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My colleagues and friends in Gottingen,
Germany, were surprised when I decided to spend 4
They

thought that a lot of courage is required for such a

months as invited professor in Japan.
long stay in this country with such a different
character as compared to Europe. Well, I have been
visiting Japan before several times and had become
quite familiar for example with the subway in
Tokyo, using chopsticks and enjoying sushi and sa-
shimi. For me Japan was not so far from the small
University town of Gottingen, located in the geo-
graphical center of Germany, approximately half
way between Frankfurt and Hamburg. My col-
league Osamu Shibata met me at the airport in
Fukuoka and kindly took me to my apartment in
the Foreign Researcher Residence. I felt very com-
fortable and relaxed.

The work

My obligations as visiting professor have not
been totally clear to me during the first days. In
that period several formal things had to be done
like changing money, registration, and opening of
a bank account. These procedures may be tricky
and time-consuming for a foreigner who is unable
to read Japanese forms, however, the kind assis-
tance of my colleague made these steps quite easy
for me. Then, after a nice welcome party, the work
schedule was fixed. The main part was a course for
gradient students in the field of physical chemistry
of interfaces, organized monolayers, and multilayer
systems with thicknesses in the nanometer range.
In fact, I had prepared some material for lectures
but not really for a course. In addition, I had very
little experience with Power Point presentations.
And that nice Japanese laptop that connected me to
the Internet showed the interesting and puzzling
Japanese characters. Therefore, the initial phase of
the course has been somewhat difficult, but the

An Approach to Japan

Dietmar Mobius

kind help in case of a technical problem strongly fa-
cilitated this part of my work. To my regret, the di-
rect interaction with the students during the course
was quite rare. One reason for the lack of intense
communication is obviously the language problem.
I should like to emphasize that the young people
have to learn and practice the English language.
This 1s worldwide the common way of communica-
tion. Although Japan consists of a well-defined
group of islands and has stayed isolated for long
period in its history, the rapid exchange of infor-
mation and the increasingly important interaction
with people from many countries forces the
Japanese to overcome the language difficulty. So, I
tried to get some feedback from the students by
handing out a sort of summary of each lecture and
asked them to answer written test questions.
However, I admit that I am a little disappointed
about the lack of communication. Other activities
involved a seminar and a lecture as well as a visit of
the laboratory for investigating monolayers. The
discussion of the actual projects and the common
in the

component monolayers may lead to more intense

scientific interest behaviour of two-
collaboration after my return to Germany if pre-

liminary experiments yield adequate results.

Discovering history and culture

For good reasons, most historical buildings in
Japan have been constructed from wood. Only few
important old structures are made from stone, like
the bridge Megane-bashi in Nagasaki. This appears
quite unique since the Europeans are used to see
very old structures made from stone like the pyra-
mids in Egypt or remnants from the greek and
roman periods as well as medieval fortresses and
cathedrals in Europe. This remark does not imply
that wood is a weak material, on the contrary. Even
in Gottingen, some houses dating back to the 14th
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century are based on wooden frames as supporting
structure. However, I got the impression that build-
ings in Japan may not be meant to exist
“eternally”. An example of this attitude I saw in
Nara. There, the tradition has existed to tear down
and reconstruct the Kasuga Taisha every 20 years
(until the end of the 19th century). Among the
many temples and shrines that I have seen before
and during my stay in Fukuoka, the most impres-
sive for me may not be the most famous wooden
buildings. I have been particularly fascinated by the
Kiyomizu-dera in Kyoto due to the impressive
structure supported by hundreds of wooden col-
umns. Whereas Nagasaki illustrates the influence
of western attitude, ideas and economy on Japan,
Dazaifu, Nara and Kyoto show in a unique way his-
torical roots of Japan. In a totally different way,
Himeji castle caught my attention. This castle that
never served its intended function and has indeed
been a well-known scenery in a modern movie, is for
me another piece in the intriguing puzzle of
Japanese tradition. In a strange way, it recalled in
my mind the “modern” castle of Neuschwanstein in
Germany that is entirely artificial and not intended
to protect people. However, Himeji is obviously a
totally different structure since it indeed prevented
attacks. Fascinating objects of Japanese culture
have been for me the Zen gardens that I have seen,
for example in Dazaifu or Kyoto. These places allow
one to relax and contemplate in a particular way.

Japanese people

Japanese people are serious, quiet and very po-
lite. This western stereotype describes a small frac-
tion of the Japanese character only. I have been
surprised by the very kind and open attitude of the
Japanese towards me in shops, on the street, in the
subway, at railway stations, everywhere. And I got
the impression, that Japanese enjoy parties, festi-
vals and other events. On such occasions, the people
are relaxed like everywhere else. New Years eve
2003 in Fukuoka has been totally different from
those that I experienced in Gottingen. My col-
league, his wife and a friend kindly took us on a
tour through various temples and shrines including

ooooo

ringing the bell. I had no idea about this habit be-
fore and I am very grateful for this excursion. A
few days later, the well-known event at the
Hakozaki shrine gave me another unique occasion
to see Japanese people. It is particularly amazing to
observe so many men with high quality cameras
and huge arsenals of lenses. This demonstrated to
me that Japanese people take many, many photos
not only abroad but also in Japan. Another obser-
vation struck me: the attitude towards nature.
Japanese have been and are extremely efficient in
developing civilization and industries. Nevertheless,
the strong link to nature manifests itself in many
places, not only in public parks, often in tiny things
like flowers and plants in front of small houses.
There seems to exist a particular relation to trees,
like the very old ones in Dazaifu. Could it be that
there 1s a common sense between Japanese and
Germans? Well, I have been most impressed by the
respect with which Japanese people meet each
other. This truly social attitude has become rare in
western countries. I felt really relaxed even in very
crowded places, like Ueno station at midnight,
when hundreds (or thousands?) of people moved
around. Sure, it may simply be called politeness,
however, I believe that the particular social interac-
tions between Japanese that are difficult for me to
understand and which are reflected in delicate lan-
guage structures are a treasure that hopefully will
exist for ever.

The time I had the privilege to spend in Japan
turned out to be a very rich present.
(00000 000o0)
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