
As I complete my nearly four-year term as Japan’s
Ambassador to the United States, I believe that Japan-U.S.
relations are on a sound footing, and if anything they have
deepened as the new century dawns. The evidence abounds

on a number of fronts. On trade, we no longer have serious sectoral
disputes surfacing on a regular basis as they have in the past, save
for steel, where we have some differences over dumping. We have
made substantial progress on the Okinawa issue through our joint
Special Action Committee to realign, consolidate and reduce the
bases there. The ball is now in our court. The Group of Eight (G-8) 
annual summit meeting will be held in Okinawa next year. We 
are working together on the turmoil in East Timor, and Japan will
contribute as much as possible to that effort, although by law we
cannot send manpower to the peacekeeping forces. We have already
announced the contribution of $2 million and are looking at what
else we can do to help refugees, and in other areas. Throughout the
Asian financial crisis, Japan and the U.S. cooperated closely in 
supporting the affected economies, along with backing the structural
reforms necessary to prevent a recurrence, and those efforts are 
paying off as the region begins its recovery.

(see page 2)
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WORKING 
HAND-IN-HAND ON

MANY FRONTS

On foreign policy, Japan and the U.S. are
working hand-in-hand on the Korean
Peninsula problem, along with South Korea,
in our efforts to convince North Korea to
abandon its nuclear- and ballistic-missile

ambitions, amid its serious economic crisis with
food and energy in short supply. Together we do
remain concerned about the China-Taiwan ques-
tion, and hope the current tensions do not escalate.

We have arrived at new guidelines to
strengthen our security arrangements for the
region, and our defense cooperation. We are 
working together on the bilateral joint research
program of a ballistic missile-defense system, while
stressing that our alliance is not directed against
anyone and is purely defensive in nature.

Also, the Japanese economy is starting 
to come out of its recession, and should post a 
positive growth rate this fiscal year. We are moving
ahead with deregulation, especially in the financial
sector, where our version of the “Big Bang” is 
creating many new opportunities for American
firms such as Merrill Lynch to enter the market.
That applies to the manufacturing and retail 
sectors as well.

For all these reasons, as I traveled the 
country I sensed that Americans have a positive
impression of Japan, and that Japan’s image in the
United States has improved in recent years. We are
no longer seen simply as a major economic threat,
and instead are viewed as a reliable strategic ally.

However, we all realize that unless Japan
changes by opening and deregulating its markets, 
we will be left behind. While change may be 
slow sometimes, Japan has already changed 
considerably in the last few years, creating a new
atmosphere in our bilateral relations.

In the final analysis, we share similar
political systems and commitments to the 
fundamental values of democracy, freedom and a
market economy. As former U.S. Ambassador to
Japan Mike Mansfield stated, the Japan-U.S. 
relationship remains the most important in the
world, and there is no possibility that it will 
diminish in importance in the years ahead.

Still, I have concerns that more could be
done, such as encouraging greater exchanges of

SHUNJI YANAI, 
A VETERAN DIPLOMAT

Ambassador Saito’s replacement, Shunji 
Yanai, a veteran diplomat who once served 
as Consul-General in San Francisco 
(1987-90), most recently has been 
Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs. Prior to that
he was Deputy Minister and had served as the
Director-General of the Foreign Policy Bureau
and as the Director-General of the Treaties
Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
He was also the Executive Secretary of the
International Peace Cooperation Headquarters
in the Prime Minister’s Office. Born in Tokyo,
Ambassador Yanai graduated from the
University of Tokyo (Faculty of Law) and
entered the foreign service in 1961.
Ambassador Yanai has held numerous 
overseas posts. He served as Counselor,
Minister in the Republic of Korea, and also
served in Indonesia and France as well as 
at Japan’s Permanent Mission to the United
Nations in New York. The Ambassador arrived
to take over his post on October 17.

O

young people to help Americans better understand
the mentality of the Japanese. Currently, it is badly
in imbalance, with far more Japanese young people
studying in the U.S. than American youth studying 
in Japan.  Our government is making renewed efforts
to address this by offering scholarships, not only to
students, but creating programs to increase
exchanges of teachers, parliamentarians, government
officials and others. The better we understand each
other, the closer we can work together to create a 
better world for the generations to come.

In closing, I would like to add a personal
note for the readers of Japan Now. My wife and I
thoroughly enjoyed our time here. Washington, D.C.
is an exciting city and the work was interesting and
rewarding. This was my seventh overseas post, and
never before, as we traveled around this vast coun-
try, had we encountered so many kind, generous and
broad-minded people. As I retire from the Foreign
Service, we regard ourselves as very fortunate for
that contact with the American people, and to have
been able to end my diplomatic career here as
Ambassador to the United States.

Ambassador Kunihiko Saito
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On Oct. 5, Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi 
formally announced his new cabinet, 
including members from the New Komeito
and the Liberal Party, both partners in the 
ruling coalition headed by the Prime Minister’s

Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). The new cabinet
plans to begin work immediately on an economic 
revitalization package, including the drafting of a 
second supplementary budget for fiscal 1999, in line
with Japan’s commitment at the recent Group of Seven 
(G-7) meeting of finance ministers and central bank
governors to continue stimulus measures.

After his reelection on Sept. 21 as president of
the Liberal Democratic Party, Prime Minister Obuchi
commenced negotiations to finalize the 
three-way coalition and began the process of selecting
members of his new cabinet. The new grouping was
finalized after the three parties reached a policy
accord on Oct. 4, including a reduction of the number
of seats in the House of Representatives.

The new cabinet includes two members from
the LDP’s coalition partners. The Liberal Party is
fielding Toshihiro Nikai, who will serve as Transport
Minister and Director-General of the Hokkaido
Development Agency. Kunihiro Tsuzuki from the New
Komeito, meanwhile, will be Director-General of the
Management and Coordination Agency.

Prime Minister Obuchi has opted for continuity
in line with the new cabinet’s focus on economic 
matters. Kiichi Miyazawa remains in the cabinet at
the post of Finance Minister, as does Taichi Sakaiya–
again the sole nonpolitician in the group–as head of
the Economic Planning Agency. Kayoko Shimizu, the
lone woman in the new cabinet, will head the
Environment Agency.

Yohei Kono will be Minister for Foreign
Affairs, a position he has held previously; to him will
fall the important task of chairing the G-8 summit to
be held in Kyushu and Okinawa next July. He can
expect assistance from two newly appointed 
parliamentary vice ministers, Shozo Azuma and Ichita
Yamamoto.  The members of the new cabinet:

• Prime Minister, Keizo Obuchi (62)
• Justice Minister, Hideo Usui (60)
• Foreign Minister, Yohei Kono (62)
• Finance Minister, Kiichi Miyazawa (79), 

reappointed

O

NEW CABINET 
TO FOCUS ON THE

ECONOMY

$1.45 BILLION FOR THAILAND
Japan will provide $1.45 billion to Thailand to
help the country’s exports and infrastructure.
On September 28, notes concerning the 24th
ODA (Official Development Assistance) loan
package of up to $1.1 billion were exchanged
with Thailand. The Foreign Ministry in Tokyo
said it includes not only traditional-type 
projects for the improvement of economic and
social infrastructure, but also projects that deal
with global environmental issues and pollution. 
On the same day, notes concerning another
ODA load of up to $3.42 million were also
exchanged; this is a loan co-financed with 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB). The
assistance to Thailand is part of Japan’s $30
billion “New Miyazawa Initiative” to aid Asian
countries. Japan’s total ODA loans to Thailand
for this fiscal year equals $1.45 billion.

• Education Minister and Director-General,
Science and Technology Agency (State
Minister), Hirofumi Nakasone (53)

• Health and Welfare Minister, Yuya Niwa (55)
• Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries Minister,

Tokuichiro Tamazawa (61)
• International Trade and Industry Minister,

Takashi Fukaya (64)
• Transport Minister and Director-General,

Hokkaido Development Agency (State
Minister), Toshihiro Nikai (60)

• Posts and Telecommunications Minister, 
Eita Yashiro (62)

• Labor Minister, Takamori Makino (73)
• Construction Minister and Director-General,

National Land Agency (State Minister),
Masaaki Nakayama (67)

• Home Affairs Minister and Chairman, National
Public Safety Commission (State Minister),
Kosuke Hori (65)

• Chief Cabinet Secretary and Director-General,
Okinawa Development Agency (State
Minister), Mikio Aoki (65)

• Director-General, Management and
Coordination Agency (State Minister),
Kunihiro Tsuzuki (69)

• Director-General, Defense Agency (State
Minister), Tsutomu Kawara (62)

• Director-General, Economic Planning 
Agency (State Minister), Taichi Sakaiya (64),
reappointed

• Director-General, Environment Agency (State
Minister) Kayoko Shimizu (63)

• Chairman, Financial Reconstruction
Commission (State Minister), Michio Ochi (70)
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TEST BAN COMMENT
On Oct. 14, Foreign Minister Yohei Kono
released this statement on the rejection by
the U.S. Senate of the Comprehensive
Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT):  “Despite

the U.S. Administration’s strenuous efforts, the U.S.
Senate rejected the proposal to ratify the CTBT in
its plenary session. Japan is concerned about the
possible negative impacts that this rejection may
have on world nuclear disarmament and nuclear
non-proliferation in coming years. The situation
should be deemed serious. On the occasion of the
Conference on Facilitating the Entry into Force of
the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty
(CTBT), Japan strove to ensure that this Conference
would send a strong message to the international
community for an  early entry into force of the
CTBT. Since Japan has expected U.S. leadership
toward nuclear disarmament and nuclear 
non-proliferation throughout the world, this outcome
is indeed regrettable. Japan strongly urges both the
U.S. administration and the Senate to take necessary
measures soon lest the CTBT, created by the 
international community with immense wisdom and
energy, should lose its credibility and significance.”

MORE AID FOR TIMOR
On Oct. 14, the government announced it will 
dispatch a field study mission to Indonesia, 
including West Timor, comprising officials from the
Secretariat of the International Peace Cooperation
Headquarters of the Prime Minister’s Office, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Defense Agency,
to examine the possibility of assistance to East
Timorese refugees. The Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) needs to
airlift assistance goods for East Timorese refugees 
in West Timor. The Japanese mission is being 
dispatched so that the related ministries and 
agencies will be able to start concrete studies on 
the possible implementation of such an airlift by
transport planes of the Self-Defense Forces in 
accordance with the International Peace Cooperation
Law. The government will later decide on the 
transportation of UNHCR goods by SDF planes,
based upon the result of this mission. 

PALESTINIAN EDUCATION SUPPORT
Japan has decided to extend a grant aid of up to $15
million to the Palestinian Interim Self-Government
Authority for its project for Construction of School

Facilities for Basic Education in the Gaza Strip.
Notes to this effect were exchanged between the two
governments on Oct. 14 in Tokyo, by Foreign
Minister Kono, and Dr. Nabil Sha’ath, Palestinian
Minister of Planning and International Cooperation.
With this aid, the Executive Authority of the
Palestinian Authority intends to construct 11 schools
for basic education in order to provide a proper 
educational environment, with a view to contributing
to Palestinian human resource development. The
Government of Japan already extended grant aids in
FY1997 and FY1998 for the construction of 10
schools for basic education in the Gaza Strip, which
totaled approximately $23 million. With this new aid
Japan’s assistance to the Palestinians since 1993
amounts to about $476 million. Japan intends to
continue to cooperate actively for the support of the
Middle East peace process.

SOUTH PACIFIC FORUM (SPF) SUMMIT
On Oct. 7, in Koror, the capital of the Republic of
Palau, State Secretary for Foreign Affairs Shozo
Azuma attended the Post Forum Dialogue with Billy
G. Kuartei, Minister of Education of Palau, Clement
Leo, Minister assisting the Prime Minister of Vanuatu
on Foreign Affairs, Fred Fono, Minister for
Development and Planning of the Solomon Islands,
Epel K. Ilon, Secretary of Foreign Affairs of the
Federated States of Micronesia, and W. Noel Levi,
Secretary General of the Forum Secretariat. During
the dialogue, Mr. Azuma explained that, based on the
results of the First Japan-SPF Summit Meeting held
in 1997, and the reference made in the communique
issued at the general assembly of SPF, Japan will 
further strengthen constructive and friendly relations
with the SPF members, and that it is considering the
possibility of hosting a Second Japan-SPF Summit
Meeting in Japan at an appropriate time in the spring
of 2000, with a view to the success of the 
Kyushu-Okinawa (G-8) Summit. Both sides also
exchanged views on development, trade and 
investment, fisheries, shipments of nuclear materials,
and other issues.

NEWS DIGEST

T Prime Minister Obuchi, left, shakes hands with South Korean Prime Minister
Kim Jong-pil during their second Ministerial Meeting held on Che Ju Island,
Republic of Korea, October 23. A partnership towards the 21st century was
the main topic on the agenda as several ministers from both Japan and South
Korea met for talks to expand bilateral ties. (AP Photo/Yun Suk-bong, Pool)
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BY
KEN UJIE

Teaching the Japanese language in the
United States is a very effective way to 
introduce Japan to the American people,
thereby fostering bilateral understanding
between the two nations. According to a 

survey conducted by The Japan Foundation in 1998,
1,526 institutions offer Japanese language programs.
There are 2,866 teachers teaching Japanese to
114,933 students in the United States. Nationally,
the Association of Teachers of Japanese has been
very active in promoting Japanese language 
instruction in this country.

In the 1980s, however, there were no local
teachers’ organizations in the Washington
D.C./Virginia region. Many instructors who were
teaching Japanese in this area were curious about
what other kinds of textbooks were being used, 
what student enrollments were elsewhere, which
institutions offered a Japanese language program,
who was doing the teaching, what new and different
teaching methods were being used and so on. At the
time, there was no organized way to answer all of
these questions, except through personal exchanges.
Many teachers felt a strong, immediate need to
establish a kind of teachers’ network for the 
betterment of language instruction in the area.

In 1991, the first “Virginia Regional
Workshop in Japanese Language Pedagogy” was
held at Washington and Lee University, in
Lexington, Virginia. The purpose of the workshop
was to establish personal and professional 
connections among teachers of Japanese, to share
various information, and to improve teaching 
methods, as well as to learn new teaching 
techniques. Approximately 30 teachers attended this
workshop, and it was a great success.

Since 1991, different universities have 
alternated hosting the workshop each year. Recently,
the number of workshop participants has more than
doubled, and people come not only from Washington
D.C. and Virginia, but also from Maryland,
Delaware, North Carolina, and elsewhere from all
over the United States.

In the early 1990s, most participants were
university teachers, but lately nearly half of the more
recent participants teach in secondary schools.
Virginia is one of the few states which offers 
so-called “immersion programs,” which begin

T

Japanese instruction for American students from the
first grade. In these programs, classes are conducted
only in Japanese.

These immersion programs are unique 
and contribute tremendously to the Japanese 
language instruction for young learners. Those who
are involved in these programs also come to the
workshop to report on their current situation, and
university teachers then get the opportunity to share
and contribute their views. Likewise, university
teachers also report on their own unique teaching
methods, and secondary school teachers are then
able to provide useful feedback.

It is crucial to maintain this kind of mutual
communication. The communication gap that fre-
quently exists between secondary school and 
university teachers is a national issue among 
teachers of Japanese, and efforts such as this 
workshop play an extremely important role in
improving the situation.

The Virginia area is also the site of the
“Copyright-Free Audio-Visual Resource Center”
maintained by Washington and Lee University,
which provides an extensive collection of digitized
videos and still pictures. These are provided in 
CD-ROM format and may be obtained free-of-
charge, except for the cost of blank CDs and 
shipping & handling (approximately $10).

The various videos and still pictures which
are stored in the Resource Center can be used for
teaching Japanese grammar, along with 
furthering students’ understanding about everyday
Japanese life and culture respectively.

Any teachers who are looking for free
videos/pictures can make full use of these images in
class without worrying about copyrights.

Virginia is a relatively small state on the
East Coast, but its teachers of Japanese are very
active in the field of Japanese pedagogy, and are
actively trying to reach out to the American people
in order to promote better understanding between
these two important countries. 

•  Ken Ujie is an associate professor of
Japanese in the Department of East Asian
Languages and Literatures, at Washington
and Lee University in Lexington, Virginia.
He is a founder of both the Virginia
Regional Workshop in Japanese Language
Pedagogy and the Copyright-Free 
Audio-Visual Resource Center. For further 
information, he can be emailed at
kujie@wlu.edu. To find out more about the
next Workshop in Japanese Language
Pedagogy, contact Professor Yuji Nakazato
of American University at (202)885-1475.
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HEAVEN’S PASSPORT
For the past two years, the number of 
passports issued by the Japanese government
has been dropping as the sluggish economy

has caused people to cut back on foreign travel. But a
new kind of “passport,” which has nothing to do with
traveling abroad, has become wildly popular, mainly
among Japanese middle and high school girls. Each
time the bearer does a good deed, she gets to place 
a sticker in her passport. When she amasses 100
stickers, her wish is supposed to come true. In the
first nine months Heaven’s Passport was on the 
market, over 100,000 units were shipped.

Heaven’s Passport is about the size of a 
regular Japanese passport, and comes in several 
colors. It is sold, along with stickers, mainly at variety
stores. The bearer affixes a photo of herself and writes
a wish on the first page of the passport. Then, each
time she does a good deed, she adds a 1-centimeter
sq. sticker to the pages.

To illustrate how Heaven’s Passport works,
let’s take the example of a Tokyo area high school
girl. In the “wish” space on the first page she wrote,
“I wish the guy I like would fall in love with me.”
One day she gives herself a sticker for getting to
school on time, and another for answering questions
in class. It is up to the passport holder to decide what
“good deeds” merit a sticker. Potential good deeds
abound, such as picking up trash in the street, giving
up a seat on the train for a senior, and so on. 

Ever since Heaven’s Passport hit the market
in October 1998, its popularity has been spreading
among high school girls. Around March 1999, when
the mass media picked up on it, Heaven’s Passport
immediately caught on among middle-schoolers and
women in their 20s as well. 

Japanese people have traditionally visited
shrines and temples to pray for what they want, be it
happiness in love, or a passing grade, and extending
this tradition into everyday life encourages virtuous
behavior. Among critics and educators, opinions
about Heaven’s Passport are divided. Some think this
craze for racking up good deeds is admirable; others
see it as sad that doing good must be made into a
game in order for young people to participate. But for
Japanese high-school girls–some of whom have
gained an unsavory reputation by dying their hair
orange and wearing baggy socks–teachers say that
encouraging them to do good deeds in any form is a
good idea.

TOUGH TIMES FOR TOUGH
SPORTS
Summer in Japan is the season of high-school
sporting events. The biggest of these events is the
Koshien All-Japan High School Baseball
Championship Tournament in Hyogo Prefecture.
National championships are also held at this time
of the year  in the traditional martial arts.

Judo first became a medal event at the 1964
Tokyo Olympics and has developed into a popular
sport worldwide. In the country where it was born, 
it is one of the events at the “Interhigh” national 
high school athletic championship hosted in a 
different prefecture each year, joining track and
field, swimming, and soccer. Champion judoka
from high schools battle for the top spot in both
team and individual competitions. Judo also fea-
tures a separate national championship tournament
in addition to the Interhigh, where the winning
school takes home the Kinshuki banner of victory.

Kendo, also an event at the Interhigh, is a
sport based on traditional Japanese sword-fighting
techniques. Participants wear masks, heavy gloves,
and other protective gear and spar with bamboo
swords called shinai. In addition to the Interhigh,
kendo also has its own annual national high school
championship, which was held in late July in
Fukuoka this year alongside the judo high school
championship tournament. The young athletes
compete fiercely to take home the coveted
Gyokuryuki, the championship flag that has been
presented since 1916.

Kendo and judo are seen by many as ideal
pastimes for youngsters. Fans of the traditional 
pursuits point out that they are not simply sports,
but are rather more complete forms of training that
instill important lessons, such as respect for others
and personal discipline.

Judo and kendo aficionados are worried 
however. Because of the falling birthrate and the
growing diversity of sports people are playing, the
judo population is declining. The number of people
on the rolls of the Kodokan Judo Institute, the apex
of the judo world, was 24,303 last year, a drop of
10,000 since 1989. In an effort to restore judo’s
popularity, the All-Japan Judo Federation is hold-
ing “judo seminars” around the country. It is also
considering creating “judo gymnastics” using some
defensive techniques. The number of kendo ath-
letes is also declining. Although kendo remains
popular in local community training halls, children
are turning away from the sport. Kendo officials are
trying to address children’s safety concerns by
redesigning some of the equipment for kids.

F
TRENDS IN JAPAN
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As a teacher and as an artist, Aiko Shimura
Erickson is a rarity. As humble and 
self-effacing as she is, this diminutive woman
is a powerhouse of the art of the artless, or of
making Japanese ink painting – something

that takes a lifetime to master – look easy.
To teach her group of ten students who

signed up for her Smithsonian Resident Associates
course, she would sometimes take the brush herself
while we crowded around her like fascinated chicks
who were trying to figure out what the mother hen
knew in her bones. Part of the reason she could make
it look so effortless is that she has been doing it most
of her life as a day-in, day-out discipline.

Her method of teaching in class is to work
with a student’s picture, figuring out what’s gone
wrong and trying to make it work. She stands over
the student’s rice paper, brush in hand, silent and
reflective. Then, having made her artistic decisions,
her brush dips into the ink and moves swiftly across
the paper. Every time she moves her brush, she
brings something to life.

After the first class, my fingers looked like
those of an auto mechanic. Sumi-e is unforgiving on
the hands, clothes and paper. But when something
works, a flower or a bamboo leaf, it is wonderfully
satisfying. And it is because things do work, more or
less, and now and then, that students keep trying.

In sumi-e, there is less need to worry about
some of the elements of perspective, because 
photographic reality is less important in sumi-e than
is the ability to delineate, in just a few strokes, the
essence of things and of people. It is sort of like the
difference between creating a portrait of a rock and
creating something that is not a portrait, but is a rock.

Ms. Shimura is not only a consummate
teacher. She recently had an exhibition at the
Washington-area Japan Information and Culture
Center, featuring a selection of her paintings of 
bamboo. She explained in her exhibition handout
that she chose bamboo because of what it represents
to the Japanese philosophically. Bamboo, because it
bends in the wind without breaking, shows its 
humility. Bamboo lasts through all four seasons,
which shows strength. When the wind blows through
a stand of bamboo, it is said to create a sense of 
tranquility. 

The hollow trunk of the bamboo connotes
openmindedness. And since bamboo grows so tall

and multiplies so rapidly, it also symbolizes a 
sense of prosperity. Ms. Shimura says that when she
paints bamboo, she is inspired to emulate all of its 
characteristics, but most especially strength,
endurance, and flexibility. Born in Japan, Ms.
Shimura suffered hardships during the war and she
says that she has always used bamboo as the 
inspirational symbol of her life.

Like so many things that the Japanese 
have marked with their own unique style, sumi-e
originally came from China. In China paintings were
on paper or silk. Although the artform began in the
T’ang dynasty (618-906), it didn’t take on the form
that made it so famous in the West until the 12th and
13th centuries, when it became a way to express the
Zen essence of reality – an essence beyond words.

At that time, brightly colored paintings were
quite popular both in China and Japan. By the 14th
century, Japanese priests had taken up the practice
of Zen ink painting, called Zen-ga, as a spiritual 
discipline. Their paintings were monochromatic –
black, or black and gray on white – in the style
Westerners think of when they imagine art most 
typical of the Japanese aesthetic sense.

Sumi-e continues to evolve. Ms. Shimura
explains that “The history of ink painting has gone
from ancient, simple monochromatic techniques to
the deep spiritual heritage of purity and clarity of
line of more recent times.” Traditionally, ink painters
have been specialists in calligraphy or pictorial 
formats, but Shimura says more artists are merging
the two. Sumi-e has lost much of its popularity in
Japan, but, as with other art forms and crafts, it is
gaining students abroad with its simplicity and 
clarity of expression.

•  Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance
writer in Washington, D.C., who spent 11
years living in Japan. Next month she will
write about, “ What to Look For in Sumi-e.”

MASTERING THE ART OF
THE ARTLESS

A
A variety of fine brushes used in the arts of ink painting (sumi-e) and 
calligraphy (shodo)
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Over the past few years, Japanese animated
TV series such as “Pokemon” and “Sailor
Moon” have garnered phenomenal popularity,
placing Japanese anime, as it is commonly
known, firmly in the mainstream of American

entertainment. Now, the work of Hayao Miyazaki,
Japan’s most celebrated and acclaimed writer and
director of feature-length animated film, is coming to
American screens. Long considered a genius in
Japan, and a monumental influence on the animation
genre, Miyazaki’s work is finally attracting audiences
from all over the world.

With the help of a recent international 
distribution deal with Walt Disney Studios, “Princess
Mononoke,” Miyazaki’s latest film, opens in selected
U.S. theaters nationwide on October 29th. A 
beautifully animated epic tale, “Princess Mononoke”
took Japanese filmgoers by storm in the summer of
1997. The film won the 1998 Award for Best Picture
at the Japanese equivalent of the Academy Awards
and went on to gross more than $150 million, 
becoming the most popular Japanese film of all time.

The film is the most recent example of
Hayao Miyazaki’s success, but not his first. Born in
Tokyo in 1941, Hayao Miyazaki first became 
interested in animation as a teenager, eventually 
joining Toei Animation, the largest animation studio
in Asia, after graduating from college in 1963. Early
on, Miyazaki developed his own unique style, pushing
the limits of animation with dramatic, imaginative
narratives, extensive attention to natural detail,
poignant characters, and a lyrical, dream-like 
artistic beauty.

The film that first brought Miyazaki 
widespread recognition was “Nausicaa of the Valley 
of the Wind,” produced in 1984. A futuristic, 
science-fiction film about a young girl living in a
world plagued by ecological disaster, the film won
several awards and accolades.

To make his next film, “Laputa:  Castle In
the Sky,” Hayao Miyazaki, along with long-time 
colleague Isao Takahata, teamed to create a new 
animation studio, Studio Ghibli, in 1985. The studio
broke new ground in Japan, becoming the first stu-
dio to focus primarily on feature-length animated
films. Miyazaki and Studio Ghibli continued to 
gain tremendous acclaim and popularity with each 
consecutive film, including the titles “My Neighbor
Totoro,” “Kiki’s Delivery Service,” and “Porco
Rosso.”

Thanks to the deal with Disney, all of these
films, along with other Studio Ghibli features will be
released in the U.S. and worldwide. Last year saw the
first release with the English-language version of
“Kiki’s Delivery Service” brought out on video. 
Another favorite, “My Neighbor Totoro,” has also
been available through Fox Video, since 1995. 

“Princess Mononoke” is Studio Ghibli’s
tenth feature and perhaps it’s most ambitious.
Operatic in scope and mythical in style, the film is a
tale of a war between encroaching civilization and the
spirit gods of the forest which threatens to unbalance
the forces of nature. Much effort has gone into the
English-language production, which features a script
penned by best-selling author Neil Gaiman, and the
voice talents of such actors as Billy Bob Thornton,
Minnie Driver, and Clair Danes, among others.

The new film was featured at the New York
Film Festival, a first for an animated feature, and was
the highlight of several special commemorative film
series shown around the country, including one at the
Smithsonian Institution’s Freer Gallery of Art, honoring
the work of Hayao Miyazaki and Studio Ghibli.

Though not yet a household name in the
U.S., Hayao Miyazaki continues to inspire and delight
a growing number of American viewers and 
filmmakers with his movie magic. As John Lasseter,
director of the popular films “Toy Story” and “A Bug’s
Life,” said:  “Mr. Miyazaki’s work surpasses cultural
boundaries, regardless of the language or country.
His brilliant filmmaking entertains and charms 
audiences around the world.”

JAPAN’S “ANIME” 
HITS THE BIG SCREEN
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In Hayao Miyazaki’s Princess Mononoke, the fierce and spirited San 
(Clair Danes) sits atop the great wolf Moro (Gillian Anderson). Together they
fight to protect the spirits of the forest (Miramax Films)


