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Introduction

What’s an?
What's a zen?
Who invented natto?
How is a soroban used?
What’s a shutter-box called?
Why do tatami have different sizes?
When were karinto sweets first produced?
Where did Japanese sea captains keep their cash?

As soon as they come into contact with traditional things
in the ultra-modern Land of Mt. Fuji, visitors start asking a
mountain of questions like these. But providing the answers
is often difficult, even for Japanese people. It’s never easy for
anyone from a particular culture to answer questions about
cultural items they’ve always taken for granted and never
thought very seriously about.

The aim of this book is to provide information in both
English and Japanese on many of the Japanese-style things
that foreign visitors are likely to come across. We have tried
to make it useful for anyone who wants to answer their
questions, but we also hope English speakers will find the
contents interesting and informative. We have not restricted
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the text to a simple explanation of items, but have added
snatches of history, statistics and trivia that seemed relevant,
as well as some advice and general tips. The main themes
covered are housing, food ingredients, clothes and drinks.

Countless points of behavior and etiquette, craft works,
annual customs, concepts of house construction and food
culture remain from the past, ensuring that ‘Japanese
culture’ is alive and well. Re-reading the writings of some
of the late 19th century and early 20th century writers on
Japan, it’s clear how little some things have changed even
though many aspects of lifestyles and working environ-
ments have altered drastically. Many of their comments still
ring true and many of the ‘Japanese-style items they noted
still play an active part in the lives of young and old alike.

For example, although traditional buildings are being
pulled down all the time, some of their old timbers and
features are finding a new life as interior decorations in
houses and restaurants nationwide thanks to Internet sales.
Tall people—foreigners and Japanese alike—had problems
with banging their heads in Japanese houses 100 years ago,
and they still do! Visitors still struggle with Japanese-style
toilet facilties as they did back then! And though we tend
to think kimono have only faded from regular use recently
and Japanese physiques have only changed since the intro-
duction of American fast foods, similar comments were
being made in the 1930s. We have included some relevant
quotations from those old books.

One of us is 155 centimeters tall and grew up in the
heart of the Japanese countryside eating rice, sweet potatoes
and persimmons picked from the garden; the other is
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185 centimeters tall and grew up in a city in the heart of
England eating potatoes, rhubarb and gooseberries picked
from the garden. But today we both still use tatami mats,
cook at the table with donabé pots, drink awamori, collect
kokeshi, and love natto. We hope that this book will stimu-
late interest in many of the excellent features of traditional
Japanese life.

Although many of our comments are based on personal
experience, we have also done extensive research. The
sources we have consulted are far too numerous to list up,
including many books long out of print. But we would like
to express our gratitude to all our predecessors who ac-
cumulated bits of knowledge on Japanese life. The more we
investigated, the more we discovered different opinions and
facts about some of the items, as well as varieties in different
parts of Japan. We have done our best to double check all
the information, but we take responsibility for any factual
errors.

Our thanks go to our families and friends who have
provided snippets of information, Tomomi Yokoi for her
fine illustrations, and Chie Akiniwa, Kyoko Kagawa and
Mayuko Kurosaka at IBC for their support, enthusiasm and
patience.

Yoko Toyozaki
Stuart Varnam-Atkin
Tokyo, 2007
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In a Japanese room there is too much liberty;
three of the walls are opaque sliding screens,

the fourth is a transparent, or rather translucent, one;
you can come in or go out where you like;

there is no table on which things must be put,

no chair on which you must sit,

no fireplace to stand with your back to—

just a clean, matted floor

and perfect freedom of choice.
Alfred Parsons, 1896
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The traditional wooden Japanese-style house is a marvel
of construction by carpenters rather than builders.
Many private houses today still have a wooden frame,
but it is often hidden under a fake brick or stone facade.
A kawara yané tiled roof has long been the norm in
urban areas. The roof tiles of today are lightweight and
come in a variety of glazed colors, especially green,
brown and blue. The engawa roofed verandah has
always been a pleasant link between the interior and
the garden. Private gardens (niwa) are surrounded by
mortared walls or a variety of kakiné bamboo fences.
Foliage and trees are carefully selected, always including
some evergreens, especially a matsu no ki pine tree.
Koshido latticed windows and sliding doors (also
called hikido) to preserve privacy used to be common
when a house fronted a road without any garden or wall.

Kawara

Thatched roofs were once common, particularly in
country areas, but heavy kawara—fired clay tiles,
smoked gray with pine smoke—have been popular for
hundreds of years. They serve both practical and deco-
rative purposes. Their weight provides some protection
against typhoon damage, although they used to be
bedded in mud and flew off easily. In certain types of
earthquake the weight of traditional tiles can lead to the
collapse of the whole structure because Japanese houses
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