
december
2018

127
VOL.

The Art of Emotion: 
Japanese Entertainment and Hospitality



COPYRIGHT © 2018 CABINET OFFICE OF JAPAN 
The views expressed in this magazine by the interviewees 
and contributors do not necessarily represent the views of 
the Cabinet Office or the Government of Japan. No article 
or any part thereof may be reproduced without the express 
permission of the Cabinet Office. Copyright inquiries should 
be made through a form available at:

www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/mailform/inquiry.html

A
ls

o
Fe

at
ur

es

WHERE TO FIND US
Tokyo Narita Airport Terminals 1 and 2 ● JR East Travel Service Center (Tokyo Narita Airport) ● JR 
Tokyo Station Tourist Information Center ● Tokyo Tourist Information Center (Haneda Airport, 
Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, Keisei Ueno Station) ● Niigata Airport ● Chubu Centrair 
International Airport Tourist Information & Service ● Kansai Tourist Information Center (Kansai 
Int'l Airport) ● Fukuoka Airport Tourist Information ● Foreign Press Center/Japan ● Foreign 
Correspondents' Club of Japan ● Delegation of the European Union to Japan ● Tokyo University ● 
Waseda University ● Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University ● Ritsumeikan University ● Kokushikan 
University ● University of Tsukuba ● Keio University ● Meiji University ● Osaka University ●Kyushu 
University ● Kyoto University ● Tohoku University ● Nagoya University ● Sophia University ● 
Doshisha University ● Akita International University ● International University of Japan

4 22 24

 highlighting japan2

The Philosophy of a Canadian 
Rakugo Storyteller 

Rakugo’s first non-Japanese performer 
in a century, Sunshine Katsura, performs 
the art’s comic monologues overseas in 
English 
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Making Japan a Happy Place 
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Haruka Amano supercharged the local 
fan base for J.League football team 
Kawasaki Frontale, and is trying to do 
the same for the 2020 Tokyo Games 
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Kyoto 

In Kyoto’s Gion district, one young geiko 
is bringing Japan’s ancient cultural arts 
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Imagination and Understanding
An interview with kyogen master and 
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A Sento-Centric Community
Japan’s public baths are natural 

gathering places, but Denjyoyu is 
an entertainment center and global 
crossroads as well 

Not Just Another Roadside 
Attraction

A highway roadside stop in Nikko uses 
concerts, movie screenings, local gourmet 
products and more to draw nearly a 
million visitors a year  

hen you travel to 
another land, the 

warmth of the people 
and how they reach out 

to you often determines your 
overall impression of the place. 
Rightly famous for its hospitality, 
Japan is always looking for 
new ways to captivate visitors. 
Here are stories on how the 
country is bringing its history 
to life, making ancient arts 
more accessible, and making its 
communities global.
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MR. Shinzo Abe, Prime Minister of Japan, visited 
Beijing, China from October 25 to 27. This was the 
first visit to China by a Japanese Prime Minister 

in nearly seven years, excluding attendance at multilateral 
meetings.

Meeting with President Xi Jinping (Afternoon of October 26)
Prime Minister Abe once again stated that he would welcome 

President Xi's visit to Japan next year. President Xi expressed 
gratitude and responded that he will seriously consider it. In 
addition, Prime Minister Abe stated that he looked forward to 
returning to China for the Japan-China-ROK Trilateral Summit to 
be held in China next year.

Regarding people-to-people exchanges, the leaders shared 
the view that the increase in Chinese visitors to Japan in recent 
years has contributed to the diversification of Chinese people's 
sentiments towards Japan. Building on this development, 
the leaders shared the view on supporting people-to-people 
exchanges focusing on the young generation, while also make 
use of the hosting of the Olympic and Paralympic Games in 
Tokyo and Beijing in 2020 and 2022, respectively.

The leaders welcomed the many achievements made through 
Premier Li's visit to Japan in May 2018 and Prime Minister Abe's 
visit to China this time, including business cooperation in third 
countries, the establishment of a new Japan-China dialogue to 
discuss the area of innovation and intellectual property rights, 
and the deepening of financial cooperation.

PRIME MINISTER ABE VISITS CHINA
Prime Minister Abe once again requested the 

lifting of import restrictions on foods produced in 
Japan as early as possible.

In light of the termination of Japan's provision 
of new ODA to China, Prime Minister Abe stated 
that Japan would work shoulder to shoulder with 
China to pave an era for contributing to regional and 
global stability and prosperity, through dialogue and 
personnel exchanges in the area of development as 
well as cooperation on global issues. President Xi 
highly appreciated Japan's contribution through 
ODA and made positive remarks regarding such 
cooperation. In this context, the two sides shared the 
view that they would work together for the success 
of next year's Osaka G20 Summit.  

Regarding the issue of the East China Sea, Prime 
Minister Abe reiterated Japan's understanding of the 
issue and requested improvement in the situation in 
the sea. The leaders shared the view that they would 
continue to strengthen communication and make 
efforts to avoid unintended consequences.

The leaders reaffirmed the importance of fully 
implementing the relevant UNSC resolutions 
towards the denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula, a common goal shared by Japan and 
China. Prime Minister Abe once again explained 
Japan's position regarding the abductions issue, and 
President Xi echoed Premier Li's response that he 
understands the issue and supports Japan.

In view of the current China-U.S. relationship, the 
leaders exchanged open discussion regarding the 
relationship with the United States. Prime Minister 
Abe explained Japan's position of contributing 
to peace and prosperity of the Asia-Pacific region 
while making the alliance with the United States a 
cornerstone of its diplomacy and security.

In this context, President Xi explained the recent 
China-U.S. economic relationship. In response, 
Prime Minister Abe explained Japan's position of 
consistently attaching importance to multilateral 
free trade arrangements including the WTO as 
important, and noted that it is essential for China 
to make further improvements on issues including 
subsidies and intellectual property rights.

Japan-China Summit Meeting with the President of China

Photographs and text courtesy of  the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.

Prime Minister's Diary
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The Art of Emotion: 
Japanese 

Entertainment and 
Hospitality

From the traditional arts of rakugo, kyogen (Noh comedy) and geiko 
and maiko performances to sport, tourist destinations and city parks, 
Japan offers a variety of attractive entertainment options that delight 
and at times surprise and even comfort people.

In this issue, we present examples of this hospitality—known in 
Japanese as omotenashi—with a focus on entertainment 
that moves people’s hearts.
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Mansai Nomura is a holder of the 
Important Intangible Cultural Property of 
noh theater who has been expanding the 
world’s knowledge of traditional Japanese 
theater internationally. The kyogen master—
who was named the general manager for the 
opening and closing ceremonies for the 2020 
Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics—shares his 
thoughts on Japanese forms of expression 
that enrapture audiences through captivating 
and innately human performances.

As a master of kyogen, holder of the 
Important Intangible Cultural Property 
of noh theater and the general manager 
of the opening and closing ceremonies 
for the 2020 Tokyo Olympics and 
Paralympics, in what ways do you 
think Japanese entertainment can be 
considered a form of hospitality?

We’ve spent many days of constant 
struggle to figure out whether to show 
the world an easily understood form of 
entertainment or true art. At the same 
time, though, it cannot be something too 
common or too obscure. To truly portray 
the fact that the Olympics and Paralympics 
are being held in Tokyo, I think that it 
is essential that we imagine ourselves 
in their shoes and find a way for people 
to enjoy and get a feel for our Japanese 
identity through these opening and 
closing ceremonies. While entertaining 
our audience, there will be some moments 
to take a breath. It will allow the viewers 
to get imaginative and relate what they see 
to themselves through their experiences 

Mansai Nomura, holder of the Important Intangible Cultural Property 
of noh theater and general manager for the opening and closing 
ceremonies for the 2020 Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics

On Stage: Japanese Forms 
of Expression That Spark 
Imagination and Understanding

TAMAKI  KAWASAKI

Feature
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and memories. I believe this is the Japanese way of 
expressing hospitality.

Classical theater is not something modern 
Japanese people experience on a regular basis. For 
non-Japanese people to understand the world of 
Japanese theater easily, we’ll need some technology. 
I have some experience integrating technology 
and theater. However, while the technology should 
surprise the audience, it should not overshadow 
the performances. I believe that leaving some open 
“space” that stimulates the viewer’s imagination 
will be an essential part of this event. Within an 
incorporeal darkness and nothingness something 
is born, unfolds to fill the void, and then returns 
to nothingness—the way your viewpoint enters 
the micro world and then blasts off into the macro 
world. Flexibility and space allow the performance 
to reach the viewer’s five senses. These ingenious 
and resourceful elements are the backbone of 
Japan’s traditional forms of expression.

 
What is your main focus while entertaining people, 
and how do you leave an impression?

Since kyogen and classical Japanese theater don’t 
usually provide much background information, the 
performers can add their own flavor depending on 
their point of view. To improve my understanding of 
people’s senses and intentions, I pay close attention 
to my surroundings. Traditional forms of kyogen 
are actually set forms, and the way the actors 
showcase their skills within these set forms makes a 
difference. The way the crowd and the actors at each 
performance reflect on one another resembles digital 
techniques, and despite kyogen being a classic form 

of art, modern people can enjoy live performances of 
it while basking in the historical atmosphere. The set 
form becomes a highly effective tool for expressing 
the character, and by constantly deepening this 
set form of expression we continue to cultivate the 
context passed down by our predecessors. I believe 
this is an essential part of education for those who 
make their living on the stage, and therefore we do 
not stop practicing our forms. 
 
Along with your role in the 2020 Tokyo Olympics and 
Paralympics, what are your upcoming goals?

The Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games 
are a chance for Japan to show how the country has 
recouped after the natural disasters it has suffered 
over the past few years. The original idea behind 
the Olympic and Paralympic Games was peace. I 
believe we should highlight the power and strength 
of this life we have inherited from our predecessors. 
In Japan, there is a strong belief that festivities 
are both a requiem and a new beginning. While 
preparing for the Olympic and Paralympic Games, 
I’m thinking of the roots behind the will to live. 
While there is a lot of pressure, I’d like to use that as 
an opportunity to energize my performances.  

By deepening his understanding of the expression and 
physicality of noh forms, Nomura brings this ancient art into 
the present

Nomura performing the kyogen play  
Kenbutsu Zaemon Hanami     
Photo by Shinji Masakawa

december 2018 7



P RO football team 
Kawasaki Frontale built 
its fan base through 

creative events that have included 
a real-time broadcast from their 
football stadium to the ISS space 
station, collaborations with 
sumo wrestlers, and a rhinoceros 
beetle “hunt.” Haruka Amano, 
the former director of the team’s 
promotion department, was 
behind them all. He studied 
sports management at a 
university in the United States 
and began his career at the 
forerunner of Frontale in 1997. 
At that time, he strongly felt that 
in Japan sports and the culture 
around them lacked maturity 
as an industry, especially when 
compared to overseas. 

YUKIKO  ISHIKAWA

According to Amano, watching 
sports is a family event in the 
United States; all family members 
regardless of age and gender go 
to games together and support 
their local teams. Because of their 
love for these local teams that 
represent their area, the numbers 
of fans at games are not greatly 
affected by whether the teams are 
winning or losing, which helps 
the sports industry stand strong. 

That was certainly not the 
case in Japan when he started 
working for Frontale. Convinced 
that Japan could develop a 
vibrant sports culture if he 
created a community-based 
team following the U.S. example, 
Amano tried working with the 
local community. The team’s 

focus at the time was on winning 
and making it into the J.League, 
however, and few accepted his 
vision, so Amano took things 
into his own hands. As he single-
handedly distributed fliers and 
put up team banners, local people 
and other staff members gradually 
began to help, swept up by his 
enthusiasm.

“As the team staff starting 
communicating more regularly 
with locals, they came to 
understand the need for the 
community’s support. Our passion 
for creating a locally-based team 
moved the community,” says 
Amano. He was able to get more 
team staff members involved in 
producing the series of events to 
gain different types of fans. 

Kawasaki Frontale is a J.League pro football 
team that has gained many fans through a host of 
innovative events and projects. Haruka Amano played 
a pivotal role in organizing these events. Now assigned 
to work for The Tokyo Organising Committee of the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games, Amano shares his 
experiences, insights and event promotion methods.

MAKING JAPAN  
A HAPPY PLACE 

THROUGH

THE POWER 
OF SPORTS
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Trying to attract female 
fans, for instance, he put on 
promotions such as having stalls 
selling vegetables for reasonable 
prices or holding a sale of skincare 
products in collaboration with a 
popular cosmetics brand. He was 
always conscious about sending 
a specific message: a football 
stadium is a place where fans 
want to go with their families 
rather than being forced to go to 
keep their fathers or husbands 
company. As a result, Frontale 
became one of the J.League’s 
most popular teams. Amano 
never grew complacent, however, 
and says he constantly reminded 
the team to show gratitude and 
humility so that the fans would 
keep cheering for them.

Currently a member of The 
Tokyo Organising Committee 
of the  Olympic and Paralympic 
Games, Amano is realizing the 
importance of doing it himself 
again. Since moving a plan 
forward only through discussions 
with the committee members is 
hard given the limited time, he 
is proactively shaping the plan 
himself. The “Mathematics Drill” 
for elementary school students 
is an example of his initiative. 
The teaching materials contain 
mathematical problems related 
to the Olympic and Paralympic 
Games, with commentary on each 
sport and photographs of athletes. 
This teaching material represents 
his wish for children to get 
interested in sports, remember 

the Games fondly and to hold onto 
the drill as a cherished memento 
of the Olympic and Paralympic 
Games.

Amano believes the field 
of sports promotion in Japan 
still has a lot of room to grow. 
To him, even Frontale is just 
starting to heat up. To feed the 
flame, he makes it his mission to 
continue what he does without 
complacency that is, to never 
be afraid of getting hands-on, 
involving the people around him, 
and keep the local community 
constantly in mind. By doing so, 
Amano believes he can entertain 
and move people, thereby 
energizing Japanese sports and 
making them an integral part of 
the country’s culture. 

1

3

2

1  Amano produced a wide range of events 
for Kawasaki Frontale, from having the 
athletes visit classrooms dressed up as 
astronauts to sumo wrestler challenges | 
Photos courtesy of  Kawasaki Frontale

2  The “Mathematics Drill” teaches kids 
about sports and makes learning fun by 
incorporating math problems related to 
the Olympic and Paralympic Games

3  Haruka Amano, member of The Tokyo 
Organising Committee of the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games

Photo courtesy of Tokyo 2020 
/ Uta MUKUO
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A Castle
Where History
Comes Alive

T RAVELERS visiting Japan tend to follow the 
“golden route” that includes Tokyo, Hakone, 
Mount Fuji, Kyoto and Osaka. Despite being 

on that well-known track, Odawara Castle was not a 
well-known spot for tourists until recently. According 
to Naoya Asao of the Odawara Tourism Association, 
it only takes a thirty-minute bullet train ride to 
get to Odawara from Tokyo, and the castle is just a 
ten-minute walk from Odawara Station. People can 
also leisurely tour the castle park grounds and go to 
the top of the castle tower all in approximately two 
hours. After that, they can easily move on to Hakone 
or even go to Izu.”

The city has also capitalized on the castle’s history 
during the Warring States Period—which ran from the 
mid-fifteenth to mid-sixteenth centuries— when the 
Fuma ninja clan served the lords of the castle, the 
powerful Hojo family. The head of the Fuma clan, 
Kotaro Fuma, appears in many novels, manga and 
games, so his name is well known even outside of 
Japan.

 The Odawara Tourism Association began its 
experience programs in February and August 2018, 

KATSUMI YASUKURA

presenting a ninja-star throwing experience, zazen 
meditation and other dynamic events to inform 
visitors about the Japanese spirit and culture during 
the Warring States Period. Visitors can even rent 
ninja costumes. The programs were a big hit with 
overseas travelers.

 “We decided to go with immersive experiences 
and discovery programs so that people could learn 
firsthand instead of just showcasing culture through 
shows and displays,” Asao states. “In late April of 
next year, we plan on opening a ninja experience 
facility in Odawara Castle Park. After learning 

Odawara Castle is the closest fortress to Tokyo with a tower 
that people can enter. It is becoming a popular destination 
among visitors to Japan because the castle offers strutting 
nobles, ninja experiences and the chance to learn about 
Japan’s history and culture in an entertaining way.
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Fuma ninja clan, visitors will be given a ninja 
mission to save Odawara Castle. This will be fun 
for both domestic and international visitors.” 
Asao clearly has great expectations for this new 
attraction.

The local senior volunteers are another essential 
element of Odawara Castle’s charm. While it is not 
unusual to see staff members welcoming guests 
while dressed up as historical warlords at castles 
elsewhere in the country, the “Hojo Handmade 
Armor Team” that history and armor lovers started 
here in 1998 were the pioneers of the concept.

 The team has 130 members—with an average 
age of 65—who learned how to make armor out 
of cardboard with the help of professional armor 
craftsmen. They wear this surprisingly realistic gear 
to welcome and entertain visitors. In the spring and 
fall they host a popular event at Odawara Castle at 
which visitors are welcome to take photos with the 
ranks of elaborately dressed samurai and warlords.

 “Over the past few years this has become 
extremely popular with non-Japanese tourists, and 
people wait in line during the weekends,” says team 
representative Nobuhiro Morita. “They take photos 
while shouting out the victory call ‘ei-ei-o!’ and can 
take home some memorable photos as souvenirs.”

Morita adds that the sword fight demonstrations 
the team created based on historical events during 
the Warring States Period are very popular as 
well. “We also made fake guns, perform military 
exercises and do iai sword quick-draw shows under 
the direction of a professional instructor. Lots of 
visitors from outside Japan are very interested in 
these sorts of shows. By combining hospitality with 
these realistic touches, we want more people to 
experience the fun and thrills of Odawara Castle.”

 With all this going for it, Odawara Castle is sure 
to become another major stop along Japan’s “golden 
route.” 

1  Visitors to Odawara Castle can rent samurai 
armor and ninja costumes

2  Odawara Castle hosts a popular event at 
which visitors can take photos with the Hojo 
Handmade Armor Team

3  Volunteers teach visitors iconic ninja poses
4  During the meditation section of the ninja 

experience, those with wandering minds may 
be corrected with a sharp tap on the shoulder
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IN the four-century history of the traditional 
Japanese performing art of rakugo, Toronto 
native Sunshine Katsura is the first non-

Japanese rakugo performer in a hundred years. 
Having studied classical Greek drama at the 
University of Toronto, he pursued a stage career as a 
playwright and composer of musicals and comedies. 
He became interested in Japan when he came across 
an academic paper that pointed out the similarities 
in worldview of 2500-year-old Greek drama and 
Japan’s noh and kabuki.

He came to Japan in 1999 to study noh theater. 
A few years later after his Japanese improved, he 
happened to see a performance by young rakugo 
storytellers. The expressive way they presented 
their stories and scenes using only a folding fan and 
a facecloth struck the former comedy writer. 

The path to becoming a rakugo storyteller 
involves a strict master-disciple system and 
tough apprenticeship, but this did not stop him 

Canadian kamigata rakugo teller Sunshine Katsura has 
performed rakugo, a traditional Japanese art of telling comic 
stories, in English on the stages abroad to great acclaim. Katsura 
delves into his long career in stage performance and his attitude 
and philosophy as a performer.  

1

THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF A CANADIAN 
RAKUGO 
STORYTELLER

TAMAKI  KAWASAKI

The long sleeves of his original kimono can be swapped 
out to create different outfits
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ago—are proof of the comedy’s authenticity and the 
reason behind their laughter and satisfaction.

However, he does find ways to help the 
audiences understand the stories. “Rakugo is 
convenient because it has makura, a more colloquial 
introductory part that leads into the traditional 
story,” he explains. “In overseas performances, I 
explain Japanese culture in a comical manner during 
makura so that the audiences are smoothly drawn 
into the main story.”

From riffing off of “Ottotto,” a common 
exclamation uttered when pouring sake into a 
small cup to the almost competitive exchange of 
humble behaviors, all topics are fair game. “My 
strength as a non-Japanese rakugo storyteller is that 
I understand traditional Japanese customs that are 
taken for granted in Japan,” he notes. Sunshine takes 
advantage of his experience as a comedy writer to fill 
in cultural gaps with humor through makura.

The performer has big ambitions for the future. 
“I hope to extend the 2019 off-Broadway show into 
a one-year run,” he remarks. After the off-Broadway 
show, he’d like to line up a world tour. “I want to 
share Japanese humor with large audiences on the 
great stages of the world.” True to his stage name, 
Sunshine’s bright performances show that a love of 
humor is genuinely universal.

3

from diving into the rakugo realm. Sunshine was 
particularly drawn by the samurai-like spirit 
of a performer truly living for his or her art. In 
September 2008, he became the fifteenth apprentice 
of master Sanshi Katsura (now known as Bunshi 
Katsura), and received the stage name of “Sunshine” 
in 2009.

Performing in another language was not easy, 
Sunshine acknowledges. It was often hard for him 
to understand classic rakugo stories when he heard 
them for the first time. However, this proved no 
barrier thanks to Sunshine’s love of learning.

“You can learn the meaning of the stories by 
asking your rakugo master questions. If you take the 
time to study it deeply and listen to the story twenty 
times or so, eventually it will stick,” says Sunshine 
with his usual humor. “I actually found it more 
challenging to get used to the customs related to 
living with the master and senior apprentices, and 
using proper formal spoken Japanese.”

At first he performed rakugo shows abroad several 
times a year, hoping to introduce a part of Japanese 
culture. However, seeing that his audiences liked 
the shows so much, he decided to start performing 
English rakugo as a one-man show, and did his first 
tour of North America in 2013. In 2017, he performed 
a show in London’s famous West End and had a 
long off-Broadway run of performances in New 
York. Sunshine explains that the key to moving the 
audiences beyond the cultural gap is to deliberately 
translate Japanese rakugo stories into English very 
literally, including all elements and rhythm of the 
story. 

For example, if he used the word “flamingo” 
instead of “crane” so that the audiences would 
get the story better, the scene they would imagine 
would not be in Japan but Africa or Latin America. 
After realizing that changing parts of the story 
for British and American audiences did not quite 
work, he decided to stick to the original rakugo. For 
audiences who come to the performances expecting 
an authentic Japanese cultural experience, even the 
unfamiliar parts of rakugo stories—such as Japanese 
food items they’ve never heard of and conversations 
between kimono-wearing townspeople from long 

2

1  Sunshine Katsura performing for sold-out crowds in New 
York and London in 2017

2  The entertainer using his fan to mimic slurping noodles
3  Sunshine switches deftly between characters while 

kneeling on his podium
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The “flower town” district of Gion in Kyoto is where geiko and 
maiko in glamorous kimono enchant people with their talents, 
elegance and grace. In this district representative of Kyoto, one geiko 
in particular shines through her use of two languages: kyo-kotoba, a 
vernacular of Japanese only spoken in this area, and English.

I NFLUENCED by her family of 
kimono craftsmen, the geiko 
known as Tomitsuyu grew up 

feeling close to Japanese traditional 
cultural elements such as kimono 
and period plays. However, the 
young girl was also interested in 
the world unknown to her. Wanting 
to learn about different cultures, 
she left Kyoto where she’d been 
born and raised and flew to attend a 
school in New Zealand.

 In the lilting tones of the Kyoto 
dialect, Tomitsuyu explains why she 
chose to return to Japan and become 
a geiko after experiencing the world 
outside Japan. “There were many 
international students from various 
countries at the school I attended, 
including Germany, Brazil and 
China,” she recalls. “They all knew 
about their own countries very well, 
but I knew nothing about Japan.

play 
video
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THE OMOTENASHI OF 
AN ENGLISH-SPEAKING 
GEISHA IN KYOTO

TOMOKO  NISHIKAWA

Tomitsuyu believes that being adaptable to the requirements of 
the moment is at the heart of true hospitality

Speaking English allows Tomitsuyu to share the culture of Kyoto's "flower towns" with international visitors



 “I was born in Kyoto, a city blessed with history 
and tradition, and knowing nothing about it 
embarrassed me,” she continues, “which made me 
interested in jobs related to Japanese traditions. 
During my research, I found out that even an 
ordinary girl like me could become a geiko. So I 
contacted the mistress of the okiya I now belong to.”

 An okiya is a house that manages maiko (girls 
training to become geiko) and geiko—the Kyoto word 
for geisha, women trained to entertain guests with 
music, conversation and dances at banquets. Girls 
who aspire to become geiko live in an okiya and 
train under the mistress, whom they call okaasan 
(mother). Returning after four years of studying in 
New Zealand, Tomitsuyu moved into the Tomikiku 
okiya and teahouse in East Gion, and started 
learning the fundamentals of becoming a geiko, 
including how to speak kyo-kotoba, the etiquette 
and protocol of the kagai geisha district, and 
traditional arts of singing and dancing.

 After going through a training period called 
shikomi, she made her debut as a maiko in the 
summer of 2013. At the time, no other maiko in the 
district could speak fluent English, and Tomitsuyu 
became a hot topic of conversation for her skill at 
entertaining guests in that language. The spring 
of 2018 marked her erikae, meaning that she had 
ended her time as a maiko and become a full-
fledged geiko.

 The banquets maiko and geiko are invited to have 
different purposes, from a business party organized 
by local regular clients to a tea ceremony for foreign 
tourists wishing to experience Japanese culture and 
many more. Tomitsuyu says the key to unparalleled 
hospitality is to flexibly respond to the needs of her 
customers, instantly determining what is needed 
to suit the occasion, whether it is a performance or 
conversation.

 “When speaking in English with non-Japanese 
clients, I try to speak slowly and clearly. I think they 
feel less nervous when I speak to them in English,” 
notes Tomitsuyu, ever the professional. “I’m happy 
that I can properly answer questions from curious 
clients. I also want them to remember at least a few 
Japanese words, though, since they took the trouble 
to come all the way to Japan, so I make sure to use 
simple words in kyo-kotoba such as ookini (thank 
you) and okoshiyasu (welcome).”

 Besides entertaining guests at banquets, 

Tomitsuyu has recently had chances to share her 
art and culture with the wider world. For instance, 
she took a business trip overseas to represent and 
promote Kyoto tourism. Recognizing this trend as 
a new opportunity, Tomitsuyu says she would like 
to continue to introduce the charms of Kyoto and 
kagai culture using her own words while refining her 
art, and widen her horizons through reading books 
and visiting museums. Hers is the spirit that keeps 
omotenashi—the inimitable hospitality of Japan and 
the geisha district—and its culture going.  
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Tomitsuyu (right), photographed here with maiko Tomichie, 
became a full-fledged geiko in the spring of 2018
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NOT JUST ANOTHER 
ROADSIDE ATTRACTION

TAKAYOSHI YAMABE

1

M ICHI-NO-EKI are roadside stations 
equipped with a parking lot and toilets 
that are both free of charge and open 

24 hours a day, and also provide traffic reports and 
information about tourist sites in the surrounding 
area. Beyond that, the restaurants and shops on 
the premises promote local specialty products, and 
are expected to help vitalize the local community. 
One of these roadside stations, Michi-No-Eki Nikko 
(Nikko-Kaido Nikoniko Honjin), located in the 
Imaichi district in Nikko City, sits at the intersection 
of roads to major tourist sites, including Nikko 
Toshogu Shrine and Chuzenji Lake in the west and 
Kinugawa Onsen in the north. Nikko is a popular 
tourist destination, especially during holidays, 
which means the facility is bustling with visitors all 
day long.

As of April 2018, there were 1145 michi-no-eki (roadside 
stations) in Japan. One of them, known as Michi-No-Eki Nikko 
(Nikko-Kaido Nikoniko Honjin), hosts more than one hundred 
events a year. Facility manager Kayoko Kato introduces the many 
attractions and facilities of Michi-no-Eki Nikko.

 In fact, Michi-No-Eki Nikko receives nearly a 
million visitors annually, and is a local community 
hub where people hold events such as exhibitions 
of arts and crafts, karaoke competitions and 
hobby lessons. Facility manager Kayoko Kato 
says that many visitors come to shop for specialty 
products and souvenirs, taste the local flavors and 
participate in the events than just to take a break 
from driving.

 “You can purchase locally produced fresh 
vegetables and fruits, sake from a nearby brewery 
and souvenirs from across the city,” she explains. 
“You can also try soba noodles and gelato made 
from local ingredients, and kakigori (shaved ice 
desserts) made with natural ice from Nikko’s 
remote mountainous areas. There are special 
products—such as sweets freshly made at Michi-
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No-Eki Nikko—that you can only taste here.”
 Another draw is a memorial hall dedicated to Toru 

Funamura, an enka composer beloved across Japan, 
inside the premises. Many people visit especially for 
this.

 “The memorial hall is popular for its exhibits and 
the chance to sing karaoke. We even offer a paid service 
where we video-record visitors singing karaoke and 
make a DVD for them to take home,” Kato notes. “Some 
people even bring their own stage costumes. We love 
creating joyful experiences for our visitors like this 
rather than just selling products.”

 Prominent examples of that notion are the more than 
one hundred different events Michi-No-Eki Nikko puts 
on annually. “When the roadside station opened we 
organized most of the events we hosted, but now local 
individuals and groups put on over half of them,” says 
Kato.

 “On the fourth weekend of every month the facility 
hosts various musical events related to Funamura as 
well as gourmet events where visitors can sample and 
buy food from famous local restaurants and specialty 
products from the prefecture,” she adds. “Locals also 
organize events, such as one to enjoy local beers, sake 
and traditional cuisine, as well as the traditional Imaichi 
Yatai Float Festival that we host jointly.”

 That isn’t all. Kato says that in the 380-seat 
multipurpose hall they offer free screenings of movies 
selected by a singer popular among young people, as 
well as exhibits and lectures. “We offer such a variety 
of entertainment because we want visitors to think that 
Nikko is always a fun place to visit and bring home good 
memories, not only about tourist spots but also about 
the Michi-No-Eki, so that they’ll keep coming back.”

 Michi-No-Eki Nikko also offers pamphlets 
highlighting local food and the history of the 
surrounding area, supplementing a guide map created 
by a group of local youths that introduced Nikko’s 
restaurants and attractions. There are also guided 
walking tours of the Imaichi district, along with plenty 
of local bars and restaurants to explore.

 “As more people visit Michi-No-Eki Nikko, I believe 
that the local community has rediscovered the Imaichi 
district’s charm, and become more eager to promote it 
and to welcome more people,” Kato says.

 By encouraging tourists who have already visited the 
famous local sightseeing spots to sample the Imaichi 
district’s food and culture alongside the locals, the 
station can present Nikko’s charms, both old and new. 

1  During a bridal show, Michi-No-Eki Nikko even hosted a 
wedding on site

2  Ever since opening, the facility has hosted children 
painting huge canvases for the peace-themed “Kids’ 
Guernica” project

3  The stalls of freshly picked fruits and vegetables are the 
pride of the roadside station

4  The tasty dishes offered at Michi-No-Eki Nikko 
showcase local ingredients and change every year

5  Food-related events often take place in the plaza, 
offering local specialties like yakisoba fried noodles

2

3

4

5



Denjyoyu is both a sixty-year-
old neighborhood public bath 
in Nishigahara, Tokyo and the 
core of a community where every 
employee and regular customer 
feels like a member of a large 
family. The cozy sento has a 
live-in system open to anyone 
regardless of nationality, holds 
concerts in the baths, and has big 
plans for more activities. What 
is at the heart of the Denjyoyu’s 
appeal and hospitality?

DENJYOYU'S live-in 
system is simple: assist 
with the daily tasks of 

opening for business, clean up 
after closing time, and run errands 
for the guests staying at rental 
apartments within the sento’s 
premises. The work is unpaid, 
but in return lodgers receive free 
room and board. These lodgers 
include people who want to live 
independently from their parents 
and others who have left their 
rural hometowns to chase their 
dreams in Tokyo.

 Denjyoyu usually has two to 
five lodgers at any one time, many 
of them non-Japanese. Including 
former lodgers, the sento has 

of manpower. In the old days it 
was customary for sento to have 
children of farmers from rural 
regions come to Tokyo and lodge 
there and work for them until they 
eventually set out on their own.”

hosted a total of about thirty 
people of different nationalities 
from various parts of the world, 
including Asia, Europe and the 
United States. Some come back to 
Japan to pay surprise visits to the 
sento. Denjyoyu fosters a constant 
exchange between people and 
the long-lasting relationships that 
arise from it.

 Nobuyuki Hara, the fifth-
generation owner of Denjyoyu, 
says: “Since I was raised in a 
sento where it was normal to 
have employees lodging with the 
family, I’ve never felt that this 
live-in system was anything new. 
Traditionally, running a sento 
requires clerks, maids and a lot 

TAMAKI  KAWASAKI 

 Fifth-generation owner Nobuyuki Hara 
discussing his plans to renovate Denjyoyu

A Sento-Centric
     Community

A classical piano concert held in the sento attracted an audience of over a hundred 
Pianist: Tadahiro Yonezu | Photographer: Seiya Fujii
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 When not helping with the 
sento, the four people currently 
staying at Denjyoyu work at other 
jobs or attend school. Hara is used 
to this large family management 
style, and has the friendliness 
typical of native shitamachi (old 
town) Tokyoites. To him, his non-
Japanese employees and local 
regular customers—who come to 
his sento for the rich groundwater 
his great-grandfather dug deep to 
reach, and is heated with white 
charcoal—are all family members.

 Hara and his wife Ikuyo, who 
have worked in event planning 
and promotion, have been 
launching ambitious projects 
that take advantage of the 
unique characteristics of sento, 
such as the good sound quality 
in the bathing rooms and the 
special place these public baths 
have in the hearts of locals. A 
recent classical concert, by a 
pianist who raised funds through 
crowdfunding, attracted an 

audience of over a hundred. 
Future events will include an 
acoustic guitar concert and a 
gramophone-broadcasted jazz 
concert, an idea thought up by 
a former lodger who is an art 
museum curator. In two years 
Hara plans to renovate Denjyoyu, 
installing a screen for movie 
events and adding a small bar or 
café that will serve drinks made 
with Denjyoyu’s soft and delicious 
groundwater.

 Denjyoyu has deep 
connections with the wider local 
community as well. Hara’s father 
is a volunteer juvenile probation 
officer, and takes care of children 
who cannot go to school for 
various reasons. Children visit 
him at the sento for advice. Elderly 
people at the nearby daycare 
center come by private minivan to 
take a bath.

 “I’d like to make a pleasant 
and comfortable space for people 
in the community and make 

them happy here,” Hara says. 
“My grandmother used to tell 
me that hospitality and kindness 
are not things to brag about, 
but something to do behind the 
scenes. I was taught that kind 
and hospitable gestures should 
be made selflessly, without 
other people noticing. My 
ideal hospitality is to make my 
customers notice the good quality 
of my service when they recall it 
later.”

 Hara says that his great-
grandfather knew how precious 
water is, having experienced 
major earthquakes and war 
firsthand. The founder of the 
public bath dug down to drinkable 
groundwater because he knew it 
would save his local community 
and himself in an emergency.

 Over the years the Hara family 
has shared the quality waters of 
Denjyoyu as well as establishing a 
tradition of sharing their altruistic 
spirit with the local community. 

The Hara family posing with some of their lodgers in front of Denjyoyu

In exchange for cleaning the baths and helping 
out, the lodgers receive room and board

Lodgers and visiting family members eating 
with the Hara family
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A Park 
Straight 
Out of 
a Fairy Tale

F
UNABASHI City in Chiba Prefecture has 
a sister city in Odense, Denmark—the 
birthplace of famed children’s book author 
Hans Christian Andersen. In 1996, with 

Odense’s support, Funabashi opened a park named 
after the writer. For over two decades, Funabashi’s 
citizens have embraced H. C. Andersen Park, and in 
the past decade total visitor numbers have almost 
doubled. Park operations director Tsukasa Fujita 
notes that when the park was ranked as one of the 
top three Japanese theme parks by an international 
tourist review site in 2015, attendance shot up about 
1.4 times that of 2014, exceeding 900,000 visitors.

 “We’ve definitely seen more guests from outside 
Japan in the past few years. We don’t have anything 
special set up to target international tourists, though, 
and instead of any one part being more popular, they 
seem to enjoy exploring all five of the park’s zones.”

 The five zones are designed to be fun for all ages, 
from children to seniors. The park’s thirty-eight 

TAKAYOSHI  YAMABE

hectares encompass Kids Kingdom Zone, home to a 
huge obstacle course; the Fairy Tale Hill Zone, where 
visitors can experience the world Hans Christian 
Andersen lived in with a sculpture of him, windmills, 
and a fairy tale museum that introduces visitors 
to Odense; the Children’s Museum Zone, which 
holds a multitude of workshops on everything from 
woodblock prints to pottery; the Nature Experience 
Zone, created to look like a traditional Japanese 
nature scene; and the Castle of Flowers Zone, with 
buildings and a playground designed to resemble 
Andersen fairy tales. 

The park’s managers work particularly hard to 
give visitors a taste of the real Odense. The statue 
of Andersen is an exact replica of the one that exists 
in Odense, and craftsmen from Odense helped 
build the windmill. Many of the other buildings and 
workshop programs in the park have been created 
with the same loving dedication.

 “This is a public park, so while it is a symbol 

The obstacle course in the Kids Kingdom Zone has four different routes for kids to explore

Funabashi H. C. Andersen Park in Chiba Prefecture may be a 
municipal park, but it consistently ranks in the top of listings on 
international tourist review websites. Park operations director Tsukasa 
Fujita reveals the secrets behind the park’s popularity.

 highlighting japan20

Feature The Art of Emotion: Japanese Entertainment and Hospitality



The photogenic community center is a lovingly built replica of a 
building in Odense

Children can learn weaving, woodblock printing, dyeing, baking 
and more at the Children’s Museum

Craftsmen from Odense helped build the windmill, which is 
surrounded by seasonal flowers

of friendship with our sister city, we place great 
importance on providing experiences that anyone can 
enjoy,” Fujita says. “That’s why we plan a full slate 
of activities that use the five zones and the facilities 
we take such pride in, holding events every week, 
planting flowers all over the park so people can enjoy 
the beautiful scenery, and creating opportunities for 
visitors to get closer to the arts by offering workshops 
every day.”

 For example, Fujita is in charge of maintaining 
the flowers, and states that great care is taken during 
planting to create a beautiful picture, both to look at 
and in photographs. If guests bring home the park’s 
beauty in pictures, paintings and photos, they’ll 
want to return, and recommend the park to friends 
and family. The park tries lots of new things, such 
as holding events to celebrate seasonal flowers and 
ensuring that something is always in bloom. This 
means there will be unusual varieties as well as flowers 
newly planted that year to entice nature lovers to visit.

 “Whatever stage of life our visitors are in—
children playing enthusiastically, couples on a date, 
visiting with family after getting married, or out for 
a stroll to view the flowers later in life—our aim is to 
create a park that anyone will find fun and exciting, 
even if they visit every day.”

 Fujita believes it must be this approachable 
hospitality that delights and impresses guests who 
stop by during their visits to Japan. According to 
a 2016 guest satisfaction survey, the number of 
people who rated themselves “satisfied” and “very 
satisfied” increased by around 1.7 times that of 
respondents to a 2006 survey, and “very satisfied” 
customers quadrupled. Monthly visitors and yearly 
users across all age groups also went up. It’s clear 
that the park is accomplishing its goal of being a 
magical place for people of all ages, no matter when 
they visit, and more visitors to Japan will no doubt 
discover its charms. 
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A
S an island nation, Japan has built-in 
advantages in controlling epidemics. 
Japan has some of the world’s finest 
quarantine systems, and has earned the 

top score in the animal quarantine category in the 
World Organization for animal health evaluation. For 
example, Japan has had no outbreaks of rabies since 
1958, and is one of the few countries entirely free of the 
disease.

 However, Kazuo Ito, the director general of 
the Animal Quarantine Service of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, raises an alarm. 
“We are on high alert, because there have been hoof-
and-mouth disease and African swine fever outbreaks 
overseas, particularly in neighboring countries,” he 
reports.

 The Animal Quarantine Service has a 
comprehensive quarantine system designed to prevent 
the spread of such infectious diseases. “At the moment, 
no animal products are allowed in from countries that 
have had cases of hoof-and-mouth disease, African 
swine fever or avian influenza, not even as a souvenir 

or for personal consumption,” says Ito. “Even 
from safe countries, any type of meat [including 
ham, sausages and bacon] requires an inspection 
certificate issued by the government authorities 
of the exporting country, or the product will not 
be allowed into Japan. Those who fail to satisfy 
this requirement may be subject to punishment. 
In 2017, we placed twenty-nine detection dogs at 
major airports and international post offices and 
logged 43,968 cases of banned animal products.”

 The Animal Quarantine Service has also taken 
various other measures to safeguard Japan, 
including distributing multilingual posters 
and pamphlets, announcements on aircrafts, 
questioning people entering the country at 
immigration and installing sole disinfection mats 
at more than sixty-six major international airports 
and seaports. Their guidance for travelers carrying 
animals and animal products is available in 
multiple languages on their website as well as on 
YouTube, and is included in apps aimed at visitors 
to Japan. Airlines inbound from nearby regions are 

1

Transboundary animal 
diseases such as hoof-and-mouth 
disease and highly pathogenic 
avian influenza break out 
repeatedly overseas. Japan’s 
Animal Quarantine Service strives 
to prevent such pathogens from 
entering the country, as well as 
alerting travelers to safely bring 
animals and meat products across 
the border.

Stopping 
Disastrous 
Diseases at 
the Border

KATSUMI  YASUKURA
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in contact with livestock in their home country 
before their departure.

 In particular, for rabies prevention, dogs and cats 
must be microchipped, have received the required 
vaccinations and antibody tests and obtained the 
proper certificate after a waiting period of at least 180 
days before being allowed into Japan. This process 
takes at least seven months.

 “If your pet fails to meet these requirements, it 
may be quarantined at our detention facility for up to 
180 days, so please be careful,” he emphasizes.

 The Animal Quarantine Service also monitors 
outbound travelers. “You can now buy meat products 
approved for export to Singapore at souvenir shops 
in Haneda and Chubu airports,” Ito says. “You can 
go through the procedure to take meat products out 
of Japan at the animal quarantine counter. Since it 
may take time to make necessary adjustments and 
confirm information, please contact us as soon as 
possible if you need assistance.” 

asked to pass this information on to their passengers 
at departure.

 The Animal Quarantine Service are also 
enhancing their anti-epidemic efforts through joint 
activities with prefectural governments. “We’re 
using detection dogs to conduct inspections not only 
on luggage but also on airmail from regions reported 
to have malignant animal infectious disease 
outbreaks. We’re also intensifying inspections on 
cruise ships,” he says.

 However, Japan will have a huge surge in its 
number of visitors while hosting the Tokyo Olympics 
and Paralympics in 2020. “Along with economic 
globalization and changes in industrial structure, the 
channels and possibilities of invasion for pathogens 
will only increase,” Ito states. “We’re preparing to 
face epidemic prevention at the border even more 
strictly.”

 Ito strongly urges visitors to consult with the 
animal quarantine office at major Japanese airports  
and seaports in advance if they want to bring animal 
products into Japan, are traveling with pets or were 

1 There are twenty-nine dogs patrolling major Japanese 
airports

2 The Quarantine Service has installed sole disinfection 
mats at sixty-six major airports and ports around Japan

3 Posters informing travelers of prohibited items and 
goods, with QR codes that lead to further information

4 In 2017 detection dogs exposed 43,968 cases of banned 
animal products

5 Those who have acquired meat or other animal 
products should go to the animal quarantine counter in 
their country of arrival
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EVELOPED by SEQSENSE Inc., the 
SQ-2 is a new security robot capable of 
autonomous operation that constructs a 
3D map of its surroundings in real time. 

It doesn’t need GPS to find its way; the SQ-2 comes 
equipped with three laser scanners for 3D mapping 
and maneuvers while marking its own location 
and identifying any obstacles or changes to the 
environment. The SQ-2 can also detect when there 
are people nearby, so it can patrol and guard safely 
even in populated areas.

 SEQSENSE is a startup founded with the goal 
of identifying real-world uses for the autonomous 
robot technology Professor Yoji Kuroda developed 
at Meiji University’s School of Science and 
Technology. The first market they are targeting for 
their autonomous robots is the security industry. 
With one SQ-2 able to patrol for twenty-four hours, 
for example, companies can slash the cost of hiring 

human security personnel as well as the expense 
of training and recruiting them.

 “Right now the security industry is seriously 
short-handed. It’s also hard for one security 
professional to check multiple cameras placed 
throughout a facility, and it’s expensive to hire 
more guards,” states SEQSENSE CEO Soichiro 
Nakamura when asked to explain the reasons 
behind the advent of security robots. “If we leave 
the work of actual patrolling to security robots, 
humans can handle the sort of high-level security 
tasks that only people can perform.”

 What the firm’s engineers struggled with 
the most during the R&D phase was a thorough 
analysis of security tasks. Those tasks include the 
surveillance and management of the facility and 
its equipment, reporting suspicious individuals, 
and countless other duties carried out behind the 
scenes. While occasionally reassessing how the 

Robots  
on 
Patrol

SEQSENSE is aiming to release SQ-2 in summer 2019, and is  
busily developing ever-improving versions of the robot

BIFUE USHIJIMA

Robots capable of operating on their own and 
creating a 3D map of their surroundings in real 
time—including the presence of obstacles and 
people—will soon be patrolling office buildings and 
shopping centers as the first line of security. The 
developers of the SQ-2 security robot provide a 
description of the powers of their prototype, and 
potential uses for robots to come.
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tasks would be carried out and how the security 
robot would be used, they developed the SQ-2 from 
scratch, consulting with security companies and 
building management companies along the way.

 The resulting robot has a simple design that 
won’t seem startling even when moving through 
crowds of people in office buildings and shopping 
centers. In addition to its three laser scanners, 
the SQ-2 boasts a 360-degree camera and a 
high-resolution camera, along with a number of 
sensors such as a heat sensor and ultrasonic wave 
sensor. It also has a microphone and speakers 
for communicating with control centers. In the 
future, that array of features will be augmented 
with options such as a sensor for detecting gas and 
other odors and a vital signs scanner.

 In addition to the SQ-2’s autonomous robotics 
technology, the firm’s engineers designed the 
built-in software and circuitry, devised a cloud 

The robot’s simple design allows it to move through 
crowded areas without disturbing others

SEQSENSE CEO Soichiro Nakamura

computing system, and programmed an AI that can 
perform facial recognition and other tasks. “This 
was not an academic exercise,” says Nakamura. 
“Our team members are all engineers who want 
to make robots the world will find useful. They 
wanted to take on the challenge and carve out their 
own place in the market.”

 The company plans to release SQ-2 in summer 
2019, and is busy developing new versions based 
on continuous real-world testing. And security 
robots are just the first wave; autonomous robots 
have strong prospects in a variety of fields, 
including manufacturing, shipping, construction 
and farming.

 A future in which humans and robots work even 
more closely together is almost at hand. With an 
eye toward that era, the engineers at SEQSENSE are 
working not to just to create robots but to build a 
new society.  



The Challenge 
of Bringing 
Japanese Pro-
Wrestling to 
the World 

KATSUMI  YASUKURA

After living in Japan for over thirty-five years and 
working in various fields, Dutchman Harold George 
Meij has taken on the world of Japanese pro wrestling. 
His dream as the CEO of New Japan Pro-Wrestling is 
to connect Japan and the rest of the world though pro 
wrestling—a spectator sport that has evolved into a 
unique facet of Japan’s pop culture.

W
HEN Harold George Meij was eight 
years old, a Japanese business 
invited his father to work in 
Japan. He arrived in Japan from 

the Netherlands and attended middle school, 
followed by high school in Indonesia, and then 
spent his college days in the United States. “But 
I’d always wanted to work in Japan,” he states. “I 
was always interested in how Japanese people take 
full responsibility and have the hospitality to help 
people who are lost, despite not knowing a word 
of English. The Japanese sense of art and detail—
like the way they describe all the various shades 
of purple, like ‘ancient purple’ (reddish-purple), 
‘navy eggplant’ (dusky purple), ‘Kyoto purple’ and 
‘iris color’—was fascinating as well. Since I have 
experience outside of Japan, I thought I could 
become a bridge between East and West.”

Meij’s career has included work in sales and 
marketing for drinks, consumer goods and 
toymakers, and he’s produced major results for each 
company. “In the foreign business scene, when 
the boss says to look right, everyone looks right. 
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©New Japan Pro-Wrestling

However, in Japan, despite being the boss, they take in 
and incorporate the opinions and keep a balance with 
the workers onsite,” he observes. “Granted, this can 
cause difficulties at times, but if you manage to get the 
understanding of those around you, it makes it much 
easier to create a solid working base. Japanese people 
tend to be precise about timing, do not leave things 
incomplete, and aim for perfection, which makes them a 
powerful force. This is the part of Japanese business that 
makes it worth the work.”

The next challenge Meij decided to take on was the 
pro-wrestling scene. In June 2018, he was appointed as 
the president and CEO of New Japan Pro-Wrestling. “As a 
child, I could easily enjoy pro wrestling on TV because it 
did not require any linguistic knowledge and was a source 
of great entertainment. Several years ago I began going 
to New Japan Pro-Wrestling matches as a fan. I accepted 
this position because I was intrigued by moving from a 
business of ‘things’ to one of ‘experiences,’ and would be 
able to use my business skills in a field I find fun.”

Meij believes that pro wrestling has the potential of 
becoming just as much a part of Japanese culture as 
sushi, Mount Fuji and kabuki theater. “The strong point 
of pro wrestling is that it is not just a sport, but rather an 
encompassing experience. Every time a wrestler does a 
grand move, they change the atmosphere of the stadium 
and the crowd cheers for their favorite wrestler. When 
their favorite wrestlers win, there is a rush of applause, 
when there are foul moves the fans get angry, and when 
they lose they cry and get upset.”

Meij wants to take the Japanese style of pro wrestling 
worldwide, and he’s been targeting the inbound 
market as his opening gambit. “We have over 100,000 
subscribers on our video channel, and almost fifty 
percent of them are outside of Japan,” he reports. 
“When foreign subscribers visit Japan and attend a New 
Japan Pro-Wrestling match, they tend to share their 
experience on social media. So that more people get a 
deeper understanding of the sport and connect with the 
wrestlers, we put matches up on YouTube, including 
videos of the wrestlers themselves, their training scenes 
and videos of matches with English-language versions of 
the stirring, perfectly-timed announcements made by the 
Japanese pro-wrestling announcers.”

Pro wrestling is one of Japan’s hidden pop culture 
gems. As visitors to Japan become more interested in 
unique experiences, as well as things in Japan,  Meij 
hopes that pro wrestling will be one of those choices. 

1  Meij believes that pro wrestling is a unique 
part of Japanese culture

2  Lots of international fans attended a major 
pro-wrestling match at the Nippon Budokan 
in August 2018

3  Meeting with female fans of New Japan Pro-
Wrestling

4  New Japan Pro-Wrestling was formed in 
March 1972

© New Japan Pro-Wrestling

© New Japan Pro-Wrestling
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O
NITSUKA Tiger is a shoe brand 
launched by Kihachiro Onitsuka, the 
founder of Onitsuka Corporation, who 
in 1950 became known for developing 

basketball shoes for athletes, a technically 
challenging feat at that time. Onitsuka continued 
to develop pro-level footwear for various sports, 
and his creations could be seen on athletes across 
the world in international competitions such as 
the Olympic Games. The Onitsuka Tiger brand was 
discontinued, however, when Onitsuka Corporation 
merged with another sporting wear and goods maker 
in 1977 to become ASICS Corporation.

The sporting goods brand finally reappeared on 
the global market in 2002. According to Ryoji Shoda, 
executive officer of ASICS and head of Onitsuka 
Tiger in charge of brand building, one reason for the 
revival was the number of requests from people in 
the European fashion industry. “To coordinate with 

Onitsuka Tiger is an iconic shoe brand 
produced by sporting goods company 
ASICS. Despite once disappearing from 
the market, it has been revived as a 
fashionable sneaker brand with global 
popularity.

the simple clothes trending at the time, sophisticated 
and thin-bottomed low-profile shoes were a good 
match,” he reports. “I heard that some were 
recommending Onitsuka Tiger shoes.”

 Around the same time there was a rising retro 
sneaker boom around Europe, and a film where 
the main character wore Onitsuka Tiger shoes 
became an international hit. Both helped bolster 
Onitsuka Tiger’s popularity. Today, Onitsuka Tiger 
consistently attracts the attention of fashionistas 
within and outside of Japan through sponsoring or 
co-hosting events such as music festivals and fashion 
shows.

 “Onitsuka Tiger has an originality that surpasses 
temporary trends, and many people love Japan and 
the quality of Japanese products,” says Shoda about 
the reasons behind the shoe brand’s continuing 
popularity overseas. Of course, they do not forget 
the importance of comfort. Onitsuka Tiger captures 

 YUKIKO  ISHIKAWA

SHOES THAT RUN 
AROUND 

THE WORLD

ONITSUKA 
TIGER

1

Series From Japan to the World

 highlighting japan28



people’s hearts not only because of their design but 
also thanks to their great functionality.

 “ASICS technology allows us to create shoes that 
are comfortable all day long,” Shoda remarks.

 The brand takes a very serious attitude toward 
manufacturing, and sometimes they spend an entire 
day considering what must be done to improve a 
single product. “You may think we don’t have to be 
so detail-oriented and should instead think about 
making our products cheaper,” Shoda says, “but I 
think our dedication is important. When customers 
experience the quality of our product every time 
they wear our shoes, whether it’s the first time they 
put them on, after a few months or even a year later, 
that is what leads them to buy the next pair from us.”

 Onitsuka Tiger’s NIPPON MADE series represents 
this spirit of Japanese manufacturing. The series is 
vastly popular but constantly in short supply due to 
the amount of work and meticulous attention to the 

materials, dyeing, sewing and finishing work each 
pair requires.

 Onitsuka Tiger kicks are sold primarily in flagship 
stores in Japan and Korea. In other countries, mass 
retailers and directly managed stores sell them, but 
the brand intends to open flagship stores overseas as 
well. In Japan, the brand’s flagship store and NIPPON 
MADE series store are in Omotesando, where 
customers can check out all the variations of the 
shoes. “The flagship shop is an important place to 
showcase the brand,” Shoda says. “I want to promote 
Onitsuka Tiger’s quality products to new customers 
while also showing our appreciation for our longtime 
fans.”

 Creating new products while maintaining 
their commitment to quality is at the heart of the 
company’s Japanese-style craftsmanship, and their 
shoes are sure to continue gaining fans all around 
the planet.  

Photo by Kouichi Nakazawa (ZENI.LLC) 

1  Onitsuka Tiger’s popular 
NIPPON MADE shoes 
are lovingly crafted at 
their factory in Tottori 
Prefecture

2  Sleek and simple, 
Onitsuka Tiger shoes 
have an originality that 
goes beyond trends 

3  The flagship store in 
Omotesando offers all 
the variations of the 
shoes 

2

3
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“W
ON’T you watch Japan’s best sunset at 
Kushiro Marsh?” That’s the tagline for the 
Kushiro Shitsugen Norokko open-air train, 
which takes you on a 27-kilometer journey 

from Kushiro to Toro Station in southeastern Hokkaido. The 
sightseeing train began operations in June 1989, has four cars—
three of which are reserved seating only—and runs from April 
to early October. The trip one way takes an hour, and the train 
makes one or two round trips a day. Sometimes slowing down 
to a leisurely speed of just ten kilometers an hour, the Kushiro 
Shitsugen Norokko lives up to its name (norokko in Japanese 
is a portmanteau word combining noroi, slow, and torokko, 
meaning an open-air rail car).

The Kushiro Shitsugen Norokko is a popular sightseeing train that 
chugs along at a leisurely pace through Hokkaido’s Kushiro Marsh 
from spring to early autumn. The train gives passengers the chance 
to take in one of Japan’s signature forest and water paradises.

Traversing 
the Natural 
Wonders of 
Kushiro Marsh

KATSUYA YAMADA

Waving at visitors canoeing down the Kushiro River 
is part of the fun

The Iwabokki Suimon sluice gate is just one of  
the scenic spots on the train ride

play 
video

Series A Trip by Local Train
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 Much of this train’s appeal lies in its slow cruising 
speed, allowing passengers to fully take in all the scenic 
spots along the way. Traversing the vast Kushiro Marsh—a 
national park that makes up roughly six percent of all 
of Japan’s wetlands—the train offers sights and vistas 
that can only be glimpsed along this route, including the 
chance to see far northern wildlife such as Ezo red foxes, 
red-crowned cranes and Ezo deer.

 The train’s retro design evokes a nostalgic feeling, and 
the second car has a refreshment space where they plan 
to sell boxed lunches packed with Hokkaido ingredients 
as well as the special Kushiro Shitsugen Norokko custard 
pudding. The side of the reserved seating cars that looks 
out onto the marsh is lined with tables that seat six 
people. After leaving Kushiro Station and running along 
the highway for a bit, densely packed Japanese marsh 
alders come into view, signaling the start of the Kushiro 
Marsh.

 As you listen to the conductor’s announcements, you’ll 
catch sight of an entrancing panorama out the windows. 
The train will begin to slow down just before Kushiro 
Shitsugen Station. The first scenic spot, Iwabokki Suimon, 
will be visible on the left-hand side. The sight of the sluice 
gate blending into the horizon that divides marshlands 
from blue sky is nothing short of stunning, and as the 
ride continues you’ll see the Kushiro River flowing down. 
Shortly after passing through Kushiro Shingen Station 
and Hosooka Station, the train will slow once again.

 The second scenic spot is where the rail line and the 
Kushiro River come closest together. The river, with 
its smooth curves and calm beauty, sometimes offers 
glimpses of people headed downriver in canoes. The 
passengers on the train and the canoeists typically wave 
to one another, a charming and peaceful sight.

 At the last stop, Toro Station, you can get off and enjoy 
an easy hike to the shores of Lake Toro. One popular way 
to enjoy the lake environs is to canoe down the Kushiro 
River to Hosooka Station. Another recommendation is to 
get off at Kushiro Shingen Station and visit the Hosooka 
Observatory, which offers  views of the marshlands’ 
splendor as well as Mount Meakan and Mount Oakan of 
the Akan Volcanic Complex soaring up in the distance.

 In winter, a JNR Class C11 steam locomotive runs 
along the same track (check the JR Hokkaido Railway 
Company website for dates and details). Experiencing 
Hokkaido’s winter wonderland from a retro steam 
locomotive in a way only possible in Kushiro sounds like 
yet another fun thing to do.  

The Kushiro Shitsugen Norokko slowly winds 
around the beautiful Kushiro Marsh in Hokkaido

The Kushiro
Shitsugen Norokko

From the Hosooka Observatory, visitors can get 
a great view of the marsh and mountains

During the winter months a steam locomotive runs 
along the same track, starting up from January 2019

december 2018 31



T aking place on the first Sunday every December 
in Nihonmatsu, Fukushima Prefecture, the 

Kohata no Hata Flag Festival originated from 
an incident in the Heian Period (794-1185) when 
the battered army of Minamoto no Yoriyoshi, 
pursued by the Abe clan, escaped to Mount 
Kohata. The besieged legion prayed for victory, and 
miraculously overnight snow fell on the mountains, 
covering the trees with sheets of white. The Abe 
forces mistook the trees for the white banners of 

a large force and fled. This is known as one of the 
three major flag festivals in Japan.

Over five hundred players take part in the flag 
parade, which starts at Hayama Shrine and ends 
at the summit of Mount Kohata. White banners 
hoisted high lead the procession, followed by over a 
hundred huge multicolored flags and accompanied 
by the braying of horns made from conch shells. 
Everyone is free to join the parade and experience 
the spectacular and refined procession.

Kohata no Hata Flag Festival
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