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As the new dean of the Graduate School of Engineering
and the Faculty of Engineering, I am probably expected to in-
troduce here some research or educational activities in the Fac-
ulty of Engineering at Kyoto University. This, however, was
already done one year ago by my predecessor, Prof. Makoto
Nagao, now the President of Kyoto University. Moreover, at
present, we are restructuring the university system in view of
the Interim Report of the University Council, which was re-
leased June 30th of this year. This report was submitted to the
Monbusho (Ministry of Education, Science, Sports and Cul-
ture) under the title, “Universities in the 21st Century and
Measures for Reform.” Now, intensive debate and discussion
on this issue will likely be carried out throughout the univer-
sity; not only among researchers and staff, but also among stu-
dents. Thus, I have selected a more unusual topic for this article.

Most people who have lived in a foreign country as a stu-
dent or researcher may feel nostalgia for that country after re-
turning home. In this context, I suppose that the readers of this
article may have a special feeling for Kyoto as a second or
third home, assuming they have stayed here for more than a
year. Kyoto is a special town both for visitors and residents;
namely a place where old and new culture mixes in all features
of the city. Kyoto was the capital of Japan for more than a
thousand years and therefore preserves many old cultural fa-
cilities and sites. On the other hand, Kyoto is well known as a
home of venture business. Worldwide companies such as
Kyocera and Nintendo made their start here in Kyoto.

Towards the end of World War II, many big and medium
sized cities in Japan were bombed and burned out, while
Kyoto and Nara remained untouched due to the existence of
rich cultural heritage sites. There are many old wooden houses
in Kyoto and many artistic cultural heritage sites are preserved
in wooden temple and shrine structures which are surrounded
by these old homes, built more than 50 years ago.

Following the 1995 earthquake in the Kobe area, large-
scale fires raged throughout the city and thousands of homes
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were burned. The percentage of wooden homes in Kyoto, how-
ever, is more than double that of Kobe. This implies that many
cultural heritages would be burned, together with temples and
shrines, should Kyoto be hit by a strong earthquake. Also,
seismologists have been giving us warnings of the high possi-
bility of a major earthquake occurring in the Kansai area, in-
cluding Kyoto, in the near future.

Most of the important cultural monuments, such as tem-
ples and shrines are protected from ordinary fire by sophisti-
cated fire protection facilities. These protection systems, how-
ever, may not be reliable during and after a major earthquake
because some of the buried water pipes in Kyoto were dis-
rupted by the Kobe earthquake despite the epicenter being
more than 70 km away. Thus, most of the fire protection fa-
cilities at Kyoto temples and shrines will likely be completely
destroyed in the case of a Kyoto earthquake. This means that
many of the cultural heritages will be confronted by a spread
of fire from the neighboring houses and buildings. Therefore,
it is necessary to establish a fire protection system against
spreading fires. This must be done by local and central govern-
ments, and concerned organizations. The cultural heritages are
the common treasure of all the Japanese people as well as
those who maintain them. In order to implement this, we first
need to get the understanding of both the citizens of Japan and
the world.

Thus, in October of 1997, a group of concerned individu-
als organized the “Council for the Protection of Cultural Heri-
tages against Post-Earthquake Fires.” The council consists of
well known and nation-wide influential people from different
field such as local government, industry, the arts and academia.
In order to get publicity, we have held forums twice: first in
October, 1997, in Kyoto, then again in July of 1998, in Osaka.

Fortunately, Kyoto has enough access to water resources
to protect heritage sites from post-earthquake fires. For exam-
ple, the Sosui Canal provides plenty of water at the highest
point in Kyoto, which enables us to send water through buried
water pipes to temples to provide water curtains surrounding
the important structures containing artistic cultural heritage
properties. Nevertheless, no matter what systems are adopted,
we shall still require a large amount of financial resources and
therefore we need the understanding of taxpayers.

It seems that we have only a few decades before the next
big earthquake hits Kyoto. I hope, therefore, that you, the
readers of this newsletter, will support our activities from over-
seas even after you have returned to your home countries. Af-
ter all, for many of you, Kyoto is your home away from home.
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Impressions of a Japanese University
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In my career before 1997 I was fortunate enough to have
had experience with other academic systems than the one, very
peculiar - the French one - in which I was partly educated, hav-
ing also received an American graduate education. In the
French system of higher education, engineering sciences are
cultivated in a totally different kind of institutions than tradi-
tional universities, so-called «grandes écoles», an untranslat-
able term which is nonetheless best illustrated by the cele-
brated «Ecole Polytechnique» founded during the French
Revolution in 1794, or the general term «Engineering Schools»
- but there are also «grandes écoles» related to other fields of
knowledge - in which the Elite of the Nation, is formed and
the means of selection, whatever the future of the candidates,
remains success in the exact sciences, mathematics and physics.
I spent long stays in American, German, and Italian universi-
ties and one- or two-month stays in Swedish, English, Polish,
Yugoslav and Turkish academic institutions. Apart from the
English system which is peculiar with the specific position of
Oxford and Cambridge, all these are practically copies of one
of the accepted systems of the late 19" century of education,
that is, essentially, the German and American university sys-
tems. When I received a generous invitation from Kyoto Uni-
versity to join momentarily the newly developed Department
of Energy Conversion Science, I was a little worried. Not that
I should see any hidden plans behind my hosts’ offer, but I
suffered from the very human fear to enter what I imagined to
be a totally different system, in a country of which I do not -
and unfortunately cannot technically in such a short time -
master the language and appreciate at first ancestral traditions
and views of the world which ought to be quite different from
the mould in which I was formed, or deformed depending on
the viewpoint. Educated Europeans know the famous book of
Ruth Benedict written towards the end of World War II and
giving a rather ambiguous, and certainly biased, view of Japa-
nese mentality, full of contradictions in a way, and therefore
complex, and finally inaccessible to our simplistic view which
rather functions as a two-level computer-like system, one solu-
tion excluding any others a priori - although a scientist trained
at nonlinearity like me should know the limitations of such ap-
riorisms. And now what did I discover?

First, Japan is one of the most educated countries, one in
which knowledge is recognized at its just value. To be a uni-
versity professor there still captures some prestige in the popu-
lation, what is not the case in America or France, but is still
the case in Germany, although much less than earlier in the
century. Second, Japanese universities since WWII have
adopted a curriculum close to the American one and many
Japanese students and teachers alike have now difficulties to
imagine that other systems can exist; but the way Japanese
university students are selected reminds us of the system of
French «grandes écoles» with a very selective entrance compe-
tition exam. This creates a hierarchy among academic institu-
tions, a hierarchy that is not always apparent from the outside
but that does play a mysterious (for us) role for the communi-
cation between individuals of various Japanese institutions, in
the same way as a foreigner is most often not aware of this hi-
erarchy tacitly established between «Grandes Ecoles» and per-
ceives the consequences of this hierarchy with difficulty, if not
with incredulity. The selective system based on a difficult en-
trance examination, whether in Japan or in France, although
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good in principle, may have some bad consequences. First of
all, having pronounced a rather definite judgment on students
by means of this selection, we dot not want to acknowledge
any error of appreciation and thereafter give «simple» exams
during the curriculum so as not to flank those «happy few».
As a consequence, having spent much energy in preparing
those entrance examinations, students adopts a rather relaxed
attitude during the university years being more or less sure to
succeed to the final exams without much efforts and to enter a
prestigious administration or company upon completion of
their studies. This does not favor creativity, and in particular
initiation to scientific research which is my main concern. Sec-
ond, the fabrication of an elite through the filter of a difficult
exam, which reflects more cultural background than real
knowledge and understanding, has a tendency to reproduce it-
self. In the end, although the spirit of the French revolutionar-
ies in creating this system was to open it up to anybody, this
has been vitiated and it became very close to the Mandarin’s
education.

Obviously, Kyoto University is one of the most presti-
gious Japanese universities, and as a consequence of what was
just said, it does suffer from these inconveniences. But what
saves Kyoto University from this is its geographic situation
and the glory created by its alumni, in particular its Nobel
prize winners and other celebrities, whether in sciences or in
humanities. One inevitably compares Kyoto and Tokyo univer-
sities, and the temptation comes rapidly to declare that Kyoto
University, in the heart of the old capital and the most visited,
intellectual, and spiritual cities of Japan, is, in some sense,
more «artistic» (in the sense of what is conceived as the «art-
ist’s life», not going to the extreme of the «boheme») in its
style and mode of life and functioning. I agree with this feel-
ing and the idea expressed by former Dean Hideo Shingu,
Graduate School of Energy Science. The style of living in
Kyoto, of both students and professors, without the stress of
Tokyo’s rhythm of life and the constant need to prove some-
thing to the external world, is beneficial and probably helps in
a wiser view and more philosophical attitude towards life in
general, and education in particular. The style of research itself
is permeated by this attitude. I like that very much and Kyoto
therefore provides an ideal place for a sabbatical stay. Evi-
dently, it is not sufficient to declare a priori that one is the
best, one must also continue to support this pretension by pro-
viding a teaching and producing a research of the highest cali-
ber. The variety and quality of research at Kyoto University
are witness of this continuous support and the good health of
the system from that viewpoint. But to feel being among the
best provides not only a personal satisfaction close to vanity, it
also allows for a freedom of choice and behavior which per-
mits some compliance in the rigidity of the system.

The project and realization of a Graduate School of En-
ergy Science fully agrees with my views and we must thank
its initiators who thought of gathering specialists in apparently
different fields under the same banner. The Department of En-
ergy Conversion Science illustrates directly my conception in
so far as materials are concerned with the addition of environ-
mental problems which are essentially a controlled exploitation
and re-utilization of various types of energy with as little loss
as possible.

I do not make these complimentary comments to flatter
my hosts, as it is really my own thinking. That is certainly
why, in addition to the unforgettable environment of the city
of Kyoto and of the Kansai region in general, and the kindness
of so many people, I found myself in a most profitable situ-
ation during my stay in 1997-98. I cannot conclude this short
essay without expressing my debt and gratitude to Dean
Shingu of the Graduate School, to Professors Tatsuo Inoue,
Eiji Matsumoto and Shoji Imatani from the Department, and
also other professors from neighboring departments or faculties
for the fruitful time spent in Kyoto. They and their institution
have enriched me scientifically, socially, and spiritually.

Short Story about Krakow

g | Elzbieta FORNALIK

Far, far away is a country. For better understanding let’s
call it Poland. This country is not so big, not so small, not so
hot and not so cold. In this country exists a city, which name
is Krakow. I will try to tell the story about this ancient city.
Please try to have a look at it through my eyes.

The Krakow originated under King Krak. It was a terrible
time. The violent dragon made a stay under the King’s castle.
The people and animals were disappearing. King Krak worried
about his kingdom. Next to the castle lived a young man who
worked as a shoemaker. He got a good idea about what they
should do with the bad dragon. He filled a lamb’s skin with
sulfur and put in front of the cavern. The dragon ate it and
started to drink water from the river. He was drinking and
drinking and then suddenly exploded. The kingdom was saved.
The shoemaker, as an award married the princess and received
half of the kingdom. Until now in Krakow there is a statue of
the dragon to celebrate this event. In the present time, Krakow
is a center of ideas and also of young people - students.

Probably everywhere around the world the studies are as
difficult as is possible. In Poland the students put on the suits
and neckties or very formal clothes for examinations. I didn’t
know that this is unusual. For us an examination is a very
“big” event and we want to show it by our clothes. “Big”
event also means stressful. In this case, one of the most impor-
tant things is how to take a rest.

Krakow includes the spirit of the ancient and also present
times. If somebody feels like they want to “breathe the air of
our ancestry” she (or he) can take a walk along the Kings’
road and see a lot of relics. On the way it is possible to take a
rest under the trees, and meet very interesting people. It is a
big adventure to meet somebody who is very famous and talks
small talk about philosophy, science or milk prices. I would
like to give you a small example. One time on the street I saw
a crowd. I asked these people what happened over there and
they answered that a very popular director was making a
movie. A few minutes later I saw him - it was Steven Spiel-
berg. He was producing “Schindler’s List”. After that in the
cinema I saw the well-known streets of Krakow and I also saw
my friend. He played a very small role, but he played in a
very famous movie. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the chance to
talk with Steven Spielberg, but I did see him just next to me.

When the students wish to “breathe the air of culture”
they can go to the concert-hall, opera, theater or disco. These
places are performing the role of the “safety valve”. There the
different people can meet together, and the dissimilarities dis-
appear. Krakow is a big city, there is no countryside as one of
my friends said. Even between the modern streets and build-
ings somebody can find the wonderful silent places and feel
the touch of the nature.

I am not able to describe everything, but what is the most
important - atmosphere, which is made by people, by relics and
even by music. It is good to meet on the street somebody who
is smiling or singing. Krakow is a special place, where the pi-
geons are saying “Good morning”, where it is good to stay and
just to be.

Far, far away is a country ...
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