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Foreword 
 

This report summarizes the impressions of a group of foreign research fellows on 
various Japanese landscapes. Since 1999 the group has all worked temporarily at our institute 
where they prepared a report based on discussion with, and commentary by, Dr. Yoji Aoki. 
Despite their short stay in Japan and the unfamiliarity of the Japanese landscapes, the 
contributors observed interesting phenomena and revealed some useful perspectives. This 
research subject has been especially prominent in our country since December 2004 when the 
national law for landscape management was passed. With Dr. Aoki having already published 
the research report “Appreciation of Japanese landscape by Western visitors who arrived 
before 1900,” so the two reports released en bloc have made it possible to thoroughly grasp 
external impressions of modern Japan. 

I would like to congratulate Dr. Aoki for his painstaking efforts in publishing this 
research report in collaboration with many of his colleagues. It is my sincere hope that this 
report contributes to the development of this scientific realm. Also that it helps broaden and 
deepen the perspectives of those researchers, specialists of governmental administration and 
students who are concerned with environmental issues. 
 
August 2005 
 
Ryutaro OHTSUKA, D.Sc. 
President, National Institute for Environmental Studies 
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Drawn by Prof. Robert SOMMER PhD., University of California, 

Davis.
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FOREWORD 
  

Jay Appleton 
  
  

Following the opening up of Japan to Western influences from 1854 people in the West 
were able slowly to build up an increasingly accurate picture of the Japanese landscape based 
on the reports and descriptions which were arriving from visitors almost all of whom were 
interested amateurs with no claim to expertise in the technical understanding of landscape.   
Although this deficiency began to be made good during the twentieth century, it remained 
true until very recently that the westerner’s image of the landscape continued to be based on 
the reports of non-professional observers.   It is to the credit of the National Institute for 
Environmental Studies that it realised that the understanding of landscape in both East and 
West would be greatly enhanced if more academics and practitioners in fields related to the 
study of landscape were to visit the country and be given the opportunity to see for 
themselves its contrasting landscapes.   The Institute was exceptionally fortunate in having 
the services of Dr Yoji Aoki, whose imagination, initiative and commitment led to a 
programme of planned visits of experts whose impressions are summarised in this collection 
of essays. 

  
The resulting book is not like the report of a Committee formally charged with arriving 

at a consensus of opinion, much less a blueprint for the implementation of a detailed policy.   
Rather it is a repository of individual ideas contributed by a well-chosen group of experts.   
It will be of no less interest to the philosopher than to the landscape architect or planner. 

  
Whenever we begin to draw distinctions between the landscapes of different areas we 

tend to be impressed by the differences between them, but it invariably becomes apparent 
that the similarities are no less important.   If, as a species, our physical features evolved 
over a long period of time, so also did the instincts which prompt us how to use them to 
ensure our own survival.   Not least among these was the imperative to acquire information 
about our environment, so that we could exploit its potentialities while avoiding its hazards.   
We are, in short, ‘programmed to explore’.   Over time, particular groups of our ancestors 
may have become attuned to the environments in which they took up residence and their 
attitudes to landscape may therefore have developed differently, but it is evident that, at a 
basic level such concepts as ‘voids and masses’, landscapes of exposure and seclusion, views 
looking up and views looking down, induce something like a common response.   Cultural 
differences may then appear as idiomatic variations on the same common themes. 

  
While the immediate focus of this book is on the landscapes of Japan, its relevance 

extends far more widely, and it will be found to touch on a whole range of questions which 
underlie our understanding of environmental aesthetics.   So well done, NIES!   Well done, 
Dr Aoki, and well done all who have contributed to this important undertaking! 

  
Jay APPLETON, 
The University of Hull, England. 
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Introduction 
 
Yoji AOKI, Social and Environmental Systems Division, National Institute for Environmental Studies, 
yojiaoki@nies.go.jp 
 
After the opening of the country at the end of the Edo era in 1854, many Western visitors stayed and 
traveled in Japan. They discovered the beauty of Japanese landscapes and reported back to their countries in 
the latter half of the 19th century. At the time however the Japanese themselves could not know those 
reports or travelogues, and did not pay attention to their descriptions even though some of them were 
translated into Japanese. Furthermore, the Japanese government destroyed the said objects of landscape 
beauty with the new development brought about by the Meiji revolution. Many traditional beauties were 
damaged despite the complaints of western residents in Japan.  
At the beginning of the 20th century, the famous landscape researcher, Shigetaka Shiga, published a book 
“Nihon Fukeiron” describing the theories of Japanese landscape, and the book became very popular in 
Japan. He had taken western landscape descriptions into account and described the features of Japanese 
landscape in terms of four points; the diverse climate and ocean current, rich vapor in the air, many 
volcanic activities, and rapid erosion by the rivers. He admired the beauty of Japanese landscape compared 
to his travel experiences in the southern islands. But Kanzo Uchimura, a Christian priest, criticized his 
exaggerated admiration of Japanese landscapes, because he had traveled across the continents of North 
America, Europe and Asia. As a result of this discussion, scholars became interested in the subject of 
landscape evaluation. But they never finalized their conclusions because of the shortage of knowledge 
about foreign landscapes.  
This movement also affected the general people and landscape evaluation became popular among the 
general public, to the extent that there was a vote in the newspaper. This popularity persuaded the Japanese 
government to establish the National Parks in 1931 as a result of the introduction of western ideas. This was 
the first movement of landscape preservation for natural beauty in Japan. But this idea focused on western 
scientific knowledge, so they never paid attention to the landscape beauty compared to the description by 
the natural sciences.  
The recovery from the devastation of the Second World War forced people to commit to economic 
development and rapid urbanization. They destroyed natural beauty and sometimes caused pollution deeds, 
e.g. water pollution, air pollution, etc., in the worst cases. From time to time Western countries pointed out 
ugly phenomena among Japanese landscapes. But most Japanese could not understand their claims because 
– just as during the Meiji revolution – very few Japanese had the chance to travel abroad. Recently, more 
than 10 million Japanese travel abroad every year. Their experience of foreign travel has increased and 
some of them can now understand the westerners’ claims. In particular the Japanese who visited Western 
countries can readily understand what they are talking about. And the Japanese government decided to 
establish the first law for the management of landscape in December of 2004. The government is now 
seeking planning methods for landscape beauty. 
I have invited many environmental research specialists to NIES and taken care of their visits to remote 
parts of the Japanese archipelago. During such trips, they experienced diverse landscapes across Japan and 
I heard some comments on the Japanese landscapes from them. That is why I have chosen to compile their 
comments as a paper and publish it for the Japanese government. Their comments will be useful advice 
when planning the Japanese landscapes of the future. This report summarizes their experiences traveling in 
Japan up until 2004. As they are specialists of environmental research, their impressions will be good 
advice for the Japanese government in terms of landscape planning. 
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Research background 
 
Yoji AOKI, Social and Environmental Systems Division, National Institute for Environmental Studies, 
yojiaoki@nies.go.jp 
 
The former research report of R-185 focused on the “Appreciation of Japanese landscapes by the Western 
visitors arrived until 1900”. The author aimed to find the original attraction of Japan through this work, 
because many foreigners had described the beauty of Japanese landscapes until then. The report listed and 
summarized the descriptions of Western visitors about “Fukei” of Japan since the first arrival on 
Tanegashima Island in 1549 (Aoki, et al. 2004). We could define `Fukei’ as similar to an impression of 
landscape or scenery. Japanese appreciation of scenery had been influenced by Chinese culture since 
ancient times. For example, the idea of “Eight Scenery”, which evolved in the 10th century in ancient China, 
was introduced in the 14th century to Japan. It has therefore affected more than five centuries of the 
Japanese landscape appreciation (Aoki, et al. 2003). Because Japan was closed to western foreigners until 
the end of the Edo era, (i.e., the 19th century) the effect continued until the opening of the country. And 
cultivated Japanese used Chinese methods for the sophisticated way of landscape observation such as 
Chinese poetry. After the opening of the country, Japanese began to accept Western culture and its way of 
landscape appreciation. Cultivated Japanese understood natural phenomena by the development of natural 
science. Although the western countries had experienced the period of Landscape Painting from the 16th to 
the 19th centuries and sometimes described Japanese landscape as belonging to a similar kind of beauty, 
Japanese never understand their appreciation. Quite recently, by studying the descriptions of Western 
visitors to Japan, we have found how they understood and appreciated Japanese landscapes and what was 
the landscape beauty of Japan that existed in former times. 
 
Summary of each period 
The term of visit was divided into 6 parts. The focal objects appreciated were listed in the paper and the 
features of Japanese also summarized (Aoki et al. 2004). 
(1) The first period began with the arrival of the first Portuguese pioneer, Mendes Pinto, to Tanegashima 
Island in 1549 and ended at the time of the opening of the country by negotiation with Perry in 1853. 
During the period, Portuguese and Spaniards visited and engaged mostly in missionary, work obtaining 
many believers in western Japan. Although domestic warfare sometimes threatened not only Japanese lives 
but also Westerners’ lives, they established many churches as the result of their activities. But Japanese 
government excluded them from the 17th century, because the government feared for the country’s stability. 
In that period, Westerners were not yet accustomed to plant taxonomy or landscape paintings. They never 
described the natural landscape or vegetation in Japan, the outstanding features of Japanese landscape. 
During the closed country period, (i.e. the Edo era) the Dutch including German or Swedish visitors 
traveled from Nagasaki to Edo. Some of them knew plant taxonomy and found the features of Japanese 
landscape to be endowed with a diversity of plants. In this period, Russia also investigated Japanese 
landscape from the coasts and found pleasant impressions. Unfortunately, the Japanese government 
sometimes met them and arrested some Russians as prisoners. They also reported the landscape beauty of 
Japan. 
(2) U. S. A. and Russia visited to negotiate opening the country of Japan in 1853. Some members of the 
troop could understand Japanese and some knew plant taxonomy. They could describe the landscape and 
vegetation more precisely. Moreover the troops came accompanied with landscape painters, so they could 
report in detail the vegetation of Japan. Some enjoyed familiar vegetation at Hokkaido Island and some 
admired the beauty of the topographical features of Japanese landscapes. 
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(3) After the establishment of diplomatic relations with Japan in 1859, Western diplomats explored the 
inland areas to learn about Japanese society. They frequently made sightseeing tours, and inspected the 
details of Japan. Some knew about landscape painting and others painted as a hobby, which made more 
precise observation of the landscapes. They found the clearness of air, dominant features of plants, and 
realized the landscape beauties of Japanese compared to Europe. In the same period, U. K. sent plant 
hunters all over the world (Shirahata 1994), and they found rich and diversified vegetation in Japan, along 
with a juxtaposition of boreal and tropical vegetation. 
(4) The number of western visitors was increasing in spite of the political and social confusion in Japan. 
Because of the overthrow of the Shogunate government, some of them were injured by terrorist attacks in 
1862. Earnest Satow traveled and investigated widely in Japan to make a travel guide for Westerners 
(Satow and Hawes 1881). This guidebook encouraged the visitors to the unbeaten areas of Japan. The 
guidebook also recorded many beautiful landscapes of Japan existing in those days. 
(5) After the Meiji Revolution in 1868, many hired specialists visited Japan to pass on their knowledge 
evolved in the western cultures. The Japanese were devoted to understanding them and gave them not only 
monetary rewards but also cordial introductions to their famous sightseeing sites and interior. For example, 
Richard Henry Brunton (Griffis 1906) toured around the coast of the Japanese islands to make lighthouses 
near the ports. Dr. Ervin Baerz (1931) investigated hot springs and highlands to find suitable sites for 
health resorts. Edward Sylvester Morse (1917) made visits from Hokkaido in the north to Kyushu in the 
south for his inspection of biological curiosities. They made detailed descriptions of landscapes and found 
beautiful sites to their tastes. 
(6) After the popularity of visits to Japan was thus established, many tourists and missionaries came and 
traveled across the islands. For example, the famous tourist Isabella Bird traveled unbeaten tracks in the 
Tohoku region from the south to the north and visited Ainu villages in Hokkaido in 1878. Some Westerners 
stayed longer and some lived even in the distant rural areas to find the beauty of old Japan. Japan quickly 
changed appearance not only the big cities but also along the main roads. This change made it difficult to 
distinguish their impressions from their hope or illusions. And the effects of the western cultures became 
grater and affected landscape observation of the Japanese. On the other hand, Westerners complained about 
the ugly changes in the Japanese landscape. For example, Japanese cut the magnificent rows of trees on the 
roads and constructed electric poles instead. But the Japanese only realized their advice more than 100 
years later. 
 
Research promotion 
Many people assisted the first study. Prof. Jay APPLETON of Hull University showed the importance of 
the research on “Experience of Landscape” (Appleton 1995), and Prof. Takasuke WATANABE of 
Tokyokogyo University gave advice on the importance of description of western travelers. Mr. Motoh 
SHODA and many other translators gave me the detailed information of travelers. The former President of 
National Institute for Environmental Studies, Yohichi GOHSHI, promoted this study. The Japan Society 
for the Promotion of Science shared the cost of the visits for the foreign researchers. 
Data was obtained from the library of Tsukuba University, Diet Library, Toyo Bunko, Yokohama Archives 
of History, and the library of Tourism and Culture of Japan Travel Bureau Foundation. Data of sites 
described was obtained from many local administrations, e.g. Hokkaido prefecture government, the city of 
Sapporo, the city of Hakodate, the city of Aomori, the town of Matsushima, the town of Nishiaizu, the city 
of Nikko, the Tokyo metropolitan government, the village of Ogasawara, the city of Yokohama, the city of 
Kamakura, the town of Hakone, the city of Joetsu, the town of Ikeda in Nagano prefecture, the city of 
Shiojiri, the town of Honkawane, the town of Haruno, the city of Shimoda, the city of Ohtsu, the city of 
Nagasaki, the Kagoshima prefecture government, the city of Naha and many other local administration 
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offices. 
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Impressions of Japanese National Parks, forests, rural landscapes and recreational Development 
 
Simon BELL, Director of OPENspace Research Centre, Edinburgh College of Art, Edinburgh, 
sbell@easynet.co.uk 
 
This short paper presents some of my impressions of the themes I looked at during my time as JSPS 
Fellow in September-October 2002. My background as a forester and landscape architect interested in 
natural and cultural landscapes led me to be interested in how national parks, forests, rural cultural 
landscapes and recreational developments are treated. In my fellowship I was able to travel widely, from 
Iriomote Island in the south to Hokkaido in the north. 
 
National Parks and recreation design 
 
I visited several national parks – Iriomote, Mt Hakkoda and Daisetsuzan – as well as other parks where I 
was able to look at the various facilities provided for visitors. What was noticeable was that, considering 
how the population of Japan is ageing, little concern for accessibility by people with various disabilities 
was displayed. Many areas were difficult for older or disabled people to visit because of steps, surfacing, 
gradients and other factors (Fig. 1, 2). This is an area where much needs to be done. Luckily, there is 
plenty of information available from other countries on inclusive design so it would be a relatively easy 
task to apply some of it in Japan. This lack of provision contrasts with the very good provision for 
disabled people – especially blind people – in urban areas (pavements, stations etc with textured 
pavement). 
 
The use of materials in parks also showed some disturbing tendencies, especially the preference for 
concrete shaped to resemble wood. The most absurd example of this was a viewing platform in Iriomote 
which looked like something out of a Walt Disney cartoon and was quite out of place in a national park.  
 
By contrast, there were also some excellent examples of sensitive design using the correct materials, such 
as a volcano viewing area in Hakkoda (although the access for disabled people was a problem) (Fig. 3, 4). 
 
National Park management 
 
The management of national parks in relation to the surrounding landscape seems to present challenges in 
Japan as it does elsewhere. Most countries have designated their most spectacular scenery, such as remote 
mountains, as national parks but these are often cut off from a natural connection with the sea, for 
example. Iriomote Island has substantial areas of park that extend to the sea meaning that rivers that rise in 
the hilly central portion flow for their entire length to the sea within the park. This is beneficial for the sea 
bed, where coral is important. On nearby Ishigaki island the forested hills, while not a park, protect the 
landscape but most of the lowlands are under intensive sugar cane cultivation and silt from the fields is 
being washed into the sea and smothering the corals (Fig. 5, 6). Were the rivers to be protected so that the 
entire hydrological system was controlled, this would also protect the coral. 
 
Urban sprawl and the cultural landscape 
 
In relation to land planning and the problems of urban sprawl it became clear from discussions that there 
are major issues to deal with yet the mechanisms familiar to people working in the UK are unavailable at 
present in Japan. For example, issues of sprawl in Japan are becoming notorious and well-known but in 
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some ways sprawl is traditionally Japanese, in the sense that cities have never been finished off or had 
their boundaries circumscribed in a tidy way but they gradually gave way into the countryside. However, 
the main issue now is the exponential rate of change and the fact that sprawls from one city meets that of 
another city midway between them. While in the UK there are green belts to prevent this, no such 
instruments are developed in Japan. 
 
While planners tend to focus on sprawl as an issue of urban development, the other side of the coin is the 
serious loss and fragmentation of the traditional rural cultural landscape. This is exacerbated where the 
remoter rural areas have become abandoned and the land falls into dereliction, walls between paddy fields 
collapse and, in the snowy west of the country facing the Japan Sea the roofs of empty houses fall in and 
the houses are lost as part of the cultural heritage. 
 
Government grants and subsidies have never been part of the system of land use planning or control in 
Japan, so the type of measures used in the UK over the years are lacking. 
 
The development of grass roots organisations is only just starting to happen in Japan and there is still a 
strong hierarchical tradition of top-down organisation for everything. 
 
By way of illustration of this point I visited an area called Shishizuka, not far from Tsukuba. Here there 
was clear evidence of sprawl, with various industrial and commercial buildings sited in the middle of 
paddy (Fig. 7, 8). Nearby was an area of mixed secondary woodland with paddies and a couple of ponds. 
The area was a haven for birds and the woods were managed to improve the habitat for spring flowers. 
This place had been taken over in part by a local citizen’s group who had produced leaflets about the area 
and its wildlife. This shows that once the seeds of community awareness have been sown it is possible for 
special local places to be recognised and protected.  
 
Forest management 
 
Japan is a country well-known for the extent of forests – around 70% of the land area, mainly on the 
mountains. Many of the lower slopes of these mountains are covered in plantations of Japanese cedar and 
Japanese cypress, planted densely for timber production. These are no longer economic to harvest so that 
there are challenges about how to manage them in the future. One of the problems of such plantations is 
the fact that they are so densely planted and need to be thinned in order for understory to develop in them. 
I was able to see an interesting experiment at Ina, in the university forest. Here two different thinning 
regimes had been tested (Fig. 9, 10). One was a conventional thinning where the cypress trees were 
thinned to an even density across the compartment; the second involved a variable density – some places 
less and others denser than the average. This produced a much more naturalistic effect and, some 10 years 
later, a richer ground and shrub layer. This vegetation was broadleaved and was considered to be soil 
enriching. Such work demonstrates what could be achieved by a more imaginative approach to silviculture. 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 
Japan is an exciting and beautiful country and the people value the landscape. However, despite the 
recognition that Japan is an ageing society, the level of awareness of issues of accessibility to public 
spaces, especially parks, seems to be relatively low. It is clear that standards of accessibility need to be 
strengthened and those concerned with the design and management of open spaces, parks and other land 
need to be made aware of how to improve accessibility. 
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There should be more use of natural materials in the design and construction of facilities in national and 
other parks. The use of concrete, while maintenance free and functional, is not very sustainable, nor it is 
appropriate for the settings. 

 
The issue of urban sprawl, the loss of cultural landscapes and the lack of protection given to them is of 
concern. A national programme of landscape character assessment and the inventory of important and 
typical cultural landscapes would be worth considering, along with a campaign of awareness raising and 
education about the value of these and the components, such as houses, groves of trees, field patterns and 
other traditional features. 

 
The forests close to where people live have a potentially very important role to play in recreation 
provision. If they are unthinned and dense, with low levels of attractiveness and biodiversity value, 
consideration could be given to applying the techniques demonstrated at Ina. 

 
Simon Bell 
 July 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1 A picnic shelter in a park in Okinawa where the 

steep bank between the shelter and path makes it 

inaccessible for wheelchairs or older people with 

mobility problems 

 

Fig. 2 A picnic shelter in the woods at Ina, where the 

path is very accessible and the shelter opens directly 

from it. This is a good example 

Fig. 3 A very well designed viewing area for a volcano, 

looking across a wetland. The use of timber fits into the 

landscape well 

Fig. 4 The entrance to the viewing are which has a 

flight of steps and no alternative access. This spoils an 

otherwise exemplary facility 
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Fig. 5 The landscape of Ishigaki Island showing sugar 

cane cultivation, which is causing silt damage to coral 

reefs 

Fig. 6 Iriomote Island, showing the national park and 

tropical forest extending down to the sea 

Fig. 7 An example of a traditional paddy landscape 

within a wooded area looked after in part by a citizen’s 

group 

Fig. 8 An example of sprawl located less than a 

kilometre from the paddy fields in the photograph 

Fig. 9 In this picture the forest was thinned 

evenly across the stand. The understorey 

is sparse 

Fig. 10 This view shows the variable density 

thinning and the better developed understory 
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Travelogue Japan  24 September – 15th October 2000 
 
Annie BEULLENS, Primary school teacher, and Roger DENEEF, Landscape inspector of Flanders, 
Karel van Lotharingenstraat 14, B-3000  Leuven, Belgium, roger.deneef@lin.vlaanderen.be 
 
I came to Japan as a tourist, together with my husband, himself a government official involved in 
landscape preservation and research. He had already visited Japan in 1987 and made acquaintance with 
several people at the NIES in Tsukuba and the Japan Environment Agency, among them were two park 
rangers. I will restrict myself to the most striking moments of my visit, that lasted three weeks. The trip 
took me from Kyoto and Nara to Hiroshima, Tokyo, the central highlands of Honshu and, after a 
fascinating train trip along the west coast, to Aomori and the spectacular scenery of the northeast coast 
(Rikuchu Kaigan) of Honshu, Hakodate on Hokkaido and, finally, Sapporo airport. My experience of the 
landscape includes not only natural and rural landscape, but also townscape. In retrospect, I can only say 
that all the Japanese people we met were interesting, cordial and humorous people. Japan’s nature is 
overwhelmingly beautiful and temples and shrines are impressive. The serenity of Japanese gardens, the 
green of mosses often combined with water, makes a striking contrast to the bustling cities. 
 
The Katsura myth and the erotic dimension of landscape evaluation 
In the afternoon of the second day we visited the Katsura imperial villa on the outskirts of Kyoto. This 
seemed to be an exceptional thing especially for Japanese nationals, who have to queue for months in 
order to secure an entry ticket.  One of our two guides had to stay outside. We visited the gardens with a 
group of about 20 people. Guards were everywhere and explanations were all in Japanese. A guardsman 
followed the group to prevent anyone from staying behind. Taking pictures was prohibited. The gardens 
were very beautiful, but afterwards we visited places that could compete with Katsura, e.g. the Shugaku-in 
imperial villa on the mountain slopes on the other side of the city (Fig. 1). Thanks to an article in the Daily 
Yomiyuri newspaper of the same day, I learned why Katsura is so much esteemed, especially in Europe. 
Its fame is mainly due to a book by a famous modernist German architect, Bruno Taut. He visited the 
gardens after fleeing from Germany in 1933, together with Erika, not his wife, as is commonly presumed 
(he was divorced at the time) but his mistress. Arriving in Japan after a tedious trip along the Trans-
Siberian railway in passionate company, he enthusiatically described the first garden he visited: Katsura.  
 
Landscape maintenance and (over)employment 
The next day we went to Entsu-ji, a Buddhist temple with a stony landscape garden combined with a view 
of Mount Hiei - ‘borrowscape’ they call this. But Mount Hiei is disfigured by a mass of antennas. Our taxi 
driver was not allowed inside and taking photographs was prohibited. As in most temples and tea houses, 
we had to take off our shoes. 
More impressive was the Shugaku-in imperial villa. This villa is the summer residence of the imperial 
family, up in the montains, spread over three levels. The middle level is leased by farmers. The highest 
part is very beautiful, a lake surrounded by a garden, with a tremendous view on Kyoto. Thanks to the 
exceptional clear weather we could make out Osaka in the distance. Shugaku-in is the coolest of the 
imperial residences. Again, the number of foreign visitors was restricted. In the gardens I saw many 
elderly women picking grass shoots from between the mosses. I wondered why they were doing this and if 
there was no pension system for the retired. “It’s a kind of social occupation or volunteers’ work,” they 
explained to me, but I could hardly believe that. Afterwards someone told me that retirement pensions are 
not so high in Japan as in Belgium. This was perhaps nearer the truth. The average age of the numerous 
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taxi-drivers also appeared to me on the high side. All those (in my opinion) useless guards and footmen 
sometimes made me think of  occupational therapy, but anyway it keeps the unemployment levels down. 
 
Hiroshima 
From the window of our hotel room I had observed a school; I was quite astonished as it appeared to be 
Sadako’s school, a Hiroshima version of Anne Frank. There was a memorial plate and a statue, 
commemorating the girl who died in 1955 from leukemia, ten years after the Bomb and as a consequence 
of the radiation to which she had been exposed as a two year old girl. The book containing Sadako’s story 
has been translated into Dutch and I had been quite moved by it, together with my pupils at my school in 
Belgium. 
A little way further we entered a nice Japanese garden, Shukei-in. We saw a king sago palm (Cycas 
revoluta) that survived the Bomb, shooting out from its calcinated remains (Fig. 2). Later on we saw more 
surviving trees, e.g. some willow species and eucalyptus, everyone of them marked with a tag ‘survivor of 
the bomb’, with its distance from the epicentre of the explosion. 
 
Tokyo, a city of contrasts 
Tokyo is a bustling conurbation with more than 14,000,000 inhabitants. The 45th floor of the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Office Building, (kind of ‘Twin Towers’) is also a tourist belvedere. With clear weather we 
could have seen the whole of Tokyo and Mount Fuji, but it was cloudy and drizzling (Fig. 3). It is 
unbelievable how many high rise building are concentrated in that part of the city. Impressive. Between all 
those skyscrapers you could see low private houses, but they are gradually bought up and joined to form a 
big plot for a new large building. Some of them seem nice, but first and foremost they are gigantic. You 
can also see the highway meandering through the cityscape, high up above the local circulation. 
I also visited a new development area in Tokyo Bay, a brand-new city quarter built on landfills (i.e. waste 
dumps). We took the railway, a kind of overground metro, to the starting point of a new transport system, 
the Yurikamome, Tokyo Waterfront’s new transport line  - a train, gliding through a kind of channel or bed, 
without a pilot. It stops in every station in front of a glass door that glides open. It looks like a chute, 
making loops to intersect with viaducts and other railway lines. We felt like actors in a science-fiction 
movie. 
We ended up on an artificial island with housing blocks, shopping and office buildings, lined up along an 
artificial beach. Kenzo Tange, now over 90, designed one of the buildings, in a quite different style from 
his early ones - lots of glass and metal-clad concrete. Futuristic; not really beautiful but confounding.  
Another day we stayed with Japanese friends in their appartment at Matsudo, on the northern fringe of the 
Tokyo connurbation. We woke up to the sound of a crowing cock, the last thing you would expect from 
the 11th floor of an appartment block in one of the world’s largest metropoles. Looking through the 
window I perceived some fields in the vicinity, mainly rice crops. 
 
Autums colours and volcanoes 
In the mountains of central Honshu, near Kusatsu, I saw a Japanese autumnal landscape for the first time: 
yellow birches, deeply red mountain ashes and maples - really splendid (Fig. 4). The slopes of the still 
active Shirane volcano were dotted with sulphurous hotsprings. We walked up to the crater, which saw its 
last outburst 18 years ago (Fig. 5). The crater-inside was yellow and grey at the margins, with cobalt-blue 
water, dark rayed at the spots where the sulphurous vapours ascended. What a strange feeling to watch a 
volcano crater in the company of so many people – a volcano which could erupt again at any moment, as 
was happening at that time on a small island in offshore Tokyo. The volcano slopes were dotted with 
concrete shelters in case of an eruption, though insufficient to harbour all the visitors at that time.  
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Coming back to the volcano the next day, we had to queue up; hundreds of people were doing the same as 
we had done yesterday, and the path to the crater looked like a place of pilgrimage. 
We drove on through the Shiga highland at 2000m altitude. The atmospheric pressure was so low that 
vacuum bags of potato chips were soon bulging. We looked out upon milkwhite clouds in the valleys, 
driving above them in the sunlight, seeing the mountain tops sticking out of them. We perceived the 
Japanses Alps in the far distance. Such a landscape, barely 200km from Tokyo; unbelievable! We were 
surrounded by a varied mixture of colours: green, red, yellow and brown. I saw people ascending a 
mountain slope by an escalator (‘skylator’). How bizarre, this mixture of nature and modern technology! 
 
Pompeii 
We visited Kambara, Japan’s Pompeii, and the museum dedicated to the 1783 outburst of the Asama 
volcano, when a mud flow destroyed the village within 5 minutes after the eruption. 477 people met their 
death, and only 93 were saved. Afterwards they formed 30 new families. Mount Asama has erupted 
several times since, but with less disastrous consequences. A few kilometers from there we visited the 
basalt landscape of Onioshidashi. We walked among coagulated basalt rocks arranged chaotically 
alongside and on top of each other. There were small temples here and there and the rocks were 
sometimes decorated with small trees, natural bonsai… 
We drove downhill and just before it got dark, we saw a waterfall,  descending in thin threads from a 
forested upper part of the mountain slope in a kind of amphitheatre.We entered Karuizawa through an area 
of forest with luxurious villas and cottages. It reminded me of Tervuren and Keerbergen (expensive 
residential areas near Brussels). Wealthy people from Tokyo come here to make use of the cooler climate. 
 
Townscapes and flaming fields 
After visiting the slopes of Hakkoda mountain and the Oirase chasm near Aomori in the north of Honshu, 
we were driven around Aomori at night. If the surrounding nature had been ravishing, the shopping streets 
with their neon lights and Pachinko parlours were downright ugly. The next morning, we had the 
opportunity to see Aomori by daylight. The city made the same chaotic impression on me as most 
Japanese cities: lots of wire, and a mix of buildings of varying heights. The abundance of advertising 
hoardings above the shops and on top of the buildings didn’t make for a pleasant townscape.  
On our way to Hirosaki we saw many apple orchards and ricefields. The apples are more tasty than ours. 
The pears look like big yellow apple very juicy with a taste somewhere between our (European) pear and 
a melon. We drove back to Aomori in the evening twilight. They were burning off the stubble on the 
ricefields – a very strange sight. 
 
Coastline protection vs. scenery 
My most vivid memory was the northeast coast of Honshu. We drove via Towada to Misawa, site of an 
American air base. It’s unbelievable the way the US still manifests its power all over the world. Until then 
the roads had been lined with houses – chaotic as usual. From Tameichi on we drove along the Pacific 
coast. The landscape became exceedingly beautiful, a rough rocky coast with fancifully moulded rocks, 
and the occasional small pine tree, like natural bonsai (Fig. 6). Every rock looks like a miniature 
landscape. The ocean was obviously very wild around here; inhabitations along the coastline -usually 
fishermen’s villages- were protected from gales and tsunami by gigantic concrete blocks. In Fudai we 
walked towards the cliffs. Our host proposed taking a boat out to admire the rock formations from the sea 
– a splendid idea, and exactly what I had hoped for. From the boat we had a magnificent view of the dark, 
unpredictable rocks. Depending on your imagination, you could see a gnome or an elephant. On one of the 
rocky islets we made out a Torii -the gate of a shrine.  
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