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What you must not miss, from goths to geishas

In the Tokyo neighborhood of Harajuku,

side streets spill over with young Japanese

engaged in “cos play”—role-playing by way

of elaborate costumes. Elvis imitators preen

and croon to giggling girls in extra-long

Frankenstein boots and burgundy hair. On

the area’s main drag, Omotosando-dori,

the uniform leans toward Armani and

Burberry. Thousands troll the dramatic

flagship stores of Europe’s top designers

while nibbling on pastries and chocolates. A

short walk from here, kimono-clad women

fan incense smoke, drink ladlefuls of water

from a central basin, and then stroll past

bamboo and irises on their way to Meiji

shrine.

See our slideshow of Top 8 Japanese

Experiences.

Whatever your image of Japan—these are just three of the most

common—a standard 10-day visit to Tokyo and Kyoto can

present an adequate picture. By immersing yourself in quotidian

life, though, as well as by indulging in a few structured

experiences, you’ll be rewarded with a fuller understanding of

Japanese culture. 

“The whole thought process in Japan is different—that what’s so

precious about it,” says Judith Clancy, operator of Kyoto

Workshops and author of Exploring Kyoto (Stone Bridge Press).

“Every aspect of Japanese culture is about respect for self, for

others and for objects… It’s fun to dig a little deeper.”

Kyoto is a great place to start. This year, the city and its

environs mark the 1,000th anniversary of the publication of The

Tale of Genji , widely considered to be the world’s first novel and

one that pays homage to the very essence of Japan. A host of

promotions and special exhibitions explore the locations and court

traditions detailed by author Lady Murasaki Shikibu, a

noblewoman who served Empress Shoshi while she wrote the

famous story of a philandering prince.

See our slideshow of Top 8 Japanese Experiences.

While in Kyoto, spend at least one night in a ryokan , where

you’ll soak in an onsen, or hot tub. Then indulge in a lavish

dinner, sleep on a real futon (complete with buckwheat-filled

pillow) and wake up to miso and sashimi at breakfast. Just don't

expect certain things, such as a lot of furniture in the room,

privacy, storage space nor much English spoken. It's an

experience you won't soon forget.

Central to your time at the ryokan is kaiseki , a multi-course

dinner where food and serving ware are carefully matched, and

chosen according to the season. “Food is extremely important,”

says Steve Beimel of Esprit Travel in Kyoto. “The variety… is

astounding and visitors can explore flavors, colors and textures

they’ve never dreamed existed.” Food preparation classes like

those offered by WAKJapan and the Japanese-only sushi classes

conducted by the restaurant Sushi Zanmai open your eyes to the

aesthetics and precision so important to Japanese cuisine.

Tokyo’s restaurants were recently awarded more Michelin stars,

cumulatively, than anywhere else in the world. 

By all means, enjoy these top-notch establishments—but don’t

neglect the lower-brow dining options of street food and good

beer . In addition to the portable ramen stands abundant in any

major Japanese city there are the izakaya (the equivalent of a

working-man’s pub) and yakitoriya (specializing in grilled chicken

skewers). Before calling it a night, drop a few coins into a

vending machine for your brew (beer, coffee, sake) of choice.

As with food, traditional arts like flower arranging, tea ceremony,

sword fighting and calligraphy  are highly evolved elements of

Japanese culture. “They’re paths of personal self-cultivation

based on Zen teachings, mastered by courses of very intense

study,” says Beimel. There are plenty of opportunities to try your

hand at an art like ikebana or calligraphy. “It’s not hard for you

to produce a kanji of a mountain or a river,” says Clancy, “and

soon the story behind the character, and the way the brush

moves and what it all means really starts to come together.”

See our slideshow of Top 8 Japanese Experiences.

Despite its affinity for tradition, Japan has never been shy of

exploring the new—and shopping is a favored means to that end.

A walk down the aforementioned Omotosando-dori on a Sunday

afternoon—parade central for Tokyo—is a must for a peek at this

side of things. So is an afternoon in Akihabara , Tokyo’s ever-

expanding “electric town” From Maid Bars—where waitresses

dress up in French maid costumes and address their mostly male

clientele as “master”—to sprawling concrete buildings ablaze and

abuzz with videogames, digital cameras and cellphones, no

neighborhood does a better job of presenting Japan at its coolest.

Finally, get to know the Japanese by joining them at a sporting

event, which—whether it's their version of baseball or the

ritualistically native sumo wrestling—offers opportunities to study

Japanese crowd behavior, sportsmanship and, yes, food. Basu

boru games feature treats like dried squid and katsu (chicken

cutlets) and drum-beating throngs, while sumo can be summed

up in the 10-seconds of collective breath-holding before a victor

emerges.

At temples and ryokan, department stores and baseball stadiums,

you’ll come across the essential experiences of Japanese culture.

Through an increased awareness of the beauty of things, a

heightened responsiveness to nature, and meticulous attention to

detail, you’ll come away enriched.

See our slideshow of Top 8 Japanese Experiences.
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Sleep in a Ryokan

Arcana Resort, about an hour from Tokyo, offers a new twist on an old

standard. Here, the kaiseki is inflected with French touches, the beds are

Western-style and your onsen hot tub isnÕt even shared. ThereÕs one on

every terrace of the 16 rooms. The Ryokan Collection is a group of 30-plus

luxurious lodgings located throughout the country (there are five in Kyoto)

that promise Western-friendly touches and English-speaking staff that can

guide you through the rituals. One gorgeous example is the Ryokan

Seiryusou in the hot spring town of Shimoda.

For more information: Arcana Izu / The Ryokan Collection
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Drink with the Salarymen

For sky-high views (and prices), sip champagne in one of Tokyo’s hotel bars.

(Try the brand new Ritz-Carlton or the now-classic Park Hyatt.) For a more

street-level experience, join the tired salarymen at any of the dozens of bars

in the city’s Golden Gai warren of alleys, or those lined up underneath the

Ginza Japan Rail station. Be prepared to drink.
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Try a Traditional Art

For the Japanese, even the most mundane acts are elevated to an art form.

The martial arts, flower arranging, tea ceremony and countless other ÒwaysÓ

come imbued with centuries of ritual and meaning. Try your hand at

calligraphy, woodblocking and pottery painting at the Kyoto Handicraft

Center, where professional wares are also sold.

For more information: Kyoto Handicraft Center
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Geek Out

Anime and manga have gone global, but Japanese fans are so obsessive

they get their own word: otaku. To be sure you don’t miss anything in their

mecca, Akihabara, opt for a tour that makes all of the right stops. Then,

head for the floors that carry goods made for export to pick up not-yet-

seen-in-America trinkets to impress the folks back home.
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$164/nt:  Paramount Hotel Times Square; 50% off

$212+:  Deluxe midtown hotel nr Broadway theaters

$179/nt+:  Concord, NC family getaway w/waterpark

$164/nt+:  The Virginian Suites near downtown DC

$8.95+:  Cheap car rentals - valid over Memorial Day

*Taxes and other fees are additional. Learn More
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Do Ginza in Style

The ultra-swank Peninsula Hotel offers a Rolls-Royce escorted tour to the

Armani flagship in the upscale Ginza shopping district, followed by a

champagne breakfast and private shopping. Finish with a visit to Ito-ya,

eight amazing floors of washi paper, lacquer pens and all things vital to this

stationery-loving culture.

For more information: Ginza Ito-Ya
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Embrace Genji

This lengthy novel is noted for its juicy depictions of court trysts in Heian-

era Kyoto, but its more subtle appeal is in the loving descriptions of

costumes, manners, and waka poetry. The just-renovated Tale of Genji

museum in Uji, outside of Kyoto, offers glimpses and artifacts related to the

book.

For more information: The Tale of Genji Museum
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A Good Credit Score is 700 or Above. See Yours in Just 2 Easy Steps!
FreeCreditReport.com

1 Cure For Yellow Teeth
As seen on Rachael Ray. Rachael Ray ranked this Teeth Whitener #1!
www.best-teeth-whitening.com

TRAVEL Turkey & Greece
Let us Exclusively tailor made your trip to Turkey and neighbors
MATIANATRAVEL-LUXURYBoutiqueStyle
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More Inspirations È

Alvear Palace

Buenos Aires,
Argentina

Singita

South Africa

Hotel du Cap-Eden-Roc

Cap dÕAntibes, France

Caribbean Deluxe Guide

Caribbean

Hawaii Deluxe Guide

USA

Las Vegas Deluxe Guide

USA

A C C O M M O D A T I O N SA C C O M M O D A T I O N S

More Accommodations È

D E S T I N A T I O N SD E S T I N A T I O N S

More Destinations È

Travel Deals Published by ShermansTravel.com*

$219+: 3-night Orlando getaway w/airfare from NYC

$209/nt+: Romantic Arizona desert spa w/wine & brkfst

$1349+: Luxury Azamara Europe cruises w/credit

$212+: Newly redesigned Mahattan hotel nr shops

$149+: Seaside New Hampshire hotel w/4th nt free

*Taxes and other fees are additional. Learn More
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© Taizoin Zen Buddhism Temple

T O P  8  J A P A N E S E  E X P E R I E N C E ST O P  8  J A P A N E S E  E X P E R I E N C E S

Set Your Sights on Zen

You may never achieve enlightenment, but for a taste of nirvana (and a very

sore back), get thee to a monastery. In Kyoto, Taizo-in offers a 20-minute

zazen (sitting Zen) session, followed by an English-language tour of the

grounds. A one-day experience adds lectures about Zen, lunch and

calligraphy and tea ceremony sessions.

For more information: Zen Temple Taizoin
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Barbados Real Estate
Find luxury beachfront villas for sale and for rent in Barbados
www.askbarbadosrealty.com

Barbados Holiday Rentals
Beachfront holiday accommodation in Barbados, villas and apartments.
http://www.askbarbadosrealty.com
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Buenos Aires,
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Caribbean
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More Accommodations »
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More Destinations »

Travel Deals Published by ShermansTravel.com*

$899+: Hawaii  7-nt cruise on Pride of America

$164+: Romantic Stuart, FL stay w/champagne & brkfst

$525+: Luxury Florida spa resort package for two

$200/nt+:  Suite upgrades for $40 at Cancun resort

$179/nt+:  Oceanfront Hawaii  resort w/$50 resort credit

*Taxes and other fees are additional. Learn More
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Inca trail Machu Picchu
Exclusive service and small groups. Manu and Tambopata
jungle tours
www.inca-trail-to-machupicchu.info/

1 Flat Stomach Rule: Obey
I Cut Down 4 lbs of Belly Fat Every Week by Obeying this 1
Simple Rule
Lindas-Diet.com/Secret

Barbados Holiday Rentals
Beachfront holiday accommodation in Barbados, villas and
apartments.
http://www.askbarbadosrealty.com

 HOME > INSPIRATIONS 

INSPIRATIONS | DESTINATIONS | ACCOMMODATIONS | VACATIONS | RESERVATIONS

Privacy Policy | Terms of Service | Site Map | Contact Us | Advertise on ForbesTraveler.com | Reprints/Permissions

Advertise on Forbes.com | © 2009 Forbes.com LLC

1 Fantastic Classic
Car Rentals

2 America's Best
Hotel

3 Asia's Most-
Visited Tourist
Sites

Yahoo! Buzz

New Popular All Time


