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NEWSLETTER
Welcome to the wonder of Japanese plastic food samples
By Yuko Howes
When I was little, I was the kind of a child who kept asking adults “why?” questions, which usually
annoyed them, and I rarely got an answer. This tendency never really went away, and now I have
become a researcher. Recently, I was confronted by a “why” question which, surprisingly, annoyed
me. It was annoying because I never even thought about it before; it was something that was deeply
buried in my subconscious as cultural commonsense, and was never questioned…..The question was:
Why do restaurants in Japan have all those plastic food samples in their windows? Then my quest to
answer this question started.
Let me first explain what I mean by “food samples.” If you ever visited some casual restaurants in
Japan, you must have come across samples of food in their windows. They look ever so real! Plus
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the beauty of them is that you can tell exactly
what kind of dishes you are going to get when
you order them. These will help you decide if
you would like to go into the restaurant or not.

The first question is how they manage to make
them so real, and who makes them? I swear
most Japanese wouldn’t know about this. But if
I answered “I don’t know,” most Westerners
would be appalled, because it seems to be
assumed that, if I am Japanese, I should know
basically everything about Japan, that I should
be a walking encyclopedia of Japan. OK, let me
try to find the answer. Below is what I found
out after some researching.
Models of food were first made in Japan in
1917. In 1923, a famous department store in
Tokyo displayed some imitation food in a glass
case, which produced a big jump in revenue. In
1932, a man with a vision, Ryuzo Iwasaki, set
up a business to make and sell food models. His
company, Iwasaki Co., Ltd., is now the top
manufacturer of plastic food.
In the old days, imitation food was made from
wax. The wax was melted, then poured into
molds made from agar. Today, the molds are
made of silicon, into which liquid plastic is
poured, then heated until the plastic hardens.
Listed below are the many steps required to
make an imitation omelette stuffed with
ketchup-seasoned fried rice (which, by the way,
is a typical “Japanese Western” food, called オ
ムライス “omuraisu,” basically a composite
word between omelette and rice).
1. The client gives the factory a real stuffed
omelette. The food goes into a casting box.
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Then silicon is poured on top, to make the
mold.
2. After the silicon has hardened, the omelette is
removed and thrown away.
3. A liquid plastic is poured into the silicon
mold.
4. The mold and plastic are heated in an oven.
5. The model is taken out of the mold and
colored. A plastic "sauce" is poured on part of
the top, and the model is heated again in the
oven. Then it is ready for the client. Most
dishes cost around 6000 to 8000 yen each, and
take about 14 days to be completed.
So, the food models are all custom-made. A
client will bring all the real food to the
company to have their models made. Moreover,
not all the dishes just come out of the mold.
Oftentimes, food models are created separately,
and cut and assembled as if one would with real
food. The company’s motto is to keep asking
themselves, 'How can we make it look just as
real and tasty as the real thing?' and they never
stop refining the manufacturing process.

Iwasaki Co. also runs Sample Village Iwasaki
in Gifu prefecture. There, you can view a vast
exhibit of various plastic foods, as well as
enjoying hands-on experience of actually
making plastic food. With only 1000 yen fee,
participants can learn how to create 3 pieces of
Tempura and lettuce. A special course will
teach you how to make buckwheat noodles
(soba) and spaghetti
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(see http://www.iwasaki-bei.co.jp/square/
experience/index.html for further details, but it
is only in Japanese).
The second question is far more complicated:
why? As a Japanese, I can tell you that we like
being able to see the end product. Did you ever
notice that Japanese cook books all come with
beautiful colour photos of the dishes? In other
words, I wouldn’t be able to cook from a recipe
book without any photos. But this question
takes more analysis than this. In fact, Yasunobu
Nose, who has published many books on
Japanese food culture, embarked on answering
this question in his book, titled “Japanese eat
with eyes.” In this book he explores the
psychological structure unique to Japanese
which brought about plastic food culture. He
also suggests that plastic food boosts our
imagination about the food, which presumably
makes us want the food more. Iwasaki Co. lists
some other roles of plastic food samples. First
of all, delicious and beautiful looking food
samples are strong attention-getters. Second, by
showing how the dish looks like, how much it
costs, and how much in volume, the potential
customers can feel easy ordering the food; there
will be no surprise. This can develop trust in the
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restaurant. Third, because most customers have
looked at the food samples before they decided
to come in, they usually already know what

they want to order, hence reducing the time for
ordering, which helps the restaurant run
efficiently. Lastly, by going through many
choices of food samples, many people feel like
coming back again to try another one.
There you have them. I must admit I just
touched the surface of the wonder of Japanese
plastic food. Next time you are in Japan, find
out more yourself!!
Yuko Heath

Going Back to Japan:
Second Generation CIR*
by Samuel Reuben Rosen
My earliest memories of the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET)
programme date back about 20 years. It was around this time that my
mother (Angela Davies) was invited to participate in the JET
programme. I was seven at the time and living a pretty mundane life in
suburban Liverpool.
The little town on the island of Shikoku seemed an awfully long way
away; no more than a speck on the other side of the map of the world.
Nevertheless, mum (carrying an armful of non-electronic Japanese
dictionaries and writing paper; these were the days before e-mails and
webcams) jetted off and I
(*Coordinator for International Relations)
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followed close behind, swapping my suburban Liverpool grammar school for a Kagawan
shogakkou.
On arriving on that hot and humid August night, my first
impression was of the long, dark drive to Yashima nishimachi,
the little village on the outskirts of the small prefectural capital,
Takamatsu, which was to be our home. Acutely aware of the hot
night air outside our air-conditioned taxi, I was puzzled to when,
as we approached the house, I could dimly see through the taxi
window, a broad patch of floodlit snow lying on the ground.
Even at seven years old, I was confident enough in my
meteorological knowledge to say that since snow would melt in
summer in England, it should jolly well melt in Japan too. Much
later in my career I discovered the wonders of the golf practice
centre. Nevertheless, my first impressions of Japan were filled
with just this kind of wonder and excitement. Those of you who have participated in the JET
programme as adults will undoubtedly have experienced first-hand the thrill and exhilaration of
arriving at your posting in Japan, so it is easy to imagine what a grand adventure this was for an
eager seven-year-old boy.
Back in 1987, for many, if not all of the children in
my school, it was the first time that they had seen a
‘real’ foreigner. In a Japan, where Assistant
Language Teachers (ALTs) were still a rarity, and
foreigners in rural areas were scarcer than hens’
teeth: actually having a ‘gaijin’ or ‘gaikokujin’ as
we were more politely known then, in the class
was without precedent. My mother’s position too,
was one of privilege. As one of the earliest JET
participants, she was the first Coordinator for
International Relations (CIR) to be employed by Kagawa Prefecture.
The twenty years which have passed since the establishment of the programme have seen the spread
of globalization and unprecedented rises in the level of English language tuition in Japan. Some of
the changes this has wrought are obvious. Gone are many of the true Jinglish signs which, once
festooned every coffee shop and bar (there is now, ironically, a market for deliberate fakes), and few
youngsters are too shy to try out the latest ‘native English’ phrases they have learnt in class. Even on
the street, many more young people are prepared to try to give directions or simply engage in
conversation – in English. I must admit that occasionally I feel a touch of nostalgia for the days when
all the local residents would wave as we cycled along the country lanes around where we lived, and
chat to us in Japanese, oblivious to the fact that we could not (at least for the first few months)
understand more than a fraction of the local dialect.
Returning to Kagawa almost twenty years after my first visit, to take up my post as a CIR in the
kencho in my own right, and join the list Kagawan CIRs reaching back to my mother, I was struck by
the profound changes which had taken place not only in the town itself, but also in the people. There
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were now six of us working in the two central offices, and several more scattered across the
prefecture. We visited schools, town halls, old age homes and local organizations. The International
Exchange Room with its staff of eight had been upgraded to the International Affairs Division with
almost twenty people working in one office alone. There were English courses for adults and
children, schedules for school visits and the roles of the CIRs were clearly defined.

(Sam with his students)

More profound than the changes within the kencho,
however, were the changes which had been taking
place outside. The children, particularly in the
schools frequented by ALTs, showed little surprise
at the presence of foreigners, and many delighted
in showing off the songs and sketches they had
been practicing with their native English-speaking
teachers. As reasonable fluency in spoken English
is becoming the norm, the idea of ‘gaijin’ being
something exotic and ‘untouchable’ is being eroded
away. By the time today’s shogakusei graduate,
most companies will expect all staff to be able to
communicate effectively in English.

The objective of the JET programme is not only to promote English education, but also to encourage
‘grassroots internationalization’. In this, the programme has achieved unparalleled success. Nor is
the process one-way. Many of the participants, when they return to their home countries continue
their associations with Japan, some returning to live and work, and other pursuing their connections
back home. Few can honestly say that they have been unaffected, in one way or another, by the
experience.
On another level, the participation of CIRs and
ALTs from a variety of regions and ethnic
backgrounds has also done much to dispel many of
the myths and preconceptions held about
foreigners and certain groups of foreigners,
particularly in the more rural communities.
Although my experience is limited, I believe that
putting ALTs and CIRs into the Japanese schooling
system has had a truly profound influence on the
outlook
of
many
Japanese
people.
(Ritsurin Park, Takamatsu, Kagawa Prefecture)

Although suggesting that within a generation, the nation has gone from insular monolinguals to
internationally-minded polyglots would be an unflattering exaggeration, the positive impact of the
JET programme cannot be denied. Now, more than ever before, there is a tremendous potential for
expansion and for development - to build on the work of the thousands of past participants who have
come to Japan to internationalize themselves and their host communities and to share their
knowledge and expertise.
Samuel Reuben Rosen
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Upcoming Event - the AGM
Our next event is on Saturday 31st May 2008 @ 3 pm (to 5 pm).
Japan Society Northwest Annual General Meeting
with a talk by Paul Kabrna about
John Milne and Volcanoes and Earthquakes of Meiji Japan
Venue: Padgate Community Centre Extension, Station Road,
Padgate, Warrington WA2 0QS
Paul Kabrna on John Milne
In Japan Milne worked on Japan’s volcanoes, their formation and geological distribution. Milne founded the Seismological Society of Japan.
The Mino-Owari earthquake of 28th October, 1891, with its spectacular
faulting, helped convince Milne that faulting caused earthquakes by the
release of strain energy which had been stored in rock through the slow
deformation of the Earth's crust.
On leaving Japan in 1895 with his wife Tone, Milne was presented with
the Order of the Rising Sun from the Meiji Emperor - an honour rarely
accorded to any foreigner.
JSNW Annual General Meeting
After the talk there will be time for questions and we can have some tea
and coffee and Chocolate Cake. Then it will be time for our AGM.
This Society is run by and for its members. The participation of Members
is vital. If you could spare a little time and would be prepared to put your name forward for nomination to the
Committee, please let us know. Being on the committee needn't be onerous - it's your ideas we want!
We need to know how many members will be attending, so please email Nigel at events@jsnw.org.uk . Alternatively phone on 01925 728448.

Upcoming Event in June
Haiku in the Gardens 2008
Date : Saturday June 28th.
provisional 11:00 start (coffee from 10:30) and
finish at 3:30.

Editor: John Croall
Contributers:
Yuko Howes, Angela Davies, Sam Rosen,
Nigel Cordon, Martin Lucas (BHS).
Cover Photo: Kevin Howes
Other photos: Kevin Howes, JC
Contacts:
Event coordinator: Nigel Cordon
email (preferred): events@jsnw.org.uk
or tel: 01925 728448

Venue: Walkden Gardens, Derbyshire Road,
Sale, Cheshire (at the junction with Marsland
Road)
This event at Walkden Gardens promises to be
enjoyable, if the success of last year’s event is
anything to go by. This is a joint British Haiku
Society, Japanese Garden Society and JSNW
event.
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Event Review
On Thursday 25th January we were treated to an outstanding
performance of Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto in E Minor
played by the stunning Midori at the Liverpool Philharmonic
Hall. It is a beautiful piece of music and the petite and
beautiful Midori played with such lovely phrasing, sweet tone,
and complete virtuosity that it was thrilling to hear.
It was her first visit to play with the Liverpool Philharmonic
Orchestra but I hope that it will be just the first of many.
The violin she plays is the 1734 Guarnerius del Gesu ‘exHuberman’ which she has on lifetime loan form the Hayashibara Foundation.
During the interval we were privileged to be able to meet her
and take some photographs. It was a delight for all of those
who attended and we are grateful to the staff at the Phil who
Angela Davies with Midori
made it possible. It should also be mentioned that the conductor for this concert was the renowned and respected Sir Charles Mackerras who at 83 was amazing.
He is a familiar face at the Liverpool Philharmonic Hall and a pleasure to see him again.
You can read more about Midori on her website http://www.gotomidori.com/ Angela Davies

THE BIRDS OF HAIKU
by Martin Lucas,
British Haiku Society
Kawasemi / Kingfisher,
Alcedo atthis
This is the same bird as
our kingfisher.
It is a
summer visitor to Hokkaido, and a common resident from Honshu southwards. It occurs along lowland streams and rivers, at
ponds and in marshes, but
pesticide pollution has reduced its numbers in cultivated areas. Its haiku season is summer. It features
in just four haiku in Blyth’s
Haiku, and seems to be
particularly associated with
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stillness and tranquillity.
On the following verse,
Blyth comments that it
“has something a little too
beautiful for haiku”; but
it’s worth remarking that
the kingfisher can seem “a
little too beautiful” to be
real, and its iridescence is
always a surprise.
The kingfisher;
On its wet feathers
Shines the evening sun.
Kawasemi ya
nureha ni utsuru
y!hikage
T"ri
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Japan Society North West

Japan Day
presents

Saturday

19 July

jsnw.org.uk

11:00 am  5:00 pm

Many attractions, including Japanese swords and armour,
taiko drumming, archery (kyudo), fencing (kendo), origami,
bonsai, calligraphy, flower arranging (ikebana), poetry (haiku),
koto, tea ceremony, kimonos and textiles, sushi, aikido,
manga, koi carp, iaido, and Japanese Gardens
Mount Pleasant, Liverpool L3 5TR

Venue:

(Near the Roman Catholic Cathedral)

Enter our raffle for a chance to
win Two tickets to japan

Tamashii Daiko
Japan Day is supported by

taiko drummers

Visit jsnw.org.uk for terms and conditions

