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The land of a blooming cherry

ooooboobo 200
TOMASZ BRZOSKA

What Poles think when they think of Japan?
Poles talk about Japan: "Kraj kwitnacej wisni" -
“The Land of a blooming cherry", although Japan
seems to be a real puzzler for most of them.
Many seem confused by the contrast between
the images of modern, industrial cities, and the
picture of exotic beauty of Japanese nature,
architecture and tradition.

Surprisingly they have a quite wide general
knowledge about Japan. Most popular
associations as sushi, green tea, sake, geisha,
ninja, sakura, samurai, manga or shinkansen are
well known. The names of Japanese cities and
companies are widely known as well.

A few weeks back, Poles were asked to name
famous Japanese people. The top vote getters
were Haruki Murakami, Kazuyoshi Funaki and
obviously Keisuke Honda.

However familiarity of Japanese history, art and
modern society or political situation is still poor.
Before | came here | had the same awareness of
Japan as typical polish person and some ideas of
what it would be like to live in Japan. Most of
these ideas were based on what | had read in
books, seen on TV or movies or what my friends
had to say about this country.

The main reason | came to Japan is my doctoral
course at Hamamatsu University School of
Medicine but also interest about how a country
with such a special combination of modern
technology and old traditions would look like. If
we look at a Western society we will see a
society with a culture that has developed along
the technological development for hundreds of

years. To Japan, modern technology came as a
huge leap from 1860s and forward. The
traditional culture and values here seem not so
far away as for example in Poland, where the
culture looks pretty much like any modern
European culture, with some small differences of
course. The fact that Japan is an island culture is
also worth having in mind since it hasn't had to
be exposed to other cultures to the same degree
as an inland culture.

I have to admit that one thing | admire most
about Japanese culture and people, it is how
they are able to preserve the elegance and
tranquility of their past. History and tradition are
simply everywhere, they surround us and | am
pretty sure that the best spot to observe old
Japan is not museum, but the very vicinity of the
modern city. It's still an amusing thing for me to
see how an old lady, in her graceful kimono
sitting calmly in the Shinkansen and enjoying
music just downloaded from the internet with
her newest Sony MD player.

Many cultural functions are tied to nature in
Japan. | was mostly unaware of this before |
came here, but the Japanese traditionally
observe special times during the year to
appreciate natural beauty such as the Hanami
and Tsukimi seasons. A number of festivals
celebrating the autumn harvest still enjoy huge
turnouts, often in the millions per year. Looking
at the globalized world today, the fact that
endless matsuri's are taking place all year long
differentiates Japan sharply from other
developed countries. These are all examples of
functions and habits that have turned into
tradition as a direct result of Japan's natural
beauty.

Foods also show Japanese sense of beauty. For
the last twelve months | have met so many kinds
of food that were so pretty that, at first, I'd dared
to eat it. The harmony between the colors and
shape of the materials, the harmony between the
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dish and the food, and the harmony between the
foods as a whole- everything seemed to have
been well thought and arranged- as if it was a
work of art. Japanese appreciate the food with
their eyes first and then, with their tongue. | was
surprised to find out how the appearance of the
food can influence the taste, and the feeling of
the ones who eat it. | especially liked how
Japanese traditional side dishes are put in small
amounts. The space left in the dishes somehow
creates a unique relaxing air over the table.
While in many countries people don't give much
attention to others, a Japanese seems to put a
great effort into listening to others and pays
great respect for others. It seems to me that
Japanese are very polite and friendly towards
strangers. | had often been in situations when |
asked people for directions and they helped me
and even if they didn't know, they tried to help
me anyway by asking other persons if they
knew about the directions. It didn't matter that |
was a complete stranger, they were so nice and
honest anyway.

For a Japanese it seems to be important to
belong to a group, and the group is more
important than the individuals in the group.
Poles are more individualistic | would say. Even
in the 21st Century the Japanese still have a
strong desire to not let the group down. With a
clearly defined hierarchy system, they seem to
be highly aware of their place within their social

structure, whether it is in a company, university
laboratory, school classroom or even their own
family. This results in loyal and hardworking
citizens. Greater unity and coherence between
individuals of the same status, rank or
community, has also brought about high levels of
efficiency in Japan. For example, when a job
must be completed by a certain deadline that
may in some western countries seem
unreasonable, it will probably not be questioned
by the Japanese and they will quickly and
quietly get done.

One year has passed since | arrived in Japan. It
seems quite difficult to assort all impressions.
During my stay | got to know many new things
about the country and it's people that would
have been impossible to experience in Europe.
Staying abroad also gives us a chance to see our
own country from a different perspective. Some
things seem to be better in the home country,
some in Japan. Point of views even can change to
the opposite throughout the year. Living in
Japan is not always easy, some things you're
adapting immediately, others might take a little
longer to getting used to. A special challenge is
finding a balance of required adaptation to the
new surroundings and preservation of the own
identity. Being a student gave me the chance to
experience daily life in Japan and it's culture, as
well as getting an insight into an interesting,
completely new field of studies.
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