
It is my great pleasure to extend my best wishes to the
readers of Japan Now for a very happy new year. As the new
Ambassador to the United States, my resolution for the new 
year is to do my best to further strengthen this most important

bilateral relationship in the world. Looking back over the past year of
Japan-U.S. relations, it was a year in which our political and security
relations remained sound and forward-looking. Last May, Prime Minister
Obuchi and President Clinton confirmed that Japan-U.S. relations were
in their best shape ever. They set as their common agenda for the 21st
century to cooperate even more closely to build a peaceful and more
prosperous world. In the area of security, among others, Japan passed
legislation related to the “Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense
Cooperation.” This enables Japan to provide even better support to
operations of U.S. forces, including the area of rear support, under the
Japan-U.S. Security Treaty. Politically, Japan and the United States are
carrying out close and sincere consultations on a variety of issues, such
as the situation on the Korean Peninsula. Tripartite cooperation among
Japan, the U.S. and the ROK has resulted in positive development in
our discussions with North Korea. Japan-U.S. bilateral cooperation is
also at work in various regions around the world such as Kosovo and
East Timor. Thankfully the U.S. economy continues its healthy growth.
Since the advent of the Obuchi government in the summer of 1998,
Japan’s economic policies directed at recovery, coupled with a series 
of financial stabilization measures, have quelled our concerns over a 
deflationary spiral and eliminated a great deal of uncertainty over the
financial system. Amid this situation, we are aiming at getting the 
economy back on track toward a full recovery. I hope that this year a
strong Japanese economy will pave the way for stable growth in the
Asian economies and the world at large. In this, the first year of the new
millennium, I pray that all of you will have a fruitful and wonderful year.

Ambassador Shunji Yanai
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Ambassador Shunji Yanai formally presents his credentials to President Clinton on Nov. 29 
in the White House. (White House Photo)
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Seventeen thousand people gathered on the
grounds of the sprawling Akasaka Palace in
central Tokyo New Years Day to celebrate the
start of the new millennium. Emperor
Akihito, Empress Michiko and the royal 

family welcomed them. The Emperor said, “I am
very happy to be able to celebrate the new year with
you, I pray for happiness for Japan and the world at
the beginning of the year,” amid shouts of “Long live
the Emperor.” The year ahead will be a busy one for
Japan, as it struggles to recover from its lengthy 
economic recession. 

Politically, elections must be held for the
lower house of the Diet by October at the latest,
although Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi says he 
would prefer not to call elections until the fiscal
2000 budget passes the Diet, which isn’t expected to
happen until at least late March. Defense Agency
chief Tsutomu Kawara met in Washington Jan. 6 with
Secretary of Defense William Cohen on security 
matters facing the two nations in the years ahead, 
in talks which the Prime Minister described as
strategically “significant.” Mr. Obuchi will be hosting
the annual Group of Eight (G-8) summit, and 
meeting with President Bill Clinton in Okinawa July
21-23. In preparation for that, the Prime Minister
traveled to Thailand, Laos and Cambodia as part of
his role as Asia’s representative in the G-8 bloc. The
G-7 Finance Ministers are to meet in Tokyo Jan. 22
to start on the pre-summit agenda. With the worst of
the Asian financial crisis over, and in the absence of
any Y2K disasters, Japanese are looking forward to
2000, the “Year of the Dragon.”
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NEWS DIGEST

•  ASIAN TRIP. On his swing through
Southeast Asia with stops in Laos, Cambodia
and Thailand, the Prime Minister made clear
his conviction that Asia is on the verge of a
major economic comeback, following the

recent financial crisis. Mr. Obuchi said the $80 
billion support which Japan provided to the Asian
economies during their two-and-a-half years of 
financial turmoil, combined with “bold economic

structural reforms,” undertaken by Asian leaders had
played a “major role” in the turnaround.
•  REMEMBERING KOBE.  On Jan. 17, the
Prime Minister joined survivors of Kobe's devastating
earthquake that killed more than 6,000 people five
years ago this month. “There are still those who 
suffer from the dark, painful memories and are
unable to start a new life,” he said. “The government
will continue to take renovation measures and offer
aid to victims who are still in need.
•  OKINAWA ACCORD. On Dec. 27, Foreign
Minister Yohei Kono welcomed a decision of the 
government of Okinawa on the relocation of U.S. 
military facilities in the prefecture. He said:  “Today,
Mayor Kishimoto of Nago City announced that the
City would accept the replacement facilities of
Futenma Air Station. I would like to pay a hearty
tribute to the efforts and decision of those concerned,

A

NO MAJOR Y2K BUG
The world breathed a sigh of relief on Jan. 1,
when Japan, the first major financial market to
pass into the year 2000, encountered no serious
Y2K computer-related disasters. There had
been particular concern about the millennium
bug in Japan, because as the world’s second
largest economy, any disruptions there would
have had widespread implications. In Japan, as 
elsewhere the preparations were adequate to
avoid any major problems. 

On Jan. 4, Chief Cabinet Secretary
Mikio Aoki reported that “no major incidents
have occurred in basic social infrastructure
areas including energy, transportation,
telecommunications and health and medicine,”
in neither the government nor private
sector. “Moreover, we have as of now not
received any reports of major problems from
the financial sector,” he said. “Overseas as
well, it appears that there have not been any
major incidents which would disturb the social
order. Although the Government does believe
that we have basically been able to greet the
new year without incident after making it
through the period which was the focus of so
much attention, we have had reports of minor
problems such as anomalies in computer
system displays and memories. As such, we
intend to remain vigilant in monitoring
the situation.” The Y2K Computer Center of
the Prime Minister’s Official Residence is
responsible for carrying out final Y2K checks.

YEAR 2000 BRINGS 
OPTIMISM

S



MILLENNIUM MONEY
A 2,000-yen bill ($19) will make its debut in
time for the Group of Eight (G-8) leaders’
meeting in Okinawa in July. As the first new

currency denomination to be introduced since 1958,
when the 10,000-yen ($95) note went into circulation,
the 2,000-yen bill has generated a great deal of
excitement. There are hopes that it will stimulate
demand among vending machine manufacturers and
boost economic activity.

Commenting on the decision, Prime Minister
Obuchi stressed the 2,000-yen bill’s suitability in
commemorating the year 2000 and the hosting of the
G-8 Summit. He also emphasized the widespread
circulation of currency bearing the digit two in 
other countries. The front of the bill will carry an
illustration of Shureimon, a gate at Shuri Castle in the
city of Naha, Okinawa, to commemorate the 
hosting of the G-8 Summit in the prefecture. The
back will feature a scene from the Tale of Genji — 
a literary masterpiece set in Kyoto and dating back
nearly a 1,000 years — and an image of its author,
Murasaki Shikibu. The bill will roll off the press
beginning next spring, with 100 million bills printed.

Since World War II, Japan’s coins and paper
money have all been in denominations bearing the
digits one and five. Only three types of paper money
are in circulation; the 1,000-yen ($9.5), 5,000-yen
($47), and 10,000-yen notes. Of the total number
issued, 10,000-yen bills account for 60.2 percent,
1,000-yen bills for 35.2 percent, and 5,000-yen bills
for 4.6 percent (as of August 1999).

By contrast, notes with the digit 2 make up a
substantial share of other countries’ currencies.
The U.S. $20 bill accounts for 24.3 percent of all
notes issued, the British 20-pound note for 25.6 
percent, and the French 200-franc note for 27.9 
percent. The Bank of Japan believes that the 
2,000-yen note will cause a major shift in the 
proportion of 10,000-yen and 1,000-yen notes.

The announcement of the 2,000-yen note took
the world of finance by surprise. Most had assumed
that a 100,000-yen note would be next. But the choice
of the 2,000-yen bill made sense with the approach 
of the new millennium. Okinawa and Kyoto are
delighted that they are being featured on the new bill.
Machinery providers stand to benefit as vending
machines, cash dispensers, and train ticket vendors
will have to be modified.
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TRENDS IN JAPANincluding Governor Inamine and Mayor Kishimoto.

Ensuring Japan’s security is a national issue. Bearing
in mind that this acceptance of the replacement
facilities will be a major contribution to the peace
and security of the country...The Government of
Japan intends to continue sincerely its endeavor in
order to reduce the burden on the people of Okinawa
for the sake of the peace and security of the whole
country.” The Group of Eight (G-8) summit meeting
will be held in Okinawa in July.
• PACIFIC FORUM. The 2nd Japan-South
Pacific Forum Summit Meeting (“PALM 2000”) will
be held in Japan this spring. Following a meeting
Dec. 21 between Prime Minister Obuchi and
President Nakamura of Palau, who is also this year’s
Chairman of the South Pacific Forum, it was
announced that the Second Japan-South Pacific
Forum (SPF) Summit Meeting (PALM 2000) will be
held April 22 in the city of Miyazaki in southern
Japan. PALM 2000 will be attended by the leaders of
Japan and SPF members, who will discuss a range of
current and future issues, such as cooperation
towards sustainable development of the Pacific island
countries and other global or regional issues of 
common concern.
• SINGAPORE TRADE. Singapore Prime
Minister Goh Chok Tong made a five-day visit to
Tokyo in early December, and agreed with Prime
Minister Obuchi and Finance Minister Kiichi
Miyazawa that the two nations study the feasibility 
of a bilateral free trade agreement which would be
supplemental to the multilateral trade system, 
centered on the World Trade Organization (WTO).
• MACAU HANDOVER. Ryutaro Hashimoto,
Senior Foreign Policy Advisor to the Prime Minister,
visited Macau Dec. 19-20 to attend a series of
Macau Handover ceremonies, as the former port city
was returned to Chinese sovereignty after 450 years
of Portuguese rule. Representing the Government of
Japan, Mr. Hashimoto also attended ceremonies 
on the establishment of the Macau Special
Administrative Region (SAR) under China’s “one
country, two systems” formula.
• AID FOR VENEZUELA. On Dec. 22, Japan
decided to extend an emergency grant aid of
$500,000 to the Government of the Republic of
Venezuela, which has been battered by rain storms
and floods, resulting in over 300 dead, 2,500 missing
and over 300,000 people displaced. The emergency
aid includes tents, blankets, towels, and soap to assist
Venezuela in its worst disaster in the nation’s history.
• RUSSIAN VISIT. Russian Foreign Minister Igor
Ivanov will visit Japan in February, to follow-up on
discussions between the two nations regarding the
Northern Territories seized by the Soviet Union at the
end of World War II and other matters.



fuel cell, and was on display for the first time. This
fierce competition to produce environment-friendly
cars was triggered by the setting at COP 3 of strict
numerical targets for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. At the conference, over 150 signatories
agreed to cut their aggregate emissions by an average
of 5 percent from 1990 levels between 2008 and
2012. Each country was given its own specific
reduction target, with Japan's set at 6 percent.
Cutting down on car exhaust fumes is one of the keys
to achieving this target. 

Many countries reacted to COP3 by 
tightening environmental regulations governing motor
vehicles. In Japan exhaust gas regulations will be
made three times more strict than at present from
October 2000, and stringent minimum fuel efficiency
standards will come into force in 2010. As a 
consequence, under reforms to the tax system 
introduced in fiscal 1999 (April 1999-March 2000),
cars that conform to the 2000 exhaust emission 
standards will be eligible for a 1 percent reduction in
the automobile tax, and a family car meeting the
2010 minimum fuel efficiency standard will qualify
for an automobile tax break of $143. Also under 
consideration in the battle against greenhouse gases
and air pollution was a “green tax” on cars, which
would be higher or lower depending on the vehicle's
environmental impact, but this has been rejected for
the moment.

It is thought that the cost of developing a fuel
cell-powered car for commercialization will be more
than $9.5 billion. Creating new green technology in
the future will clearly require huge amounts of 
capital, and that is why a worldwide reorganization 
in the motor industry was inevitable.

The merger of Daimler-Benz and Chrysler, 
the tie-up between Renault and Nissan, and the 
capital-sharing agreement between Volvo and
Mitsubishi are all direct reflections of this situation.
The time is fast approaching when only those car
makers at the cutting edge of environmental 
technology will survive.
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The race to make the ultimate 
environmentally-friendly car is picking up
speed. The recent 33rd Tokyo Motor Show,
one of the largest car shows in the world, took
on the appearance of an eco-motor show as

domestic and foreign car makers unveiled their latest
innovations in the battle to cut exhaust-gas emissions
and reduce fuel consumption.

The background to this frenzied eco-activity
was the Third Session of the Conference of the
Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (COP3) in 1997, which set targets
for reducing emissions of such greenhouse gases as
carbon dioxide. The global environmental regulations
that car manufacturers must comply with have
been tightened, and consumers are becoming more
concerned about the environment. The message is
clear:  Car manufacturers must develop eco-friendly
technology if they want to survive increasingly severe
competition.

At the 33rd Tokyo Motor Show Japanese car
makers without exception exhibited fuel-efficient,
low-emission ecocars. Standing out above all were
the hybrid cars, which are powered by a combination
of a gasoline engine and an electric motor. At the 
last show in 1997 Toyota Motor Corp. was the only
company to display a hybrid that was ready for retail;
other firms were still at the experimental stage.

But, Toyota's first hybrid, the Toyota Prius,
proved a big hit when it went on sale in October
1997, and gave impetus to the development of
hybrid technology. The results of this could be seen
at the 1999 show, where many firms displayed 
road-ready hybrid cars. Toyota introduced a 
four-wheel drive minivan that is powered by a new
hybrid system, and Mitsubishi Motors Corp. released
a hybrid that seats five people and can travel 73
miles on a gallon of gasoline. Suzuki Motor's 
experimental small car, on the other hand, seats two
people and can travel 90 miles per gallon. Daihatsu
Motor Co. and Fuji Heavy Industries also unveiled
hybrid small cars that can travel more than 69 miles
per gallon.

Nissan Motor Co., Mitsubishi, and Mazda,
each improving on existing technology, introduced
their own low-emission cars. One of the displays
attracting particular attention was Honda Motor Co.'s
experimental electric car, which is powered by the
ultimate environmentally friendly energy source, a

T

ECO-FRIENDLY CARS
STEAL THE SHOW

Toyota’s first hybrid vehicle, the Prius. (courtesy of Toyota)
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Dr. Mukai, Japan's first woman astronaut,
has been to space twice on the U.S. Space
Shuttle. She was part of the Space Shuttle
Columbia STS 65 Mission and the Space
Shuttle Discovery STS 95 Mission, which

traveled to orbit on July 8, 1994 and October 29,
1998 respectively. Since 1985, Dr. Mukai has been
commuting back and forth between the Johnson
Space Center in Houston and Japan as she 
undergoes continuous training. In an exclusive 
conversation with Japan Now, Dr. Mukai discussed
her unique and fascinating experiences: 
ON HER TWO MISSIONS: My first mission
lasted 15 days, while my second was 10 days. The
shorter duration on the second flight made it much
easier for my body to re-adapt to the Earth's 
environment when we returned. The five extra days
make a big difference in terms of reacclimation. The
analogy can be made to overseas travel, and the jet
lag that results from rapid changes in time zones.
Something similar occurs in space. On the 10-day
mission, I felt that my body had not fully adapted to
the space environment before we landed. So when
returning to Earth, my body readapted much more
quickly than after the first flight of 15 days.

Also, my second flight reached a higher 
altitude. My first mission on Space Shuttle Columbia
orbited at 200 nautical miles, while the Discovery
mission orbited at 300 nautical miles. That is the
highest altitude the shuttle can go. This made the
view of Earth particularly wonderful on my last 
mission. The shuttle's normal angle of inclination
is very low, around 28 degrees, so usually we aren't
able to see the northern United States, but thanks to
the high altitude of the second mission we could see
the Chesapeake Bay, Washington D.C. area, and
Long Island, N.Y. with amazing clarity. 
ON HER MOST MEMORABLE EXPERIENCES:
I think it was experiencing the natural wonders of
our universe, being weightless in a micro-gravity 
environment, and witnessing the wonderful view of
the Earth from space. 

Seeing the world, while being separated from
it, made me proud to be a part of all humanity which
shares this beautiful blue planet as our home. And,
the micro-gravity environment (weightlessness) was

very interesting for me. Anything that happened in
that environment fascinated me. Coming back to
Earth and again feeling gravity was a surprising 
feeling. I understood Newton's Law and the existence
of gravity on Earth of course, but thanks to my space
travel, now I fully understand the existence of gravity.
That was so amazing. Unless you have lost it, you
don't appreciate it. 
ON FOOD IN SPACE: I love fresh fruits and 
salads so those were what I missed the most. But,
since my last mission was only 10 days, we were often
too busy to think about food. Some of my favorites
were the dehydrated shrimp cocktail, the steak and
spaghetti with meatballs. Almost all types of foods we
eat on the ground can be brought to space.

In the shuttle, there are no microwave ovens,
but the International Space Station (ISS) will have
freezers as well as microwaves, so that a regular TV
dinner can become a space dinner and we'll have
more variety. 
ON TRAINING WITH OTHER ASTRONAUTS:
I never really felt any limitations being Japanese or a
woman. But understanding American jokes was 
sometimes hard! Other than that, basically my 
attitude has been that, if you are doing what you love
to do, and believe that your experience and education
have prepared you well, just go for it, no matter what
your nationality and gender are. The space program
demands quite a lot of work, so usually we don't have
time to think of cultural differences.

As a crew, we always worked together, no
matter where we came from or our gender.  Of
course, when I finished the project, and when I look
back at what I accomplished as a Japanese woman,
living in Houston for all these years, I am very proud
of it. Also, I had fun teaching some of my fellow
astronauts some Japanese terms such as “ohayoo,”
or good morning; especially on my last flight with
Senator John Glenn, since he is from Ohio, it was

D
Dr. Chiaki Mukai (courtesy of NASDA)
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easy for everyone to remember that one.
I taught them how to count in Japanese and

how to bow as well. Sometimes they would ask me,
“Chiaki, do Japanese need to bow 45 degrees?,” and
I would joke, “No, no, you should bow 90 degrees to
me.” We also had a Spanish crew member on my
last flight, so he taught me a little bit of Spanish.
Basically I love diversity in nationality, language, or
professional skills, so that people can exchange
information, and share attitudes and similarities they
have in common. 
ON THE INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION:
The main purpose of the International Space Station
(ISS) is to be a laboratory as a first step towards
human expansion in space. In the future, not only sci-
entists or engineers will be going into space, but also
many other people. Currently we have four Japanese 
astronauts who have flown on five space shuttle 
missions. It started in 1992 with Space Lab J Japan
Mission, a joint mission with the U.S., on which Dr.
Mamoru Mohri flew, and in 1994 I flew on the STS, 
or space transportation system, No. 65, which was the
second international micro-gravity laboratory mission.
In 1996, Mr. Wakata flew on STS 72, and retrieved a
satellite which had been launched by a Japanese
rocket.

Then in 1997, on STS 87, Dr. Doi flew on the
shuttle and did the first Japanese spacewalk. Most
recently in 1998, I flew on STS 95 with Senator
Glenn. The first mission was a bilateral mission,
while the others have been multilateral including the
European and Canadian Space Agencies. This year,
two more missions carrying Japanese crew members
will occur. Dr. Mohri and Mr. Wakata will fly again
on missions designed for Earth observation and the
construction of the ISS respectively.

So, I think Japan and the U.S. have a close
working relationship on this historic endeavor. Space
is too big, and exploration too expensive, to be the
project of one nation, or one enterprise, so it is a 
very good model for international collaboration and
cooperation. In the future, 16 countries will be
cooperating on the space station, with the U.S. in the
lead. The world is getting smaller and smaller, thanks
to information-sharing technologies, such as the
Internet, so we really need to collaborate together.
ON PUBLIC VIEWS OF THE SPACE PROGRAMS:
I think it is a little different in the U.S. and Japan.
The U.S. has a much greater history of aviation and
space exploration than Japan, so perhaps interest
and support is greater among Americans. When I
was a child, I knew of the existence of astronauts or 
cosmonauts, but then it meant they were always
American or Russian.

But, thanks to science and technology, and

The space shuttle crew members of the STS 95 mission, from left to right, 
clockwise, Pedro Duque, Chiaki Mukai, Scott Parazynski, John Glenn, Curtis
Brown, Steven Lindsey, and Stephen Robinson. (courtesy of NASDA)

international collaboration, the space program has
been opened to everybody including international
participants like myself. Thanks to U.S.-Japanese
collaboration, many Japanese children now believe,
and dream, that they too can be astronauts and go
into space in the future. This is a wonderful change.
ON HER FUTURE GOALS: My dream is to 
promote the utilization of space for the benefit of all
people. I believe that space is a common resource 
of all mankind. With the International Space
Station, new breakthroughs in understanding how
micro-gravity affects the human body and other 
living organisms will be possible.

The more we understand gravitational biology,
the more possibilities in space will open to us.
Activities in space should not be just a horizon for
scientists, but for all types of people to explore in the
future. Through our Japanese space agency, I really
would like to promote the utilization of space so that
more and more people can share in the experience.

To do so, I may fly one more time, with a
third space flight for the benefit of science. It is
remarkable that, in 1903, flight began with
the Wright Brothers, and now, at the beginning of a
new millennium, we have the technology to explore
space. It won't be long before everybody can 
experience space as they wish. We have an exciting
future ahead of us.

• Dr. Mukai, a member of the Astronant
Office, National Space Development Agency
of Japan (NASDA), is currently continuing 
her research in space medicine, analyzing
data collected on the STS 95 mission, and
preparing for a possible third flight.
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When most people think of the tiny,
Japanese bursts of energy called netsuke,
they may picture amusing, delightful, or
beautiful carved ivory figurines. But netsuke
are more than figurines. They are not

necessarily ivory. Although most artists who carve
netsuke continue to be Japanese — and are often
the sons and grandsons of netsuke carvers — a few
are now even foreign born. And if you look hard
enough, you’ll find netsuke that are not carved at all.
Metalworkers have created some excellent pieces.
Those skilled in ceramics may model a netsuke from
clay. Some netsuke are “built,” with coats of lacquer
paint. Obviously, the materials that can be used to
make netsuke are only limited by the artist’s 
imagination.

Although most of the netsuke presently in
collections have been carved from ivory, carvers will
use anything that comes to hand, including wood,
rocks, shells, or even roots. Such a wide-ranging
approach to materials was encouraged when many
nations accepted the international ban on trade in
ivory. In fact, some in Japan feared that the ban
would mean the end of netsuke in the modern era.
As it turned out collectors were mostly interested in
buying remarkable pieces. Whether they were made
of ivory or not was beside the point. Although today’s
artisans create these tiny figurines to add to modern
people’s collections — in Japan and abroad — 
netsuke were once highly functional. What has made
them remarkable, and collectible, since the 17th
century is the attention to detail and the spirit which
brings them so much life.

Netsuke once had four parts — five, if you
count the obi, or belt, of a man’s kimono that they
hung from. Netsuke came into being because
kimono have no pockets. Gentlemen, however, 
wanted to be able to carry tobacco, or other small
items while leaving their hands free. What we think
of as the netsuke portions of this ingenious “instant
pocket” was an anchor. It was lodged firmly at the
top of the obi — a carving often of an animal or
human figure that was too large to slip down
between the obi and the kimono. Attached to the
netsuke was a cord that connected it to the ojime, or
bead, that kept the cord pulled taut. The ojime could
be seen just beneath the bottom edge of the obi.
Beneath the netsuke, the cord, and the ojime was
the “pocket” itself, called the inro — often an

exquisite small set of interlocking baskets.
So eyecatching were netsuke, the ojime, and the inro
that they retained their power to charm long past
their usefulness.

Netsuke collectors will be found among a
broad range of people, but a truly devoted admirer is
Prince Norihito, who admits to having caught what
he calls an “incurable bug,” much like a virus as he
describes it. In his forward to Edwin C. Symmes Jr.’s
“Netsuke: Japanese Life and Legend in Miniature,
the Prince admits that he became an avid collector
after first seeing his wife’s netsuke treasure trove.
He adds, “So international has this veritable plague
become that the number of patients afflicted with 
it in Japan is rather small in comparison to the 
thousands felled by it in other countries.” Prince
Norihito points out that it is the avid and growing
foreign audience that has helped to sustain the 20th,
and now 21st century netsuke artists.

Prince Norihito says that he is not 
interested in collecting just any netsuke. To attract
him, they must have three elements. “warmth, wit,
and a certain twist.” He says that it is these qualities
that set netsuke apart from simply small sculptures.
Netsuke are meant to attract the eye, the heart, and
the hand. Netsuke cry out to be touched. They fit
nicely into the palm of the hand, teasing the fingers
in exploring the many nooks and crannies created
by the expert carver.

Netsuke allude to ideas or beliefs that had
their origins in Japan’s past. Some are Buddhist 
figurines. Some are figures from myths or folk tales.
The badger, for example, pops up in a variety of old
stories — usually a troublemaker, but sometimes as
a kind, forgiving teacher to humankind. A pine cone
too, carries special symbolism to the Japanese of
long life, or the renewal of life. While the layers of
meaning in netsuke are apparent to a Japanese, 
discovering them can add another facet to the 
appreciation Westerners have for these collectibles.

• Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance writer
in Washington, D.C., who spent 11 years 
living in Japan. Next month she will write
about the artistic challenges of netsuke.

NETSUKE; UNIQUE
COLLECTIBLES

W An 18th century netsuke, “Dragon,” carved out of wood. (Los Angeles County
Museum of Art, Raymond and Frances Bushell Collection)
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Children in the greater Washington, D.C. area
now have an unprecedented chance to explore
and experience the sights and sounds of
Japan, without ever hopping on a plane. In
November of last year, the Capital Children’s

Museum of Washington officially opened a landmark
new cultural exhibit entitled Japan:  Through the Eyes
of a Child, a joint project with the Japan-America
Society of Washington D.C. with major funding from
the Japan World Exposition Commemorative Fund.
The interactive exhibit is the result of nearly three
years of effort and was made possible by contributions
from several organizations and individuals, including
the Freeman Foundation, Japan Commerce
Association, and others. The Keidanren’s Council 
for Better Corporate Citizenship has also given the
project tax exempt status for companies in Japan
donating funds.

The Capital Children’s Museum, one of the
first of its kind in the U.S., was established 25 years
ago and has received great success and acclaim in
providing children educational environments to
explore new ideas. Japan: Through the Eyes of a
Child, its most ambitious cultural project ever, will be
a permanent exhibition featuring cultural, social,
and economic aspects of Japanese life in-depth. It is
designed to develop a greater understanding of Japan
among children in the U.S. and to encourage and
strengthen the ties of friendship between the two
countries. In exposing children at an early age to a
culture different from their own, the exhibit helps to
ensure long-lasting mutual understanding.

In the exhibit, children are immersed in a
truly authentic Japanese environment, made up of six
sections. The young “travelers” begin at the “Tourist
Information Center,” receiving information about the
country they are about to “enter,” before moving on to
the “Street Scene,” a bustling recreation of a Japanese
shopping district, complete with realistic, life-size
reproductions of store-fronts and vendors, where
vegetables, electronics, stationery, and kimono are
sold. The children then move on to the “Shinkansen”
express train which recreates the experience of 
long-distance travel in Japan by allowing children to
sit in an astonishing replica of an actual train car.

While “riding,” children learn about public
transportation in Japan as well as its geography, 
economy, and culture. The next scene, “A Japanese
Home,” contains two distinct sections:  An authentic

tatami room and garden where visitors can learn more
about daily life and a kitchen/dining area where they
can make traditional crafts. “The Japanese Classroom
and Resource Center” offers further guided and
self-directed activities and study opportunities in a
seemingly real model of a typical classroom in Japan.

From its inception, Japan: Through the Eyes
of a Child has been a collaborative project. The
Capital Children’s Museum received the support of
various counterparts in Japan whose expertise
ensured the authenticity and comprehensiveness of
the exhibition and its complementary education 
programs. From Japan came experts who designed
and constructed the exhibition, while other specialists
developed educational programs and materials that
reflect the many facets of contemporary Japanese life. 

The exhibit has also received official support
with former Japanese Ambassador to the U.S., Kunihiko
Saito and Mrs. Saito, as well as U.S. Ambassador to
Japan, Thomas Foley, serving as Honorary Exhibition
Chairs.  The superb design and extensive collaboration
of this exhibition has provided people of all ages a fun
and unique view into life in Japan. With attendance at
the Museum at 200,000 children per year and growing,
literally millions of children will explore this virtual
Japan in the years to come.

CHILDREN VISIT A 
“VIRTUAL JAPAN”

C
Entering the interactive exhibit Japan: Through the Eyes of a Child at the
Capital Children’s Museum.


