
Japanese and U.S. officials met in Tokyo Feb. 29 for the annual
plenary meeting on their Common Agenda in Global Perspective,
established in 1993 to guide joint efforts on global issues. The
initiative has produced substantive results in health and human
development, science and technology, the global environment and

in responding to challenges to global stability. The plenary reviewed
progress during the past year and reported developments in a number of
areas. In other diplomatic activity, on March 8 in Tokyo, the two nations
agreed to set up the Japan-U.S. Commission on Arms Control,
Disarmament, Non-Proliferation and Verification, for discussing global
arms control, disarmament and nuclear non-proliferation. Director
General for Arms Control and Scientific Affairs, Amb. Norio Hattori and
senior U.S. arms control adviser John Holum said the commission will
meet every six months to discuss related issues, and that the Clinton
administration will work to convince Congress to ratify the
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. Secretary of Defense William
Cohen visited March 15-17 for talks with Minister of State for Defense
Tsutomu Kawara and Foreign Minister Yohei Kono on bilateral security
issues and the regional situation. Japan’s contribution amounts to nearly
$5.5 billion a year in support of the 45,000 U.S. forces stationed there.
Ambassador to the U.N. Richard Holbrooke visited Japan Mar. 16-19 for
in-depth consultations with Foreign Minister Yohei Kono on U.N.-related
matters. And on March 21, the two sides opened trade deregulation talks
in Tokyo involving high-tech sectors aiming at concluding a three-year
deregulation dialogue.
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U.S. Defense Secretary William Cohen and Japanese Foreign Minister Yohei Kono before their meeting in
Tokyo on March 16. (AP Photo/Katsumi Kasahara)
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Following the Tokyo plenary meeting on the
Common Agenda the two sides released a
progress report covering these issues:
• GLOBAL OCEAN OBSERVATION.
Japan and the U.S., along with other 

participating countries, plan to deploy an array of
3,000 autonomous ocean instruments globally over
the next five years to obtain real-time measurements
of ocean conditions to improve weather and climate
predictions. The two will host an implementation
meeting of the Array for Real-time Geostrophic
Oceanography (ARGO) initiative in Japan in April.
• OCEAN DRILLING. The two have formed a
partnership to co-lead the new Integrated Ocean
Drilling Program (IODP) which is expected to yield
new insights into the history of the Earth and Earth-
system processes. Japan will build a riser-capable
drill ship, which along with a new U.S-supplied 
non-riser drill vessel will constitute the core 
capability of IODP and allow drilling in areas where
it is now difficult. A number of other countries have
been invited to join the effort.
• NUTRITION AND PUBLIC HEALTH. The
two nations have been working together to eradicate
polio and to address the global malnutrition crisis
with an emphasis on saving children, as well as on
reproductive health programs designed to improve
the status and rights of the mother. Scores of 
countries around the world have already benefited
from the joint effort.
• COMBATING INFECTIOUS DISEASES.
HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria are threatening
human socio-economic development, and the two
nations are joining forces to combat these global
threats. The two have joint training programs for
HIV/AIDS management in developing countries, run
joint projects in Zambia and the Philippines and are
discussing ways to expand their collaborative
responses. As a first step, a joint team will be sent to
Cambodia to formulate possible responses to these
growing challenges.
• POPULATION AND HEALTH IN
BANGLADESH. A joint team of officials and 
technical experts went to Bangladesh in February, to
formulate projects designed to address that country’s
formidable health challenges. They identified the 
priority areas of polio eradication, immunization,
reproductive health, HIV/AIDS and micronutrients
as areas where their collaboration should be 
concentrated.
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PROGRESS REPORTED ON
COMMON AGENDA

F

• COUNTER-NARCOTICS IN ASIA. The two
nations have long supported counter-narcotics 
programs under the Common Agenda and have 
contributed to U.N. crop substitution programs to
reduce poppy cultivation in the Golden Triangle in
Southeast Asia. The two have decided to formulate
and implement a new joint project in Laos and have
instructed their embassies in Vientiane to work
together to identify a concrete project for this 
purpose.

NEWS DIGEST

• ROYAL VISIT. The Emperor and Empress have
accepted invitations from the royal families of the
Netherlands and Sweden to make official visits to
their countries. On their way they will stop in
Switzerland and Finland. The two week trip is
expected to take place sometime in May.
• SILK ROAD DIPLOMACY. Prime Minister
Obuchi met with Foreign Minister Talbak Nazarov 
of the Republic of Tajikistan March 6 and 
congratulated him on the successful outcome of
recent elections in that country. Mr. Obuchi sent a 
letter to President Emomali Rahmonov stressing
Japan’s intention to put emphasis on Central Asia as
part of Japan’s Silk Road regional diplomacy initiative.
• HELPING AFRICA. Japanese Ambassadors to
Africa met in Tokyo last month and recommended that
Japan should cooperate with, and lead when necessary,
the international community in maintaining the
momentum of the Second Tokyo International
Conference on African Development (TICAD II). The
Ambassadors said Japan should emphasize conflict and
development issues, and enhance its efforts to help
Africa, especially when self-help programs fall short.
• FOREIGN INVESTMENT UP. The Nihon
Keizai Shimbun newspaper reports that foreign 
investment in Japan more than tripled to $13 billion
last year compared to 1998. Foreign investment last
year totaled 3.4 times the 1998 figure of about $3.8
billion, the newspaper said, citing increased 
globalization, streamlining of government regulations,
and the fall in land prices which has brought down the
cost of doing business in Japan.
• MALACCA STRAITS. An Anti-Piracy Regional
Conference to combat piracy and armed robbery of
ships in the Straits of Malacca will be held in Tokyo 
in April. Participating will be Japan, the Republic 
of Korea, China, including Hong Kong, ASEAN 
countries and India. They will study cooperation and
coordination among coast guards to strengthen law
enforcement, investigation and search and rescue.



Prime Minister Obuchi addressed the
Discussion Group on the Kyushu-Okinawa
Summit Feb. 28, and spelled out the key 
elements he is considering presenting at the
Group of Eight (G-8) annual summit

which Japan will chair this July 21-23. 
He first noted the summit is being held in a

landmark year, not only because this is a millennium
year, but it’s also the group’s 25th meeting. The
Kyushu-Okinawa Summit will provide a forum for 
taking stock of the role the G-8 has played and the
role it will play in the 21st century, he said. 

“I am determined to convey a hopeful, 
powerful message from the Kyushu-Okinawa
Summit, to the effect that each and every individual
will be able to enjoy greater prosperity, attain greater
peace of mind and live in a world of greater stability
in the 21st century,” Mr. Obuchi said.

He noted that the principles of market 
economy, democracy and human rights shared by the
G-8 have permeated throughout the world. “It is my
firm belief that these foundations will remain
unshakable as we move forward into the 21st century.”

The Prime Minister said the information
technology (IT) revolution and the process of
globalization will be discussed. He cited problems
as IT crime and the emerging “digital divide,” which
could “further aggravate economic disparities.” He
said the summit must address IT’s likely impact and
the appropriate role of governments in it.

On development he said, “There is deep 
concern that the problems faced by developing
countries which have been left behind in the wake of
globalization and the advancement of the information
society will increase in severity.”

On health, he said the G-8 should again
address the issue of infectious diseases such as
polio, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria.

On culture, he noted “the anxieties of those
countries who fear that their culture is being 
eradicated by globalization,” and said he will urge
the G-8 to “be an important vehicle for expounding
the importance of cultural diversity as a source of
dynamism.” 

Other issues will come up he said, such as
transnational crime, ageing societies and conflict
prevention measures. At the summit, “vigorous 
discussion will take place that will encompass the
themes I have mentioned,” he concluded.

JAPAN
NOW

3

P

PRIME MINISTER SEES
KEY ISSUES FOR G-8

TRENDS IN JAPAN

THE INTERNET 
HOUSEHOLD
Japanese electronics makers are renowned 
for their ability to fit multiple functions into 

a single machine. One such company has come up with
yet another unique combination:  The Internet
microwave oven. It follows cooking instructions taken
from the Web to make dishes. Manufacturers are all
hurriedly developing appliances that can be controlled
or can transmit and receive information over the Internet,
and the new microwave is just one pioneering example
of such “online appliances,” that will make household
appliances much more versatile and convenient.

The Internet microwave, launched last
September, takes recipe information downloaded from
the Internet, such as ingredients, cooking directions,
and automatic microwaving data, and uses that
information to prepare food.

The user first accesses the maker’s website
through a computer and downloads recipe data onto 
a memory unit that is connected to the microwave.
About 400 dishes that can easily be cooked in a
microwave are listed on the website, including 
seasonal entrees, box lunches, and baby food.

All the necessary information, from the list of
ingredients to cooking instructions, is displayed on
the microwave’s liquid crystal display panel. After
preparing the ingredients according to the directions,
the user simply puts the food into the microwave. The
machine uses the downloaded data to cook the food.

The oven itself also comes preprogrammed
with more than 50 recipes, which are divided into
eight categories according to their main ingredient,
such as potato, Japanese radish and meat. Instructions
are displayed on the panel and the dishes are cooked
automatically. The manufacturer claims the recipes,
which consist of ingredients commonly stocked, will
be useful when the user cannot think of what to cook,
doesn’t have time to shop or guests turn up.

Japanese manufacturers are racing to develop
other machines controlled remotely from any Internet
terminal, such as a laptop computer or mobile phone.
Users will be able to check the contents of their
refrigerators and turn on house lights while they are
out shopping, or check to see if seniors are drinking
their tea by looking at data on electric hot-water pots.
It is estimated the market for such goods, including
peripherals and software, will rise to $219 billion in
Japan alone in the 10 years between 2001 and 2010.

T



The prospect of a huge drain of funds from
the postal system is a source of concern for the 
government, which has used the deposits to fund its
fiscal investment and loan program of public works 
and housing projects, and to purchase deficit-covering
government bonds. An outflow of such funds, the Posts
and Telecommunications Ministry worries, would
represent a serious threat to government operations.

Efforts to keep the expected drain to a
minimum include new services that take advantage of
the vast post-office network. In 1999 these branches
began accepting reservations and orders for airline
tickets and gifts, with payment made from the money
on deposit. Some post offices now sell lottery tickets.
ATMs at major branches have had their hours
extended, and agreements have been reached with
foreign-owned and domestic banks to mutually link
their ATM networks.

The deregulation of interest rates has 
eliminated some of the advantages the postal system
enjoyed, and many private-sector firms feel that now is
their chance. Banks believe that people who withdraw
their postal savings will be put off reinvesting at low
interest rates. They are therefore busily preparing such
new products such as mutual funds and foreign-
currency deposits that promise higher returns, although
they carry greater risks.

Securities firms, too, have their sights set on
attracting new investors. They are readying a wide
array of high-yielding commodities, such as mutual
funds and corporate and government bonds. They also
expect record-low interest rates to entice individual
investors to return to the stock market, and are shoring
up their sales force for the coming bonanza.
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THE REAL “BIG BANG”
Japan’s deregulation of its financial markets,
the so-called “Big Bang,” which liberalized 
the mutual fund and investment sectors, may

be about to face its first big test. Starting in April, a
staggering $1 trillion in postal savings account time
deposits will begin reaching maturity over the next two
years, and a sizable share may be swallowed up by 
private financial institutions.

Banks, securities houses, and other private-
sector financial institutions are eyeing the huge savings
as a key to their survival amidst the financial
system reforms, and they have shored up their lineup 
of mutual funds and other commodities to attract
investors. Postal officials are not sitting still; they are
trying to prevent the funds from flowing out of the
system by offering new services based on their large
network of branches nationwide. The race to attract the
large savings pool has already begun.

Postal savings are a unique financial service
launched more than a century ago, to encourage
citizens to set aside their earnings and to protect the
savings of small depositors. The system enjoys several
advantages, the biggest being that it is managed by the
national government under the Ministry of Posts and
Telecommunications, making it “bankruptcy-proof.”
Another edge is a network of 25,000 branches in
communities across the country, including remote
villages that private firms are likely to ignore.

The postal savings system used to offer higher
interest and more attractive financial products. During
the 1980s, when interest rates were regulated, postal
savings accounts offered higher returns than 
comparable accounts at private institutions. The most
popular commodity was the teigaku chokin, which
offered fixed interest for up to 10 years without the
inconvenience of ordinary time-deposits. At the end of
March 1999, deposits in postal accounts totaled $2.4
trillion, considerably more than the combined total held
by Dai-Ichi Kangyo Bank, Fuji Bank, and Industrial
Bank of Japan — which will merge in 2002 to become
the world’s largest financial concern.  Some 80
percent of the deposits were in teigaku chokin
accounts, half of which were opened in the beginning of
the 1990s when interest rates ranged from around 4-6
percent. They remained on deposit while interest on
other commodities plummeted to record lows, but they
will reach maturity over the next couple of years. From
the viewpoint of private-sector financial institutions,
this huge pool of savings is money just waiting to be
lured away.

T
BUSINESS WATCH

ONLINE TRADING
The liberalization of stock transaction 
commissions (reduced to $27 a transaction) 
has spurred a sudden increase of securities
companies engaging in online trading through
the Internet. Widespread access to computers
has also boosted the number of individual
online traders to 300,000 at the end of last
year. General Trading companies, electrical
manufacturers and even travel agencies are
joining the bandwagon, and officials estimate
that by the end of this year the number of
Internet trading accounts in Japan will
surpass one million.



BY 
BRUCE LORANGE
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Everyone seemed to be staring. Over piles 
of paper, through cracks between desk
dividers, it seemed like everyone had 
gathered to catch a glimpse of the new
American. Secretaries whispered to each

other and giggled through cupped hands, and the
older men crossed their arms and sized me up like
boxing opponents. My supervisor kept stealing 
nervous glances my way with a look somewhere
between terror and amusement. Clad in my best
wool suit, I wiped relentlessly at the sweat that kept
gathering on my forehead, but the July heat seemed
just as interested in making me uncomfortable as
did my new co-workers.

The Japanese proverb, “the nail that sticks
out must be hammered down,” kept running through
my mind, and I half expected a giant hammer to
come swinging down from the ceiling at any
moment. The time had come for me to make my
introductory speech, and as I summoned up my
courage with my hands folded in front of me, as
much to stop them from shaking as to look polite, I
took one final deep breath and began.

After a comfortable year teaching English at
a high school on Awaji Island, suddenly being thrust
into the bureaucracy of a Japanese government
office was a bit of a shock to say the least. The
fierce rigidity, the numerous formalities, the strict
attention to protocol, it all seemed a bit suffocating
at first. Being the only non-native Japanese speaker
in my section, misunderstandings were frequent and
it seemed that no matter how hard I tried, 
embarrassing mistakes were unavoidable.

Every time I answered the phone, the
Japanese words that I had rehearsed so many times
seemed to roll around my mouth like renegade
pachinko balls, spilling out in some barely 
intelligible greeting. When visitors from other 
sections made courtesy calls to my office, my bow
was always too stiff, I was always unsure of what to
do with my hands, and I could never seem to get
down the smooth transition of passing business
cards simultaneously that I had witnessed so often
amongst Japanese colleagues.

I resented being the nail that stuck out, and
was determined to blend in at any cost. What I did

not realize at that point was that I was attempting the
impossible, and that it was my very “differentness”
which made me valuable to my office. As the days
turned into weeks and weeks into months, I found
that I was not expected to “blend in,” but rather that
people were grateful to have the help of someone
from a different culture, educational background,
and world view. My greatest asset became my
uniqueness, my ability to add an element of
internationalization to a homogeneous work 
environment, the fact that I “stuck out.”

Ironically, there were times when I did not
stick out enough. I cannot recount the number of
people who have asked why my eyes are not blue,
why I speak Japanese, and of course, why I am not
taller. I have even heard people discussing these
issues about me on the train and in restaurants,
arguing that I could not be a “real American,” not
like the ones in the movies.

Now more than half a year has passed, and I
find myself enjoying all the responsibilities that had
once seemed so impossible. I have survived a 
multitude of events including translating for local
officials, writing letters on behalf of the governor to
the presidents of six different countries, entertaining
visiting politicians and professors, and participating
in various speeches and panel discussions 
throughout Hyogo Prefecture.

E

Bruce Lorange, a participant of the Japan
Exchange and Teaching (JET) Program,
is employed by the Hyogo Prefectural
Government where he works as a
Coordinator for International Relations 
in the Office of the Governor. Besides his
work responsibilities, Bruce often appears
on radio shows, participates in Japanese
panel discussions, writes articles for local
newsletters, and gives various speeches on
life in Japan as an American. The JET
Program is a Japanese government-
sponsored program focusing on foreign
language education and the promotion 
of international exchange at the local level
in Japan. Qualified candidates represent
their home countries while serving
in local government offices or in public and
private schools. For more information, see
the website
www.mofa.go.jp/j_info/visit/jet/index.html
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One morning in December 1969, just a few
days before the deadline for the first install-
ment of his new comic series, manga (comic)
artist Fujiko.F.Fujio (whose real name is
Hiroshi Fujimoto) was in a dilemma:  He had

still not come up with the story’s main character.
The previous month’s issue of the magazine

carrying the series had shown a preview of the new
strip that offered no title or picture hinting at the
story’s feature character, only a drawing of its young
boy partner, Nobita.

Then, by chance, he saw his eldest daughter
playing with a doll shaped like a tumbler, and had a
flash of inspiration:  “How about drawing that doll’s
shape into the likeness of a cat?”  And so was created
Doraemon the robot, who has captured the hearts and
inspired the dreams of children around the world ever
since. Events in celebration of Doraemon’s 30th
birthday have been going on since 1999 and will
continue throughout 2000.

As of last December, 45 volumes of the
Doraemon comic series had been published, as well
as 19 full-length books, which were the basis for the
Doraemon movies. Today, from 1.5 million to 2
million copies are sold each year -- and total sales of

O
DORAEMON TURNS 30

Most recently, I was called upon to translate
for a Russian diplomat who was paying a courtesy
call to the governor of Hyogo Prefecture. As this was
my first major translation assignment, I was a bit
nervous and stumbled over the occasional word, but
the sense of accomplishment I felt when the meeting
was over made all the difficulty of the previous
months worthwhile.

I have found ways to adapt to the Japanese
system while still retaining my American identity, as
well as my sanity, and my Japanese co-workers, who
at first seemed so distant, have become friends as well
as colleagues. I can now get through the day without
offending anyone terribly with my Japanese, and I
have finally gained the respect of my employees.

But perhaps the most satisfying part of my
job is that I am constantly able to challenge my own
limits, to discover weaknesses and strengths that I
did not know I possessed, that I am able to learn. 

I am certain that there are a number of
lessons still waiting for me, but now I have learned
perhaps the most valuable lesson; sometimes being
the nail that sticks out is not so bad.

some 100 million make the series one of Japan’s
all-time bestsellers.

There have been 1,700 episodes of the
“Doraemon” animated television series, which began
in 1979, and 21 “Doraemon” movies have drawn a
total audience of close to 63 million. A new film is
scheduled to be released in March 2000. Several years
ago, a final episode to the Doraemon series was posted
on the Internet and caused a great commotion all over
Japan. It was later revealed to be a hoax.

Doraemon’s popularity has been equally
explosive overseas. The comic series is published
officially in nine languages in 10 countries and
regions, including South Korea, China, Thailand, and
Spain. In 1993, a pirated edition published in Vietnam
proved popular, and when the official version was pub-
lished in October 1998 it sold over 10 million copies
and became a bestseller.

The animation series made its overseas debut
in Hong Kong in 1981, and has since been broadcast
in numerous countries, including Italy, Brazil, and
Singapore. In 1992, it was shown in Russia as part of a
joint Japan-Russia friendship and exchange program.

Doraemon has transcended books and televi-
sion to become one of Japan’s goodwill ambassadors,
with initiatives like the Doraemon Education Fund in
Vietnam and the Doraemon Fund-Raising Campaign
to help provide relief to earthquake victims in Turkey.

One of the most fascinating aspects of
Doraemon is his collection of over 1,800 “secret
gadgets.” Almost every child who watches the series is
inspired by these devices, which include a tiny
propeller that, when placed on his head, becomes a
“personal copter” enabling him to fly; a “wherever
door” through which he can walk to wherever he wants
to go; and his famed four-dimensional pocket, which
houses his endless assortment of gadgets.

With Doraemon now 30 years old, those who
grew up with him from the beginning of the comic
series are now in their thirties and forties. As a result,
there are now many parents who share an affection for
Doraemon with their children. Fujiko.F.Fujio, the
original author, passed away in 1996, but the
magazine, television, and movie series live on.

Fujiko F. Fujio, the creator of Doraemon, the lovable blue robotic cat from
the future, seen in the background.
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People who collect netsuke usually begin
with one, and then, like popcorn, the hand
keeps seeking more. According to  Edwin
C. Symmes, Jr., the author of Netsuke:
Japanese Life and Legend in Miniature, a

collector can establish any number of possible 
criteria for a collection. Of course, it’s not absolute-
ly necessary to collect around a theme -- but it
does help to narrow the field of possibilities (a
decided plus if the budget is not unlimited). A net-
suke can cost anywhere from a few dollars to more
than $100,000.

Say that you decide to buy only those
pieces that are by living master carvers.
Contemporary master carvers generally sign their
works. The seller should be able to give you not
only the name of the artist, but also an approximate
(or exact) date that the netsuke was completed. If
you have other questions about the piece, the seller
should be able to find answers for you. Overall,
however, more than half the netsuke in existence,
old and new, are not signed.

There are people who collect according to
the specialty type of netsuke. There are the long,
narrow netsuke called sashi. There are flat, 
disc-shaped ones, known as manju. Or a collection
can be built around a given type of material, such
as ivory or metal. Some collectors are interested
only in monkeys, or tigers, masks, nature, or some
other subject that is well (or slightly) represented
in the world of netsuke. One thing to remember is
that a beautiful carving of wood is more valuable
than a poorly carved ivory piece.

Among netsuke, there are all kinds of 
specialty pieces. Some are trick carvings, which
reveal wondrous tiny mysteries as you unlock or
unscrew,various portions of the work. Others may
have remarkable moving parts. Some collectors
decide to collect according to carving schools,
which, as you might imagine, takes a very 
well-trained eye.

Others like only those netsuke that have
been handled by generations of appreciative
Japanese because such tiny sculptures hold both 
a rich patina and a sense of history. Still other 
collectors like only those that give the sense of 
having just come, still warm from the carver’s hand.

One thing you may want to keep in mind
is that there are some netsuke that are, as they
should be, so famous that none but the wealthiest
collectors could possibly own them. These are the

ones for which copies, good and bad, can be found
in flea markets and small shops. If you want to
have a netsuke that is more than you can 
comfortably afford, Symmes’ recommendation is
that you have a reputable dealer check it out -- 
or only deal with that kind of dealer from the start.
And, he says, buying something because it should
become valuable later is a tricky game, except for
the most knowledgeable. Best to buy something you
really like rather than something that you think
someone might like to buy from you later.

Although most Westerners think of ivory
when they think of netsuke, one of the most 
interesting variations on the theme in Japan lies in 
metalwork, a tradition with a long history in Japan.
In Kyushu, the southernmost Japanese island,
there are artisans who create wonderfully delicate,
art nouveau-style netsuke designs with inlaid gold
or silver. The finished piece may then be mounted
on an ivory disc.

Interestingly, in 1989, the year in which
Symmes published his book, there were 42 
members of the International Netsuke Carvers
Association. And almost all of those who were
younger than 40 years of age were Westerners.

Bishu, the young carver profiled in an 
earlier installment of this series, says that in the
end, collecting has to be based on a connection
between the collector and the piece:  “First, you
must look at the netsuke at a distance. At least at
arm’s length. Then, if you like the shape from that
distance, bring it a little closer so that you can see
more of what it is. Finally, study it close
up so that you can enjoy the technique.”

Bishu says that the mistake many 
collectors make is to buy something only for its
technique. But, he says, if it’s not also a fine work
of art, eventually the piece will bore the collector.

• Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance writer
in Washington, D.C., who spent 11 years 
living in Japan. Next month she will write on
the genius of film-maker Akira Kurosawa.

COLLECTING NETSUKE

P Three examples of Netsuke as used when wearing kimono. The carved
Netsuke on top, acts as an anchor to hang on the obi, or belt, while the
ojime, or cord, attaches it to the inro, or small, lacquered case. (courtesy
of Noma Seiroku, Arts of Japan, Vol. 2, Kodansha, Ltd.)
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Audiences in New York and Washington,
D.C. were treated last month to a unique and
dynamic performance by one of Japan’s most
prominent shamisen musicians, Chikuzan
Takahashi II, as part of the Music from 

Japan Festival 2000, in corporation with the Embassy
of Japan. Over the past two decades of extensive
tours, the Music from Japan Festival has presented 
a wide range of both innovative and traditional
Japanese music, succeeding in broadening the 
audience for progressive composers through its 
concerts, symposia, and lecture-demonstrations. With
performances in Washington, D.C. and New York, the
music of Chikuzan Takahashi II highlights this year’s
tour, which is also the 25th anniversary season.

As a vital component of Japanese musical
entertainment, the backbone of kabuki music and 
a vehicle for a whole host of folk music, the 
three-stringed shamisen, or zither, is perhaps the
most versatile and ubiquitous of Japan’s traditional
musical instruments. Introduced into Okinawa 
from China over 500 years ago, the shamisen has
undergone various modifications in size, shape, 
and materials to suit the various forms and regional
differences of Japanese music.

One of the sturdiest and most robust 
versions of the instrument is the Tsugaru Shamisen.
Favored in the passionate folk music of rugged
northern Japan, it is uniquely suited to solo 
performances and improvisation; a versatility clearly
demonstrated through the musical artistry of
renowned Chikuzan Takahashi II.

Born in 1955, Chikuzan Takahashi II
encountered the shamisen as a child, beginning her
study of the difficult instrument at age eleven. By 
the age of 18, her rapidly expanding musical talent
and fascination with the Tsugaru style led to an
unprecedented apprenticeship with the famous blind
Tsugaru shamisen master Chikuzan Takahashi. 

As an apprentice, she not only furthered her
study of the instrument, but also learned to sing the
ancient and unique Tsugaru folk songs as part of her
teacher’s tradition.

After six years of instruction, she became
an independent artist in 1979, giving her first solo
performance in Tokyo the following year to wide
acclaim. During subsequent years, Chikuzan
Takahashi II maintained ongoing solo performances,

while also continuing to play alongside her teacher
in Japan, as well as abroad. In 1997 she formally
adopted the name Chikuzan Takahashi II in honor 
of her teacher, who passed away in 1998. 

Through an active tour schedule,
Chikuzan Takahashi II has greatly expanded the
audience for traditional shamisen music, while also
incorporating the instrument in her explorations of
other forms of music.

Her music is characterized by an arresting
voice, capable of incredible variations in tone, and
an irrefutable mastery over her instrument, with 
fingers and hands moving effortlessly over the strings
in seemingly complicated, often fast, rhythms.

Although acknowledging and honoring the
basics of the shamisen tradition, Chikuzan Takahashi
II does not limit herself to the Tsugaru folk songs she
inherited. To expand her musical horizons and
repertoire, she has collaborated extensively with
musicians from a variety of genres and cultures.
She also actively pursues her own personal

musical expression through improvisation and 
writing original compositions. To date, she has
released two CD albums, performed in such cities 
as Paris, Edinburgh, Seattle, and Los Angeles, and
participates in numerous music festivals.

Part of Japan’s new generation of musicians
and artists, Chikuzan Takahashi II succeeds in
bringing a contemporary feeling and appreciation to
a rich musical tradition.

A PROMINENT
SHAMISEN MUSICIAN

COMES TO THE U.S.

A Shamisen master Chikuzan Takahashi II. (Kanai)


