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Japan is surrounded by ocean.  Seventy percent of the country 

is mountainous.  There are seven volcanic belts.  Its rivers are 

narrow and steep.  There are many plains at the mouths of those 

rivers.  (33 words) 
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I would like to talk about ryokan.   

A ryokan is a Japanese-style inn.  But it is not only the building 

that makes it Japanese.  Let me explain what I mean.   

When you come to the entrance of a ryokan, you are usually greeted 

by staff.  You take off your shoes here, and you are shown to your room.  

The floor of the room is covered with tatami mats.  These are woven 

rush grass mats stuffed with rice straw.  You can sit and lie on this 

floor, and at night futons are laid for bedding here.  This is the reason 

people take off their shoes before entering the house.  It’s to keep the 

floor clean.   

The individual room may have a western-style unit bath; but if you 

are taking a bath, it is recommended that you use the large bath at the 

ryokan.  The significance of bathing for Japanese is more relaxation 

than cleanliness.  The size of the tub in which you soak does make a 

big difference.   

You will find a light cotton kimono called a yukata in your room.  

Try it on after taking a bath.  Although yukatas are worn as pajamas 

or for lounging around in, you are also allowed to wear them outside.   

When you come to Japan and choose your accommodations, western 

hotels are available in most of the major cities in Japan; but a ryokan is 

certainly recommended because it allows you to appreciate the 

traditional Japanese-style of living.  Thank you.  (246 words) 
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I would like to talk about ukiyo-e.   

Ukiyo-e are genre pictures developed during the Edo Period.  These 

first started as paintings in the 17th century, but later developed as 

woodblock prints.  Color prints were made possible by applying the 

same number of blocks as the number of colors used.  Thanks to this 

technology, mass production of this art came into being and many 

copies were exported overseas.  It is worth mentioning that the bright 

coloring and the two-dimensional depiction techniques of ukiyo-e came 

as a surprise to many western painters, who believed that paintings 

must have been photographic.  Ukiyo-e exerted a great influence on 

Impressionists such as Gogh, Gauguin, and Monet.   

The subjects of ukiyo-e include scenery, kabuki actors, beautiful 

women, and scenes from daily life.  One of the most famous ukiyo-e is 

Fugaku-Sanjurokkei, or the Thirty-six Views of Mt. Fuji, by Katsushika 

Hokusai, one of which was a favorite of Gogh’s.   

The original copies of the renowned ukiyo-e are expensive and hard 

to come by today because the wood blocks wear easily and the number 

of copies available is limited.   
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However, you can see famous ukiyo-e at museums, and replicas are 

available.  It is one of the recommended souvenirs for visitors to Japan.  

Thank you.  (206 words) 
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Tokugawa Shogunate.   

Tokaido Goju-santsugi is best known as the theme of a series of 

ukiyo-e created by Utagawa Hiroshige in the early 19th century.  It 

depicts many scenic places with unique compositions, bright coloring 

and perspective representation.  The series exerted a great influence 

on western Impressionists such as Van Gogh in the late 19th century.   

In addition to its significance as art, Hiroshige’s Tokaido 

Goju-santsugi is important as a historical record.  It shows the scenery 

and the custom of those days.   

Traveling from Edo to Kyoto on the Tokaido took two weeks.  Today, 

the name “Tokaido” is inherited by the Tokaido Shinkansen, which 

connects Tokyo and Kyoto in about two hours and a half.  If you have 

time, however, it might be nice to get off the Shinkansen to visit places 

depicted in the famous wood block prints.  Thank you.  (200 words) 
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I would like to talk about Kusatsu Onsen and how to get there.   

Kusatsu Onsen is an old hot spring resort in Gunma Prefecture, 

north of Tokyo.  People have visited this onsen for medical cure for the 

past several centuries.  A local folk song relates that, “Even doctors 

and Kusatsu Onsen cannot cure love sickness,” implying how medically 

effective Kusatsu Onsen is.   

Kusatsu Onsen features abundant hot water rich in minerals.  One 

famous local product is yu-no-hana, or “hot spring flower.”  It is 

mineral sediment floating on the water.  It is skimmed and used as 

spa powder.  Another attraction is the “yumomi show.”  Yumomi 

refers to “stirring hot water” to lower the temperature.  In this show, 

many kimono-clad girls stand beside a huge bathtub and sing as they 

stir the water.   

To access Kusatsu Onsen, there are many options if you are 

traveling from Tokyo.  One easy and inexpensive way is to take the JR 

bus from Shinjuku.  It will take you directly to Kusatsu in four hours 

and fifteen minutes.  If you are in a hurry, take the Shinkansen and a 

local train plus bus.  It will take two hours and forty-five minutes.  

Have a nice journey.  Thank you.  (200 words) 
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