald green ocean, the white sands of Hatenohama beach may be 
as close as it is possible to get to an island paradise. A short ferry ride from Kume-jima island 
in Okinawa Prefecture, Hatenohama is a 7-km-long sandbar at high tide which is unspoilt by 

any kind of tourist trap other than the essentials of rentable parasols, snorkels and flippers. 
Clownfish and other tropical fish are visible in the clear warm water immediately offshore, while sea 
turtles patrol the deeper water further out.
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