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Do you know '"Rakugo'" ?

Yoshiki Chujo
Professor
Department of Polymer Chemistry

It is said that Japanese people are workaholics and that we
treat shorter working weeks and increasing holidays as if they
were duties to be borne, rather than things to be enjoyed. On the
other hand, Japanese people can't escape from the long
economic depression, so that sometimes we are obliged to take
endless holidays. Whichever, Japanese people seem to be poor
at spending holidays. I'm an old-fashioned man and I also can't
enjoy holidays. I feel at peace when I work even during the
holidays in order to get over the mountains of work I have. This
is my life. It is said, "busiest men find the most time", and really
efficient men can find the time for their hobbies or sports even
with a terribly busy schedule, and they enjoy their lives. I don't
know why, but I, myself, can't help but see the situation as the
opposite: "busiest men lose the most time". In vain, I really
think if I should be much busier and busier, I might find my free
time. Even when I go traveling on holiday, I usually check and
"study" my itinerary (transportation and accommodation)
carefully using the guidebook. Then, I identify the original as
that in the guidebook! I'm lashed - I have to go here and there, I
have to see this or that and I have to eat such and such, so I have
no more time. I find it too hard to enjoy myself and I am usually
exhausted at last. Oh, this behavior (that is my life) is just like
"Rakugo"!

Do you know Rakugo? Rakugo, which is a three hundred-
years-old art, is an amusing story told by a masterful storyteller.
And this storyteller is Rakugoka. More than fifteen years ago, I
had the chance to listen to Rakugo performed in English by the
late Shijaku-Katsura. I think he was the first Rakugoka to have
performed in English. The Rakugoka has to play various roles
by the direction of his look, with facial expressions, gestures,
and the tone of his voice. During the performance, he sits on a
cushion, wearing a kimono with only a towel and a fan for
props. I was wondering whether foreigners could understand
Rakugo, but foreign audience was laughing, of course, Japanese
one was laughing, too. They felt the same human emotions as
the characters in his story. It was wonderful that traditional
Japanese "laugh" was performed in a different language. That
was a culture shock for me. Remember, we can share "laugh"
even we have different cultures, and we can feel the same
human emotions even we have different religions. I really hope
2003 will be filled with "laugh". In Rakugo, the mixture of
drama and comedy always has an amusing ending.
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Here, let me introduce the Rakugo story of "Compliments
(Japanese title is Kohome)". As the space is limited, only part
of the story is represented here. You have to use and stretch
your imagination as much as possible, because you can't watch
and listen to the Rakugoka's real performance.

A : I heard you have "Tada no Sake". You have free sake, really?

B : No. You made a mistake. I don't have "Tada no Sake". I have
"Nada no Sake". If you would like to drink sake, you should
pay a compliment.

:What is a compliment?

: A compliment is a phrase that makes people very happy.

s s it difficult?

: No, itisn't. It is very easy. Listen. For example, you ask someone
his age, "How old are you? And he answers, "I am 50 years
old." Then you say, "Oh, you look much younger. I think you
are 47 years old." Then he is very happy and he says, "Let's
go to drink sake. I'll treat ou."You are successful.

A : How nice! This is a good idea. But I have one question. All of

the men are not 50 years old. How about 60 years old?

B : It is very easy. In case of 60 years old you should say "57 years
old."

: I see. How about 70 years old?

: You say 67.

: Thank you for your kind suggestion. By the way, is this your
baby?

: Yes, he was just born yesterday!

: How old is he?

: What do you mean? I said he was just born. So, he is of course
0 year old.

A : Oh, he looks much younger. I think he is minus 3 years old.

(Partly excerpted from "English Rakugo Script” by HOE
International)
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I would like to be a professor like a "Rakugoka". When I give
a lecture in the classroom, it is so important to catch the heart of
the audience, so they can understand the meaning of my talk. I
must keep the concentration of the audience by my "act of
storytelling". Sometimes in the class, I use some props for the
performance of experiments and the students' eyes glow with
interest. In this way, the audience can understand my talk
without sleeping (and without using mobile-phones) and they
can learn a lot from my lecture. As a result, they are happy, and
I become happy. This is my wonderful life.

Well, you can finally ask me the question, "How old are
you?" I answer, "I am 50". You say, "You look so much
younger! I think you are 47 years old." ----- Let's go to drink
"Tada no Oolong Tea" (I am a "Geko").
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Trip to Hiroshima

Hana MACKOVA
International Course Student
Department of Mechanical Engineering

It is already one month, since we, foreign students of the Faculty of
Engineering, Kyoto University, went for a school trip to Hiroshima and
Miyajima. Not only sightseeing, but also excursions to a research institute
and factory were planned.

I have to say, I had been looking forward to this trip since applying for it
soon after coming to Japan in October. When you come to a foreign country,
you want to travel and get familiar with it, but you cannot at first travel a lot.
You cannot use the trains effectively, you do not know which places are nice,
you do not have time, and, not least, you are also short of money. So I was
quite happy I could use this opportunity and go so far with guidance and for
free. Later, as I will explain, I realized that these were not the only or the
biggest advantages of the trip.

We met on Wednesday, Dec. 4 at Kyoto Station. I already knew
somebody from my dormitory, but the teachers and most of the other foreign
students I met for the first time.

We were eager to get on the Shinkansen. For me, and I suppose for most
of the other foreign students, it was the first chance to use this bullet express.
Even in my far away home, the name of Shinkansen is well known and often
compared to the plane. But it is better than the plane, I think, as you have
plenty of space for your legs. However, the biggest distinction between it and
a normal train is its speed. Soon, we were in Himeji. We transferred to a bus
and headed for SPring 8.

The SPring 8 is the largest third-generation synchrotron radiation facility
in the world and currently provides the most powerful synchrotron radiation
that is available. This is used for studying the structure of matter at the atomic
and electronic level. What I appreciated most is the fact that anybody from
anywhere with some research aim can use this device for free, the only
requirement being to publish and share the results. This helps progress not
only in Japan, but also everywhere in the world.

From the SPring 8 we went to a hotel near Seto Big Bridge just in time to
see the seashore at sunset. The Japanese style hotel rooms and Japanese style
dinner was already prepared for us. I know that for some foreigners simply
the thought of raw fish is terrifying, but most of us enjoyed the dinner very
much. The variety of Japanese food is amazing. After the dinner, thanks to
our teachers, a little party took place in their room. It was a great opportunity
to get to know each other.

The next day we made for Hiroshima. There we visited the Hiroshima
Peace Memorial. Everybody was moved and it was difficult to speak lightly
again. Luckily, Hiroshima is not only a city of atomic disaster, but also an
industrial center of western Japan and the hometown of the Mazda Company.
The Mazda automotive factory was our next excursion. This was especially
interesting for me because I am a student of mechanical engineering and I
could compare this factory with my homeland car producer.

Though we were quite tired, when we reached our next hotel in
Miyahama, another delicious Japanese dinner (including kaki, or oysters, the
famous Miyahama food) refreshed us again for visiting an onsen (the hot
spring bath) and another party.

The last day was only for sightseeing. Using a ferryboat we went to
Miyajima, the beautiful island with the famous Shinto shrine, Itsukushima
Jinja. Thanks to it being late autumn, the shrine was not crowded and we
could slowly enjoy the landscape and the architecture. But not only the shrine
is nice there. The whole island is full of temples nestled in the mountains. It is
easy to understand why Miyajima is considered to be one of the most
beautiful Japanese landscapes.

On the way home, rather than enjoying the ride on the Shinkansen, we were
regretting that the trip was coming to an end. We parted at the same place in
Kyoto Station, but we richer because of the beautiful travel experiences, the
new knowledge gained from the excursions and the new friends we made.
And I think, the friends are the biggest contribution. With friends from all
over the world, you can learn new things and only friends can make you feel
at home even when you are thousands of kilometers away from your home.

When I was asked to write this article, I saw it as just more work. But now
I am very happy to write it because this is a great opportunity to express our
thanks to the teachers who accompanied us, to the staff of the student center
and the other organizers, thanks to whom we could enjoy such a beautiful
trip. I thank them all very much and I hope they will continue to do this for
the sake of other foreign students, who will come after us. Such events really
could help us get to know Japan, make friends and start a new life in a far
away country.
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Personal journey

Effrosyni Savvidou, Greece
Master course student
School of Architecture

My coming to Japan was the result of a series of mere coincidences,
generated by fate; it just happened. It was as if someone beyond me was
leading my footsteps through a sequence of small, everyday events and, at
first glance, insignificant decisions. Having lived all my life in Greece, there
was nothing in my everyday reality that could foresee my coming to Japan.
Japan was always a far away, oriental and rather exotic destination, not a
common place to be. It was to me, the land of the myths, the haiku poems
and the samurais, the animations of my youth and the high-tech products of
my everyday life. It was the movies of N. Oshima and Kurosawa, the novels
of Mishima, Yasunari Kawabata and Tanizaki's "In praise of shadow", and
later, in my mature university years, the country of exquisite avant-garde
design and the great masters of contemporary architecture. Japan was all
these things, embodied with the feeling of surprise and magic. It was poetry
coming from a different world; unexpectedly simple, astonishing obvious. As
a Greek poet said after visiting Japan:

"It wasn't, after all, an endless enchantment

this pilgrimage to Japan? /

‘What did the greedy, voracious heart desire more?

Coen) Japan (....)

Country un-known; everything will appear virgin to me and
the shake is going to be strong.

[ Nicos Kazantzakis, traveling ]

They say that each nation puts a stamp upon the character of its people,
shaping ways of thought and behavior. I couldn’t agree more. In Japan I got
to know myself better, discovering a part of me that in Greece was either
asleep or hidden. I felt more Greek than before; I came to realize the depth of
my roots and the significant stamp of my cultural identity. If Greece is a land
of blue, bright light and clarity, then Japan is a land of shadows and hidden
meanings. Facing the challenges of a new environment, where what used to
be obvious was not anymore, I came to face my preconceptions and ideas of
how life should be.

They say, "knowledge comes through understanding". In my attempt to
understand a different culture, I got to know myself better, re-defining my
limits, weighting my strengths and measuring my values.

Studying at Kyoto University has been unique for me; it gave me the
opportunity to experience an international environment amongst scholars, get
to know and communicate with people from different countries and different
cultures. And this multi-cultural experience is what I consider to be
important. It is like the opening of a window to the world that broadens our
horizons, making us more tolerant and appreciative of differences and
variations.

As I wonder now where my footsteps might lead me next, I have to
acknowledge one thing; that in Japan, I learnt more about myself. There is an
ancient Greek saying, "GNOTHEI S’AYTON", or "Know thy Self",
meaning that we have to know ourselves in order to understand the world
around us. Each journey is a challenge we take towards the unknown; it does
not matter if we will finally reach our destination or not. It is the wandering
that matters the most, and the promises of all the discoveries that it might
yield.

As a poet said:

‘When you set out on your journey to Ithaca,
pray that the road is long,

full of adventure, full of knowledge.

Always keep Ithaca in your mind.

To arrive there is your ultimate goal.

But do not hurry the voyage at all.

It is better to let it last for many years;

and to anchor at the island when you are old,
rich with all you have gained on the way,

not expecting that Ithaca will offer you riches.

Ithaca has given you the beautiful voyage.

And if you ﬁndher poor, Ithaca has not deceived you.

Wise as you have become, with so much experience,

you must already have understood what Ithaca means.
[ Constantine P. Cavafy, 1911 ]

FOOTNOTES:
ITHACA: island of western Greece, home-country of Odysseus, one of the
main heroes in Homers Epics.
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