
Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji declared his six-day trip to Japan
from Oct. 12-17 a success, saying that his talks with Prime
Minister Yoshiro Mori and other officials were “full of
achievements.” He said the two sides found ways to “deepen
mutual understanding,” and were able to “gain common views.”

On his arrival, the Premier said, “The development of China-Japan ties
will have an important impact not only on the interests of the two
countries and their peoples but on the peace, stability and prosperity of
the Asia-Pacific region.” The two sides discussed a range of issues
from trade to regional security to development assistance, and they also
agreed to set up an emergency hotline between Tokyo and Beijing. At a
banquet in his honor hosted by Prime Minister Mori, the Premier said,
“There are great changes going on in regional and global affairs, but
there should be no change in the friendship between China and Japan,
and even more, no change in the goal of both peoples seeking friendly
ties for generations to come.” In response the Prime Minister noted that
the two countries are neighbors, “But we must try harder to build a
genuine partnership.” Mr. Mori accepted an invitation extended by
Premier Zhu to visit China next year. Furthermore, the two leaders
agreed to hold a tripartite summit meeting, between Japan, the
Republic of Korea and China, on the occasion of the ASEAN+3
meeting in November in Singapore. While in Japan, Premier Zhu met
with legislators and businessmen, played a Chinese classical musical
instrument at a televised “town hall” meeting with 100 Japanese
citizens, rode Japan’s bullet trains, visited a robotics factory at the base
of Mt. Fuji and stopped in Kobe before returning home. Of his
meetings and appearance on TV, the Premier said, “I consider this
direct dialogue with the Japanese people very important,” and called it
“a rare experience in my life.”

(see page 2)
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Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji, center, accompanied by Prime Minister Mori, right, walks past a crowd
of Japanese elementary school children waving flags of the two nations during a welcome ceremony
at the Akasaka Palace in Tokyo, Oct. 13. (AP Photo/Shizuo Kambayashi)

4

10O C T 2 0 0 0

3

7
6

8

5

12800  11/2/00  6:29 AM  Page 1



JAPAN
NOW

2
JAPAN
NOW

2

NEWS DIGEST

• CONCERN OVER MIDEAST
VIOLENCE.  On Oct. 10 Foreign Minister
Kono expressed “grave concern” about the
weeks-long clashes between Israel and
Palestinians and urged “once again all

parties concerned to immediately halt violence and
use “maximum self-restraint.” Japan he said, “is
ready to extend any possible assistance to achieve
peace through negotiations.” On Oct. 5, the
government, taking note of the heavy civilian
casualties among Palestinians, extended $500,000 to
the Palestinian Authority to purchase vital medical
supplies. Also, Japan has established a new
program, “Chiune Sugihara Fellowship” to bring
Israeli scholars and researchers to Japan for study.
Mr. Sugihara issued visas to European Jews during
World War II to help them escape Nazi persecution.
The program will include both long- and short-term
study visits.
• SUPPORT FOR YUGOSLAV ELECTION.
On Oct. 10 Foreign Minister Kono issued a
statement on the situation in the Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia following the recent elections there. The
Government, he said, “pays respect to the Yugoslav
people whose strong will for democratization and
reform has enabled peaceful and democratic
transition. It also expresses its congratulations to Mr.
Kostunica, the new President of the FRY. Japan
hopes that the FRY under President Kostunica will
build a new and stable democratic society soon.”
Also, Japan is considering lifting economic
sanctions imposed on Yugoslavia in 1998.”
• DIALOGUE WITH AFRICA.
On September 13 at the U.N. in New York, Foreign
Minister Kono hosted a reception for representatives
from African countries. Diplomats from 50 countries
attended, including 28 Foreign Ministers (including
Algeria, South Africa, Kenya), 37 Permanent
Representatives to the U.N. and others. The Africa
meeting has been a tradition since the 30th General
Assembly in 1975. The Minister told the guests that
as Chair of the Group of Eight (G-8), Japan had
been making efforts to listen to the voices of
developing countries. On African development, he
stressed the importance of the concepts introduced
in the Tokyo International Conference on African
Development (TICAD): Prompt and effective
implementation of the debt relief measures agreed to
at the Cologne G-8 Summit and better conflict
prevention and resolution.

C

A CALL TO SPACE
Prime Minister Mori told Japanese astronaut
Koichi Wakata on Oct. 12 that his work as part
of a U.S. space shuttle mission to the
International Space Station would contribute to
world peace. After the shuttle Discovery docked
with the station Wakata went to work adding two
new segments. The $60 billion project is a joint
effort of the U.S., Japan, Russia, Europe and
Canada. Wakata is the first Japanese to visit the
station, which will be completed in 2006. Mori
called the space station “a foothold for the
future” and predicted that, with the importance
of national boundaries diminishing in the 21st
century, people will be looking to space to
pursue their happiness.

TRIP HIGHLIGHTS

• KOREA.  The two leaders applauded a
possible trip by President Bill Clinton to
Pyongyang and the award of the Nobel Peace
Prize to South Korean President Kin Dae-
jung. After meeting with legislators Premier

Zhu said, “I hope the situation on the Korean
peninsula will keep its current momentum and that
we will see peaceful unification in the future.”
• SECURITY.  The Premier said “it is up to Japan
and the U.S. whether to have a security treaty,” but it
shouldn’t be targeted at a third country. The leaders
agreed on a notification system for maritime activities
coming in/out, and to work toward exchanging visits of
warships, and enhance confidence-building measures.
• ECONOMICS. The Premier asked businessmen
for more investment in China’s underdeveloped
Western regions. “We hope that Japan will grab the
chance and increase its investment in China,” Zhu
said. Two-way trade has jumped 30 percent this year
to a record $38.76 billion. Japan is China’s largest
trading partner, has provided $23 billion in aid over
20 years and recently approved $160 million in yen
loans. Japanese loans have built 35.4 percent of
China’s electrified railroad tracks and 12.8 percent of
its harbor berths. The Premier Zhu appreciated
Japan’s official development assistance to China.
• TECHNOLOGY.  The Premier rode Japan’s
high-speed magnetic “Maglev” train (340 mph), and
the Shinkansen “bullet train.” China plans a $15
billion high-speed link between Beijing and
Shanghai. Prime Minister Mori said the project might
be “a symbol of Japan and China’s friendship in the
21st century.” The Premier also visited the world’s
largest robotic factory near Mt. Fuji.

K
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JOINT SUB-RESCUE
EXERCISES

On Oct. 2, navies from Japan, the U.S., South
Korea and Singapore began the first combined
submarine rescue exercise in the Pacific. The
13-day “Exercise Pacific Reach 2000,”
involved 600 people, four ships, four
submarines and three sophisticated underwater
craft that can rescue personnel from submarines
in distress. The joint exercise was planned
before the recent Russian submarine Kursk’s
disaster that killed 118 people, but participants
hoped it will prepare them for similar
emergencies. Russia, China, Britain, Australia,
Canada, Chile and Indonesia were invited as
observers. The exercise was held in the South
China Sea about 230 miles off Singapore. Japan,
South Korea and Singapore sent rescue support
ships to the exercise, while the U.S., Japan and
South Korea sent underwater rescue craft. A
U.S. rescue craft which took part can rescue six
people of depths of up to 850 feet. The Navy
nuclear attack submarine USS Helena took part,
along with submarines JDS Akishio of Japan,
South Korea’s ROKS Choi Moo Sun and
Singapore’s RSS Conqueror.
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Secretary of Defense William Cohen also met
with Minister for Foreign Affairs Yohei Kono Sept.
22 in Tokyo following a trip to Asia. This took place
only a few weeks after they had met at the U.N. in
New York. Among other things, the Okinawa issue
was discussed. The process has progressed and
technicians can now start to participate.

Also on night-landing practice (NLP), which
from time to time causes noise problems to the local
Japanese people living around the base, Secretary
Cohen expressed his regret and said the U.S. would
continue to do its best to take into consideration the
sentiments of those living near the bases. 

Regarding the host-nation support
agreement, which was signed recently in New York,
Defense Secretary Cohen met with some Japanese
parliamentarians and said that he hoped that the
Diet would be able to promptly ratify this important
agreement.

Secretary Cohen also briefed the Japanese
side on his recent stops in Indonesia and the turmoil
there, and the Republic of Korea. He said President
Kim Dae Jung reiterated the importance of
maintaining an American presence in Korea even
after unification between the North and South.

KONO CONFERS WITH
ALBRIGHT, COHEN

On Sept. 11 at the Waldorf Astoria in New
York, Foreign Ministers Yohei Kono and
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright held a
wide-ranging meeting on the international
situation, discussing Russia, nuclear arms

reduction and non-proliferation, reform of the
United Nations and other issues.

Minister Kono informed Secretary Albright of
the exchange of opinions that took place between
the Japanese and Russian leaders during the Sept.
3-5 visit to Japan of President Vladimir Putin.
Minister Kono said President Putin acknowledged
the existence of the territorial issue concerning the
Japanese Northern Territories seized by the Soviets
at the end of WW II, and expressed his willingness
to continue negotiations based on agreements to
date. In addition he said that the leaders signed a
statement concerning a peace treaty, acknowledging
that the peace treaty should be formulated based on
prior agreements and the resolution of the
sovereignty of the four islands.

On nuclear arms reduction and
non-proliferation Minister Kono indicated that it was
Japan’s intention to submit a draft of a new
resolution concerning the total elimination of
nuclear weapons, in order to pave the way to the
realization of a nuclear-free world, and asked for the
support of the U.S. on this matter. Secretary Albright
replied that the U.S. is examining the Japanese
proposal.

Minister Kono expressed his desire to realize
by the end of the year a more balanced assessment
rate concerning the U.N.’s regular budget and asked
for the cooperation of the U.S. He also pointed out
that Japan considers it necessary to carry out a
comprehensive review of the assessment rate for
peacekeeping operations (PKO), noting that 99 of
the 185 leaders who spoke at the recent Millennium
Summit pointed out the urgent need to proceed with
Security Council reform.

Secretary Albright said the issue of U.N.
reform was vitally important. On Security Council
reform, she said the U.S. fully supports Japan’s
permanent membership on the Security Council.
She said she hoped that these Foreign-Minister level
talks would be followed-up by Japanese Ambassador
to the U.S. Shunjo Yanai and U.S. Ambassador and
Representative to the U.N. Richard Holbrooke, both
of whom attended the session.

O

12800  11/2/00  6:29 AM  Page 3



JAPAN
NOW

4
JAPAN
NOW

4

• NO MORE ZERO INTEREST
RATES.  The Bank of Japan’s Policy Board
has voted to lift its 18-month-old
zero-interest-rate policy of guiding
unsecured overnight call rates to zero. The

board voted seven to two to raise the target for the
rate banks charge each other to 0.25 percent. While
the official discount rate was left unchanged at 0.5
percent, the lifting of the policy represents the
central bank’s first effective rate hike in 10 years.

The decision was made in the light of
improvements in corporate earnings and plant and
equipment investment, which led most Policy Board
members to conclude that deflationary concerns
have been dispelled — the condition the board had
set for lifting the zero-interest-rate policy.

Since autumn 1997 the financial sector has
been rocked by a series of major bankruptcies and a
debilitating credit crunch, prompting the BOJ to
take the unprecedented step of providing money
without interest. As a result, the fund procurement
costs of private banks declined, providing them with
bigger profit margins over the interest offered on
deposits and charged on loans.

The leeway allowed banks to write off some
of their bad loans and stabilized the financial
system. Stronger signs that the economy was
recovering appeared, as corporate earnings and
capital spending continued to improve, and the
rejuvenation of the corporate sector began to be
reflected in higher household consumption as well.

While there is still downward pressure on
retail prices, the BOJ maintains that this is due to
technological innovations in the information and
communications industries and changes in the
distribution structure — not from weak demand.
Most Policy Board members agreed in voting to lift
the zero-interest-rate policy that deflationary
concerns in the economy have been dispelled.

BUSINESS WATCH

N
• AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY CRAZE.
Any Japanese person who lived through the
tumultuous times of the Showa era
(1926-89) has his or her own story to tell.
Now Japan is being swept by a craze that

proves this assertion, as people throughout the
country, young and old, write their life stories.
Self-publishing one’s autobiography and showing it
to friends and relatives is becoming an industry.

For over 10 years local community centers
have been offering lessons on how to write an
autobiography. But recently there has been a new
twist to the trend as computers, the Internet, and
other electronic tools help publish “digital
autobiographies,” which are easier to put together
than the printed variety.

This was sparked by a Website created
three years ago by Recruit Corp., which allows
people to post autobiographical information online.
The Japanese language site, Jibunshi Kurabu
(Autobiography Club) can be added to at any time
and contains many journal-like contributions. A
software package on the market since 1999 makes
it easy for anyone to put together an autobiography.
The software, Jibun Densetsu (Personal Legend,
Japanese), puts instructions on the screen. The
program first presents the user with a
chronological table in which to record landmark
dates, such as date of birth and date of entering
elementary school. Then, for each life stage
(infancy, elementary school, twenties, thirties, and
so on) the user answers questions on the screen,
and enters personal experiences and anecdotes —
in no time at all the autobiography is complete.

Several hundred self-published works (in
Japanese) are introduced at the Website of the
Self-Publishing Network (Japanese only), which
consists of over 160 companies, mostly printing
companies, from all over Japan. And libraries of
bricks-and-mortar devoted only to
autobiographical books are being established. It
was also inevitable that autobiography contests
would appear, accompanied by a stream of prizes
and awards. 

Further, as an extension of the
autobiographical boom, people are recording their
life stories on video, creating documentary films to
tell their children and grandchildren how they
have lived. The work also gives people an
opportunity to reexamine their lives and reflect
upon the ups and downs they have experienced.

TRENDS IN JAPAN

A

BREAKING TRAVEL RECORDS
Japanese tourists are traveling abroad this year
in record numbers. Behind this is a law that
increased the number of long weekends with
“Happy Monday” holidays so that people would
have more fun and spend more money. Officials
estimate that for the first time more than 17
million will go abroad this year, compared to
16.4 million in 1999. A large number are seniors
who are utilizing their high savings rate. Japan
has 14 Japanese holidays.
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On May 13, 1999 when I reached the
summit of Mt. Everest, also known by its
Tibetan name Chomolungma, Mother
Goddess of the Earth, it brought to an end
my challenge to conquer the tallest of the

“seven summits,” the highest points on the world’s
seven continents. However, my next challenge
would be to come back again to clean up the
world’s highest mountain. 

For the reasons behind my plan to clean up
the highest peak in the world, it is necessary to
look back in time to 1997, when I first attempted to
climb Everest as a member of an international
climbing team. Although I had read in some
climbing magazines that Everest had a major
problem with garbage left behind by previous
expeditions, the articles had not given many details
and simply showed some photographs of objects
such as oxygen bottles scattered around.

However, the sight that met my eyes on
Everest was of a large amount of trash that was
much worse than I had imagined. Moreover, I could
see that the greater part of the garbage had been
left behind by expeditions from various Asian
countries including Japan. Such was the shock
among the members of our international climbing
team that we took time to clean up the area around
the base camp before beginning our attack on the
summit. 

A surprisingly large amount of the trash we
collected had been left behind by Japanese
expeditions, and the other international team
members remarked on the lack of consideration by
Japanese climbers for the environment. I also was
harshly criticized as a Japanese with a comment
that although Japan has a top-class economy, its
culture and manners are those of a third-class
country. 

As it turned out, my first attempt on Everest
ended in failure that year, and my next attempt on
the world’s highest mountain the following year in
1998 was from the opposite Nepalese side.
However, here too the mountain was covered with
debris that had been left behind by Japanese
expeditions since the mid-1980s, and here too,
people pointed out to me how inconsiderate

Japanese expeditions had been of the environment.
When I was severely told off by the foreign

members of the expedition about this, I felt like
saying, “It may be trash from a Japanese
expedition,but I didn’t throw it away. It’s got nothing
to do with me!” However, foreign mountaineers from
all over the world come to Nepal and Tibet to climb
Mount Everest, and they see the debris scattered
around this sacred place by fellow climbers from
previous Japanese expeditions. I’m sure even if I
had said, “It’s got nothing to do with me,” I would
have been scorned as an inconsiderate Japanese
with a comment such as “You see, Japanese only
care about themselves!”

It was at this time that I decided I would
first climb this mountain, the world’s highest,
followed by the rest of the highest summits of the
seven continents. Then afterwards I would form an
expedition that would return to Everest to clean up
the mountain by taking back as much garbage as
possible, including that left behind by earlier
Japanese expeditions. 

In 1999, at my third attempt I finally
realized my long-cherished dream of reaching the
summit of Everest. Accordingly, as I had promised,
I returned to Everest again between March and May
this year with an expedition to clean up the
mountain. The members of the clean-up expedition
consisted of 32 persons; three Japanese, 25 sherpas,
and four Tibetans, and the area we cleaned
stretched from the base camp to the highest camp at
8,300 meters.

At altitudes greater than 5,600 meters, even
helicopters lose their ability to stay aloft due to the
thin atmosphere and cannot be used. This means
that at high altitudes in excess of 6,000 meters, the
only way to collect the trash is for people to carry it
down themselves.

Over the one-and-a-half-month period, our
32 team members succeeded in collecting 1.5 tons
of trash. However, the heavy snowfall this year on
Mount Everest meant that even at heights close to
8,000 meters we first had to search for the garbage
under the snow. These operations were conducted
under high altitude conditions where merely
breathing gave a feeling that one’s heart might jump

O

BY 
KEN NOGUCHI

Ken Noguchi, right, digging up left-behind garbage on Mount Everest,
7,900 meters above sea level. (Office Seven Summits)
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out of one’s mouth. Further, at 8,000 meters a
person who may be capable of carrying a 40kg load
at ground level will find they are only able to carry
only around 20kg.

Accordingly, the 1.5 tons of garbage could
not be carried down at one time to base camp, and
instead we had to make many trips up and down the
mountain between the base camp and the higher
camps. This was physically and mentally more
tiring than climbing to the summit the previous
year. We were also beset by weather that was so bad
it caused loss of life among climbers in other
expeditions on the mountain.

However, the reason that I kept going with
the cleaning-up work in spite of the harsh
environment was the voice of the foreign team
member in the back of my mind reminding me of
Japan’s “first-class economy, but third-class
manners.”

I do not wish to criticize previous Japanese
expeditions, since much of the garbage on the
mountain dates from a time when Japanese people
were much less aware of environmental problems.
In fact, there is relatively little debris from
Japanese expeditions after 1995. 

Quite a few mountaineers have questioned
my actions in cleaning up Mount Everest. However,
rather than simply covering up past misdeeds, we
Japanese must seriously consider instead how we
should live in harmony with nature. The pollution of
the past will not go away, so isn’t it a good idea to
go back to Everest and clean up the garbage left
over by our predecessors?

Although this year’s clean-up expedition
collected around 1.5 tons of rubbish, the mountain
is still covered with large amounts of debris. I hope
to return to Everest again next year with another
clean-up expedition that I intend should be an
international expedition made up of climbers from
various Asian countries. I wonder how much longer
it will be before Chomolungma, the Mother Goddess
of the Earth, can return to her original pristine
beauty?

* Ken Noguchi, the son of the current Japanese
Ambassador to Tunisia, was born in Boston in
1973 and raised in Saudi Arabia, Egypt and
England. He climbed Mt.Mont Blanc in 1990 at
16, Mt.Kilimanjaro in 1990 at 17, Mt.
Kosciusko in 1992 at 19, Mt. Aconcagua in
1992 at 19, Mt. MacKinley in 1993 at 19, Mt.
Vinson Massif in 1994 at 21, Mt. Elbrus in
1996 at 22 and Mt. Everest in 1999 at 25. He
graduated from Asia Univ. in March 2000, and
is now a graduate student at Aomori Univ.
majoring in Environmental Education.

• STRONG FINISH IN SYDNEY
Japanese athletes won five gold medals,
eight bronze and five silver for a total of 18
medals at the Sydney Olympics an overall
15th place finish, a significant improvement

over the 14 medals they won in Atlanta. Ryoko
Tamura started the games on a high note winning
the women’s 48-kg judo title on the first day of
competition, leading the way to three other judo
golds, as well as two silver and two bronzes. And
national hero Naoko Takahashi closed them out with
a victory in the marathon in an Olympic best time of
two hours 23 minutes and 14 seconds. The strong
performance of Japanese women athletes was
notable, as they took 13 of Japan’s 18 medals. Japan
lost out in extra innings in baseball to the U.S.,
which finished on top of the medals charts with 97.
Overall Asian countries, led by China (59 medals),
had a strong showing, winning 43 golds, 39 silvers
and 44 bronze medals as a group.
•  NHL HOCKEY OPENER IN JAPAN
Last spring, American major league baseball held
its first-ever regular-season opening games in Tokyo
to sold-out crowds. This month the National Hockey
League held its third regular-season opening series
in Japan, with the Pittsburgh Penguins and the
Nashville Predators splitting two games at the
Saitama Super Arena. The two-day total of 27,725
fans which turned out set a record for attendance,
following two game season-opening sets in 1997
and 1998 held at the 10,000 seat Yoyogi Arena in
Tokyo. After the games NHL Executive Vice
President told the Japan Times in Tokyo that “We’re
committed to bringing as many games as possible
abroad, including Japan and Europe,” although
plans aren’t set for next year.
• JAPAN GRAND PRIX VICTORY
Germany’s Michael Schumacher won his first Grand
Prix championship in five years with a victory in the
Japan Grand Prix in early October in Suzuku, Mie
Prefecture, near Kyoto. The race was the 16th leg of
the international Formula One circuit which
determines the champion. Schumacher, driving a
Ferrari, covered the 53 laps of the Suzuku Circuit’s
5.864 km track in one hour 29 minutes and 53.455
seconds, to edge Mika Hakkinen and clinch the
title. Honda, returning to Formula One racing after
eight years, finished sixth with Canadian Jacques
Villeneuve driving. The circuit concludes with only
the Malaysian Grand Prix remaining, to be held on
October 22.

SPORTS SHORTS

S
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American potter Stephen Merritt describes
his clay vessels as a marriage of utility and
beauty. “Objects” he says, “illuminate the
culture from which they came.” It is obvious
that his pots’ creative roots are in Japan.

“Japan” he says, “is a continuing inspiration. Japan
respects both an object’s use and the skill that
produced it.” He finds the Japanese approach to be
a counterbalance to the American culture that
“values the object as an object, and celebrates the
individual.” In describing his works, Merritt says,
“My ceramics celebrate the elemental nature of clay
and the classic beauty it can convey.” Merritt
comments that Americans still look at pots as
something less than fine art, while in Japan, a fine
pot is on par with any other art form.

Merritt says that when he left Japan, he was
not very skilled. It is a tribute to his perseverance,
his patience and his innate talent that today, his
pots are in permanent collections at the Museum of
Fine Arts in Boston, the Burchfield Penny Art
Center in Buffalo, N.Y., and the University of
Rochester, N.Y. The curator of the Renwick Gallery
chose a pot from Merritt’s Japan Information and
Culture Center (JICC) exhibition for the permanent
collection recently as well.

Merritt started his career with porcelains
and stayed with them through the 

,
80s. But then

terracotta gave him a new challenge. “Now” he
says, “I like to do porcelains on a diminutive scale
and the terracotta in the larger format. My work is a
definite merger of Japanese and Western potting.”
The delicate, gleaming porcelain pieces were small
— just inches high. Pale in background, they were
decorated with beautiful flower-like purple and
peach glazes.

The terracotta pieces were totally
different. Generally orange or blue, they were
huge. Some were created to hold only a single
flower. It would take most of a day to find a
flower that could hold its own in such a powerful,
magnificent setting, but the apertures of the one-
flower vases were so small that it was obvious
that when he said “single flower,” that was what
he meant.

Asked about what it is like to live the life of
a potter, Merritt’s explanation made it seem rather
like working a trapeze without a safety net. He says
that no one using a kiln is ever certain of the

JOYS, SORROWS
OF A POTTER

outcome. “No matter the skill, what happens inside
the kiln makes or breaks the pot,” he said. When he
opens the door of a kiln after the firing, “there’s
almost always something unexpected,” he laughs.
“Hopefully it’s a happy result. We all have
expectations and when they are not met it’s a
letdown. With time however, we may realize it turned
out better than the original. It’s often the accidents
that teach the potter. It’s the firing that keeps the
potter interested — with happy and sad surprises.”

The surfaces of Merritt’s terracottas are
sometimes tooled in a startling manner. He takes a
single incising tool and, while the pot spins, he
moves the tool downward in a single, unbroken line.
So steady is his hand and certain his art, that you
would have to follow one of these lines around and
around a pot before you believe that it is not a
series of horizontal lines. The incised line maintains
the same depth, top to bottom. It is one of the most
amazing techniques I have seen. “If I lose my
concentration,” he admits, “I must start over.”
Fortunately, he faces few interruptions in his studio,
just south of Lake Ontario.

For design interest, Merritt often adds black
to the terracotta, using clay slips. Some slips have a
matte finish, while some are shiny (an effect he
achieves with the addition of glass bits to the slip.)
Someone asked him where his inspiration comes
from besides Japan. Merritt commented that some
may have their roots in Grecian potting, or in Inca
designs. But the truth is, he says, “Classic forms in
pottery know no cultural borders.”

Toward the end of the exhibition, one woman
spent a great deal of time walking around quietly
communing with each of Merritt’s pots. Finally she
approached the potter and told him she had no idea
what anyone else felt, but being around his pots just
made her happy. Delighted with her response,
Merritt laughed, and said that kind of comment is
what keeps him going. 

*  Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance writer in
Washington, D.C., who spent 11 years living in
Japan. Next month she will write about
Japanese influence on Victorian America. 

A A beautiful storage jar by ceramic artist Stephen
Merritt, recently acquired by the Smithsonian’s Renwick
Gallery of the National Museum of American Art.
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The current exhibit at the National Museum
of Western Art in Ueno, Tokyo, is described
by the museum as “An Encounter Between 
Poet and Art.” For the exhibit, 100
prominent poets composed tanka (“short

songs” of 31 syllables following a 5-7-5-7-7 pattern)
to match 80 of the famous Western paintings and
sculptures in its collection. Set beside the works of art
that inspired them, these poems collectively serve to
enhance the experience of art appreciation by offering
a uniquely Japanese perspective.

Composing verses on the changing of seasons
or everyday events comes naturally to the Japanese.
Haiku and tanka are written not just by professional
poets but also by ordinary people as well. Thus the
National Museum of Western Art’s exhibit, while
highly original, is hardly surprising. What is in fact
surprising is that the attempt to link traditional verses
to Western art has never been tried on this scale
before.

The aim of the exhibit, which came together
with the help of the Modern Tanka Poets’ Association,
is to communicate a new world view. Japanese poetry
and Western art may seem incompatible at first, but
the poets contributing to the exhibit, say museum
organizers, see this meeting of East and West as an
invaluable opportunity to express native-Japanese
sentiments on Western themes. In short, the exhibit
might better be described as “art criticism” through
the medium of a traditional poetic form. Some of the
museum’s most famous pieces — the works of modern
European artists like Monet, Renoir, and Millet
— serve as material for tanka and a medium for
expressing Eastern sensibilities. 

The Modern Tanka Poets’ Association selected
100 active poets to contribute to the exhibit, including
Yoshimi Kondo, Akiko Baba, Yukitsuna Sasaki, and
Machi Tawara. And it carefully decided exactly who
would compose poems for which pieces. 

The poets approached the works of art in
different ways. Some glanced at a work only once
before producing a poem, while others repeatedly
visited the museum to study the art closely. 

The tanka these poets contributed for the
exhibit generally fall into two categories: “Realistic”
verses that adhere strictly to the theme and content of
the pieces they were written for, and “impressionistic”
tanka that speak less to the work itself than to the
impact it exerted on the poet. Typical of the former

category is Yuko Kawano’s poem on Monet’s Water
Lilies: “So tranquil the pond / For one hundred
timeless years / It remains unchanged / Still its
surface-water hues / Immutable purple-blue.” In the
other category is the tanka written by Takashi Okai on
the same painting: “The water lily / Is the water’s
ladylove / The lily petals— / Her alizarin eyelids /
Fluttering delightfully.” Also in the impressionistic
category is Hiroshi Homura’s poem, which was
composed for Aristide Maillol’s sculpture Ile de
France: “Where now does she gaze / As the big navel
orange / And the swarming flies / Sink below the
horizon / And night descends in their place.”

This is, of course, not the first time that tanka
and Western art have crossed paths; in the 1910s
many prominent Japanese poets composed verses
based on the paintings of Impressionists. In fact, it
could even be argued that ever since the Meiji period
(1868-1912), when Japan embarked on a course of
modernization, Western art has served as an
inspiration for Japanese poets. 

The present exhibit, which runs until Oct. 29,
2000, boasts some famous names on its register of
participating poets. But the real value of the project
may lie in the encouragement it gives to everyone, not
just celebrated poets, to compose haiku and tanka for
artwork they see at museums and elsewhere. This
would add breadth to the range of subjects suitable
for traditional poetic forms and enable people to
appreciate art in new and unexpected ways.

TANKA MEETS
WESTERN ART

T Water Lilies, by Claude Monet, displayed at the National
Museum of Western Art in Tokyo. (Matsukata Collection, The
National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo)
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