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A .
The Native People of Hokkaido

Though less well-known than many
others, the story of Japan’s Ainu
people is sadly reminiscent of indig-
enous populations around the globe:
subjugation, stolen lands and the
destruction of culture and language.
One legend says, “Ainu lived in this
place a hundred thousand years
before the Children of the Sun came.”
In reality, it was likely thousands of
years before the Japanese arrived.
They once occupied the northern part
of the main Honshu island, Hokkaido,
and the Kuril Islands, now controlled
by Russia. During the middle ages,
the Japanese pushed them northward
and brought diseases that, along with
conflicts, decimated their popula-
tions and confined them to Hokkaido.
Ainu genetics link them to the
people of Tibet, the Indian Andaman
Islands, northern Myanmar and
Okinawa. They were generally lighter
skinned, more hirsute, had deep-set
wide eyes and were bigger than the
Japanese. Ainu were animistic hunter-
gatherers who believed the bear to

8 JAPAN IN 100 WORDS

be the most important of the spirits
that occupy all nature. Tradition-
ally, the men never shaved and the
women tattooed themselves around
their mouths and sometimes on their

forearms. They lived in villages of
thatched huts and dressed in robes
gpun from elm tree bark, tied with a
waistband, with leggings of deerskin
in winter.
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From the 16th century, Japan colo-
nized Hokkaido, again taking Ainu
lands and suppressing their culture,
annexing the island in 1869. In 1899,
an act declared Ainu former aborigi-
nes and forced assimilation, banning
their language, tattoos and other
elements of their culture. The act was
not repealed until 1997 and they were
partly acknowledged as indigenous
people in 2008. In February 2019, a
law formally recognized Ainu culture
and laid out measures to preserve it.
Fewer than 20,000 people now iden-
tify themselves as Ainu, though the
true number may be ten times that,
as discrimination led many to hide
their roots. Only a handful of people
still speak the Ainu language, though
efforts are underway to revive it.
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Anime

Japanese Animated Films

Though elsewhere anime refers to
Japanese cartoon films and TV series,
in Japan the term is used to describe
all animated content.

The genres of anime are legion,
spanning frivolous stories of kids at
ninja school to epic dystopian tales
addressing philosophical themes.

The history of anime can be traced
back to a few short films made in 1917,
including Namakura Gatana, though
earlier productions are likely to have
existed. The nascent industry was
devastated by the Great Kanto Earth-
quake of 1923, which razed much of
Tokyo. A pivotal moment came in 1948
with the founding of what is now the
leading studio, Toei Animation. As
well as creating some of anime’s semi-
nal works, such as Dragon Ball, Sailor
Moon and One Piece, Toei Animation
was instrumental in the careers of
directors Osamu Tezuka, Leiji Mat-
sumoto and Studio Ghibli founders
Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata.

10 JAPANIN 100 WORDS
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Tezuka’s seminal Tetsuwan Atomu
TV series began screening in 1963,
which helped to set the pattern for
anime adaptations of manga and
popularize robot and space-themed
productions. Other new anime styles
born in the 1960s included sport and
erotica, along with the family tale
Sagae-san, which became anational
institution with a world record of
more than 7,600 weekly episodes.
The 19708 and 1980s saw the fur-
ther rise of robot anime, with stories
like Gundam garnering fans world-

wide. Anime also began tackling more
weighty subjects, with Takahata’s
wartime Grave of the Fireflies for
Studio Ghibli and Katsuhiro Otomo’s
post-apocalyptic Akira both released
in 1988.

Two more watershed moments
came in 1995, with Hideaki Anno’s
ambitious Neon Genesis Evangelion
series redefining the robot genre, and
Mamoru Oshii’s cyberpunk classic
Ghost in the Shell asking existential
questions.

Studio Ghibli was all-conquering
in the late 1990s and 2000s, with
Miyazaki’s Princess Mononoke (1997)
only topped by his own Spirited Away,
which won the best animated film
Oscar and set an unbeaten Japanese
box office record. Today,itisa 2
trillion yen industry.

1
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At one level, the benté is simply a
lunch box containing ready-to-eat
food in separate compartments. But it
carries adeeper meaningin Japanese
> V2 culture than its function might sug-
21— gest and is often referred to honorifi-
cally as o-bentaé.

jg=
=
The precise origins of bentd are
unclear, but the word has been in use
since the 13th century to refer to the

box itself, traditionally made from
Iconic Box Lunches lacquer since the 16th century. Bentd

have certainly been eaten for centu-
ries at hanami cherry blossom view-
ing parties, as well between acts at
traditional N6 and Kabuki theatrical
performances.
In more recent times, the most
common consumers of benté have

EKIBEN
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been schoolchildren and salariiman
office workers. Homemade o-bento

is seen not only as a means of pro-
viding a balanced, nutritious and
aesthetically pleasing meal, but also
an expression of the maker’s love for
the recipient. That task has fallen
almost entirely on women, who often
feel considerable social pressure to
create these mini masterpieces on a
daily basis, even though konbini-bento
are readily available at convenience
stores. As the number of working
women has increased sharply in
recent years, many mothers have

felt obliged to get up even earlier to
prepare bentd for their husbands and
children.

These days, bentd boxes come in
many shapes and sizes, with designs
featuring characters from anime or
manga popular with children. Even

BENTO AND
ONIGIRI

the food inside can be intricately
prepared to form kyaraben (charac-
ter bento), which look like characters
from popular culture.

Onigiri

The onigiri rice ball is a staple of
o-bentd and usually consists of a fill-
ing of vegetable, fish or meat encased
in white rice, often wrapped in nori
seaweed. It is perhaps the closest
Japanese equivalent to a sandwich,
which are themselves sometimes
found in bentd nowadays.

Ekiben

Ekiben, literally station bentd, are
found at train stations, usually for
consumption onboard. Now an inte-
gral part of train travel, they were
first sold in 1885 on trains from
Utsonomiya to Tokyo’s Ueno.

13
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Sculptural Potted Plants

The cultivation of dwarf trees in con-
tainers was developed in China and
came to Japan possibly more than
1,000 years ago, likely brought by the
monks whose teachings would form
the basis of Zen Buddhism. Though
the term bonsai, literally “tray plant,”
would not come into use until many
centuries later, the art was gradually

14 JAPANIN 100 WORDS

refined in Japan, adding local aes-
thetics and characteristics.

Many of the early practitioners
were Zen monks, who brought to bear
principles from the emerging phi-
losophy on the new art form. Asym-
metry, embracing the imperfections
of nature and an acceptance that
the cultivation of a bonsai tree isan
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ongoing process requiring prolonged Both bonseki and kokedama are

attention, are all influenced by Zen centuries old, and like bonsai reflect

thought. the Zen concept of wabi sabi, accept-
Bonsai are grown from standard ing and respectful of aging, flaws and

trees, though the practice is thought simplicity.
to have begun in China with dwarf
varieties, which are manipulated
through cutting, repotting and wir-
ing in order to achieve the desired
shape.

The art began as the pre-
serve of the upper echelons of
society, but spread to become
widely practiced among ordi-
nary folk. However, one of the
best known bonsai has been in
the imperial family for centuries,
cared for by successive emperors.
It has been granted the status of a
National Treasure.

Bonseki
Bonseki is a relative of bonsai, shar-
ing their first character. Seki means
“stone,” referring to the materials
used along with sand to create
miniaturized landscapes in shal-
low trays of lacquer.

Kokedama

Kokedama sprung from
bonsai and consists of

a plant growing from a
suspended clump of soil
surrounded by a moss ball—
the direct translation of
the term.

15
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The Japanese Martial Arts

Although fighting systems are to be
found in nearly every country, no

one has codified and imbued them
with intricate etiquette, rituals and
spiritual elements to the extent the
Japanese have. The range of Japan’s
martial arts is also remarkable. The
Japanese Association of Budo con-
sists of federations representing nine
separate disciplines: aikido, judo,
jukendo, karatedo, kendo, kyada, nagi-
nata, shorinji kenpé and sumo. That by
no means covers all the martial arts
in the country.

Buddé means “martial way” and it is
the do aspect that contributes to the
distinctive nature of Japan’s fighting
arts. Beyond the skills to be gained by
practicing such disciplines, it is the
peace of mind, character development
and respectfulness that traditional
exponents regard as even more im-
portant than the physical attributes.
The journey on the path of self-
improvement towards an unattain-
able perfection is seen as an end in
itself, and one that brings greater

16 JAPANIN 100 WORDS

rewards than a technically accom-
plished kick, throw or sword cut.

The mother of Japanese martial
arts is often said to be jajitsu, also
written as jiijutsu, from which both
jidé and aikidd sprung, while it also
influenced some schools of karate.
There were at one time more than
2,000 different schools of jijitsu, most
practicing both unarmed and armed
combat. Mirroring the decline of the
samurai, the emphasis on jutsu or
practical technique elements shifted
to a focus on the do aspects. Jido
went on to become an Olympic sport
and discarded much of its traditional
gyllabus in favor of the pursuit of
medals. Meanwhile, disciplines such
as naginata—the art of using a tradi-
tional Japanese spear—still eschew
competition and remain entirely
dedicated to perfecting technique for
its own sake. Other martial arts, like
karate, straddle both worlds, with
some practitioners and déjé focusing
on competition and some on the tradi-
tional methods and goals.
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“Books to Span the East and West”

Tuttle Publishing was founded in 1832 in the small New England town of Rutland,
Vermont [USA]. Our core values remain as strong today as they were then—to publish
best-in-class books which bring people together one page at a time. In 1948, we estab-
lished a publishing office in Japan—and Tuttle is now a leader in publishing English-
language books about the arts, languages and cultures of Asia. The world has become a
much smaller place today and Asia’s economic and cultural influence has grown. Yet the
need for meaningful dialogue and information about this diverse region has never been
greater. Over the past seven decades, Tuttle has published thousands of books on subjects
ranging from martial arts and paper crafts to language learning and literature—and our
talented authors, illustrators, designers and photographers have won many prestigious
awards. We welcome you to explore the wealth of information available on Asia at

www.tuttlepublishing.com.
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