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TOKYO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Kabukichō | BYJENG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I remember going on holidays to Tokyo in my early twenties, and before I even hopped on my return flight, I was already thinking about how I could come back. Tokyo is one of those cities that completely captivates you – and for me, that moment of awe arrived as I stood on Yasukuni-dōri in Shinjuku, watching the neon lights of Kabukichō come on as night fell. There’s just something about the city that makes you want to discover everything about it. So, you spend long afternoons meandering through quiet side streets, sauntering into one bar and then the next until the rising sun casts its glow onto the awakening city, leaving you to marvel at ancient temples and shrines and the ultra-modern skyscrapers that surround them. And by the end of it all, you still get a sneaking feeling that you’ve only just scratched the surface.

Winnie Tan

@weeniemon

Winnie moved from her home of Kuala Lumpur to Tokyo almost a decade ago and writes about Japanese culture, folklore and the city she loves. Listen to some of this on her podcast, Monogatari: Tales from Japan.

[image: jpg]

My favourite experience is trying all the inventive ramen noodles at Takadanobaba. If I had to pick just one ramen dish, it’d be the crispy fried ramen at Yakimen Tsurugi.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places that, for them, define Tokyo.
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PICTURE CELLS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Inokashira Park, straddling the districts of Kichijōji and Mitaka in West Tokyo, represents for me a microcosm of the city’s best features. With its leafy walking paths, artsy weekend markets and a spacious pond framed by lively restaurants and a 12th-century shrine, the park exudes just the right balance of tranquility and stimulation.

[image: jpg]

Kimberly Hughes

kimberlyhughes.online

Kimberly is a Tokyo-based freelance writer originally from the south-western US whose stories often land at the intersection of food, drink, travel and social issues.
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Even when seeking it, Mt Fuji surprises me: reflecting off Lake Kawaguchi-ko, flickering into view between the pines at an outdoor onsen or materialising through volcanic steam in Hakone. No matter what Tokyo day trip I choose, Fuji seems to be squatting across the horizon, radiating confidence. No wonder the country’s sacred mountain is so embedded in the people’s psyche.

[image: jpg]

Phillip Tang

hellophillip.com @mrtangtangtang

Phillip writes about travel in his two loves, Latin America and Asia.

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS

Ray Bartlett

@kaisoradotcom; www.kaisora.com

Ray wrote ‘The Bliss of Japanese Onsen’. He is an acclaimed travel writer, photographer and novelist and the author of Celadon, a novel set in a fictional onsen hotel in southern Kyūshū.

Rob Goss

@robgosswriter; www.kaisora.com

Rob wrote ‘Toolkit’ and ‘History of Tokyo in 15 Places’. He is a Tokyo-based writer and author focusing on travel and culture in Japan for media around the world.





SUSHI, RAMEN & MORE

Start your morning with the freshest sushi from the local fish market; warm up on a cold afternoon with a hearty bowl of ramen; or live it up with Buddhist-inspired haute cuisine at some of the world’s finest kaiseki restaurants: a never-ending array of culinary experiences awaits you in Tokyo. From breakfast to supper, you’ll find something appetising around every corner, so work up an appetite and loosen your belt a notch – it’s time to eat.
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Yakitori food stall, Omoide Yokochō | VASSAMON ANANSUKKASEM/SHUTTERSTOCK

Slurp Ramen Like a Local

Forget all you know about etiquette – when it comes to ramen, it’s okay to slurp. This way, you’ll get the perfect balance of broth and noodles.
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LOREANTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Culinary Capital

With nearly 200 Michelin-starred restaurants around the city, you don’t have to stray far to try some of the best food in the world.

[image: jpg]

LUKASJSMITH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Time for Dessert

Got a sweet tooth? Don’t miss Tokyo’s scrumptious desserts, many of which are light, fluffy and buttery. They look good, and taste even better.


BEST DINING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Try varieties of ramen like you’ve never tried before at Tokyo’s ramen hub, 1 Takadanobaba.

Splurge on sushi and have a chef decide what you’ll eat at Ginza’s high-end oma-kase restaurants, such as 2 Sukiyabashi Jiro.

Squeeze into a yokochō (side alley) and sample piping hot local food, from okonomi-yaki (savoury pancakes) to assorted skewers in 3 Ebisu Yokochō.

View the early morning fish-market action and chow down on sushi at Tokyo’s premier wholesale fish market, at 4 Toyosu Market.

Eat your fill of yakitori (chicken skewers) fresh off the grill and drink all you can at Shinjuku’s izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries) at 5 Omoide Yokochō.







GET INSPIRED

With world-class architecture, immersive art installations that go beyond wildest expectations and sleek museums dotted around the city, Tokyo is a feast for not just the eyes, but for all the senses. Get lost in the beautiful urban surroundings, spend quiet afternoons in museums admiring works of art and let the city be your muse.

[image: jpg]

Art Aquarium | JULIANNE.HIDE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Planning Ahead

Tickets to popular exhibits such as those by teamLab have timed entries and always sell out quickly. Purchase tickets online whenever possible.

Boutiques & Art

Some boutiques around Ginza and Omotesandō, such as Maison Hermés and Espace Louis Vuitton, also house small galleries.


BEST INSPIRING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Witness the fusion of traditional and modern art, and beautiful species of goldfish that you’ve never seen before, at 1 Art Aquarium.

Spend an afternoon in the quiet local art galleries of 2 Omotesandō-dōri.

Take a crash course in Japanese traditional art, beginning with the prehistoric period, at the 3 Tokyo National Museum in Ueno.

Embark on a beautiful, immersive journey that engages all the senses at 4 teamLab Planets in Toyosu.

Go off the beaten path and explore the smaller, lesser-known galleries, such as 5 SCAI The Bathhouse in the charming neighbourhoods of Yanesen.







THRIFT & LUXURY

From over-the-top Harajuku fashion and futuristic designer brands to beautifully crafted knives and lacquerware in traditional motifs, it’s undeniable that Tokyo has impeccable style. Whatever you’re searching for – whether bespoke luxury goods or that special piece with a story sitting in the store – you’re sure to find it here.

Thrifting Tip

Prices at many curated thrift shops in Tokyo are comparable with buying new. For a real bargain, try sifting through the shelves at no-frills thrift store Tanpopo House.

[image: jpg]

ZURIJETA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Shopping Light & Easy

Coin lockers are available at stations to stash any purchases you don’t want to be bogged down by; the lockers tend to fill up later in the day.

[image: jpg]
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Extra Packaging

Shop attendants sometimes ask if what you’re purchasing is a gift, and will provide you with extra packaging if so. To refuse them, say fukuro wa daijoubu desu.


BEST THRIFT & LUXURY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Walk Tokyo’s most stylish boulevard and shop the largest collection of the season’s latest luxury styles at international fashion houses of Ginza’s 1 Chūo-dōri Avenue.

Try out a handcrafted knife and stock your kitchen with quality cooking tools and gadgets of every kind on 2 Kappabashi Street.

Check out the indie vibe at bohemian bou-tiques and vinyl stores in hipster hangout 3 Shimo-Kitazawa.

Step into Japan’s first department store and enjoy shopping for elegant, handcrafted souvenirs at 4 Nihombashi Mitsukoshi Main Store.

A zone packed with cool boutiques, stylish cafes and small art galleries – embrace your sense of adventure and get lost in the backstreets of 5 Harajuku.







WITH KIDS

Tokyo may be a dense metropolis that takes a bit of finessing when travelling with younger ones, but it’s packed full of things kids can get excited about. Around town, a cute mascot or pop-culture icon is never far away, and there are fun entertainment spaces that offer something for everyone in the family; plus, you’ll find abundant food options in Tokyo that will appeal to little ones.

[image: jpg]

Pokémon, Sunshine City | TOOYKRUB/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Family Dining

Budget-friendly, and with a universally appealing menu, restaurants like Saizeriya or Denny’s are popular go-to dining options for larger groups. Many chain restaurants also have kids menus.

[image: jpg]
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Baby Amenities

Restrooms around Tokyo can get cramped – head to department stores for more spacious cubicles. Many are equipped with baby seats, changing tables, feeding rooms and other amenities.

[image: jpg]
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Rent a Pram

Theme parks, department stores and stations offer rental prams. Some are free, others may charge a fee of about ¥1000 a day. Ask for a ‘baby car’ (ベビーカー).


BEST EXPERIENCES FOR KIDS

[image: jpg]

Snap pictures of Pokémon and check out Tokyo’s largest Pokémon Center at Ikebukuro’s 1 Sunshine City.

Hop on some fun rides at the indoor and outdoor theme park in 2 Tokyo Dome City.

Check out the aquarium, merchandise shops and other kid-friendly attractions at 3 Tokyo Solamachi, following a trip up Tokyo Skytree.

Take older kids and teenagers to the arcades for an exciting bout of games, and try out the purikura photo booths in 4 Akihabara.

Stand under the shadow of the life-sized Unicorn Gundam statue, and shop and play at 5 DiverCity, a mall and entertainment complex in Odaiba.

[image: jpg]







SHRINES, KABUKI & SUMO

Despite being one of the world’s most high-tech cities, Tokyo’s traditional roots run deep. Temples and shrines stand exactly where they have for centuries, while kabuki (Japanese theatre) and sumo tournaments offer a glimpse into the Edo period. Admire the woodblock prints at museums, book a seat at a kabuki show and step through the gates of temples and shrines – this is traditional Japan at its best.

[image: jpg]

Grand Sumo Tournament, Ryōgoku Kokugikan | J.HENNING BUCHHOLZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Temple or Shrine?

Temple gates are typically more ornate, with entrances covered by a sloping roof. Shrines are marked by torii (entrance gates), which are distinctly shaped and often red.

[image: jpg]
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Edo Culture

Many of the most recognisable aspects of traditional Japanese culture date from the Edo period (1603–1867). Sumo, kabuki and kimono all gained popularity during this time.

[image: jpg]

JENNY ARLE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Glimpse into the Past

The best place to experience traditional culture is the neighbourhoods surrounding Sumida River, the locale for Tokyo’s oldest temple and sumo tournaments.


BEST TRADITIONAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Step through the iconic temple gates of Kaminari-mon and visit 1 Sensō-ji, Tokyo’s oldest temple, in Asakusa.

Snag tickets to see the dramatic actors of kabuki on stage at the city’s prime kabuki theatre, 2 Kabukiza, in Ginza.

Take a breather from the crowd at Harajuku and enjoy a slow walk to the beautiful shrine of 3 Meiji-jingū.

Travel back in time and see what Tokyo might have looked like eons ago at the 4 Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum.

Witness the strength of the hulking rikishi (sumo wrestlers) as they wrestle at 5 Ryōgoku Kokugikan in January, May and September.







TOKYO BY NIGHT

The scent of charcoal-grilled skewers wafts over narrow alleyways as beer mugs clink, signalling the start of a lively evening. Revellers squeeze into tiny bars under neon lights while the hip young crowd works up a buzz before ducking into nightclubs. This is Tokyo at night – vibrant, fun, unforgettable.

[image: jpg]

Golden Gai, Shinjuku | FOTOS593/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Say Cheers!

You’ll hear this wherever you go for the evening; so do as the locals and say ‘Kanpai!’ – it’s the Japanese word for ‘cheers’.

Staying Safe

Tokyo is one of the safest cities in the world, but stay alert. You may be approached by people advertising their bar – these places tend to overcharge.


BEST NIGHTLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Slip into one of the tiny themed bars at Shinjuku’s 1 Golden Gai for plenty of fun and games.

Let loose at your club of choice in Roppongi, such as 2 El Café Latino, or chill out with a late-night smoke at one of the neigh-bourhood’s shisha parlours.

Have a relaxing night out trying the local fare, then hit up some of the stylish cocktail bars and speakeasies in Ebisu, such as 3 Bar Trench.

Eat and drink your fill at the street stalls and izakaya along the 4 Omoide Yokochō side alley in Shinjuku.

Hop on a blissful yakatabune (pleasure cruise) of Tokyo Bay with 5 Tokyo Bay Sunset Cruise for fantastic nightscapes.







POP-CULTURE SENSATIONS

If you love pop culture, Tokyo is your playground. Pose in front of a life-sized Gundam statue, collect your favourite Pokémon or come face-to-face with Totoro; you’ll spot the characters you know and love all around the city. And if you don’t have a favourite character yet, the city will soon convert you.

Where Anime Comes to Life

The birthplace of Japanese anime is actually in Nerima City, in the suburbs of West Tokyo. It’s where many animation studios are still located.

[image: jpg]
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Getting the Goods

Most shops selling anime and manga merchandise are in Akihabara and Ikebukuro. An outlier is Nakano Broadway, with its mish-mash of new and vintage comics and merchandise.

[image: jpg]
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Cuteness Overload

Japan has a mascot for everything, and that’s not an exaggeration. Everything from prefectures down to neighbourhoods has its own mascot, called yurukyara.


BEST POP-CULTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Find anime and manga merchandise, and encounter your favourite Pokémon, at kid-friendly 1 Ikebukuro.

Try your luck (and claw-machine skills) at the arcades, and get immersed in the world of anime at 2 Akihabara.

See what new, vibrant styles the Harajuku youths are wearing at 3 Takeshita-dōri, and maybe even do some experimenting yourself!

Sift through the cool collectible shops at 4 Nakano Broadway for vintage memorabilia, old manga and so much more.

Learn all about the history and makings of anime at the 5 Ghibli Museum, Mitaka.







FOR FREE

While Tokyo may not be the cheapest city to travel to, it’s possible to save your money and still get a full-fledged experience of the city, all for free. From picnicking on the grass at lush public parks and strolling along rivers lined with cherry blossom trees, to admiring the art at numerous museums and even seeing some of Tokyo’s major icons, below are some activities that won’t cost you a single yen.

[image: jpg]

Sensō-ji | PHATTANA STOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Art for Free

Entry to some museums is free on certain public holidays. The National Museum of Western Art is free on the second Sunday of every month.

[image: jpg]

PICTURE CELLS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Neighbourhood Parks

Historical gardens generally cost a small entry fee (¥300–¥500), but many of Tokyo’s major parks are free, including Yoyogi, Inokashira and Ueno.

[image: jpg]

PICTURE CELLS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

City Views

Get a bird’s eye view of the city from free observation decks. The one at the Shinjuku Metropolitan Government Building is open daily from 9.30am to 10pm.


BEST EXPERIENCES FOR FREE

[image: jpg]

Explore the sprawling grounds of 1 Ueno Park and check out the shrines, sculptures and seasonal sights dotted around the area – on certain days of the year, some of its museums are free, too.

Enjoy a slow stroll through 2 Meguro Riverside, and maybe sneak in some window shopping.

Escape the hustle of the city and go hiking up picturesque 3 Takao-san on the outskirts of Tokyo.

Visit 4 Intermediatheque and peek at gem stones, taxidermy plant and animal specimens and more.

Join the numerous lively festivals that take place throughout the year at Tokyo’s largest and oldest temple, 5 Sensō-ji.

[image: jpg]







UNDER THE RADAR

One of the first things you’ll notice about Tokyo is the endlessly bustling crowds, seemingly at all hours of the day and night. Major hubs and tourist sites, like Shibuya and Asakusa, get plenty of traffic from both locals and visitors, but head just a short distance away and you’ll stumble upon charming neighbourhoods that may not have the same glitzy or lively allure, but will have plenty to offer to the discerning tourist.

[image: jpg]

Shimo-Kitazawa | MMPAI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Solo Explorations

Tokyo’s dense, sprawling nature means that there are plenty of hidden backstreet spots to be explored and wandered down, even in areas like Harajuku.

[image: jpg]

FINN PICTURES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Everyday Tokyo

Witness slices of everyday Tokyo life by going neighbourhood-hopping on the Sōbu line, west of Shinjuku – each neighbourhood has its own distinct character.

[image: jpg]

BENNY MARTY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Walk the City

Opt to walk from one neighbourhood to another instead of hopping on the train, and see what treasures you can discover along the way.


BEST UNDER-THE-RADAR EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Wander the maze-like streets of 1 Shimo-Kitazawa for atmospheric cafes and artistic hideaways.

Escape the shadow of skyscrapers and go trawling for old and secondhand books at 2 Jimbōchō.

Grab a map and go on an exciting treasure hunt for artisanal crafts and coffee at 3 Kuramae.

Step into peaceful, ancient temples to escape the chaos and explore the charming, quiet suburbs of 4 Yanesen.

Hop on a tram to explore the suburbs, and stop for a coffee at a cafe or two in 5 Setagaya.








Perfect Days

To see the very best of Tokyo’s many sights, sounds and smells, .we’ve created some itineraries that will ensure you hit the ground running and catch the very best the city has to offer.


[image: jpg]

Tokyo Skytree | PICTURE CELLS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DAY 1

Asakusa & Sumida River

[image: ]Start your day at Sensō-ji – step through the iconic Kaminarimon and proceed to the grand Kannon-dō to pay respects at the altar and draw a quick omikuji (paper fortune). Then, hop on a rickshaw and explore the neighbour-hood with a local guide, or walk over to Kappabashi to stock your kitchen with the finest wares.

Lunch Get a bowl of ten-don (rice topped with tempura shrimp and vegetables) at Daikokuya Tempura.

Asakusa & Sumida River

[image: ]Walk along the riverbank to the neighbourhood of Kuramae to check out some cool stationery at Kakimori. Then, grab an after-noon treat at Dandelion Chocolate. Don’t forget to pick up some coffee beans from Coffee Wrights on your way back to the station.

Dinner See what tickles your fancy at the many dining options in Tokyo Solamachi.

Asakusa & Sumida River

[image: ]At dusk, head to Tokyo Skytree to watch night settle over the city. On a quiet night, take it slow with a drink and a seat at the cafe. Before you leave the area for the evening, watch the Skytree illuminated against the night sky, down at Oshinari Park.




DAY 2

Harajuku & Aoyama

[image: ]Start your morning off the mellow way with a stroll through the peaceful, beautiful grounds of Meiji-jingū, and get some green as you walk through Yoyogi Park before stopping for a well-deserved mid-morning coffee at Little Nap Coffee Stand.

Lunch Treat yourself to some delicious organic fare (and organic wines, if you’re in the mood) at the delightful Eatrip, where you can take your pick from the daily rotations of seasonal menus.

Harajuku & Aoyama

[image: ]Browse cool shops and art galleries like Design Festa and Space Banksia in the backstreets of Harajuku, and then soak up some more art at the vibrant Nezu Museum, or at the Taro Okamoto Memorial Museum.

Dinner Treat yourself to some delicious pasta, pancakes and natural wine at hip, artsy establishment, Number A.

Shibuya & Shimo-Kitazawa

[image: ]To end your day, sip cool cocktails against a musical backdrop at super-friendly Live Haus in Shimo-Kitazawa, or at the chilled-out DJ Bar Bridge in stylish Shibuya.




DAY 3

Marunouchi & Nihombashi

[image: ]Start with a morning walk as part of the Imperial Palace Tour and venture into exclusive areas of the palace compound. If open, proceed to the East Gardens after the tour for a serene stroll around the ruins of the former Edo castle.

Lunch Head underneath the hubbub of Tokyo Station and fuelup with some noodles at First Avenue Tokyo Station.

Kōrakuen & Akihabara

[image: ]Sift through shelves of old books at Jimbōchō, a neighbourhood known for its second-hand bookstores. Then, sidle into a kissaten (coffee shop) for a bitter brew or cream soda. Walk towards Ochanomizu Station and check out the street lined with musical instrument stores.

Dinner Dig into a hearty plate of Japanese curry at Hinoya Curry Akihabara.

Kōrakuen & Akihabara

[image: ]Explore Tokyo’s otaku (geek) haven, starting with Akihabara Radio Kaikan for all things anime and hobby-related; then proceed down Chūō-dōri Avenue to browse the manga selection at Animate Cafe. Stop by some arcades for a bit of fun in between, then end the night with a drink at Game Bar A-Button.






WHEN TO GO

Tokyo is most beautiful in spring and autumn, while summer and winter are best for experiencing seasonal events.


Tokyo is almost always packed, but certain times of the year can see crowds grow to epic proportions. Peak travel season is between late March and early April, when travellers across the globe come to see the cherry blossoms, and booking accommodation months in advance is required.

In summer, the city’s many festivals make excellent highlights to any trip, but avoid August, when Tokyo’s notorious heat and humidity make even short outdoor activities near-unbearable. As autumn rolls around, cool weather and fewer tourists make it the perfect time for long walks and city explorations.

Winter is ushered in with dreamy fairy lights strung all around, and with Christmas not being a major holiday, there’s plenty to do in the days leading up to New Year’s Eve, when the city quietens down as Tokyoites leave for their hometowns.

[image: jpg]

Koinoboroi (carp streamers), Tokyo Tower | BENNY MARTY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE

TOKYO FLAVOURS

Riley Masunaga (@rileymasu)is a Japanese–American working in Tokyo who likes to host events in his free time.

Something I always look forward to with the changing seasons is for the bakeries and konbini (convenience stores) in Tokyo to drop their seasonal treats, from sweet honeydew frappucinos in summer to earthy chestnut crepes in autumn. As the leaves start to change and fall, these treats go out of rotation; so go all out and indulge while you’re here – stop at every konbini, bakery or creamery that strikes your fancy.




JAPAN’S FAVOURITE HOLIDAY SEASON

The week-long period lasting from late April to early May is marked by public holidays – known as Golden Week, this is peak travel season for locals. Expect inflated prices for flights and accommodation.



STAYING DRY

Tokyo experiences sporadic rain showers from late May to late July, so it’s a good idea to pack a small umbrella. Typhoons commonly occur in September and can disrupt public transport – heed weather warnings and stay inside.

Classic Festivals


Setsubun celebrates the coming of spring and ushers in good luck while banishing demons with a bean-throwing mamemaki ceremony. Witness this at Asakusa’s Sensō-ji, or try an ehōmaki – a maki roll eaten while facing the year’s ‘lucky’ direction. [image: ] February

For Tanabata, bamboo sprigs adorned with bits of paper pop up around the city and colourful streamers line Kappabashi Street to celebrate the annual meeting of deities Orihime and Hikoboshi. [image: ] July

Platforms pop up around squares in summer for Obon, a festival which honours the ancestors. Join yukata-clad dancers in a traditional dance accompanied by drums and song. [image: ] August

Snag a kumade – a decorative rake that symbolises ‘raking in’ luck and fortune during Tori no Ichi. The festivities held at Sensō-ji in Asakusa are the largest. [image: ]  November

Tokyo’s Spirit


Join the fun at Tokyo Rainbow Pride – the country’s largest LGBTIQ+ festival, taking place around Yoyogi Park, with a parade that makes its way around Harajuku and Shibuya. [image: ] April, May

The streets of Ikebukuro come alive with spirited performers putting on a show of folk dances at Tokyo Yosakoi – expect colourful outfits, energetic chanting and rhythmic dancing that will have you itching to join. [image: ] October

The Sanja Matsuri is a boisterous affair, with volunteers and crowds moving through the streets of Asakusa with a portable shrine, called a mikoshi, hoisted upon their shoulders. [image: ] May

Tokyo’s summers might sizzle, but it doesn’t stop festival-goers from flocking to the hottest music festivals. Local and international artists share the stages at Summer Sonic, Fuji Rock and Ultra Japan. [image: ]  July, August, September


I LIVE HERE

CAPTURING THE SEASONS

Ken Lai (@kendidshoots) is a Malaysian-born photographer and filmmaker in Tokyo.

My favourite thing about the city is how the changing seasons create so many opportunities for amazing shots. Cherry-blossom season in particular is the most beautiful, and a must-capture for any photographer. The best spot is hands-down Meguro River, where the vibrant sakura trees form a tunnel over the canal. To get the best shots, I head over early (between 5am and 6am) to avoid the crowds, and I plan ahead by looking up the blooming forecasts.
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Fuji Rock festival | MUINMUINAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

SURVIVING SUMMER

Temperatures can climb upwards of 40°C in summer, and the heat is only worsened by the humidity. Heatstroke is a common hazard, but luckily in Tokyo, shade and a cold isotonic drink are often within reach.

Weather Through the Year

[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 10°C
Days of rainfall: 3

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 10°C
Days of rainfall: 5

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: jpg]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 24°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 31°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 22°C
Days of rainfall: 8

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 18°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 12°C
Days of rainfall: 3




GET PREPARED FOR TOKYO

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain


[image: jpg]

Chidori-ga-fuchi | NOINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Manners

Keep voices low when on public transport and know that talking on the phone is generally frowned upon.

Ride the escalator on the left and leave the right side open for people who might want to keep moving.

Hold on to your rubbish, general waste bins are few and far between; recycling bins can often be found next to vending machines.



Clothes

Jackets & scarves You’ll want to have a selection of outerwear that you can layer up during spring and autumn – it’s nice and temperate during the day, but temp-eratures can dip at night. For winter, have a windbreaker handy and bring a down jacket that’s not too bulky. It rarely snows in Tokyo, but winds can bring a biting chill, so it’s best to layer up.

Sweat-wicking clothing Expect to sweat a lot in summer, and know that the sweat will stick due to Tokyo’s high humidity. Have a pocket fan stashed in your bag, too, in case the heat gets unbearable.

Hats Essential when out and about in summer – heatstroke is a real threat, especially around July and August.


READ
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Norwegian Wood
(Haruki Murakami; 1987) Visit 1960s Tokyo in this coming-of-age story that was the first to garner international recognition for Murakami.
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I Am a Cat
(Natsume Sōseki; 1906) See Tokyo society in the Meiji era through a cat’s eyes in this long-enduring work.
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Who We’re Reading When We Read Murakami
(David Karashima; 2020) Discover those involved in bringing Murakami’s novels to the inter-national market.
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Breasts and Eggs
(Mieko Kawakami; 2008) Kawakami’s novel explores the relation-ship between women and their bodies in contemporary Japan.




Words

Konnichiwa ‘Hello!’

Arigatō gozaimasu The most polite way to say ‘Thank you’. There are shorter variants of the expression, such as ‘dōmo’ or ‘arigatō’, but these are considered less polite.

Onegai shimasu Useful when asking for something, the same way you would use ‘Please’.

Sumimasen Used inter-changeably as ‘Sorry’ or ‘Excuse me’, and can be used to get someone’s attention.

Okaikei, onegai shimasu How you ask for the bill when dining at a restaurant.

Betsu-betsu de To split the bill. Some restaurants, but not all, will allow each individual customer in a group to pay separately.

Tennai de To dine in – useful at fast-food restaurants.

Mochikaeri de To take away.

Ōmori A larger portion, and you can often use this phrase at ramen restaurants to ask for extra noodles.

Namimori A small (or regular) portion, also used at ramen restaurants, for when you just want a standard serving.

Nama bīru or nama A word you’ll hear a lot at an izakaya (Japanese pub-eatery) and means ‘freshly poured beer’.

Eigo hanasemasu ka? Used if you require assistance in English and want to know if the other party speaks the language. In a pinch, sometimes ‘Eigo?’ will suffice.




WATCH
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From Up on Poppy Hill (Gorō Miyazaki; 2011) 1960s Tokyo depicted in signature Studio Ghibli fashion in this coming-of-age film.

Naked Director (Masaharu Take; 2019) This semi-biographical TV series depicts the life and times of adult video director, Tōru Muranishi.

Drive My Car (Ryusuke Hamaguchi; 2021; pictured) A Golden Globe-winning film based on the short story of the same name by Haruki Murakami.

Suzume (Makoto Shinkai; 2022) Follow Suzume as she travels across Japan in a quest to stop the next big disaster.




LISTEN

Love All Serve All (Fujii Kaze; 2022) An album full of catchy tunes to dance to by a talented singer-songwriter.

The Book (Yoasobi; 2021) The debut EP from Japan’s biggest J-Pop duo, packed with lots of energetic hits.

Cycle Hit 1991–1997 (Spitz; 2006) A compilation of the biggest hits from the 1990s from one of Japan’s most prominent pop bands.

Abroad in Japan (2023) Hear about current events, wacky experiences and all things Japan on this comprehensive podcast.







DINING OUT

You only need to step outside the door to find good food in Tokyo, which is chock-full of top-notch dining experiences.
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Okonomiyaki (savoury pancake) | BIGBEARCAMERA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

When in Tokyo, it’s not so much a matter of what to eat, but how to eat it all. The sheer variety of restaurants in this city of nearly 14 million residents is staggering enough, and that’s not even counting the well-stocked konbini (convenience stores) – a busy Tokyoite’s go-to for a cheap, hot meal. A culinary tour of the city involves slurping on greasy, flavour-packed ramen and savouring the day’s freshest catch from Tokyo Bay, indulging at the finest Michelin-starred restaurants and dropping into cramped izakaya (pub-style eateries) for sticks of smoky yakitori (chicken skewers) – eating in Tokyo is equal parts about the delicious food and the unique dining experience.

When trying Japanese cuisine, focus your attention on the natural flavour of the ingredients. Access to nature’s bounty of fresh seafood and famously high-quality agricultural produce makes every dish feel special. And the best part is you’re just as likely to find this at the supermarket as at the finest restaurants in town.

Time to Eat

‘Itadakimasu,’ mutters the local man, palms meeting briefly in a prayer-like gesture before digging into his meal. The term, literally translating to ‘I will receive’, is an expression of gratitude for the dish one is about to eat. It takes a moment to consider not just those who have prepared it, but also the animals whose lives were sacrificed for the meal. It’s a custom many still practices, especially when dining in a group. When the meal is finished, ‘gochisousama deshita’ is uttered to express thanks once again for the food and hospitality received. Customers often say this to the chef or waitstaff upon paying. If you’re dining with a local host, this is also how you can thank them for the meal. At ramen spots in particular, you’ll hear locals say this aloud to the chefs as they leave.

Dining Etiquette

Dining in certain restaurants in Japan can feel intimidating, but there’s no need to fret – restaurants are always ready to accommodate. If you’re keen to dine like a local, here are a few things to keep in mind: when it comes to sushi, use either your hands or chopsticks, even at high-end sushi restaurants; dip the sushi in soy sauce (fish-first) and pop the whole thing in your mouth – it’s meant to be eaten in one bite; chopsticks are the universal dining utensil at all Japanese restaurants – rarely will you find spoons, meaning miso soup can be enjoyed straight from the bowl, as you would drink from a cup; use chopsticks however you’re comfortable with using them, just don’t stick them upright in your rice bowl or use them to receive food from another person’s chopsticks, as both gestures are only performed as part of funeral rites.

Vegan, Halal & Beyond

Tokyo is a diverse city, and that diversity applies to food as well, to a certain extent. Vegan food is considered trendy, and you’re likely to find restaurants serving Western vegan fare in trendy neighbourhoods like Omotesandō or Ebisu, but these restaurants aren’t as common elsewhere. A great option for vegetarians is shōjin ryōri, a traditional Buddhist style of cooking typically enjoyed by monks; the style is meat-free and utilises seasonal ingredients while avoiding strong aromatics like garlic and onion. Though shōjin ryōri restaurants aren’t as common around town, Komaki Shokudō near Akihabara Station is a popular spot to go and give it a try. For more vegan and vegetarian options around the city, the Happy Cow has an up-to-date list (happycownet/asia/japan/tokyo/).

More restaurants in Tokyo are beginning to offer a halal menu to cater for Muslim tourists – including ramen and yakiniku (barbecued meat) restaurants. Packaged food like those from the konbini or souvenir shops may not be halal, however. For resources, see halalinjapan.com; the Japan National Tourism Organization’s official Muslim guide (muslimguide.jnto.go.jp/).

Rice, noodles and other carbs make up most of the typical Tokyoite’s diet, meaning gluten-free options can be few and far between. Vegan or specialty restaurants will often have gluten-free options, however, and popular ramen chain Afuri does a good gluten-free ramen using konjac noodles.

Restaurants in Japan are often good with adapting to those with allergies, and allergens are clearly marked on packaged foods, albeit in Japanese.


FOOD FESTIVALS

Kanda Curry Grand Prix (November) The city’s best Japanese curry restaurants compete to see who’s crowned the year’s winner. For diners, this means all the curry you could ever want.

Furusato Matsuri (January) Japan’s best regional produce is gathered at Tokyo Dome in this epic food fest. Be sure to catch some of the performances!

Tokyo Ramen Festa (October–November) For two weeks, try up to 24 different ramen from across the country, all in one convenient location.

Mochitsuki Taikai (December–January) A mochi (sticky rice cakes) ceremony that’s custom for ushering in the new year. Held at shrines or community centres across the city.

Sakana and Japan Festival (February) Cooked or raw, get seafood any way you like at Tokyo’s largest seafood festival.
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Ramen festival, Shinjuku | ANIRUT THAILAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



Local Specialities


Make room in your itinerary (and stomach) for these signature Tokyo tastes.

Sweet

Taiyaki Sweet and slightly crispy pastry filled with red bean paste, shaped like tai  (sea bream).

Souffle Pancakes Light and airy, these pancakes are all the rage on social media. The taste lives up to the hype.

Melon Cream Soda Bright-green soda float with a cherry on top, this is a retro kissaten (coffee shop) staple.

Takeaway

Tokyo Banana Banana-and-cream-filled cakes that sometimes come in cute patterns and designs.

Hiyoko Simple yet adorable chick-shaped pastries con-taining sweet white-bean paste.

Butter Butler Fragrant cakes and shortbread cookies made with premium fermented butter.

Savoury

Ramen Tasty bowls of warm, soupy noodles jam-packed with umami.

Tsukemen Thick noodles for dipping, served alongside a bowl of rich broth.

Abura Soba Dry, soup-less noodles tossed in oil and other tasty condiments.

Tempura Vegetables and seafood, lightly battered and fried. An Asakusa staple.

Okonomiyaki Savoury pan-cakes crammed with shredded cabbage and your choice of meat, seafood and vegetables.

Monjayaki A runnier version of okonomiyaki, a type of savoury pancake cooked on a griddle at the table.

Nigiri Sushi Also called Edomae sushi, this is sushi with pieces of fish on top.

Tsukemen Thick noodles for dipping, served alongside a bowl of rich broth.
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Meals of a Lifetime

Ginza Iwa Quality Edomae sushi is served by a friendly chef, in a comfortable, comparatively laid-back setting. A good mid-range option for those looking to try premium sushi.

Ramen Yamaguchi Tucked in the quiet neighbour-hood of Waseda, this ramen store has featured on the Tokyo Michelin Guide for six consecutive years. Get the umami-packed tori soba (chicken noodles).

sta. A stylish, mini-malist establishment in Shibuya that does amazing Japanese-accented seasonal cuisine and fabulous shiso (perilla-leaf) mojitos.

Muromachi Sunaba Get a slice of history at the place where tenzaru (soba noodles served with a side of tempura) was invented.




THE YEAR IN FOOD
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WINTER

Strawberries begin to ripen and make an appearance in stores, lasting until spring. January is when strawberries are the sweetest, so expect lots of enticing strawberry desserts and sweets all around town, and at the konbini, of course.
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SPRING

Sakuramochi are pink like the cherry blossoms, but the sakura flavour actually comes from the leaf that’s wrapped around it, which has been pickled in salt. These are typically enjoyed during Hinamatsuri (March 3rd).
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SUMMER

Food synonymous with Japanese summers: water-melon and kakigōri (shaved ice). Water-melon is sometimes enjoyed with a sprinkle of salt, and kakigōri is served in three colours – some suspect that all three might actually be the same flavour.
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AUTUMN

Sweet potatoes, chestnuts and persimmons come into season. In town, look out for fragrant, freshly baked and warmed sweet potatoes at supermarkets, and sometimes in front of discount retail giant Don Quixote.



Meals on the Go

The quick pace of a city like Tokyo means that plenty of food options need to be cheap, quick and easy. Enter the konbini, where everything from onigiri (rice-ball snacks) to bentō (boxed meals) to steamed chicken breasts are available to grab.

A staple of students and commuters for quick lunches or late-night dinners due to their ubiquity and affordable prices, gyūdon (beef rice bowl) restaurants like Matsuya or Yoshinoya can be found in just about any neighbourhood and are often open until the wee hours of the morning.

But among the Japanese fast-food options, the most interesting of them all is probably the tachigui restaurant, where customers slurp up some soba or swallow down pieces of sushi, all while standing at the counter – in the restaurant, there’s not a single stool in sight. They’re often open early to accommodate the breakfast crowd, and though small and compact, things move quickly and prices are kept low, ensuring a constant rotation of morning diners. Despite how popular quick meals are, however, it’s still generally frowned upon to eat while one is on the move – though there are no rules against it, locals don’t eat while walking or on the train.

[image: jpg]

Tachigui restaurant, Ikebukuro Station | SUBSTANCETPRODUCTIONS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Always Room for Dessert

Whether you’re looking for gourmet cakes and confectioneries from world-class pastry chefs or well-loved Japanese sweets made from time-tested recipes, Tokyo has endless options on offer. Though instead of dense and decadent, sweets here tend to be light and airy – so even when you’re stuffed, there’s still just a little more room left to fit in some dessert. In the Japanese language, lovers of sweets are sometimes described as having betsubara – a separate stomach just for their favourite treats.


Types of Meat

BARA

Beef or pork belly.

MOMO

Chicken thigh.

SASAMI

Chicken tenders.

MUNE

Chicken breast.

NANKOTSU

Chicken cartilage.

MOTSU/HORUMON

Offal, typically beef intestines. A common ingredient in nabe (hot pot).

SUNAGIMO

Gizzard. A yakitori staple that’s tough and chewy. Tasty with plenty of salt.

KAWA

Chicken skin. At izakaya, small pieces are served on a skewer.

HIRE

Lean pork or beef tender-loin, meaty and slightly tough

TAN

Beef tongue. Satisfying texture that’s chewy yet tender.

KARUBI

Beef short ribs, tender and juicy. Best when barbecued.

RŌSU

Pork loin with generous bits of fat. A popular item at tonkatsu (pork cutlet) restaurants.






BAR OPEN

Tokyo’s nightlife offers a range of diverse experiences, guaranteeing a good time, every time. So raise your glass and say, ‘Kanpai!’
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Spend a quiet night sipping cocktails at a cosy bar, or belt out some tunes with strangers and stumble back at dawn; it doesn’t matter what your idea of fun is – Tokyo does it all. The city’s vibrant, multifaceted nightlife must be experienced at least once; but with cheap alcohol, cool concept bars and some of Asia’s hottest clubs, you might feel like one night isn’t enough.

The nightlife experience you get often varies by neighbourhood. Shinjuku wel-comes the thirsty and hungry at its many izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries), followed by a night of bar-hopping punctuated with bouts of karaoke. If you’re looking to dance and party, make for the luxe clubs in Shibuya and Roppongi, but head to the bars and speakeasies in nearby Ebisu first for some cool cocktails. The quintessential night-time experience, though, is eating and drinking at yokochō – lively lantern-lit side alleys with a collection of izakaya and bars; you’ll find them in many of Tokyo’s major neighbourhoods.

Getting Buzzed

The izakaya is where Tokyoites frequently begin the night’s activities, frothy jug of beer in hand and plates of edamame, fried chicken and skewers laid out on the table. They’re one of the easiest and cheapest places to drink in, with a seemingly endless list of cocktails and liqueurs to choose from. Besides beer, fruity chūhai cocktails made from shōchū (strong distilled alcohol often made from potatoes) are go-to izakaya staples, as is Hoppy, a mostly non-alcoholic beer-like drink frequently mixed with shōchū.

A feature at many izakaya is nomihōdai, where for about ¥2000 per person, customers get all-you-can-drink alcohol for two hours. The only caveat is that every person at the table must opt in. For more alcohol on the cheap, head to konbini (convenience stores) for a few cans of chūhai – when the night gets going, you might spot partygoers taking swigs right out on the curb (just be sure to bring your empty cans back to the konbini).

Karaoke

Any time is a good time for karaoke, but it’s only at night-time that you’ll hear the power ballads and rock anthems streaming out of the bars with a raucous crowd singing along. Join in on the fun at the bars in Shinjuku’s Golden Gai and Kabukichō, where karaoke is ¥100 per song or sometimes free; you might have to wait a little while for your song to come on, though.

If the idea of singing in front of strangers sounds daunting, or if you prefer a bit more comfort and privacy, try a karaoke box instead. They’re easily found around town and open from noon till late, often with free-flowing drinks. For the best rates, go in the afternoon, where you can easily spend hours singing and snacking for under ¥1500 per person.
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NEED TO KNOW

Cover Charges

Many bars take a cover charge of between ¥500 and ¥1000; staff will generally inform customers of this beforehand. At izakaya, the amount is tacked onto your bill as an appetiser, known as otōshi. Clubs charge between ¥1000 and ¥4000.

Cash and Tipping

Though Tokyo is going increasingly cashless, many bars still take cash only, particularly around Shinjuku. There is no need to tip.

When to Go

Get dinner and drinks at an izakaya from 7pm. Bars typically don’t start filling up until after 9pm, and clubs after 11pm. If you’re out past midnight, prepare to stay out all night until the trains resume, or shell out for a taxi. Clubs stay open until 4 or 5am, as do most bars.
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Lonely Planet’s Top Night-time & Karaoke Spots

Cé LA VI

Rooftop club near Shibuya Station with an outdoor deck area.

BEN FIDDICH

Unique cocktails in Shinjuku, crafted with ingredients from the owner’s farm.

WOMB

Famous Shibuya club with a bigger emphasis on music than partying.

JUKE 80S

Request your favourite 1980s music at this underground Nakano bar.

RAINBOW KARAOKE

Clean, family-friendly and reasonably-priced karaoke inside Shibuya MODI.

AIIRO CAFE

The place to start your night at the LGBTIQ+ Nichōme district.

HANBEY

Izakaya chain in Shinjuku and Shibuya with retro Shōwa-era aesthetics.

KARAOKE MOKO MOKO

Budget-friendly Hawaiian-themed karaoke in Nakano and Shimo-Kitazawa, with unlimited soft-serve.






SHOWTIME

As one would expect from a metropolis of Tokyo’s calibre, the entertainment offerings here are vast. Something is always happening somewhere, and across all artistic genres. But be sure to also leave yourself open to serendipity: if you hear something interesting wafting out of a random venue, take a chance and wander inside – that’s where Tokyo’s quintessential magic lies.
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Performance Halls

Ginza’s Kabukiza Theatre showcases the elaborate visual storytelling practice of kabuki, a carnival-esque artform from the early 1600s, where dramatic song and dance performances are enhanced by special effects such as rotating stages and hidden lifts. Meanwhile, the National Noh Theatre in Sendagaya is Nō – Japan’s oldest surviving form of theatre performance – whose minimalist style is invoked through dramatic plot twists and subtle nuances. Nō is often performed with interludes featuring the Japanese comical art of kyōgen; the Suigian in Nihombashi holds nightly performances of these art forms along with sumptuous dinners.

Japan also boasts a range of venues for world-class performances of opera, ballet, and orchestral and chamber music, including Suntory Hall (Akasaka), Orchard Hall (Shibuya), Tokyo Bunka Kaikan (Ueno), New National Theatre (Shibuya), Tokyo Opera City (Hatsudai) and Tokyo Metropolitan Theatre (Ikebukuro). For top-notch jazz, R&B, pop and rock, local venues include Blue Note Tokyo (Aoyama), Cotton Club (Marunouchi) and JZ Brat (Shibuya).

Festivals

There’s always a festival (or three) taking place in the city – with many clustered around summertime. Tokyo’s worthy festival offerings include the six-day Kanda Matsuri extravaganza (May); the exuberant Sumida River Fireworks Festival, which dates back to the Edo era (late July); the Tanabata Matsuri, featuring hand-crafted papier-maché anime characters (beginning August); the Fukagawa Hachiman Matsuri, a joyful water-spraying event popular since the Edo era (mid-August); and the vibrant Kōenji Awa Odori Festival (end August). Autumn brings events including the Tokyo International Film Festival (October) and the Kanda Used Book Festival (end October–beginning Nov).

Outdoor Art Installations

Tokyo’s outdoor art installations com-prise a wonderful way to indulge in creative exploration. The Marunouchi Street Gallery features pieces rotated in collaboration with the Hakone Open-Air Museum, while the canal-side streets of Tennozu Isle are enhanced with mural art. Outdoor art events also take place regularly throughout the city, with annual initiatives including ‘Have A Nice Day!’ (HAND!), featuring art and music venues along the Yamanote line, and the Sumi-Yume Art Project, which sees four months of artistry along the Sumida River.


ENGLISH-LANGUAGE PERFORMANCES

Enjoying live performances in Tokyo can be challenging because of the linguistic barriers, but some venues do offer English-language productions, including the Tokyu Theatre Orb in Shibuya Hikarie, whose lineup often includes international musicals.

In addition, some artistic troupes – comprised largely of local international residents – regularly hold performances in English. These include nightly standup acts at the Tokyo Comedy Bar in Shibuya, and monthly bilingual improv shows from the Pirates of Tokyo Bay at What the Dickens pub in Ebisu. The Tokyo International Players and Sheepdog Theatre troupes also perform in various venues around town (check the troupes’ websites for details).




	
ENTERTAINMENT BY NEIGHBOURHOOD


	
Marunouchi & Nihombashi
	
Catch jazz or R&B at the Cotton Club, or a dinner show set to nō and kyōgen at Suigian.


	
Ginza & Tsukiji
	
Watch the ancient drama of kabuki at Kabuki-za Theatre.


	
Roppongi & Around
	
Dance at one of Roppongi’s hotspots, then chill at the otherworldly Shisha Bar Rakuen.


	
Ebisu, Meguro & Around
	
Sip cocktails to a vinyl playlist at Bar Track, or catch a show at the nearby Liquidroom.


	
Shibuya & Setagaya
	
Experience Tokyo’s live music scene at venues including Heaven’s Door and Club Que.


	
Harajuku & Aoyama
	
Visit the National Noh Theatre or see world-famous musicians at Blue Note Tokyo.


	
West Tokyo & Around
	
Check indie venues such as Jirokichi, Gamuso and Sometime.


	
Shinjuku & Northwest Tokyo
	
See live music in Kabukicho, or visit the Nichōme gaybourhood for drag by the Haus von Schwarz troupe and disco at the New Sazae bar.


	
Ueno & Yanesen
	
Gaze at springtime blossoms at the Ueno Sakura Matsuri, or catch a performance while admiring art at SCAI The Bathhouse.


	
Asakusa & Sumida River
	
Summer events include the Sumida River Fireworks Festival.


	
Kōrakuen & Akihabara
	
Catch an in-store gig at Disk Union JazzTOKYO, or see a music performance at Tokyo Dome.


	
Odaiba & Tokyo Bay
	
Events include the summer Odaiba Lantern Festival and spring Tennoz Canal Fes.







TREASURE HUNT

Tokyo’s got you covered for any possible shopping needs you may have, and then some. From high fashion to streetwear, geeky gadgetry to intricate crafts, this city has it all. So save up your coins, and pack light: you’re in for a shopping extravaganza.
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Food shopping in the metropolis is also possible at all hours – you’re never far away from Japan’s legendary konbini (convenience stores), open 24 hours, for those late-night cravings. And convenient they are, stocking everything from onigiri (rice balls) to household gadgetry, from sweet and savory snacks to sandwiches. (The late Anthony Bourdain, who cited Tokyo as his favorite culinary city, was particularly fond of konbini egg sand-wiches from Lawson, describing them as ‘pillows of love’).

There are also vending machines on every street corner, reliably shocking first-time visitors with the sheer number of options. They are also not limited to the usual soft drinks and snacks: scattered around the metropolis you’ll find vending machines selling everything from frozen gyōza to craft beer and sake; and coffee beans to T-shirts.

Depachika

A feature of Japanese shopping culture that you’ll find in spades around the Tokyo metropolis is depachika (underground department stores). Typically attached to train stations, these are havens of local food culture. Here you’ll find freshly prepared yakitori (chicken skewers), pay-by-the-kilo salads, seasonal desserts and packaged sweets, which make for fantastic omiyage (souvenirs). Popular depachika include Shibuya Tokyu Foodshow and – Tokyo’s largest – Tobu Department Store Ikebukuro.

Speciality Stores

Have a niche shopping need? Keen on browsing multiple floors of paraphernalia until you spot that perfect find? If yes, head to one of the city’s numerous specialty shops, each featuring their own unique style. Tokyu Hands and LOFT stock everything from backpacks to stationery to cosmetics, and oh so much more. Needing no introduction is Daiso, which offers an eclectic collection of items for ¥100; shell out two more ¥100 coins at the slightly fancier 3Coins stores. For electronics needs, head to Bic Camera. And for the quirkiest shopping experience, cruise the aisles at Don Quijote – known locally as ‘Donki’ – which will ensure hours (or minutes, depending on your taste) of wandering amid costumery, snacks and even sex toys.

Flea Markets

A great way to get up close and personal with Tokyo life is through its flea markets, where you can find antique wares, books and endless household goods. While hard bargaining is not part of market culture here, you may be able to nudge your way towards a small discount; feel free to test the waters, but don’t push too hard.

The schedules of flea markets often vary, so be sure to verify before heading out. The city’s numerous markets include the geek-flavored Akihabara UDX (held under the railway tracks every Saturday and Sunday), the earth-friendly Mottainai (dates/locations vary), Nogi Shrine (every fourth Sunday except in November), Oedo Antique Market (every first and third Sunday) and Yoyogi Park Earth Garden (once per season).


LONELY PLANET’S TOP… INDEPENDENT SHOPS

Cotogoto Home goods and kitchenware galore in this stylish Kōenji shop.

G. Itoya This mammoth 12-storey store in Ginza is a stationery-lover’s dream.

Kakimori Create your own personalised notebook at this sweet Kuramae stationery shop.

Kimono Hazuki Brightly coloured, reasonably priced kimono merit the trek to this shop in Daitabashi.

Ocharaka Specialty shop run by a French tea sommelier who crafts fragrant infusions.

Onao Washi Traditional paper styled into everything from wallets to bags; in Kichijōji and Marunouchi.

Oriental Bazaar Long-standing Omotesandō shop offering omiyage, including ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) and kimono.

Daikanyama Tsutaya Books Three sprawling buildings of books and magazines.




	
SHOPPING BY NEIGHBOURHOOD


	
Ginza & Tsukiji
	
Glitzy stores galore, including standalone shops and shopping malls such as Ginza Six.


	
Roppongi & Around
	
One-stop shopping for luxury items and everyday goods at mega-complexes Roppongi Hills and Tokyo Midtown.


	
Ebisu, Meguro & Around
	
Furniture and antique stores line Meguro-dori, while boutique shops flank the stroll-worthy Meguro River.


	
Shibuya & Setagaya
	
Numerous stores and shopping complexes of Shibuya feature the very best in fashion.


	
Harajuku & Aoyama
	
The district of Harajuku teems with streetwear and boutique clothing stores; don’t miss the shops along Cat Street.


	
West Tokyo & Around
	
Flavours of past eras abound, including vintage clothes in Kōenji, traditional crafts in Asagaya and antiques in Nishi-Ogikubo.


	
Shinjuku & Northwest Tokyo
	
Choose from numerous major department stores clustered on all sides of Shinjuku train station – the world’s busiest.


	
Kōrakuen & Akihabara
	
All roads lead to Akihabara for electronics, manga and anime.


	
Asakusa & Sumida River
	
Plentiful souvenirs and kitchenware, along Kappabashi Street.







TRIP PLANNER

THE BLISS OF JAPANESE ONSEN


Most visitors to Japan have seen onsen (hot springs) in brochures or online – those magical pools of hot water, many of them overlooking a river or bamboo forest, or some even with Mt Fuji in the distance. They evoke tranquility and calm, and for many visitors, they’re a mesmerising item on the must-do list.
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Where to Find Onsen in Tokyo

Tokyo has a number of authentic onsen experiences (onsenjapan.net), but it’s important to understand the difference between true onsen water and that of a sentō (public bath). The latter is just heated tap water that’s relaxing and therapeutic, but it doesn’t have the deep-within-the-earth qualities of onsen.

All public bathhouses and ryokan with onsen are required to have a sign displaying the quality of the water, and while said sign is nearly always in Japanese, online translation tools aren’t bad at turning it into English.

How to Use Onsen

Most onsen have instructions in several languages, along with illustrated instruc-tions. Thankfully, the process is fairly simple.

UNDRESS COMPLETELY

First, remove your clothes in the changing room and place them in the baskets provided. If you have valuables, use a locker.

WASH WELL

Next, carrying only a small towel (provided for free or purchased at check-in), head to the washing area, where there’s small stools and individual faucets, often with soap and shampoo. Scrub-a-dub carefully, rinsing all the soap off, and then, and only then, head over to the bath.

SOAK AND RELAX

Ease into the bath slowly. Be sure to not let the towel touch the bathwater. If you want to look like a pro, fold it several times and balance it on your head. Alternatively, you can place it carefully next to you on the lip of the bath. The only thing that should touch the bathwater is your skin. If you have long hair, tie it up.

Soak for as long as you like. Some need out after a minute or two; others stay for an hour. Some get out, rest on the bath’s edge for a while, and then soak again. If you’re bathing with someone else, note that different genders bathe separately, so it’s a good idea to arrange a meeting-time beforehand – this will avoid one person being left twiddling their thumbs in the hall.

DRY UP

When you’re done, collect your towel and head to the changing area. Dry your skin with the towel, wringing it carefully into the gutter rather than just onto the floor. This will mean you’re not dripping water all over the changing area.
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IS NUDITY COMPULSORY?

In a word, yes. But for anyone averse to bathing nude among strangers, there are two options: one is kazokuburo (家族風呂), which means ‘family bath’. It’s a private bath reserved for families, and because it’s locked, you’ll only be bathing with yourself and whomever else you bring in with you. Higher-end ryokans have a similar private bath, called a kashikiriburo (貸切風呂). These can usually be reserved for 30 minutes or an hour at check-in and are a great option for the modest...or those with big tattoos. Since you’re bathing in private, your tatoos won’t upset other patrons.




OTHER ONSEN TIPS

• If you have tattoos, especially large ones, or sleeves, be mindful that many onsen establish-ments prohibit bathing with tattoos. The reasons for this are complicated: tattoos were once reserved only for members of the Japanese mafia, the yakuza. By prohibiting tattoos, bath owners could make their establishments safer without targeting specific individuals. Times they are a-changing, but traditional attitudes often remain, and many view tattoos as dirty or scary.

• You can take as much time as you like in the changing room. Often, you’ll find razors, lotions, colognes and perfumes, cotton swabs and hair dryers, as well as sinks and mirrors.

• In the washing area, walk slowly and watch your step, as the floors can sometimes be very slippy.

• In the lobby, you can usually find a cooler of ice water or a vending machine with drinks. It’s a good idea to replenish your liquids, as the baths can be dehydrating.

• Many hotels, ryokan and onsen bathhouses have both indoor and outdoor baths. The latter, known as rotenburo (露天風呂), have the advantage of being exposed to the air. Sometimes you’ll find a spectacular view, so it’s worth looking for a door with a rotenburo sign and checking it out.






TOKYO

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.



Marunouchi & Nihombashi

Ginza & Tsukiji

Roppongi & Around

Ebisu, Meguro & Around

Shibuya & Setagaya

Harajuku & Aoyama

West Tokyo & Around

Shinjuku & Northwest Tokyo

Kōrakuen & Akihabara

Ueno & Yanesen

Asakusa & Sumida River

Odaiba & Tokyo Bay

Day Trips from Tokyo
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NEIGHBOURHOODS AT A GLANCE

Find the neighbourhoods that tick all your boxes.
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Marunouchi & Nihombashi
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WHERE TOKYO BEGAN
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Imperial Palace | GOLOVLEV IGOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

At the centre of Nihonbashi Bridge sits a zero-kilometre marker, from which all distances from Tokyo are measured, and it’s here where many of the roads to and from Edo (present-day Tokyo) began.

Built in the 17th century, the bridge was an important landmark for the country, and the neighbourhood of Nihombashi (日本橋) flourished as a result, becoming a centre for trade and the arts. Many histori-cal shops and restaurants remain in Nihombashi, keeping the traditional elegance of the area alive while modern developments breathe new life. It’s here where you can shop for the finest handmade crafts at historic department stores, or check out the best in Japanese design at the neighbourhood’s newer boutiques.

The heart of the city is Tokyo Station – a grand, classic structure surrounded by the windowed offices and modern architecture of the city’s main business district. The station sits in Marunouchi  (丸の内), in all its grandeur. It’s busy every day of the week as a commuting hub for many of Tokyo’s office workers, and it’s where everyone coming to and from the rest of the country makes their stop. The Imperial Palace is also in this neighbourhood, built on the centuries-old foundations of the former Edo Castle. The free palace tour is not to be missed, as it’s the only way to peek at what lies on the other side of the palace walls. Bustling at rush hour but usually quiet in the afternoon, Marunouchi is perfect for slow exploration. Fancy department stores, fine souvenir shops and plenty of restaurants surround the area – everything from designer boutiques and Japanese crafts to ramen restaurants and trendy bistros. For a special evening, try some of Tokyo’s best gastronomic offerings at one of the neighbourhood’s many fine-dining restaurants.
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DON’T MISS...

CHIDORI-GA-FUCHI

Peaceful palace moat framed by cherry blossom trees and foliage.

M&C CAFE

The best place to relax and do some train-spotting; the lemon desserts are a must.

THE IMPERIAL PALACE

Take a special tour of the inner compound of the royal grounds.

TOKYO STATION

The gateway to Tokyo, and a true icon of the city.

KITTE

A shopping mall next to Tokyo Station with a museum and lots of hip shops.

NIHOMBASHI MITSUKOSHI MAIN STORE

Historical department store, and the first of its kind in Japan; built in the Meiji period.

NATIONAL MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

See some masterpieces of Japanese art and other contemporary pieces at this elegant art museum.




TOP TIP

The Imperial Palace has several gates. Kikyō-mon is where the palace tour sets out from, and the three gates to the East Gardens are Ōte-mon, Hirakawa-mon and Kitahanebashi-mon, with Ōte-mon being the most easily accessible from Tokyo Station. All gates are marked on Google Maps.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Marounichi Winter Lights

2 National Museum of Modern Art

3 Nihombashi Bridge

4 Tokyo Station

SIGHTS

5 Chidori-ga-fuchi

6 East Gardens

7 Imperial Palace

8 Intermediatheque

EATING

9 Antica Osteria Del Ponte

see 4 Ekibenya Matsuri

10 est

11 Grill Ukai Marunouchi

12 Izumoya

13 Janoichi Honten

14 Muromachi Sunaba

15 Sembikiya Fruit Parlor

16 The Café by Aman

17 Usagiya Nihonbashi

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18 Chooze Coffee

19 DAWN Avatar Robot Cafe

20 GARB Tokyo

21 Ippuku & Matcha

22 Tsuruya Yoshinobu Tokyo Mise

23 Unison Tailor Ningyocho

24 Wang De Chuan

SHOPPING

25 Cohana

26 Coredo Muromachi 1 and 2

27 Hario Lampwork Factory

28 KITTE Marunouchi

29 Maruzen

30 Nakagawa Masashichi

31 Nihombashi Mitsukoshi Main Store

32 Ozu Washi



Nihonbashi Bridge

THE BRIDGE TO EDO

The wooden bridge, built in 1603 and the namesake for the Nihombashi neighbourhood, has stood here for over four centuries, in different forms.

The stone bridge we see now was built in 1911, during the Meiji era, and is currently flanked by bronze lions and dragons.

When it was first constructed, it was the starting point for five major highways that connected other parts of the country to Edo. Today, distances from Tokyo are still measured from here.

The overhead expressway that partly obscures the view of the bridge is currently being removed and is expected to be removed by 2041.
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Marunouchi Winter Illumination

THE CITY IN TWINKLING LIGHTS

The highlight of the weeks leading up to Christmas are the glittering winter lights events that happen all around Tokyo, with those in Marunouchi being particularly beautiful.

Between November and February, the trees outside Tokyo Station are strung up with thousands of fairy lights, giving the city a warm, cosy glow. It’s the perfect setting for a romantic stroll with a date, and when you need to escape the cold, the Christmas displays inside the local department stores are worth checking out, too.
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National Museum of Modern Art

CONTEMPORARY ART NEAR THE PALACE

Since its establishment in 1952, Japan’s first National Museum of Modern Art (MOMAT) has amassed an immense collec-tion of 13,000 works by Japan-ese and international artists, beginning from the 19th century.

The works are displayed on rotation every two to three months, with different themed exhibitions being staged five times a year.

The museum’s own collection includes 18 masterpieces of Japanese art, a select few of which can be viewed at any given time. Floors 2 to 4 house the rotating MOMAT collection, while special limited exhibitions are held on the first floor.

Don’t miss ‘A Room with a View’ – the lounge with large windows overlooking the Imperial Palace – and the beautiful nihon-ga (Japanese-style painting) room.

Tokyo Station

THE GATEWAY TO THE COUNTRY

A symbol of the city right at the heart of Marunouchi, Tokyo Station is a Renaissance-style red-brick building that has a grand and instantly recognisable façade. The construction of the station was completed in 1914, though it has undergone significant renovations and restorations over the years. Air raids and bombings during WWII significantly damaged the roof, and after extensive work, the station was finally restored to its original state in 2012.

Tokyo Station is where you’ll go to board the shinkansen – the bullet trains that shuttle passengers across the country, from Hokkaido to Kyushu, at lightning speeds of up to 320km/h. While hundreds of thousands of commuters come and go daily through the station’s vast network of train lines, that’s not all that’s here: with architectural marvels, a gallery and a sprawling network of shops and restaurants all housed in and underneath the structure, Tokyo Station is worth taking your time to explore.

On your way to or from the station, check out the shops in the area within the turnstiles. This is where you’ll find an array of omiyage (souvenirs) to take home – many of the shops selling these beautifully packaged food items, bentō (boxed meals) and sweets are concentrated in the two shopping areas: Gransta and ecute. Also don’t miss First Avenue Tokyo Station (東京駅一番街), a sizeable stretch of shops inside the station complex with cute character merchandise, desserts and outlets for seven of the best ramen shops from around the city.
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RAILWAY DINING

Going on a journey? Pick up an ekiben for the road – these special lunchboxes are a highlight of any ride on the shinkansen, and you can get them right at Tokyo Station.




OMIYAGE: THE CULTURE OF GIFTING

For many locals, picking up an omiyage at the end of any trip is a social convention that’s an absolute must.

Omiyage is a broad term that translates to ‘souvenir’, but it also denotes something bought specifically for others. The most common omiyage are the packaged mochi (rice cakes) seen at places like Tokyo Station.

Because each region of Japan tends to have a dish or produce associated with it, omiyage is a great way for travellers to share the region with friends and family.



MORE IN MARUNOUCHI & NIHOMBASHI

Tour the Imperial Palace

THE SEAT OF ROYAL POWER

Where Edo Castle once stood is the stately Imperial Palace (皇居), the residence of the Emperor and Empress of Japan. Originally built and occupied by the Tokugawa shogunate, the castle became the official residence of the Imperial Family when the shogunate was overthrown in 1868 and the capital and emperor moved from Kyoto to Tokyo. The palace sits on top of the foundation of the aforementioned castle, surrounded by its original moat. The buildings within the palace’s vast compound are relatively new, having been rebuilt in the 1960s following WWII air raids that destroyed much of it. The only remaining structures from the Edo period are the two watch towers and the imposing stone walls along the palace’s perimeter.

Not much of what’s contained within those walls can be seen from the outside, so the best way to experience the palace is to join an official tour, which will take you through parts of the inner compound. You get to see the outside of the Kyūden – a somewhat understated, modern building where the throne room is located – the two historical watch towers and several statehouses, and you get to walk on the ornate steel Nijūbashi Bridge on the roughly 90-minute walking tour. No visitors are allowed inside any of the palace buildings, however, so you’ll have to rely on your tour guide’s description of what the interiors might contain.

While the palace website still says otherwise, tours are now given in multiple languages (English, French, Spanish, Chinese, Korean) by local bilingual guides who have plenty of anecdotes and fun facts to share. Advance reservations (up to a month prior) are highly recommended, especially for larger groups, as only two tours are held each day, and spots can fill up quickly. There is an option to arrive early and register on the spot, but space is not guaranteed. Palace tours are also unavailable in the height of summer, from late July to the end of August.
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The east gardens

Also part of the Imperial Palace grounds, the East Gardens (皇居東御苑) are open to the public and free to visit. You’ll have three scenic areas to explore when you step through the garden gates.

The Honmaru area is where the original foundations of the former Edo Castle still stand (and on which you can climb!), while the Ninomaru and Sannomaru areas feature a lovely Japan-ese garden and a museum housing the Imperial Collection, respectively. The pond in the Ninomaru area is inhabited by koi carp bred by the Emperor Emeritus.

The East Gardens are closed on Mon-days and Fridays and from 8 December to 3 January.



WHERE TO GET COFFEE IN NIHOMBASHI

DAWN Avatar Robot Cafe

The robots who work here are remotely operated by people with disabilities and/or physical limitations. ¥

Chooze Coffee

Coffee stand that lets you choose how much caffeine you want in your brew. ¥

Unison Tailor Ningyocho

Stylish coffee shop serving delectable sweets and colourful cream sodas. ¥

WHERE TO FINE DINE IN MARUNOUCHI

Antica Osteria Del Ponte

Fine Italian cuisine near Tokyo Station featuring an elegant dining area with city views. ¥¥¥

Grill Ukai Marunouchi

Premium beef courses are available for lunch and dinner. Dining space overlooks a pretty courtyard. ¥¥¥

est

Beautifully presented French cuisine, with ingred-ients that are sourced locally and sustainably. ¥¥¥

Quiet Time in the City

CULTURE AND CONTEMPLATION AMIDST SKYSCRAPERS

The neighbourhood of Marunouchi is so packed with artful skyscrapers and fancy buildings that it’s hard to choose where to focus – you could spend a day just marvelling at the architecture of the place alone. A lot of the buildings that surround Tokyo Station are high-rise offices, while others are commercial; but beyond the usual shops, you’ll find a few surprises here. KITTE is a shopping centre beside Tokyo Station that also houses Intermediatheque – a contemporary museum that feels like it’s part art gallery, part billionaire explorer’s private collection. The museum’s permanent exhibit features a vast collection of rocks, skeletons, taxidermised animals and even mummies, all courtesy of the University of Tokyo. The museum, including its special exhibitions, is entirely free to visit. After spending an hour or so here, head up to the fourth floor to see a replica of the postmaster’s room at the former Tokyo Central Post Office – a spacious room with warm, classic wooden interiors and a view of Tokyo Station. Visitors are encouraged to sit and pen letters here.

Marunouchi is quiet on weekday afternoons, when most people here are at work, making it the perfect time to come soak up the neighbourhood’s vibes. There are some nice street-level cafes – like GARB Tokyo – to sit in and people watch. A short walk from KITTE is the multi-storey bookstore, Maruzen, which carries one of Tokyo’s most extensive collections of foreign-language books and has a large section of books on Japan. For a bite to eat, M&C Cafe is on the bookstore’s top floor and is known for their Hayashi rice – a rich stew served alongside a bed of rice. Get a window seat here, and you’ll be able to see the shinkansen and local trains pull in and out of Tokyo Station.
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WHY I LOVE MARUNOUCHI
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Winnie Tan, writer

When I was a univer-sity student, I’d go to Marunouchi occasionally to teach English to locals, and they’d describe the neighbourhood as ‘just full of offices’.

Perhaps it was because I was an outsider – I didn’t live or work nearby – but Marunouchi, to me, has always been a sort of urban refuge.

When life gets overwhelming, I come here at quiet off-peak hours to sit at cafes and watch the world go by, or walk amid the tall glass buildings and relish in the feeling of being small and insignificant – it’s just nice to be reminded of that sometimes.



WHERE TO DRINK TEA IN NIHOMBASHI

Tsuruya Yoshinobu Tokyo Mise

The Tokyo location of a renowned Japanese sweets-maker from Kyoto. Treats pair perfectly with matcha.

Ippuku & Matcha

Matcha speciality store; matcha sweets and a special tasting course available also.

Wang De Chuan

Premium Taiwanese tea, served hot and fragrant or cold with a foamy top.

Shop the Finest Wares

HISTORICAL DEPARTMENT STORES AND MORE

Japan’s oldest department store is not as eye-catching as its Ginza counterparts, with their sleek glass façades and modern design sensibilities. Instead, the Nihombashi Mitsukoshi Main Store is a boxy, European-style building with bronze lions flanking its entrance. First established in 1673 as a kimono shop, Mitsukoshi eventually expanded to became a department store in 1904. When the structure was first built in 1914, it introduced Japan’s first escalator and was equipped with sprinklers and a heating system – all new technologies at the time. While fires and natural disasters have seen the store being rebuilt several times, the one that now stands in Nihombashi was completed in 1935. Because of its long history and association with prestige, the Mitsukoshi department store in Nihombashi is the place to shop for high-end, refined goods that will last a lifetime, as well as elegant, traditional craft pieces created by Japanese artisans. The 6th floor of the building also features an art gallery.

Located near Nihombashi Bridge, Coredo Muromachi is a shopping complex that incorporates traditional elements into its design, giving the place a modern Edo vibe. The shops here are spread across three different buildings within the same complex, curated so that visitors can experience Japanese design, crafts and culinary delights, all in one place.
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BEST HISTORICAL RESTAURANTS IN NIHOMBASHI

Izumoya

Serving delicious unagi (eel) since the 1940s, the store is now run by the original owner’s grandson, and all of the meals come in beautiful lacquer boxes. ¥¥

Janoichi Honten

This sushi restaurant was established in the late 1800s and still serves classic Edomae sushi. Come for their lunchtime meals, offered at a relatively reasonable price. ¥¥

Muromachi Sunaba

First opening its doors in 1869, this historical restaurant invented tenzaru – soba noodles served with a side of tempura. ¥¥



WHERE TO STAY IN MARUNOUCHI AND NIHOMBASHI

Hoshinoya Tokyo

Ryokan in Marunouchi that combines urban and traditional Japanese aesthetics. Natural hot-spring baths. ¥¥¥

Mitsui Garden Hotel Nihonbashi Premier

Stylish rooms in Nihombashi, near many of the neighbour-hood’s department stores. ¥¥

The Tokyo Station Hotel

Housed inside Tokyo Station itself, with some rooms look-ing down onto the station’s domed atriums. ¥¥¥



MARUNOUCHI & NIHOMBASHI ARCHITECTURE TOUR
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Journey from Nihombashi to Marunouchi and take in the eclectic architecture on this stroll around the city centre. Begin at precisely the centre of Tokyo: the historic 1 Zero Mile-stone in Japan marker at Nihonbashi Bridge, then head to Japan’s first depart-ment store, the ornate 2 Nihombashi Mitsukoshi Main Store – both are built in a Western style and are important historical landmarks of the neighbourhood.

Across the road from here are shopping complexes 3 Coredo Muromachi 1 and 2. Stroll down the lanterned street between the two buildings to see how tradition meets modern architecture. At the junction, you’ll see a torii (entrance gate) that is the entry to 4 Fukutoku Shrine, a small but elegant traditional structure situated beneath a modern skyscraper. Continue your journey in the shadow of the high-rises to the green-roofed 5 Bank of Japan Head Office, a classic Western-style building designed by Kingo Tatsuno, who also designed Tokyo Station, our next stop.

The journey there is about 15 minutes and will take you past 6 Another Japan, a store that stocks products from across the country, and along the train tracks, restaurants and izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries) that sit underneath. The best place to see Tokyo Station in all its grandeur is the plaza in front of it – at 7 Marunouchi Ekimae Square. Continue along the length of the red-brick building and towards nearby  8 KITTE to check out the impressive interior architecture or stop by the museum, Intermediatheque. Our last stop is  9 Tokyo International Forum, just a few minutes down the street. This architectural marvel by Rafael Viñoly features a glass, boat-shaped building, and houses auditoriums, exhibition halls and the Mitsuo Aida Museum.



Drift along the Palace Moat

STUNNING VIEWS AT CHIDORI-GA-FUCHI

There’s no better way to experience the beauty of the Edo Castle moat and Tokyo’s lush greenery than from the water at Chidori-ga-fuchi (千鳥ケ淵) . Row boats are available for rent from spring to autumn, with the period from late March to early April being especially breathtaking as you gently paddle through a pink river of sakura petals that drift slowly from the cherry blossom trees. Demand is naturally high during this period, and if there’s no reservations available, your best bet is to arrive early to queue for a ticket, which comes with a designated time slot.

For two evenings in summer, the moat is filled with floating lanterns that bob alongside the rowboats. These lanterns are inscribed with the wishes of those who set them afloat; and because only so many people (and lanterns) are allowed at once, you need to enter and win a special lottery for the opportunity to row and buy a lantern of your own. The scene is still lovely to watch from anywhere along the 700m path that snakes around the moat. This path is also one of the best places for all-day hanami (cherry-blossom viewing) in spring, when the fully bloomed sakura trees are lit up as evening falls. Though it’s often hard to grab a spot on a rowboat during peak periods, Chidori-ga-fuchi is often quiet at other times of the year.
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NIHOMBASHI’S MOST TASTEFUL SOUVENIRS

Nakagawa Masashichi

Shop specialising in simple, beautiful and high-quality household items as well as curated, made-in-Japan fashion.

Hario Lampwork Factory

Elegant, refined glass accessories and jewellery made by renowned glass and coffee-equipment manufacturer, Hario.

Cohana

Small business offering elegantly designed and artisanal sewing supplies and gift-sets, all made with quality materials.

Ozu Washi

Traditional washi (Japanese handmade paper) store offering a large array of paper, stationery and shodo (Japanese calligraphy) materials.



WHERE TO GET DESSERT IN MARUNOUCHI & NIHOMBASHI

Sembikiya Fruit Parlour

Historical fruit cafe in Nihombashi, now dealing in luxury produce. Their musk melon is available year-round. ¥¥

Usagiya Nihonbashi

No-frills traditional sweets-store selling delicious dorayaki (red-bean pancakes). ¥

The Café by Aman

Enjoy afternoon tea and assorted desserts in a beautiful garden setting at this Marunouchi café. ¥¥

Meals on the Go

SO MUCH MORE THAN LUNCHBOXES

A ride on the shinkansen isn’t quite complete without an ekiben, a portmanteau of the words eki (station) and bentō. Locals will often have one prepared before stepping onto the train, and these lunchboxes are nowhere more ubiquitous than inside Tokyo Station, where many begin their journey. Perhaps it’s the idea of eating on a train – something that’s generally frowned upon in regular city carriages – that brings the fun, but among locals, ekiben has a widespread appeal.

Ekiben differ from regular lunchboxes in several ways. First, they usually feature a local delicacy or more premium ingredients, such as seafood. Presentation also plays a large part in their appeal: from boxes with designs incorporating local landmarks to train-shaped containers, all the elements of an ekiben play into the excitement of embarking on a trip.

At Tokyo Station, your selection of ekiben includes those brought in from other prefectures, so you can get a taste of the rest of Japan, even if you don’t have a trip planned (yet). The selection ranges from Yamagata beef bentō to rice boxes overflowing with ikura (salmon roe) from Aomori. Go to Ekibenya Matsuri for the largest selection of ekiben – over 200 varieties. Located within the Gransta shopping complex, which lies in the station’s inner area, these bentō also make great options for a quick lunch or dinner on the go.


THE EKIBEN HALL OF FAME

Gyūniku Domannaka (牛肉どまん中)

Created when the Yamagata shinkansen first opened, and featuring stewed beef served on a bed of Yamagata rice.

Chicken Bento  (チキン弁当)

The retro design remains unchanged since its advent in 1964. Inside is a universally appealing tomato-flavoured rice and karaage (deep-fried) chicken.

Tokyo Bento  (東京弁当)

Each item within the bentō is sourced from restaurants around Tokyo.

Ikura and Salmon Bento (こぼれイクラととろサーモンハラス焼き 弁当)

Grilled, fatty salmon belly blanketed with a generous serving of salmon roe. A must-have for any lover of Japanese seafood.






Ginza & Tsukiji
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STYLISH, SUAVE AND SWANKY
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Ginza has a reputation for being Tokyo’s swankiest neighbourhood, attracting Tokoyites to shop, dine and have tea with friends in its many shops and cafes. Name a luxury fashion house, and you’ll likely find one of their boutiques here. Before it was the city’s premier shopping spot, however, Ginza (銀座) was where the silver coin mint factory was located during the Edo period – in Japanese, gin means ‘silver’. After the fall of the Tokugawa shogunate, Ginza experienced a Western-style facelift, where brick buildings, pavements and gas lamps were put in place, laying the foundations of the neighbourhood today. Besides shopping, one could easily spend an entire day in Ginza, dropping into cool cafes and patisseries, or taking in the art that’s everywhere – from the street architecture to the quiet galleries. At night, it’s typical to have a swanky dinner or a cocktail at one of the many fine establishments this ritzy neighbourhood has to offer.

A mere 10-minute walk from Ginza, Tsukiji (築地) was where Tokyo’s biggest wholesale seafood market used to be, before the market relocated to Toyosu in 2018. The move has not scuppered business in the area, however, as the outer market still thrives as the go-to spot for wholesale seafood, sushi meals and kitchenware. It’s the best place in Tokyo to try the freshest seafood at unbeatable prices, and to sample a mouthwatering array of street food and sweets, so make sure to come hungry. Also here is the beautiful Hama-rikyū Gardens, a quiet oasis by the bay that was built by the Tokugawa shoguns over generations. The garden now sits against the backdrop of office buildings and high rises, though there’s still plenty of green spaces here to roam, plus a teahouse to rest at and take in the views.
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DON’T MISS...

SHISEIDO PARLOUR

Beloved Ginza cafe known for their parfaits and cream sodas since 1902.

KABUKIZA

Witness the dramatic theatrical art of  kabuki at this famous Ginza theatre.

HAMA-RIKYū GARDENS

Feel the sea breeze coming off Tokyo Bay as you stroll among the trees.

ART AQUARIUM

Weave between tanks of swimming goldfish in an art exhibit unlike any other.

CAFE PAULISTA

The place that kickstarted Ginza’s kissaten (coffee shop) culture in the early 1900s.

GINZA SIX

Art is all around this trendy, high-end shopping mall – including a gallery on the 5th floor.

TSUKIJI OUTER MARKET

Check out the catch of the day and grab a scrumptious brunch at Tokyo’s most famous fish market.




TOP TIP

A few train lines on the Tokyo Metro lead to the neighbourhood of Ginza, with most of the neighbourhood stations within walking distance of each other. The stations are Ginza, Ginza Itchōme and Higashi Ginza. The JR Yūrakuchō station is also relatively close by, as is Shinbashi Station.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hama-Rikyū Gardens

2 Kabukiza Theatre

3 Tsukiji Outer Market

SIGHTS

4 Art Aquarium

SLEEPING

5 Agora Tokyo Ginza

6 Ginza Hotel by Granbell

7 Muji Hotel Ginza

EATING

8 Ginza Iwa

9 Henri Charpentier

10 Kitsuneya

11 L’ibisco

12 Shiseido Parlour

13 Sukiyabashi Jiro

14 Sushi Dai

15 Sushi Harutaka

16 Sushi no Midori Ginza

17 Sushi Yoshitake

18 Yoshino

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19 and people Ginza

20 Bongen Coffee

20 Cafe de l’ambre

22 Cafe Paulista

23 Ginza Bar L’aurora

24 Higashiya Ginza

25 Kissa You

26 Mixology Salon

27 Tír na nÓg

SHOPPING

28 Ginza Itoya

29 Ginza Six

30 Kurashi no Kaori

31 Matsuya Ginza

32 Mitsukoshi Ginza

33 Uogashi Meicha



Hama-Rikyū Gardens

BEAUTIFUL BAYSIDE GARDENS

It’s one of Tokyo’s most idyllic spots – a green haven away from the busier areas of the city. Hama-Rikyū Gardens  (浜離宮恩賜庭園) offers a peaceful refuge, where park-goers can weave their way around pine trees and manicured lawns, or enjoy a cup of tea while feeling the sea breeze that gently drifts from nearby Tokyo Bay.

This scenic garden was first established by the Tokugawa shogunate as a private family garden, with improvements made over generations before it was finally completed by the 11th shogun, Tokugawa Ienari. The grand garden remained under the use of the Imperial Family until 1945, when it was donated to the City of Tokyo and reopened as a public park the following year.

Buildings from nearby Shiodome rise above the park’s tree line, the juxtaposition of which makes for beautiful photographs of an urban oasis. Within the park are several reflective ponds, the largest being Shiori-no-ike, a tidal pond that draws sea water in from Tokyo Bay. It could take over an hour of slow strolling along the paths to see every inch of the garden, and when you’re in need of a quick breather, stop by Nakajima-no-ochaya for a bit of tea and wagashi (Japanese sweets). This teahouse sits in the middle of Shiori-no-ike and has a deck that provides an unobstructed view of the gardens from the water.
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SAIL TO HAMA-RIKYŪ GARDENS

Tokyo Cruise offers journeys to the gardens via Tokyo’s waterways in their futuristic-looking boats.

The 35-minute journey departs from Asakusa and takes passengers under several iconic bridges that stretch over the Sumida River, before arriving directly at the gardens. A one-way ¥1040 fare includes admission to the gardens.

At the time of writing, passengers were not allowed to board the boat at Hama-Rikyū; only disembark. Boats also go to Odaiba.



Kabukiza Theatre

WHERE KABUKI COMES TO LIFE

Kabukiza Theatre (歌舞伎座) in Ginza is an iconic Japanese-style building not often seen in Tokyo’s urban land-scape. Adorned with red lanterns and towering banners, it’s Tokyo’s premier spot to witness the dramatic art form of kabuki, a type of stylised Japanese theatre.

Though first established in 1889, the building was destroyed several times due to natural disasters and fires. Its current form is the result of renovations completed in 2013, true to one of the theatre’s original designs from 1924.

Aside from the grand kabuki stage, the building also houses a gallery that features props used in the performances, as well as giftshops, a rooftop garden and restaurants.
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Tsukiji Outer Market

STILL THE BEST PLACE FOR SEAFOOD

Big waves were made when Tsukiji’s famous tuna auction and wholesale market relocated to Toyosu; but aside from the opportunity to witness the auction firsthand, everything else that Tsukiji Outer Market (築地場外市場) is known for is alive and well.

The outer market remains the ultimate spot to grab a bite of freshly caught seafood, munch on snacks or shop for produce and kitchenware. Many sushi and kaisendon (assorted raw seafood on rice) shops are here, while street stalls also draw crowds with freshly grilled scallops and more.

It’s very much a tourist hotspot, but the market is still an important place for many restaurants in the city, whose staff come here to source ingredients. Most wholesale activities take place before 9am, when tourists aren’t allowed in.

Though official opening hours are from 9am to 2pm, some shops might close earlier.

A few things to take note of here: no bargaining is allowed; some stalls do not allow photography; and eating must be done in the vicinity of the stall the item was purchased from or in designated areas.

MORE IN GINZA & TSUKIJI

Fashion-Forward Ginza

TOKYO’S FAVOURITE SHOPPING DISTRICT

There’s an air of prestige to Ginza. With its streets lined with luxury boutiques, sophisticated cafes, high-end restaurants and grand shopping complexes, it’s Tokyo’s most upscale neighbourhood, and it’s where locals and tourists flock to do some weekend shopping and soak up the vibes.

Many international luxury brands have their flagship stores here; the buildings themselves are examples of great design and architecture – elevated even further with their creative and enticing window displays. This alone is enough to make Ginza one of Tokyo’s foremost hotspots, but the real treat is strolling down Ginza’s main street, Chūo-dōri, on weekends when it’s closed to vehicular traffic and pedestrians get free roam of the place. From Louis Vuitton to Cartier, if you’re looking for the latest collections from the worlds’ biggest fashion houses, Ginza’s where to find them. The neighbourhood does get crowded on weekends, however, and queues just to enter the area’s more popular luxury boutiques are to be expected.

The neighbourhood is also known for its department stores: Matsuya and Mitsukoshi Ginza are the area’s oldest, though the Matsuya building has received a modern update. Meanwhile, stylish Ginza Six is a favourite hangout for a sophisticated younger crowd, with high-end trendy brands and an excellent book and lifestyle store, Tsutaya Books Ginza, on the top floor. Some boutiques have multiple stores in Ginza, and some can be found tucked in alleyways behind the main street. To make the most of your shopping trip, have a list of must-visit stores prepared and a general route planned, but leave time in between for exploration.
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WHERE TO EAT IN TSUKIJI

Kitsuneya

Tiny stall specialising in gyūdon – stewed beef served atop rice. A hearty meal. ¥

Yoshino

Softly simmered anago (conger eel) served in a box. Combos with fresh sushi available, too. ¥¥

Sushi Dai

Popular sushi restaurant serving fresh seafood. Try the chef’s reasonably priced omakase. ¥¥


A SYMBOL OF SUMMER

As temperatures rise in the summer months, goldfish begin to appear: on greeting cards, at matsuri (festivals) and on other festive items that evoke a sense of the season.

Goldfish symbolise good fortune and wealth and, perhaps coupled with their cute yet mesmerising appearance, these round, glittering fish were apparently very popular in the Edo period, making their way onto many of the ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) of the time. Even kingyo sukui (goldfish scooping), which is still a popular summer-festival activity (where players get to scoop the goldfish from a large, shallow bucket), is said to have originated from the Edo period.



WHERE TO STAY IN GINZA

Muji Hotel Ginza

Boutique hotel by Japan’s favourite lifestyle store, Muji. Entirely furnished and stocked with Muji products. ¥¥

Ginza Hotel by Granbell

New hotel in Ginza with a trendy, urban vibe. Facilities include pool, spa and sauna. ¥¥

Agora Tokyo Ginza

Simple, modern and minimalist rooms near Kabukiza. Perfect for some relaxation. ¥¥

Indulge in the Finest Sushi

WITNESS JAPAN’S CULINARY EXPERTISE

A small mound of rice and an elegant cut of fish laid above – that’s Edomae sushi. When this style of sushi was first introduced sometime in the early 1800s, it was roughly two to three times the size of what we enjoy today. Made fresh with seafood caught from the bay of Edo (present-day Tokyo), these rice balls, topped with a generous slice of fish, were meant to be quick food, served fresh to Edo’s busy residents. Sushi has grown more refined since its advent, and chefs today continue to perfect the craft of making what some might consider a work of art.

Upscale Ginza is home to many of Japan’s most famous high-end sushi restaurants. From Sukiyabashi Jiro (of the documentary Jiro Dreams of Sushi fame) to the three-Michelin-starred Sushi Yoshitake, the neighbourhood is the stomping ground for the world’s foremost sushi masters. Diners sit at the counter – around the sushi chef’s workspace – and wait as the chef artfully prepares each individual piece of sushi before placing it on a tile before you. There’s no menu here – sushi at these restaurants is served omakase (chef’s choice) style – where what you get is determined by the chef and the ingredients available that day. Dining at one of these sushi restaurants is a full culinary experience, and watching the sushi chef at work is often nothing short of mesmerising. Note that restaurants here are intimate by nature and can accommodate only a few customers at a time. Foreign-language bookings are usually made online through a third-party service, though the available restaurants can vary from one website to another. Reservations are best made ahead of time.

The sushi atmosphere in neighbouring Tsukiji, on the other hand, is distinctly more casual. It’s here where you’ll find tachigui sushi restaurants – simple establishments that serve nigiri sushi (hand-pressed sushi) to diners, who eat while standing at the counter. In stark contrast to Ginza’s refined restaurants, there’s no pomp and circumstance here – just excellent sushi, whipped up fast. Tsukiji is also one of the best places to grab a substantial seafood lunch on a budget, as stores serving the raw seafood on rice, known as kaisendon, are aplenty; and if you still have room in your stomach for more, the next restaurant or food stall is only ever a few paces away.
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THE BEST SUSHI RESTAURANTS IN GINZA

Ginza Iwa

High-end sushi restaurant with a warm and cosy interior. The lunch course gets you fewer pieces compared with dinner, but it is reasonably priced. ¥¥¥

Sushi Harutaka

Heavenly sushi by chef Harutaka, who trained for over a decade under Jiro, of Sukiyabashi Jiro fame. ¥¥¥

Sushi no Midori Ginza

High-quality sushi at reasonable prices. Very popular among both locals and tourists, so expect to wait in line. ¥¥




FISH FROM THE BAY

Edomae sushi is traditionally made with fish direct from Tokyo Bay. Before the main wholesale fish market moved to Toyosu, most of the seafood served at Ginza’s sushi restaurants was sourced from Tsukiji.



WHERE TO BUY SOUVENIRS IN GINZA & TSUKIJI

Ginza Itoya

Stationery shop in Ginza with many floors. Look out for the red paperclip out front.

Kurashi no Kaori

Minimalist living and personal care products, with fragrances inspired by the seasons and traditions of Japan.

Uogashi Meicha

Specialty Japanese tea store in both Tsukiji and Ginza. Their beautifully packaged tea makes excellent souvenirs.

The Art of Goldfish

EDO AESTHETICS MEETS MODERN DESIGN

Despite what its name might suggest, there’s only one type of fish at Art Aquarium (アートアクアリウム美術館) – the goldfish.

A popular temporary art exhibit that was initially open only in summertime, Art Aquarium has moved to a permanent location in Ginza, where it can now present the beauty of what we might consider ‘household pets’ in ways never seen before, all year-round.

The aquarium is located inside Mitsukoshi Ginza, on the ninth floor. As you step from the brightly lit shop floors into the darkened exhibition space, you’ll be met with tanks of elegantly drifting goldfish that glisten in the light. The aquarium has a variety of these fish, ranging from common species to rare breeds, and all are presented beautifully in unique tanks and installations. Proceed through the exhibition space, and you’ll also encounter art pieces that evoke traditional Japanese design, from ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) to Edo kiriko (cut glass) motifs. The presentation of it all is, however, distinctly modern; brightly coloured lights and mirrors imbue the space with a beautiful, futuristic and otherworldly vibe – reminiscent of the popular exhibits by creative company teamLab – and create an experience that’s sure to leave a lasting impression.
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GINZA’S BEST KISSATEN

Cafe Paulista

Japan’s oldest kissaten, which is said to have been frequented by Taishō-era authors like famed short-story writer Ryunosuke Akutagawa, author of Rashōmon. ¥

Cafe de l’ambre

This cafe retains the same no-frills, rustic feel since its establishment in 1948. No other drinks available here – just coffee. ¥

Kissa You

A down-to-earth cafe that’s known for its beautiful, fluffy omurice (runny, fluffy omelette on top of tomato rice). Expect a queue. ¥



Drink Coffee at Ginza’s Kissaten

COSY, RETRO COFFEE SHOPS

Japan’s kissaten have a reputation similar to that of Parisian cafes of the past – as a hub where writers, artists and intellectuals would gather to talk, work and smoke. Though the word kissaten directly translates to ‘tea-drinking shop’, these cosy establishments specialise in coffee and have a distinct, retro style that sets them apart from modern cafes. In the late Meiji (1868–1912) and Taisho (1912–1926) periods, when kissaten became popular, many were centred around the trendy Ginza neighbourhood. These coffee shops often have warm, wooden interiors featuring velvet chairs and ornate lamps that dangle dimly from the ceiling in the Japanese-infused Western style that was so popular at the time.

The quintessential kissaten experience involves dropping into one of these cosy establishments and getting a cuppa along with some signature Western-style dishes. Staple dishes you’ll find at the kissaten include omurice – a runny, fluffy omelette on top of tomato rice; and spaghetti Neapolitan, a slightly sweet, ketchup-based pasta. For dessert, you’ll always be able to find a smooth custard pudding (purin) with a bitter caramel top, and a melon cream-soda float at one of these coffee shops. Many of the more traditional kissaten still allow smoking indoors.

WHERE TO GET A COCKTAIL IN GINZA

Tír na nÓg

Basement bar that can only be described as otherworldly. Lots of inventive drinks and cocktails. ¥¥

Mixology Salon

A bar inside Ginza Six specialising in Japanese tea-based cocktails. ¥¥

Ginza Bar L’aurora

Warm, classy bar with a friendly atmosphere and an extensive cocktail menu. ¥¥

Watch a Kabuki Show

JAPANESE THEATRE AT ITS BEST

Everything about a kabuki show is truly a spectacle. From the actors’ dramatic make-up, elaborate costumes and exaggerated movements in tune with the live music to the impeccable stagecraft, it’s easy to see how it’s managed to captivate audiences for centuries. This art form traces its origins to 17th-century Kyoto, where a female shrine attendant and her troupe of female performers first gained popularity for their distinct style of dance. A concern for morals at the time led to female performers being banned in 1652, eventually resulting in men taking over their roles. Kabuki retains an all-male cast today, and actors who play female roles are known as onnagata (which literally translates to ‘female role’).

A typical kabuki show comprises three to four acts, each lasting about an hour. Shows often depict dramatised events from history, the most famous of which is the Chūshingura, which tells the tale of the 47 rōnin, a group of lordless samurai who avenge the death of their master. A day at Kabukiza, Tokyo’s premier theatre for kabuki, is a half-day affair with intermissions in between for audiences to dine on bentō (boxed meals). These meals are sold at the theatre common areas, and audiences can dine directly at their seats.

There are two performances daily, 25 days out of the month. English guides are available for select plays, though an English synopsis of the play will be provided if unavailable. For just a quick taste of kabuki, 70 reserved single-act seats are available for purchase online the day before the performance, and 20 non-reserved seats are for sale on the day itself. These ticket prices vary, but they are much cheaper compared with standard reserved seating; however, you will be right at the back of the theatre.
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GINZA’S SWEET TREATS

Many of Japan’s top patisseries have shops in Ginza.

For sweet treats to enjoy at your accommodation or to bring home, head to the basement floors of Ginza’s many department stores. Known as depachika, these are the best places to browse a vast selection of bread, confectionery and tea.

There’s no shortage of dessert cafes in Ginza, either – Henri Charpentier does a wonderful flambéd crepe suzette while Shiseido Parlour has been a mainstay of Ginza since 1902, with its Salon de Café serving classic parfaits and sodas.

For delectable gelato, try L’ibisco.



COOL CAFES IN GINZA

and people Ginza

Dine or have tea under starlight at this whimsical, beautifully decorated cafe and restaurant. ¥¥

Bongen Coffee

There’s no dedicated dine-in space here, but the decór and coffee make up for it. ¥

Higashiya Ginza

Modern, luxurious space for high-quality traditional tea and delicious Japanese sweets. ¥¥


GINBURA IN GINZA

Now something of an old-fashioned term, ginbura is a combination of the words Ginza and bura, which means to wander aimlessly.

To loiter, or ginbura, around Ginza was an activity that appeared to be all the rage starting from the 1910s, when the neighbourhood, with its shophouses and bazaars, emerged as a hip hangout for Tokyoites.

Though the term is not often used now, its long history is testament to the lasting allure of this now legendary Tokyo district.




FOR MORE KABUKI

Scan this QR code to purchase tickets to kabuki performances at Kabukiza Theatre.
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GINZA THROUGH THE AGES
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From historic landmarks to chic new stores and cool architecture, this walk through Ginza will show you the neighbourhood’s most iconic spots. We begin our journey at  1 Kabukiza Theatre, Tokyo’s foremost theatre for kabuki. Then, turn right and continue up the road – our next stop is 2 Mitsukoshi Ginza, one of Ginza’s oldest department stores, and where the Art Aquarium is located.

Just across the road from here is  3 Ginza Wako, where an iconic clock sits atop the building, which is a department store specialising in timepieces, jewellery and other personal accessories. On the same intersection is 4 Nissan Crossing, a showroom for the eponymous car manufacturer that features both classic and concept vehicles. Proceed down the avenue, and you’ll come to a second intersection, where you’ll see 5 Hermés Ginza and its cool glass-block facade. Double back and turn right at the first junction to get to Namiki-dōri Street, where many of Ginza’s luxury boutiques are located. The architecture here is amazing, with the shining, iridescent and jellyfish-like 6 Louis Vuitton store being particularly eye-catching.

Turn left at the intersection just outside the store and continue straight to the  7 Ginza Lion Building, Japan’s oldest beer hall, which still looks exactly the same as when it was built in 1934.

Next door is the high-end mall,  8 Ginza Six. Ginza’s first cafe,  9 Cafe Paulista is also on the same avenue. For those travelling with children, or for those who are simply young at heart, check out 10 Hakuhinkan Toy Park down the road; it’s been Ginza’s favourite toy store since 1899.






Roppongi & Around
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SKYSCRAPERS, ART AND HISTORICAL SHRINES
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Well-known as a flashy nightlife district whose streets teem with bars and clubs, Roppongi (六本木) has a storied history. The name ‘Roppongi’ means ‘six trees’, with one theory associating the name with six stately zelkova trees that once stood here; another cites the six local daimyō (feudal lords) of the Tokugawa shogunate whose family name included the symbol of a tree. In either case, Roppongi was once a land of forested terrain dotted with mansions belonging to Edo-era samurai and aristocratic families. Many of these mansions were confiscated along with the forcible ending of Japan’s 265-year global isolation in 1868. Some mansions and temples were transferred to foreign governments and turned into diplomatic settlements – the predecessors to the embassies here today.

Imperial Japanese Army sites were positioned in and around Roppongi during the late 1800s, as were US occupation forces following WWII – the district’s image as a raucous party town catering to American troops is rooted in this postwar era. As Japan clawed its way out of wartime destruction, a shadow economy emerged, characterised by underground markets, spies and yakuza (Japanese mafia). Many Japanese avoided the district until the leadup to the 1964 Olympics, when accessibility increased via the newly established Hibiya line.

Roppongi flourished in the 1980s, when numerous establishments opened and property values soared. The 1992 puncture of the economic bubble hit the area hard, with many clubs and bars shutting because of bankruptcy. Enter real-estate mogul Mori Minoru, who developed the sprawling, multi-purpose Roppongi Hills complex between 2000 and 2003, thereby transforming the district’s largely seedy image by attracting business-people and families. This shift continued with a second multi-use complex, Tokyo Midtown, in 2007, and the National Art Center in 2008, which joined Roppongi Hills in placing the neigh-bourhood definitively on the global arts and culture map.
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DON’T MISS...

TORANOMON YOKOCHō

Feast and drink with the after-work crowd at this popular and lively hangout.

AOYAMA CEMETERY

Stroll along tranquil forested paths amid the graves of historic figures from Japan and abroad.

ROPPONGI ART NIGHT

Watch the district come alive for this overnight, multi-venue art festival.

ZōJō-JI

Ancient scrolls and an impressive gate await at this Edo-era temple built for shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu.

TEAMLAB BORDERLESS

Cutting-edge digital art installations at the Mori Building Digital Art Museum in Azabudai Hills.

ART TRIANGLE ROPPONGI

Three major art museums, plus countless smaller galleries, all ripe for exploration.




TOP TIP

While crime rates in Roppongi have relaxed, stay aware and take precautions. Awareness of profiling is also pitifully low among Japan’s police, and stop-and-frisks are common – particularly among foreigners. Temptations here can be rife, but combined with the country’s no-tolerance drug policies, it bears repeating: don’t risk it.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Aoyama Cemetery

2 Hotel New Otani Japanese Garden

3 Mori Art Museum

4 National Art Center

5 State Guest House Akasaka Palace

6 Suntory Museum of Art

SIGHTS

7 Atago-jinja

8 Hibiya Park

9 Hie Jinja

10 National Diet Building

11 Old Ministry of Justice Building

12 Shiba Park

13 Tokyo Tower

13 Zōjō-ji

EATING

15 Anchor Point

16 Azabudai Hills

17 Echigoya Genpaku Sohonzan

18 Gonpachi Nishi-azabu

19 Good Morning Café & Grill

20 Hocus Pocus

21 Le Pain Quotidien Shiba Park

22 Soul Food House

23 Toranomon Hills

24 Toraya Akasaka

25 Yelo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26 1 Oak Tokyo

27 BrewDog Roppongi

28 Delirium Café

29 El Café Latino

30 Gold Bar at Toranomon Edition

31 Japan Sake and Shōchū Information Center

32 Kunisawa Brewing Company

33 Shisha Bar Rakuen

34 Traffic



Art Triangle Roppongi

A TRIO OF ARTISTIC OFFERINGS

The Art Triangle Roppongi (六本木アートトライアングル) is comprised of the Mori Art Museum (森美術館), the Suntory Museum of Art (サントリー美術館) and the National Art Center (国立新美術館), and all offer plentiful opportunities for artistic exploration. Save your ticket stub from any of the three to get reduced-price admission to the remaining two.

The Mori Art Museum is located in one of Roppongi’s two mega-complexes: Roppongi Hills ( 六本木ヒルズ). The museum features rotating contemporary exhibitions, and past works included Takashi Murakami’s epic, 100m-long 500 Arhats, a painting that depicts the four Chinese guardians overseeing the four celestial directions. There are also numerous onsite installations, including Louise Bourgeois’ towering 9m spider, Maman, and street art along Keyakizaka-dori.

Roppongi’s other mega-complex, Tokyo Midtown (東京 ミッドタウン), holds the Suntory Museum of Art. Occupying the former Defense Agency, and designed by Kengo Kuma, its features include flooring that incorporates oak from recycled (Suntory, natch) whisky barrels. Mostly housing antiques, it also hosts collections on everything from insect art to the artistry of the Ryūkyū Kingdom, and offers tea ceremonies on designated Thursday afternoons. Art is incorporated throughout all of Tokyo Midtown, including the columns inside its Galleria building. Pick up the Art Handbook pamphlet for details (and the Bird Handbook for artful depictions of the two-dozen-plus feathered species nesting there).

Nearby, the expansive National Art Center hosts rotating exhibitions that have included ‘My Eternal Soul’, a retrospective on avant-garde artist Yayoi Kusama featuring her iconic dots, pumpkins and existentialist ruminations.
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ROPPONGI’S ART NIGHT

A much-anticipated annual spring event is Roppongi Art Night, a two-day festival of art installations that includes exhibitions, artist talks and video screenings – many happening overnight – at venues throughout the district.

Among past high-lights are Roppongi Hills performances, including the fantas-tical artistry of Dundu (aka luminous five meter puppets from Germany) and a dawn concert by the Japan Philharmonic Orchestra.

Also make sure to pay a visit to Complex 665, housing art greats Ishii Taka and Koyama Tomio.



Hotel New Otani Japanese Garden

EXPLORE AN ANCIENT GARDEN

Hotel New Otani Japanese Garden (ホテルニューオータニ 日本庭園) is a 400-year-old garden in Akasaka that sits on land formerly belonging to a powerful samurai and an imperial family, and upon which the stately Hotel New Otani was built in preparation for the 1964 Olympics. The garden’s unique features include enormous red-tinged stones, a koi (carp) pond traversed by a vermillion-red bridge, a traditional garden of sand and pebble, and numerous antique stone lanterns. The grounds also include a tea-house and waterfall, and nightly illuminations lasting from sunset to midnight.
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Aoyama Cemetery

A CALM URBAN FOREST

Aoyama Cemetery (青谷霊園) is a calm urban forest rich in history, and a famous strolling spot (particularly during cherry-blossom season). Dating back to 1874, the cemetery was named for the influential Aoyama family of the Gujō clan, who were vassals of the Tokugawa shogunate. Among the 126,000 souls who rest in the more than 14,000 tombs here are Meiji Restoration leader ōkubo Toshimichi and local canine legend Hachikō. There is also a section for foreigners who made Japan home, including French woodblock-print artist Paul Jacoulet and Italian engraver Edoardo Chiossone, designer of Japan’s first banknotes.
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The State Guest House of Akasaka Palace

LUXURIOUS PALACE FOR FOREIGN DIGNATARIES

Located within the Akasaka Estate, the State Guest House (迎賓館赤坂離宮) was built in 1909 in neo-Baroque style as the palace for the then crown prince of Japan, showcasing Japan’s Meiji-era Western architecture.

Following WWII, it housed various government offices, including the National Diet Library. Its facilities were renovated in 1974 into its present iteration as a state guest house, which includes a Japanese-style annex. Since that time, it has been used to host foreign dignitaries, as well as international conferences and summits.

The luxurious palace, whose features include Italian marble, murals and cloisonné wall panelling, was designated a National Treasure following additional restoration in 2009.

Advance reservations are needed to visit the Japanese-style annex but not required for the main building and garden.

MORE IN ROPPONGI & AROUND

Soak up Zōjō-ji’s History

A FASCINATING SHRINE AND FANTASTIC VIEWS

Around a half hour’s walk from central Roppongi is Shiba, where the impressive Zōjō-ji Temple (増上寺) is located. This district flourished during the Edo period due to its proximity to the well-travelled Tōkaidō Road, which connected Edo (present-day Tokyo) with Kyoto, and Zōjō-ji is where the ruling Tokugawa shogunate worshipped following the temple’s relocation to this district in 1598.

Sangedatsumon, Zōjō-ji’s impressive front gate, dates back to 1622 and is a designated Cultural Property – and Tokyo’s oldest wooden structure, having managed to survive the Great Tokyo Air Raids of 1945. Also onsite is a mausoleum housing six of the Tokugawa shoguns, 1000 Jizō (Buddhist patron of travellers, children and the unborn) statues and rotating exhibitions from the collection of 100 scrolls by artist Kano Kazunobu depicting the Five Hundred Arhats. Zōjō-ji also has unblemished views of Tokyo Tower (東京タワー), which was built in 1958 as the pride of Tokyo – at 333m, it eclipses the Eiffel Tower – and which today offers sweeping metropolitan views via its observation deck.

Shiba Park (芝公園), on whose grounds Zōjō-ji stands, offers spectacular seasonal views courtesy of its zelkova, camphor, gingko, cherry and plum trees. The Momiji Waterfall, positioned between Zōjō-ji and Tokyo Tower, is particularly picturesque amid the autumnal foliage.
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ROPPONGI’S BEST NIGHT-TIME SPOTS

Shisha Bar Rakuen  (樂煙 西麻布)

Ultra-cool spot where your shisha smoke creates patterns with strategically positioned laser artistry. High-quality tobacco, cocktails and playlists.

BrewDog Roppongi

Craft-beer bar featuring Japanese and Scottish brews (including Punk IPA). Limited-time menus include non-alcoholic green tea with beer-like bubbles.

El Café Latino

Bar/dance club play-ing salsa, bachata and reggaetón. Come early for dance lessons downstairs.

1 Oak Tokyo

Multi-level hip-hop club bringing top acts from abroad. The dress code: ‘dress to impress’.

Traffic

Stylish space serving craft cocktails in minimalist surrounds.



WHERE TO GET DESSERT AROUND ROPPONGI

Hocus Pocus

This Nagatacho cafe serves scrumptious, creative donuts; think grapefruit peppermint, and sakura lemon zest.

Toraya Akasaka

Seasonal wagashi (Japanese sweets) served in stylish wood and glass surroundings, replete with exhibition space.

Yelo

Get monster-sized kakigōri (shaved ice), served in zany flavours like organic carrot mascarpone.



THE ART & HISTORY OF NOGIZAKA & AKASAKA

[image: jpg]

Begin with a stroll around the calm grounds of 1 Aoyama Cemetery – a must during cherry-blossom season – and then make a stop at the adjacent 2 Little Darling Coffee Roasters, a great spot for coffee and food in stylish surroundings: its expansive lawn area is great for those travelling with kids.

Next, visit the unique 3 Toto Gallery · MA, which specialises in architectural installations; recent exhibits include the ‘Politics of Living’ and ‘Architecture of the Earth’ exhibitions. Continue onward to 4 Nogi Park, towards the 5 Former Residence of General Nogi. Count Nogi Maresuke, an Imperial Army general during the Sino–Japanese and Russo–Japanese wars, committed ritual suicide with his wife Shizuko as an act of loyalty following the death of Emperor Meiji in 1912 – raising eyebrows among those who thought such practices of bushidō (a set of values followed by the samurai; literally ‘the way of the warrior’) unbefitting of Meiji-era Japan. Their souls rest at the adjacent  6 Nogi Shrine, on whose grounds flea markets are also held every fourth Sunday (except in November).

Walk up Gaien-higashi-dōri to Aoyama-dōri and turn right to arrive at the  7 Embassy of Canada, where public visits of its stone garden and Canadian art gallery are permitted (photo ID required). Adjacent is the picturesque 8 Takahashi Korekiyo Memorial Park, named for the finance minister assassinated in an attempted coup in 1936 after he slashed military spending. The final stop is the neighbouring 9 Sogetsu Foundation, designed by architect Tange Kenzo and featuring ikebana (flower arrangement) exhibitions and a stone garden designed by famed sculptor Isamu Noguchi.



Visiting Tokyo’s Hills & Towers

CREATING TOKYO’S FUTURE CITYSCAPE

Toranomon Hills (虎ノ門ヒルズ) is the four-skyscraper complex of the Mori Building Company that includes residential and business towers, and features plentiful attractions. The food stalls of its onsite Toranomon Yokochō, regularly frequented by local office workers, are great to get a feel for the pulse of the neighbourhood. Spacious and well laid-out, they offer numerous dining options, along with English-language signage. For lunch-goers, consider buying a bentō (a boxed meal) and taking it to the outdoor Oval Plaza to picnic in the grass alongside the impressive 10m-high Roots statue, by Spanish artist Jaume Plensa. If you fancy staying til late, join the yokochō throngs for a night-time drinking session at onsite venues such as the Toranomon Brewery for craft beer, Toranomon Distillery for craft gin, or Memento Mori for inventive cacao and chocolate-themed cocktails.

Mori Tower at Toranomon Hills was Tokyo’s tallest skyscraper until it was eclipsed in August 2023 by (that’s right) another Mori structure: the Mori JP Tower – now the tallest building in Japan – at Azabudai Hills (麻布台ヒルズ). The Mori Building empire’s latest project, it was introduced as a ‘modern urban village’ that aimed to create a nexus of people-friendly green spaces by placing the Roppongi, Toranomon, Ark and Azabudai Hills complexes within walking distance of each other – thereby also increasing Tokyo’s profile as a cutting-edge global city. Azabudai Hills’ attractions include an art gallery/cultural centre, a sprawling food market, a luxury hotel and lots of fine-dining options.

Most importantly, it also houses the Mori Building Digital Art Museum, which showcases the spectacular interactive installations from not-to-be-missed art collective teamLab Borderless, who utilise shapeshifting light and sound effects to portray themes hinting at human connection. Don’t skip this.
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BEST PLACES TO DRINK

Rooftop Bar at Andaz Tokyo

Feel the swank at this rooftop bar – Tokyo’s tallest – featuring an electro-jazz soundtrack and cocktails by award-winning mixologists.

Gold Bar at Toranomon Edition

Sophisticated cocktails, such as Psychadelic, combining absinthe (Picasso’s drink of choice) with peach and aloe.

Delirium Café

Delirium is what you may feel after quaffing the Belgian beers here.

Kunisawa Brewing Company

Owner Kunisawa Ryosuke brews craft beers while running an onsite printmakers.

Japan Sake and Shōchū Information Center

This small spot is your resource for everything sake and shōchū (distilled alcohol).



Exploring the Government District

ARCHITECTURE AND HISTORY OF SOCIAL PROTEST

Straddling the neighbourhoods of Kasumigaseki and Nagatachō, just south of the Imperial Palace, this quiet district of government buildings offers several sites worth visiting for those interested in stepping off the well-trodden tourist path.

The Edo-era samurai dwellings located here were converted into government structures following the Meiji Restoration of 1868. An outstanding example of Meiji-era architecture is the Old Ministry of Justice Building (法務省旧本館), designed in 1895, which was the Edo-era residence of the Yonezawa Domain’s Uesugi clan. Later used for several Ministry of Justice functions, it was designated as an Important Cultural Property in 1994.

Nearby Hibiya Park (日比谷公園) – Japan’s first park to be designed in Western style – was a standout venue of its day, hosting orchestral concerts, state funerals and political gatherings. Today, it offers strolling paths amid its gingko and dogwood trees, as well as a number of interesting sculptures and events held at various sites, including its open-air concert hall.

Also of interest is the National Diet Building (国会議事堂), built between 1920 and 1936. Withstanding the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923, it sustained damage during wartime firebombing and later underwent renovations. Large-scale demonstrations were held here in 1959 and 1960, and again in 1970, with hundreds of thousands protesting the US–Japan Security Treaty, which opened the door for US military bases on Japanese soil (particularly in Okinawa). Many other citizen demonstrations have been held here in recent decades, advocating for issues including the protection of Japan’s peace constitution and an end to nuclear power following the Fukushima Nuclear Disaster. While the protest fervour of days past has largely dissipated, small groups of demonstrators still occasionally gather while the Diet is in session in order to hand out flyers advocating their causes (occasionally with English translation).

[image: jpg]

Hibiya Park | PETR KAHANEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SKY-HIGH URBAN SHRINES

Wanting to protect his capital from natural disasters, shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu ordered the construction of the Atago-jinja (愛宕神社) shrine, which was built in 1603 atop Atago Hill, Tokyo’s highest mountain.

Enshrined deities include Homusubi no Mikoto (the God of Fire), and an 86-step staircase leads to the shrine. It earned the moniker the ‘Stone Stairs of Success’ after a samurai ascended it on horseback.

A 20-minute walk northward is Hie-jinja (日枝神社) shrine, also fronted by a steep staircase. Guarded by monkeys rather than the usual lion-dogs or foxes, this shrine features a striking series of orange torii (entrance gates). In June of even-numbered years, the Sannō Matsuri festival is held here, featuring an ornate procession.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND ROPPONGI

Gonpachi Nishi-azabu

This restaurant, of Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill fame, serves classic fare in a lively atmosphere. ¥

Le Pain Quotidien Shiba Park

Spacious parkside cafe featur-ing an array of Belgian-style tartines, quiches, salads and desserts. ¥

Soul Food House

Owner/chefs David and LaTonya Whitaker welcome everyone as family to their Azabu-Juban restaurant. ¥

Echigoya Genpaku Sohonzan

Grilled fish done to perfection, along with the standard sides of rice, miso soup and pickles. ¥

Good Morning Café & Grill

Here you’ll find all-day cafe fare, plus a decent alcohol selection and terrace. ¥

Anchor Point

Wood-fired steaks and pub fare, plus atmospheric outdoor dining. The onsite-brewed craft beer is a winner. ¥¥




Ebisu, Meguro & Around
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CULTURE AND CUISINE
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This southwestern region of the metro-polis, which is anchored by the Meguro River, hosts a collection of the city’s best features, including intriguing historical landmarks, artistic hotspots and top-notch culinary offerings.

Ebisu (恵比寿) – also one of the seven gods of fortune from Japanese mythology, who oversees fishing and commerce and is normally depicted with a jolly expression of laughter – is an altogether befitting rep-resentation of the lively neighbourhood that serves as his namesake. Packed with eateries and bars that cater to all manner of tastes, Ebisu also has its share of cultural spots, including a plaza that houses one of the metropolitan area’s most popular museums and event spaces.

To the southwest is Meguro (目黒区), a special ward encompassing quiet residential neighbourhoods, along with plenty of green spaces that are so coveted by concrete-weary Tokyoites. Meguro is also an excellent place for an exploration of the city’s spiritual and cultural history, as it is dotted with numerous centuries-old shrines and temples, along with a number of interesting museums. Etymologically, the name ‘Meguro’ translates as ‘black eyes’, referring to one of the powerful deities from the Tendai Buddhist sect whose likeness was placed at strategic points around the city in order to protect the ruling Tokugawa shogunate.

Meguro also encom-passes numerous districts that are popular with the shopping and cafe-going set, including the trendy Nakameguro area, which hugs the river, and Jiyūgaoka, to the south. Further north, the upscale neighbourhoods of Hiroo and Daikanyama – which, like Ebisu, are officially part of Shibuya City – are clustered with stylish shops and eateries that invite an afternoon of browsing before finding a lively bar or cosy bistro for the evening.
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DON’T MISS...

TOKYO PHOTOGRAPHIC ART MUSEUM

See some of the world’s top photographers featured in the museum’s permanent collection and rotating exhibitions.

MUSEUM OF YEBISU BEER

Learn and taste the backstory of the brew from which the district of Ebisu derives its name.

HOTEL GAJOEN TOKYO

Peruse Edo-era art at this opulent Meguro hotel from the 1930s, featuring a storied wooden staircase.




TOP TIP

The tourist information centre near Nakameguro Station (Gate Town Building, underground level) is packed with information on local offerings; the Meguro City Guide Map recommends four separate walking tours covering culture, spiritualism, crafts/tea ceremonies, and art, while the Meguro Tourism Encyclopedia includes detailed explanations on sites of interest, including local temples and shrines.




WHY I LOVE SHIROKANEDAI
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Kimberly Hughes, writer

This intriguing neighbourhood first came on my radar only recently, and I have been here several times since to continue exploring.

On my most recent visit, I visited Biotop, where I enjoyed a fantastic breakfast and visited its enchanting treehouse, which had just been unveiled days earlier, following construction by internationally renowned treehouse artist Kobayashi Takashi. And as I was sipping my coffee amid the greenery and admiring his craftsmanship, it occurred to me that this unique structure – which had given life to something new while respecting the character of what was there – seemed to also provide a poignant commentary on Tokyo’s ability to continually and dynamically change while retaining its natural essence and character.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Institute for Nature Study

2 Museum of Yebisu Beer

3 Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum

4 Tokyo Photographic Art Museum

5 Yebisu Garden Place

6 Yebisu Garden Place Tower

SIGHTS

7 Matsuoka Museum of Art

8 University of Tokyo Institute of Medical Science

EATING

9 Ebisu Yokochō

10 Tender House

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 A10

12 Bar Track

13 Bar Trench

14 Janai Coffee

15 Martha

SHOPPING

16 Biotop



Hotel Gajoen Tokyo

LUXURIANT 1930s HOTEL

Hotel Gajoen Tokyo (ホテル雅叙園東京) wowed Tokyoites when it was first unveiled in 1931 – and it still impresses today.

Several onsite restaurants and cafes overlook picturesque, waterfall-laced gardens, while the hotel’s large, carved wood-panels and lacquered murals depict vivid scenes from the Edo period. While these areas are available for visitors to explore freely, a separate ticket is required to access the Hyakudan Kaidan – the 100-step staircase designated a Tangible Cultural Property in 2009 – during specified exhibition periods only.

The annual summertime Wa no Akari festival, with a different theme each year, features expositions of creative works in seven opulent rooms adjacent to the staircase, and has included washi (Japanese handmade paper) lamp installations and floats from the legendary Nebuta Matsuri festival.
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Institute for Nature Study

LUSH GREENERY IN THE CITY

Standing adjacent to the Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum, and dating back to the Edo period, the Institute for Nature Study (国立科学博物館) was the second home of daimyō (feudal lord) Matsudaira Yorishige during the 1600s.

Affiliated with the National Museum of Nature and Science, the institute’s aim is to protect insect, bird and plant species in their natural habitats – a rarity in the ultra-urban Tokyo metropolis.

The meandering paths allow for exploration of various forest types, including pine, oak and deciduous, as well as grassland and marsh.
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Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum

ART MUSEUM WITH ONSITE TEA HOUSE

The Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum (東京都庭園美術館) was built in 1933 as the home of Prince Asakamiya. It was converted into a museum in the 1980s to showcase the building’s art-deco features and hold temporary installations.

It was designated by the Japanese government as an Important Cultural Property in 2015, and recent exhibitions have included Finnish glass art and an ‘Anthology of Journeys’, inspired by Prince Asakamiya’s 1920s sojourn to France.

Also onsite are European and Japanese gardens, and the Kouka Tea House, designed by a tea master in 1936, and which sometimes holds tea ceremonies with English translation – check the museum’s website for details (teien-art-museum.ne.jp/en/).
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Yebisu Garden Place

SOAK UP URBAN VIBES

Accessible from the east exit of Ebisu Station, either on foot or via the escalator-like Sky Walk, Yebisu Garden Place (恵比寿ガーデンプレイス) is an excellent spot for an afternoon or full-day exploration. The multi-facility complex takes its name from Yebisu Beer, whose name was in turn derived from an ancient god. The district of Ebisu also derives its name from the beer due to the local community that sprung up around the Yebisu brewery following its launch in 1890. This history is recounted in detail (along with the obligatory tasting opportunities) at the Museum of Yebisu Beer, which is scheduled to reopen in April 2024 following several months of closure for renovations. The revamped museum will also include onsite brewing for the first time since the brewery relocated to Chiba prefecture in 1988.

Eating and shopping opportunities in the plaza abound. The Yebisu Garden Place Tower offers sweeping city views and eateries, including 39th-floor dining, and there is a separate restaurant complex dedicated to the late multi-Michelin-starred chef Joël Robuchon, who enjoyed huge popularity in Japan.

Don’t miss the complex’s outstanding Tokyo Photographic Art Museum, which houses a permanent collection and curates rotating exhibitions featuring some of the world’s top photographers. Past works have included a retrospective of Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado and a spotlight on the recent citizen protests in Hong Kong. The museum is open from 10am to 6pm every day except Monday, and fees vary by individual exhibition.
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YEBISU GARDENS’ MARKETS & FESTIVALS

Yebisu Garden Place also hosts events, inclu-ding organic farmers markets on Sundays and European-style Christmas markets come holiday season.

Music fans may wish to attend Live Magic, an urban music festival held in the Garden Hall event space every October. Curated by broadcaster Peter Barakan, a London native and longtime Tokyoite, the festival draws musicians from around the globe.

Past acts have included legendary Cuban pianist Omar Sosa, New Orleans soul-funk unit Boukou Groove and numerous indie performers from throughout the Japanese archipelago.



MORE IN EBISU, MEGURO & AROUND

A Night Out in Ebisu

FROM STREET FOOD TO SPEAKEASIES

Save your appetite for Ebisu, which is packed with restaurants to accommodate nearly all budgets and tastes. Start your night with some authentic local food culture at Ebisu Yokochō (恵比寿横丁), the local version of the narrow alleyways lined with food stalls that are found throughout Japan. Here, you’ll find everything from fish skewers to okonomiyaki (savoury pancakes), plus plentiful beer and sake. Be forewarned that everyone packs in closely inside this covered, maze-like venue, which has one narrow lane for both lanes of foot traffic, plus food servers. It’s open nightly from 5pm until the wee hours.

Once you’ve had your fill, wander amid the local streets and see what beckons. The streetlamps above are bedecked with beer mugs, feting the district’s closely intertwined history with Yebisu Beer. Cocktail-lovers are in for a treat, since Ebisu offers some of the most imaginative cocktail bars on the contemporary global scene. At Bar Trench, head bartender Rogerio Vaz crafts absinthe-based cocktails in an intriguing, dimly lit, library-esque setting with a perfectly chilled playlist.

Just opposite the train tracks is Bar Track, which caters to music lovers and offers a selection of whisky and cocktails among plentiful stacks of vinyl. As with its sister bar, Martha, visitors are encouraged to drink and listen more than talk, and photography is prohibited. After this, revisit the speakeasy era at Janai Coffee, a coffee stand that fronts a hidden bar serving spectacularly delicious cocktails – some only accessible via a secret menu. Hint: the circular logo on the website should be dialled clockwise, leading you to the bar’s hidden reservation page. Cocktails, vintage vinyl and the speakeasy concept are also combined at another creative Ebisu bar, A10. Your hint? Look for the lockers near Ebisu Park.
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EBISU’S BEST CAFES

Rue Favart

Get decadent at this three-storey Parisian-style gem. Summer-time ice-cream flavours include roasted green tea and apple ginger.

Tea Gate Coffee

Named for its resem-blance to a traditional tea house, drinks at this pocket-sized spot include the ever-popular espresso tonic.

Time Out Café & Diner

Cafe fare served in an uber-cool upstairs loft that shares building space with the Liquid-room live house.

Lattegraphic

This Melbourne-inspired restaurant/cafe in Jiyūgaoka features an extensive menu and invites unwinding with a flat white and avocado toast.



WHERE TO STAY IN EBISU AND MEGURO

Ebisuholic

Stylish urban hotel located near the station with a minimalist aesthetic and great amenities. ¥¥

°C

Pronounced ‘Do-C’, this Ebisu hotel features comfortable capsules with a twist: a Finnish-style sauna. ¥

Hotel Gajoen Tokyo

You’ll pay for the privilege, but with so much decadence surrounding you, it’s money well spent. ¥¥¥

Roam the Riverside in Nakameguro

SOPHISTICATED SHOPS AND CAFES

Easily accessible from Nakameguro Station, the Meguro Riverside（目黒川）offers numerous opportunities for languid strolling along its banks, which are lined with restaurants, cafes, art galleries, clothing stores and specialty shops.

For those interested in cultural exploration, begin at Yūten-ji (祐天寺), a Pure Land Buddhist temple dating back to the early 1700s which managed to survive WWII firebombing. Several structures within the temple complex are designated Tangible Cultural Properties, and the grounds make for an interesting stroll.

From here, it’s a 15-minute walk to the river via Komazawa-dōri (or take the train one stop to Nakameguro Station). Before shopping, fuel up for lunch at one of the numerous local restaurants. Nakameguro Slow Table is a cosy establishment with a verdant terrace that also serves delicious cakes and pies, while Huit is a riverside brasserie-cafe fronted by a gorgeous yaezakura (double-blossoming) cherry tree.

You’ll find shops catering to all manner of tastes flanking the riverside, clustered mostly north of Nakameguro Station. Once you’re satiated, an excellent place to relax and witness a slice of urban life is Meguro Sky Garden (目黒天空庭園), a peaceful oasis of meandering paths and flower gardens, where local residents walk their dogs or quietly read their books. It’s also interestingly silent, despite being located atop the intersection of two metropolitan expressways. To get here, follow the signboard at the river and take the elevator to the post office (there is a small sign with the name written in Japanese). Besides the riverside restaurants, there are numerous interesting dinner options along Yamate-dori, which runs parallel. For those travelling with kids, Peanuts Café offers a creatively themed menu focused on Snoopy and his friends.
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UNIQUE SHOPS ALONG THE MEGURO RIVER

Fukusaya Castella

This shop is famous for its castella – a thick, spongy cake brought to Japan by the Portuguese.

Cow Books

This diminutive bookstore features fragrant coffee wafting from its cafe and an interesting selection of independent titles.

Space Utility Tokyo

Located inside a 100-year-old building and featuring galleries, exhibition pop-ups and a community gathering space.


SPRING & SUMMER AT MEGURO RIVER

While Meguro River is a beautiful spot all year-round, the most iconic season is springtime – specific-ally when the cherry-blossom trees bloom from the end of March to early April.

The river thrums with chaotic yet joyful energy during the evening sakura (cherry blossom) festival – particularly at peak bloom-time – when street vendors hawk everything from strawberry champagne to kebabs to yakitori (chicken skewers), and visitors jostle for the best photographs of the riverside blossoms, which are framed by an atmospheric display of lanterns.

The area also comes to life in the summer, during the two-day Nakameguro Summer Festival – usually in early August –when dancers take over the streets amid lively chanting and music.



WHERE TO EAT IN MEGURO

Tonki

Serving delectable tonkatsu teishoku (pork cutlet with miso soup, cabbage, rice and pickles) in Meguro since 1939. ¥

Rigoletto Short Hills

This stylish two-storey restaurant serves Moroccan-inspired tapas and a lineup of creative cocktails. ¥¥

Mark’s Tokyo

Chef Mark Sekita crafts decadent omakase (chef’s choice) dinners in this cosy spot. ¥¥¥

Getting Chic in Daikanyama & Hiroo

AESTHETICS AND ARCHITECTURE

Sandwiched between Shibuya, Meguro and Ebisu, and accessible via the Tokyu Toyoko subway line, the fashionable neighbourhood of Daikanyama (代官山) is an excellent place to wander through, with its streets of boutique shops and eateries. Many of these have a distinctly European vibe, such as the luxuriant Parisian apothecary L’Officine Universelle Buly and the decadent Milan-style bakery Princi, located in the T-site complex.

Also found at T-site is the massive Tsutaya bookstore, awarded for its aesthetic design and housing a seemingly endless collection of popular and obscure book titles in both Japanese and English, along with a crafts and household goods section, music store and upstairs lounge.

However, amid the significant foreign influence, Daikanyama has still managed to preserve some relics of traditional history: visit Kyu Asakura House (旧朝倉家住宅), built in 1919, to see wood- and tatami-based architectural design from Taishō-era Japan, alongside a tranquil garden.

Further east, in the affluent district of Hiroo (広尾), intimate trattorias meet luxury import stores meet wine bars. You need not splash the cash to enjoy its vibe, however: Gaiennishi-dōri and Meiji-dōri have been designated by locals as strolling streets, and both are lined with picturesque flowers and trees, plus interesting architectural features. Michelin-starred Waketokuyama offers kaiseki (Buddhist-inspired, Japanese haute cuisine) crafted by award-winning chef Nozaki Hiromitsu for around ¥17,000 per person, but even those just strolling by can admire its stunning design by Kengo Kuma and watch the Japanese artisans at work via a large monitor out front. Further up Gaiennishi-dōri, towards Nishi-azabu, swanky building complex The Wall makes for interesting architecture-gazing.


EBISU’S BEST WAGYU BURGERS

Blacows

Taking its moniker from ‘black cows’, this Ebisu eatery serves several wagyu (Japanese beef) patty options, plus handcrafted herbal cola. ¥¥

Burger Mania

Thick, flavourful Kobe beef patties, sandwiched between pillowy soft buns, seem to justify this Ebisu restaurant’s bold claim of ‘the best burger in Tokyo’. Extensive sides and craft-beer options, too. ¥¥

Henry’s Burger

Reasonably priced wagyu patties, house-made buns and special sauce make this popular burger joint the real deal. Extra hungry? Try the nine-patty ‘Henry’s Monster’. ¥



WHERE TO EAT SWEETS IN MEGURO

Urara

Enjoy Tokyo’s favourite summer treat, kakigōri (shaved ice), at this 80-year-old kominka (wooden home) in Daikanyama.

Riverside Club

Indulge in blueberry scones or cheesecake at this out-standing cafe fronting the Meguro River.

Decadence du Chocolat

Inside La Boheme restaurant in Shirokanedai, this spot offers mouthwatering chocolates; open till 3.30am.

The Charms of Shirokanedai

ART, FOOD AND NATURE

Located a short walk from the Institute for Nature Study in Meguro, Shirokanedai (白金台) is another moneyed district that combines luxurious neighbourhoods with plenty of opportunities for immersing oneself deep in nature. Begin your sightseeing at Happo-en Garden (八芳園, entry fee ¥150), which offers a serene location for a stroll. Tour the grounds that date back 300 years to the Edo period, when it was the estate of a loyal retainer to the Tokugawa shogunate. The grounds feature an onsite pond, with a special section for bonsai trees – some dating back 500 years – and a teahouse serving matcha and sweets.

Then, a walk through the adjacent grounds of the University of Tokyo Institute of Medical Science features beautiful sakura (cherry blossom) trees and interesting architecture, while the nearby Matsuoka Museum of Art (松岡美術館) houses a private collection of European sculptures, Egyptian stone figures, and Buddhist and Hindu statues from throughout Asia. General admission is ¥1200; age 25 and under, ¥500; high schoolers and younger, free.

For lunch, consider Tender House, which has a scenic terrace overlooking Gaiennishi-dōri and does innovative, flavourful takes on contemporary Peruvian cuisine with Japanese accents. Nearby, the attractive three-storey Biotop complex includes a lifestyle goods shop, a nursery overflowing with plants, a clothing shop and a cafe/restaurant from which you can peer at the treehouse built right on the premises.
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Shibuya & Setagaya
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YOUTH CULTURE AND ARTISTIC HUBS
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Long a cultural and fashion epicentre, serving as a pilgrimage site for youths throughout Japan and drawing edgy trendsetters from around the globe, Shibuya must be experienced to be believed. Its streets eerily empty during the COVID-19 pandemic, the district has returned in full force to its usual sensorial explosion. Throngs of humanity are in consistent motion here – a phenomenon perhaps seen most fully at the famed Shibuya Scramble Crossing, which moves up to 500,000 people daily. Advertisements blare out regularly from gigantic video screens towering atop nearby buildings and from truck loudspeakers touting the latest J-pop. Further afield, the chaos gives way to a scattering of distinctly unique neighbourhoods featur-ing interesting side streets that offer some of the city’s best dining and drinking.

One constant throughout Shibuya’s modern history has been transformation, including a massive redevelopment scheme undertaken in the lead-up to the Tokyo 2020 (well, 2021) Olympics. This involved creating a more pedestrian-friendly train station, launching innovative entrepreneurial startups to attract new talent and building the Shibuya brand through creative local products. This story is an ongoing one, with additional revamps in the works – all aimed towards the lofty goal of making Shibuya ‘Japan’s top tourist destination’ and ‘the world’s most stimulating neighbourhood’.

Shimo-Kitazawa, a bohemian enclave in neighbouring Seta-gaya that’s long attracted musicians, actors and other artistic creatives, has similarly experienced the recent winds of change. While many parts of the neighbourhood (known colloquially as ‘Shimokita’) are now similarly un-recognisable following a local renovation project, the area has retained its character while taking on new life, including large stretches of greenery and gardens. Other areas in Setagaya are also worthy of a wander, with numerous walking routes offering a good mix of natural scenery, temples and landmarks, as well as offbeat restaurants and bars.
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DON’T MISS...

SHIBUYA STATION

Home to the iconic Hachikō statue and the frenetic Shibuya Scramble Crossing.

NONBEI YOKOCHō

A Shōwa-era alleyway near the Hachikō statue that’s packed full of tiny bars, shops and eateries.

TODOROKI VALLEY

The mother of all urban oases; enjoy communing with nature in this jungle-like valley.

SANKAKU CHITAI

Explore Japan’s rich culture of yokochō in these Sangenjaya alleyways crammed with endless food and drink options.

RETRO STREET TRAM

Numerous attractions await on this tranquil ride through Setagaya, for a peaceful slice of metropolitan life.

SHIMO-KITAZAWA’S FESTIVALS

Running the gamut from indie films to curry to moon-gazing, Shimo-Kitazawa’s festivals have you covered.




TOP TIP

Visit one of the tourist information centres at Shibuya Station to pick up the Shibuya Map, plus an array of pamphlets detailing sites such as the local sentō (public baths) and nightlife spots. The one at Shibuya Fukuras also offers luggage storage, battery charging, airport-bus ticket sales and local tour information.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Hachikō Statue

2 Shibuya Scramble Crossing

3 Shibuya Station

EATING

4 sta.

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5 Club Asia

6 Harlem

7 Lion Café

8 Nonbei Yokochō

9 O-East

10 Record Bar Analog

11 White Space Lab

21 Womb

SHOPPING

13 Magnet

14 Mega Don Quijote

15 PARCO

16 Rayard Miyashita Park

17 Shibuya 109

18 Tower Records



Shibuya Station

ONGOING VIBRANT CHANGE

Shibuya Station (渋谷駅) began rail transit in the late 1800s and has undergone numerous renovations since. Its recent makeover added several large-scale shopping complexes, rendering navigation a challenge even for locals. Need to orient yourself? Try heading towards the large pedestrian walkway overhead – looping just underneath the snake-like freeway system – where signs point towards most of the station’s major landmarks. Amid these transitions, however, some legendary spots have endured, such as the Shibuya Scramble Crossing. Another is the iconic dog statue outside the station, commemorating Hachikō, an Akita dog who waited faithfully outside the station for a decade following his owner’s death in the 1920s.

Shibuya Station area is also a shopper’s utopia, and each of the surrounding complexes (Hikarie, Fukuras, Mark City, Scramble Square and Stream) is replete with stores competing for your attention. Whether you’re after washi (Japanese handmade paper), woodcrafts or seasonal sweets, the station is prime ground for finding it – and your purchases are likely to be adorned in the attractive (if sometimes excessive) packaging that Japan is renowned for. For spectacularly sweeping vistas of the cityscape, Scramble Square boasts a 46th-floor outdoor viewing deck, Shibuya Sky, featuring a 360-degree panorama for a ¥2200 fee. Consider buying tickets online in advance, since prime time (i.e. sunset) sells out quickly. If it’s booked out, consider a (free-of-charge) sunset gaze from one of the upper public-access floors at Hikarie.
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WATERFRONT REVITALISATION

Tokyo’s waterways suffered from extensive post-war industrial pollution and were further blighted by the urban planning of the 1964 Olympics, when they were covered with highways and concrete. In an effort to reverse this history, Shibuya aimed to rediscover its hidden rivers by making them more accessible.

The station-side Shibuya Stream complex, built along the nearby Shibuya River, features terraced cafes and an overall open-air feel. It’s also the gateway to a riverside path leading towards Daikanyama and Ebisu that’s lined with community garden plots and historical signs.



MORE IN SHIBUYA & SETAGAYA

Shibuya: A Shopper’s Extravaganza

ENDLESS SHOPPING FUN

The shopping in Shibuya (渋谷) doesn’t stop at the station: the area is packed with shopping for tastes you may not have even realised you had. The following shopping route hits the major highlights, but it’s just one possibility among myriads.

After paying your respects at the statue of Hachikō, head across the street to femme fashion capital Shibuya 109, and nearby brother establishment, Magnet. Both overlook the Shibuya Scramble Crossing, the world’s busiest – you’ll be amazed at how the traffic flows without collisions (selfie-takers and videographers, take heed!). For aerial views of the intersection, consider the second-floor Tsutaya Bookstore Starbucks (but expect crowds).

One street over is the massive Mega Don Quijote (MEGAドン ・キホーテ渋谷本店) – a discount store with eight floors of pure sensorial stimulation. This place stocks all the personal and household products you can think of. Next, make your way up the sloped Spain-zaka alleyway to PARCO, a ten-storey complex housing fashion giants along with smaller labels, plus plenty of eateries, art galleries, cinema, live theatre, and a rooftop chillout space with a cocktail bar and manicured garden that’s a prime spot for sunset-watching.

Music lovers should head down Organ-zaka to the mammoth nine-floor Tower Records, where you’ll find CDs, vinyl, merch, books and occasional in-store events. In the Rayard Miyashita Park complex located across the train tracks, you’ll find a mishmash of shops, restaurants, bars, leafy chillout areas and even a rooftop skatepark.
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TOKYO TOILET PROJECT

Japanese-style omotenashi (hospi-tality) takes many forms, including the exceedingly unique Tokyo Toilet Project, launched in 2020. Public toilets throughout Shibuya were renovated to combine functionality, accessibility, art and safety. Featuring the work of 16 top architects and design-ers, including Ando Tadao and Fujimoto Sou, the project has won numerous design awards.

The toilet structures include one by archi-tect Shigeru Ban, near Yoyogi Park, whose transparent, pastel-hued stalls become opaque when locked. Another is a triangular block of vermillion-red stalls near Ebisu Station, by New York-based designer Nao Tamura, whose stalls evoke traditional Japanese orikata (paper folding) and include a multi-purpose, gender-neutral toilet. Visit tokyotoilet.jp/en/ for more information.



WHERE TO FIND UNIQUE CAFES IN SHIBUYA

Fab Café

Rooted in the international FabLab movement, this cafe offers great coffee and light fare alongside 3D printers.

Heart’s Light Coffee

This small operation near Shinsen Station features onsite-roasted coffee and a superb vinyl collection.

Ash (æ)

This zero-waste cafe/bar serves a lineup of coffee drinks and cocktails in a minimalist setting.

Nocturnal Explorations

SHIBUYA BY NIGHT

Consider slotting in a nap or some down time early in the day so that you’re fully ready to hit Shibuya after dark. Begin with an exploration of Shibuya’s history at the Shōwa-era Nonbei Yokochō (のんべい横丁), aka ‘Drunkard’s Alley’, which is near the Hachikō statue, alongside the train tracks. This tiny alleyway is packed with even tinier bars and izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries), as well as plenty of quirky shops.

Past the Scramble Crossing is Dōgenzaka Hill (道玄坂), which is filled with restaurants, and craft beer and sake bars – some new, some longstanding. Take a wander down Hyakkendana Street and pay a visit to Lion Café (名曲喫茶 ライオン) before it closes at 8pm. This spot has been providing coffee and classical music in a quiet setting since 1926 (note that photography and conversation are prohibited).

For the real night owls, Shibuya’s club scene does not disappoint, as it features some of the city’s best venues. Options include the warehouse-style Womb for techno and house; Harlem for hip-hop; Club Asia for multi-genre events (check website for schedule); and O-East for Japanese bands (plus the sleek, artsy, onsite DJ Bar Azumaya, which serves sake and Japanese spice-accented cocktails). Beyond the larger clubs, White Space Lab is a smaller, chilled-out dance space that wraps up at midnight, while nearby Record Bar Analog offers cocktails, vinyls and cosy sofas until 3am.

Done clubbing and need somewhere to crash until the first train? No worries: Dogenzaka is actually nicknamed ‘Love Hotel Hill’, and is chock full of these renowned establishments, which feature amenities such as karaoke and themed rooms.


BEST SPOTS FOR A NIGHT OUT IN SHIBUYA

Bar Kibou  (バー希望)

The tagline of this bar is ‘good vibes’, which you’ll find here, alongside tasty cocktails, local DJ sets and rotating exhibitions.

Tsubo no naka  (壺の中)

This cozy ‘sake gallery’ offers ¥3300 tastings of 72 sake varieties. Hungry? BYOF. Obnoxiously drunk? You’ll be asked to leave.

Rainbow Karaoke

Singing enthusiasts: head straight to this karaoke joint in Shibuya MODI.

DJ Bar Bridge

Overlooking the Shibuya Scramble Crossing, this cocktail bar puts on sets from some of Tokyo’s top DJs.



WHERE TO STAY IN SHIBUYA

Hotel Fukudaya

Actually a ryokan, this inn near Shinsen Station offers simple rooms in both Western and Japanese style. ¥¥

Trunk Hotel

Chic, eco-friendly hotel featur-ing plentiful art and luxurious rooms, with restaurants, lounge/bar and event space. ¥¥¥

Wise Owl Hostels

Friendly hostel within walking distance of Daikanyama and Meguro, featuring private and dorm-style rooms. ¥

Coffee & Shopping in a Subcultural Haven

WHERE ARTISTS THRIVE

Lying due west of Shibuya, in Setagaya, Shimo-Kitazawa  (下北沢) boasts one of Tokyo’s most thriving youth-culture scenes – along with a fascinating historical trajectory. Once farmland, an influx of new residents arrived following the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923, including numerous intellectuals and writers. An active black market sprang up during the post-WWII devastation, and artists, actors and musicians were later added into the mix when several independent theatre companies were founded here in the 1980s. The pedestrian-centred labyrinthian maze of fringe shops that exists here today is rooted in this history, and Shimo-Kitazawa’s jumble of cafes and food shacks, used clothing and record shops, live music houses and bookstores, comprise some of Tokyo’s most interesting street-wandering opportunities.

Coffee lovers: head straight to Bear Pond Espresso, opened in 2009 by New York-trained coffee maverick Katsuyuki Tanaka, whose drink lineup includes the likes of ‘The Dirty’ and ‘Flower Child’. Tanaka’s signature espresso, ‘Angel Stain’, is only served on the mornings when he himself appears in-house. (Check the cafe’s Instagram stories; he’ll be there when the usual 11am opening time changes to 10am.) Shimo-Kitazawa also has several of Tokyo’s famous jazz kissaten (jazz-themed cafe/bars dating back to the 1950s). The most famous one here is Jazz & Coffee Masako. If you visit, respect the rule to speak quietly – here, the music reigns.

After your caffeine fix, head to some of Shimokita’s best shopping spots: Taimadō (大麻堂) is devoted to all things hemp and cannabis (naturally sans THC, which remains highly illegal in Japan); and 3313 Analog Heaven (3313アナログ天国) is a cafe/bar housing more than 10,000 vinyl records. It also hosts occasional music-related events. Kiryuusha (気流舎) is an alternative bookstore/event space run by a members’ collective, and it stocks books on countercultural history (including some in English).
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WHERE TO EAT IN SHIMO-KITAZAWA

Nanatsu Kaido (7つ海堂)

Fresh soba noodles hand-cut each morning merit the short trek along Chazawa-dōri to this spot. ¥

Guerrero

Expensive food, a Japanese-only menu and a cash-only policy are offset by dreamy wood-fired pizzas and sides. ¥¥

Magic Spice

Many a backpacker has slurped the deliciously spiced soup curry at this restaurant headquartered in Hokkaido. ¥


BEST FESTIVALS IN SHIMO-KITAZAWA

The Shimo-Kitazawa Theatre Festival (February) and the Shimo-Kitazawa Music Festival (July) feature excellent performances in their respective genres.

The Reitaisai Festival (September) takes place at the Kitazawa Hachimangu shrine and features wadaiko (Japanese drums) and kagura (ritualised dance).

Films aligned with the local vibe are screened during the Shimo-Kitazawa Film Festival (autumn). English subtitles are minimal, but side events feature music and food.

Speaking of food, the Shimo-Kitazawa Curry Festival (autumn) celebrates this famed local dish. Fancy a squid ink or kiwi curry? You got it.



WHERE TO FIND INDEPENDENT CULTURE SPOTS IN SHIBUYA

July Tree

Named for the Nina Simone song, this small art gallery/event space offers rotating exhibitions.

Eurospace Theater

Catch a Japanese or inter-national flick at this arthouse cinema, which shares a building with a film school.

Lighthouse Records

Record shop stocking vinyl from ambient to nu jazz, alongside an impressive array of DJ gear.

Experience Shimo-Kitazawa in Flux

THE NEIGHBOURHOOD’S NEW SOUL

Shimo-Kitazawa was rocked in 2003 by sudden plans for a two-pronged large-scale renovation: moving the Odakyu line underground, and erecting a road through the neighbourhood’s centre. While some business owners welcomed the development, local artists dismissed the proposed plan as a gentrification move that would destroy Shimo-Kitazawa’s pedestrian-centric identity. The outcry was fierce and has thus far managed to stave off the road’s construction.

The train tracks were eventually moved underground in 2013, along with extensive renovation to the station and its environs. While many longtime residents say that the ‘new’ Shimo-Kitazawa has lost the vibe of its hippie heyday – when incense swirled and (then legal) magic mushrooms proliferated – some former sceptics have reacted positively to the revamp, which was carried out through careful consultation with local residents. The new above-ground Shimokita Senrogai (‘Railroad Street’) features a long expanse of greenery stretching from Higashi-Kitazawa to Setagaya-Daita stations (with Shimo-Kitazawa Station in the centre). It serves as a walking path with many points of interest along the way, including an akichi (open space) near the east exit where lively weekend festivals and flea markets are held.

Several new open-air shopping complexes were also part of the revamp. Near the akichi, Re-load houses numerous attractive shops, including Shimokita Chaen ōyama, run by sibling tea masters and serving matcha-flavoured everything. Across the station, Bonus Track is an award-winning plaza whose shops include craft beer and juice bars, and a restaurant/grocer devoted exclusively to fermented food and drink. Bonus Track also hosts regular events, including Friday candlelight evenings, and is one of the local venues for Moon Art Night, Shimo-Kitazawa’s month-long autumn festival.


BEST MUSIC VENUES IN SHIMO-KITAZAWA
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Mariko Ciravegna (@dj7m_settem), a DJ from Torino, Italy, who describes herself as ‘half-Italian, half-Japanese, with a warm Italian heart’, shares her recommen-dations for Shimo-Kitazawa’s best music venues.

Flash Disc Ranch

I love this record store because it has lots of genres, and a cheap, nice atmosphere to ‘dig’ in – plus a friendly English-speaking owner.

Live Haus

This venue mainly hosts live shows, along with occasional DJ parties. The owner is friendly, and they also serve great food.

Counter Club

This live house/club/bar plays different genres depending on the night, and sometimes has some very VIP guests (like DJ Koco, aka Shimokita).



WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK IN SETAGAYA

Ogawa Coffee (小川珈琲)

This cafe serves lattes from award-winning baristas, plus all-day cafe fare, in stylish wood-toned surrounds. ¥¥

Suna no Misaki (砂の岬)

In Sakurashinmachi, this gem features authentic South Indian fare and décor. Open irregularly; check website. ¥¥¥

Aloha Baby

This cafe on Shoin Jinja-dōri serves up Hawaiian classics, plus Kona beer and tropical juices. ¥¥

Food & Drink in Sangenjaya’s Alleyways

FOOD, BAR AND YOKOCHō CRAWLING

The neighbourhood of Sangenjaya (三軒茶屋) is well worth a visit, if only for its array of great food and drink options. It’s easily walkable in about half an hour via Chazawa-dōri  (茶沢通り), which begins near the akichi of Shimo-Kitazawa. This road is lined with many interesting retro-style shops, so grab a coffee at Coffea Exlibris to tide you over during the residential stretch in the middle. Alternatively, hop on Bus 61, departing from Kitazawa Town Hall.

Sangenjaya’s name translates as ‘three teahouses’ and refers to the neighbourhood’s three local establishments where Edo-era travelers came for tea, sake and rest during walking pilgrimages to the ōyama Afuri shrine in Isehara, Kanagawa Prefecture (for which Sangenjaya was a mid-point). Two of the former teahouses still exist today, albeit in different forms: the pottery shop of Tanakaya To-en (田中屋陶苑) on Chazawa-dōri, near Sangenjaya Station, and the izakaya, Shigaraki (志が良㐂), on Route 3.

Sleepy in the daytime, Sangenjaya is ignited by a vibrant energy around dusk as the local eateries and drinking holes open their doors. This is an excellent neighbourhood in which to explore Japan’s rich culture of yokochō – the ramshackle alleyways lined with food stalls and shops that sprang up as people rebuilt their livelihoods following the devastation of the war. The Sankaku Chitai (三角地帯, ‘Triangle Zone’) nestled between Route 246 and Setagaya-dōri (Route 3) is packed with tiny eateries and bars. Chazawa-dōri, Sakae-dōri and Suzuran-dōri (and their sidestreets) also have numerous options, and a bit more space. While English menus may not be available, a few Japanese phrases – and an open, friendly attitude – will go a long way.
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SETAGAYA’S BEST HIDDEN RESTAURANTS

Gyoza Shack

Located in Sangen-jaya’s Sankaku Chitai, the gyōza here feature natural herbs and spices. And the fresh berry versions? Glorious. ¥

a-bridge

Located atop a dilapi-dated building, this restaurant/bar has artsy vibes and fantas-tic city views. Try the addictive sweet potato fries. ¥

Cori

Inside a nondescript apartment block, this minimalist vegan restaurant serves falafel burgers, salads, juices and craft beer. ¥

Café Mamehico

Tucked behind Sangenjaya Station, this cafe is devoted to the venerable bean – soy, black and more. ¥

Bar Bodeguita

Run by a Japanese twin sister and brother team who grew up in Cuba, this basement-level restaurant/bar along Chazawa-dōri serves excellent Cuban food and cocktails, plus frequent live salsa music. ¥



WHERE TO FIND TAQUERIAS IN SHIBUYA AND SETAGAYA

Kitade Tacos

The Shimo-Kitazawa outpost of this Nihonbashi shop serves tacos handcrafted from fresh Hokkaido corn. ¥¥

Tacoyote

Visit this tiny joint along Chazawa-dōri for tasty fare, including creative tacos and eloté (Mexican street corn). ¥¥

Rubia/Tahona

This spot along Shibuya’s Spain-zaka is far more than just (fabulous) tacos; it also features in-house DJ sets. ¥¥ ¥


DOG-FRIENDLY KOMAZAWA OLYMPIC PARK

The less-travelled neighbourhoods southwest of Sangen-jaya are worth a visit.

Just one subway stop away, via the Den-en-toshi line, is the neighbourhood of Komazawa Daigaku  (駒沢大学), whose Komazawa Olympic Park was the main venue of the 1964 Olympic Games. Its architecturally unique Olympic Tower, resembling a pagoda, was built to proclaim Japan’s recovery from World War II.

The park has spacious running and cycling tracks, leafy walking paths and a number of athletic venues. There are also several adjacent cafes – most with dog-friendly terraces.

Pooches rule here, with nearby dog-centric shops including bakeries and salons. Surprise your furry one back home with an omiyage (souvenir) from the hilariously named Snobbish Babies, a dog-clothing store.



WHERE TO GET DESSERT IN SHIBUYA AND SETAGAYA

21ni ice (21時にアイス)

Satisfy your cravings at this Komazawa Daigaku shop, whose moniker translates as ‘Ice cream at 9pm’.

Wa Kitchen Kanna  (和 kitchen かんな)

This Mishuku-dōri shop elevates kakigōri (shaved ice) with inventive flavors like purple sweet potato.

Sunday

This verdant spot features bistro-style fare, art exhibitions and its signature treat: smoochees (smoothies + parmesan cheese).

Ride a Retro Street Tram Through Setagaya

PEER INTO TOKYO’S HISTORY

One of only two tram lines remaining in Tokyo, the Setagaya line (世田谷線) is an excellent way to explore more of Setagaya’s highlights. The tram departs from Sangenjaya Station, but first, drop by the adjacent tourist information centre, which stocks several English pamphlets (including a Setagaya Culture Map with 14 suggested walking tours).
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The tram itself, which has 10 stops, runs from 5am till well past midnight, and is powered entirely on renewable energy. It’s a tranquil ride through a corner of Tokyo where the pace of life is far slower than that of the central metropolis. Setagaya has numerous urban garden plots and fresh vegetable stands, as well as quiet residential areas dotted with patisseries, cafes and shops that invite relaxed strolling. For this, hop off at one of the first two stops: Nishi-Taishidō or Wakabayashi.

The next stop, Shōin Jinja-mae, is named for the nearby shrine memorialising Yoshida Shoin, a spiritual leader of the Meiji Restoration who was executed for treason aged just 29. Nearby, Shōin Jinja-dōri road is lined with retro shops selling items such as senbei (rice crackers), alongside lots of artsy cafes and restaurants.

The next two stops, Setagaya and Kamimachi, are joined by Boroichi-dōri road, where a 400-year-old flea market is held twice a year (from December 15th to 16th and from January 15th to 16th). Over 200,000 visitors a day jostle for browsing access to the 700-some stalls, selling everything from antique wares to old records to kimono.

Continuing onward, the next stop is Miyanosaka, where you’ll find a tram car from 1925. Nearby, the Setagaya Hachiman Shrine hosts an amateur sumo-wrestling competition in September, while Gōtokuji Temple – the line’s most famous attraction – is the origin of Japan’s famous maneki-neko (the beckoning cat), who is supposed to attract customers and trade. The tram line added a cat-themed tram to its fleet in celebration of its 50th birthday in 2019; kids (including adult-sized kids!) will love riding it. You can ask at the tourist information centre at Sangenjaya Station for its schedule.

Grab a beverage at Iron Coffee or Fikafabriken, both located near the next stop, Yamashita; the second-to-last stop, Matsubara, also has a great cafe – Café Aminchi. At the terminal station, Shimo-Takaido, visit the fish market at the front of the station, or catch an indie flick at Shimo-Takaido Cinema.
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BEST LOCAL PIZZERIAS

Pizzeria da Peppe Napoli Sta’ Ca” Komazawa

Run by a Neapolitan pizza-maker, these pies are the real deal. The star-shaped Pizza Don Salvo, with its ricotta and spicy salami-studded crust, is a winner. ¥¥

Savoy

This cosy restaurant, whose nationwide loca-tions include Mishuku-dōri in a quiet corner of Setagaya, turns out some of Tokyo’s most beloved woodfire-oven pizzas, featuring mozzarella made daily in-house. ¥¥

Pizza Mafia Tokyo

Located in Sakura-shinmachi, this pizzeria claims to have the ‘best pizza in my life’ – and frankly, it’s hard to argue. ¥¥¥



Forest Bathing in Todoroki Valley

UNWIND IN SECLUSION

Todoroki Valley (等々力渓谷) is a slice of deep greenery in southern Setagaya and is Tokyo’s only ravine. Todoroki is the mother of all urban oases – carved out by the Yazawa River (a tributary of the Tama River), and featuring a meandering path that can be traversed in around half an hour, this jungle-like valley is ideal for a day’s escape from the urban grind (don’t forget your sensible shoes!).

The ravine is a short walk from Todoroki Station; if you’re keen to picnic, grab a bentō (boxed meal) station-side. Descending the steps to the valley, you’ll encounter the calming sounds of gurgling water and birdsong amid a tangled canopy of overhead trees including zelkova, oak and maple. Look out for the exquisite komorobi effect, created by sunlight filtering through the foliage.

Points of interest along the path include several picturesque bridges and a cave housing a 7th-century kofun (burial mound), which likely belonged to a local ruler. Soon you’ll see several small shrines. One, Chigo Daishi Mieido, features a sculpture of famous Buddhist scholar and monk Kobo Daishi, whom local lore says discovered the ravine after having a premonition. Nearby, a waterfall pours forth from the mouths of twin dragons, where Shinto and Buddhist worshippers have long engaged in ascetic bathing practices; you may also find some ducks swimming about here.

Stop for matcha ice cream or kuzumochi rice cakes at nearby teahouse Setsugetsuka, which is fronted by bright-red umbrellas and offers outdoor terrace seating. Next, make your way up the stairs to Todoroki Fudōson, a Shingon Buddhist temple whose spacious grounds are particularly stunning amid the springtime cherry blossoms or blazing autumn leaves. Back in the ravine and past the waterfall bridge is the Todoroki Ravine Park, where there’s a lovely bamboo grove and stone lanterns. For dinner, consider Otto, an Italian restaurant that overlooks the ravine, accessible via a long flight of steps.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SHIBUYA

Hotel Fukudaya

Actually a ryokan, this inn near Shinsen Station offers simple rooms in both Western and Japanese style. ¥¥

Trunk Hotel

Chic, eco-friendly hotel featur-ing plentiful art and luxurious rooms, with restaurants, lounge/bar and event space. ¥¥¥

Wise Owl Hostels

Friendly hostel within walking distance of Daikanyama and Meguro, featuring private and dorm-style rooms. ¥


SHIBUYA’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Pignon

Chef/owner Yoshikawa Rimpei brings his surfer vibes and travel experiences to this intimate bistro. ¥¥

Sorano (空野）

Serves an array of delectable tofu dishes (including tofu cheesecake) created using organic Hokkaido soybeans. ¥¥

sta.

Three-storey gallery/restaurant serving seasonal fusion cuisine in an industrial-chic atmosphere. Don’t miss the spiced carrot rapé. ¥

Path

Ham and burrata-accented Dutch pancakes meet Japanese-styled Italian fare in this stylish bistro. ¥¥

Costa Latina

Argentinian asado is the star at this multi-level restaurant, which features Latin American dishes and cocktails. ¥¥



WHERE TO FIND UNIQUE CAFES IN SETAGAYA

The Mosque Coffee

Lovingly prepared coffee drinks done Turkish style, over a pan filled with hot sand.

Brooklyn Roasting Company

Hipster energy permeates this spacious cafe, which opens early and serves up tasty coffee drinks and food.

Shirohige’s Cream Puff Factory

Nestled in a forest near Setagaya-Daita Station, this spot serves the only Ghibli Museum,–approved Totoro–shaped cream puffs.




Harajuku & Aoyama
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FASHION, ART AND GRIT
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Artistic and refined – with a healthy dose of edgy grit thrown into the mix – this corner of Tokyo defies easy description and holds appeal for a range of ages and tastes. Formerly housing US military officials, the Harajuku (原宿) district began attracting creative artists during the 1960s and 1970s, many of whom still thrive here today. Slicing through the area is Omotesandō-dōri, home to some of the city’s most luxurious shopping, along with numerous atmospheric cafes and art galleries. Running parallel is Takeshita-dōri, the epicentre of Japan’s ever-shifting youth trends, and its iconic culture of kawaii (cuteness). The area is also filled with designer fashion, particularly along the backstreets, in an area known as Urahara.

Overlapping with Omotesandō is Aoyama (青山), divided by Route 246 (Aoyama-dōri) into its northern and southern halves – Kita-Aoyama and Minami-Aoyama. Known for its art museums, luxury boutiques and high-end restaurants, this wealthy district’s name also reflects its exclusive history: it was once the site of a grandiose mansion belonging to the Aoyama clan, whose head served as the magistrate of Edo (present-day Tokyo) in the early 1600s.

Just behind Harajuku Station is the Meiji-jingū, which recently cele-brated its centennial anniversary, following construction in 1920.

Built to enshrine Emperor Meiji and his spouse, Empress Shōken, the grounds include trees donated from all over Japan, as it was believed that the gods would be pleased by the presence of a forest. Adjacent to the shrine complex is Yoyogi Park, one of Tokyo’s most beloved spots for communing with nature, as well as for attending lively urban festivals.
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DON’T MISS...

YOYOGI PARK

One of Tokyo’s favorite spots for kicking back in the grass and attending urban festivals.

MEIJI-JINGŪ

The century-old spiritual home to the souls of Emperor Meiji and Empress Shoken.

NEZU MUSEUM

A wonderful collection of Asian antique artworks, and a lush garden for strolling.

TARō OKAMOTO MEMORIAL MUSEUM

Former home and studio of painter, sculptor and muralist Tarō Okamoto – one of Japan’s most renowned.

ōta memorial museum of art

Delve into the colourful and creative world of ukiyo-e  (woodblock prints) and paintings.

OMOTESANDO HILLS

A luxury shopping complex with a slice of renovated Bauhaus-style architecture.




TOP TIP

The Harajuku Tourist Information Center, located in the HIS building near the Takeshita-dōri exit of Harajuku Station, is an excellent place to procure local maps and pamphlets, store luggage, buy drinks and souvenirs, and peruse information on everything from upcoming tours and events to the numerous popular (and controversial) animal cafes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Laforet Harajuku

2 Meiji-jingū

3 Nezu Museum

4 Omohara

5 Omotesandō Hills

6 Oriental Bazaar

7 Tokyu Plaza

8 Yoyogi Park

SIGHTS

9 Design Festa Gallery

10 Japan National Stadium

11 Meiji Jingū Gaien

12 Ōta Memorial Museum of Art

13 Taro Okamoto Memorial Museum

EATING

14 Aoyama Flower Market Tea House

15 eatrip

136 Number A

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 Fuglen

18 Healthy Tokyo CBD Shop & Café

19 Kopikalyan Tokyo

20 Little Nap Coffee Stand

21 Muun Seoul Café

22 Sarutahiko Coffee The Bridge

SHOPPING

23 Aoyama Farmers Market



Yoyogi Park

EXPANSIVE GREENERY AND URBAN EVENT SPACE

Once the site of a post-WWII US military barracks, and later the 1964 Tokyo Olympics Village, Yoyogi Park (代々木公園) is where Tokyoites head for picnicking, sports, music sessions or just plain lounging.

On Sunday afternoons, a legendary troupe of rockabilly dancers performs near the Harajuku entrance, complete with slicked-back, Elvis-style hairdos.

Also held here on many weekends are farmers markets, featuring everything from organic produce to clothing to lifestyle goods; the lively international festivals held here showcase the cultures and cuisines of Tokyo’s foreign residents, from Peru to Jamaica to Thailand.
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Nezu Museum

IMPRESSIVE ART AND ONSITE GARDEN

First opened in 1941, the Nezu Museum (根津美術館) houses the private collection of entrepreneur and art connoisseur Nezu Kaichirō. It includes over 7400 antique Asian artworks reflecting his eclectic tastes, which span mediums including ceramics, calligraphy and Buddhist sculpture. The 2009 renovation by renowned architect Kengo Kuma added a striking bamboo-grove border and a roof design that integrated the building with the stunningly flourishing onsite garden – save time to meander its picturesque paths, which wend their way around ponds dotted with stone lanterns and teahouses.

[image: jpg]

Nezu Museum | SIRA ANAMWONG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Meiji-jingū

TOKYO’S LARGEST SHRINE

Formerly swampland, the lush grounds of the 100-year-old Meiji-jingū (明治神宮) and surrounding forest reflect the core belief of Shintō – Japan’s indigenous religion – that all elements in nature are sacred.

The three majestic 12m-high torii (entrance gates) that lead to the main shrine were built using Taiwanese cypress and are the tallest of their kind in Japan.

Be sure to see the towering stacks of empty sake barrels, given as offerings to the enshrined deities from local breweries, and the stack of wine barrels, denoting Emperor Meiji’s connection with the West (and fondness for wine).

When visiting the shrine, follow the posted onsite etiquette, which includes bow-ing as a sign of respect when passing the torii. Make sure to also stop by the inner garden.

Omotesandō-dōri

SHOP TILL YOU DROP

Extending southeast from Harajuku Station to the Nezu Museum, and passing through the Omotesandō, Harajuku and Aoyama districts, shopping along this road reigns supreme – and the fashionistas and luxury shoppers who flock here from around the globe ensure prime people-watching.

Head along Omotesandō-dōri (表参道) towards the Meiji-dōri intersection, where two neighbouring shopping outlets offer more opportunities to part with your cash. Laforet Harajuku houses an extensive lineup of trendy fashion brands while Tokyu Plaza offers a serene rooftop terrace called Omohara Forest. Continuing southward, Omotesandō-dōri and the surrounding streets are lined with shops and restaurants to suit all budgets and tastes. You’ll find all manner of reasonably priced Japanese textiles, ceramics and crafts to take home as souvenirs at the iconic Oriental Bazaar, an antiques store that has been in Omotesandō since 1951, when many of its customers were US Occupation affiliates.

Nearby is the luxury shoppers’ pilgrimage point, Omotesando Hills (表参道ヒルズ). Designed by architect Ando Tadao, and featuring sharp, sleek designs built right into the structure itself, the complex houses high-end fashion giants including Yves Saint Laurent, Valentino and Dior, along with numerous smaller jewellery, fashion and cosmetics brands, and both Japanese and overseas eateries. Events and exhibitions are also occasionally held onsite.
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OMOTESANDō HISTORY

On the land that now encompasses Omote-sando Hills, there once stood Dojunkai Aoyama Apartments, a Bauhaus-inspired building from 1926 that housed shops and galleries. While Omotesando Hills retains a small-scale replica of the beloved structure, campaigners decried the new complex as soulless.

Dojunkai was also one of the few local structures to survive the US military fire-bombing of 1945 that destroyed Tokyo’s eastern neighbour-hoods – along with large swathes of Omotesandō, where it also killed hundreds.

A peace statue commemorating this turbulent time stands at the intersection of Omotesandō and Aoyama-dōri.



MORE IN HARAJUKU & AOYAMA

Walking Omohara’s Backstreets

URBAN VIBES FOR ALL TASTES

You don’t have to be a shopping enthusiast (or even open your wallet) to enjoy the vibe of Omohara. With its mishmash of used-clothing stores, unique barbershops, funky art galleries and stylish cafes, consider a morning or afternoon of window shopping and strolling around. Take your time and explore the side streets, where you may be beckoned by an interesting-looking sign or storefront – or an everyday scene like an elderly resident watering their outdoor plants.

As the late, great food explorer Anthony Bourdain advised, the only real way to get to know a place intimately is to wander and get lost in its streets – and this neighbourhood is an excellent place for it. Of course, losing one’s bearings in an unfamiliar city can feel overwhelming, particularly when compounded by language barriers. So orient yourself with GPS – or go old-school with a paper map – and see where the road leads you.


THE WEIRD & WONDERFUL ART SCENE IN HARAJUKU

Whether it’s funky young markets or more upscale galleries, this district exudes art – and you don’t have to be a connoisseur or an artist in order to benefit.

Design Festa Gallery is an excellent place to start your artistic exploration.

This self-titled ‘Harajuku Art Village’, established in 1998, comprises east and west galleries, plus a cafe/bar and onsite restaurant. The complex also offers opportunities for artists to display their original works, and for visitors to try their hand at mural painting.

Located just adjacent is Space Banksia, a cafe/art gallery hosting rotating exhibitions, film screenings and pop-ups featuring local artists and creators – check the website for upcoming schedules.
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WHERE TO TRY A UNIQUE BEVERAGE IN HARAJUKU AND AOYAMA

Kopikalyan Tokyo

This stylish cafe from Jakarta sources its beans directly from Indonesian farmers. Try the palm sugar coffee.

Muun Seoul Café

Craving a creamy dalgona coffee with crunchy cookie bits? Get your fix at this Korean-style cafe.

Healthy Tokyo CBD Shop & Café

While strictly THC-free due to Japan’s anti-drug laws, this cafe features CBD-infused coffee, cocoa and craft beer.

Exploring Local Art Museums

EXPLORING HISTORY THROUGH ICONIC ARTISTS

In addition to the Nezu Museum and numerous independent galleries, there are a number of smaller museums in this district that offer plenty of opportunities for artistic exploration.

A short walk up the hill that diagonally intersects Omotesandō-dōri, just before Meiji-dōri, lies the Ōta Memorial Museum of Art. Comprising largely the collection amassed by businessman Seizo ōta V, the museum features around 14,000 ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) from legendary artists of the genre, including Katsushika Hokusai and Utagawa Hiroshige. The works on display are rotated regularly from this collection, according to specific themes – recent exhibitions have featured cats, kimono and cultural connections to China.

A 20-minute southeasterly walk along Omotesandō-dōri leads you to the Tarō Okamoto Memorial Museum, which was the home and atelier of the famed avant-garde artist Tarō Okamoto from the mid-1950s until his death in 1996. During his early years, Okamoto lived and painted abroad, in places such as Paris and Mexico City. He spent the rest of his life and career in deep introspection on matters of life and death – particularly following his own difficult wartime experiences and his studio’s destruction in the 1945 firebombing. The museum showcases the highlights of Okamoto’s oeuvre, which spans everything from abstract art to surrealism. His most iconic piece, a splashy structure titled Tower of the Sun, was unveiled at the 1970 Osaka World Expo. His Myth of Tomorrow, a work depicting the scene of an atomic bomb explosion, was lost for decades in Mexico City – and later rediscovered in a warehouse in 2003. The enormous restored painting is now displayed inside Shibuya Station, just outside the gates to the Inokashira line.


AOYAMA FARMERS MARKET @ UNU

Farmers markets can be a great way to get to know a place through its food producers, and this market, held in front of the United Nations University (UNU) campus along Aoyama-dōri, is no exception.

Taking place most Saturdays and Sundays from 10am to 4pm all year long, the event features farm-fresh goods from growers throughout the country, along with baked delights, crafts, food trucks and occasional live music.

Come for the great vibe (and the food samples!) and stay for the chance to chat with vendors and learn more about Japan’s local food culture.
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WHERE TO EAT IN HARAJUKU AND AOYAMA

eatrip

This delightful rest-aurant in a hidden corner of Harajuku serves daily-rotating seasonal menus. ¥¥

Number A

Hip, artsy establishment serving pasta, pancakes, and an alcohol selection that includes beer and natural wine. ¥

Aoyama Flower Market Tea House

Florist serves floral-themed herbal teas and sodas in flower-bedecked surrounds, plus dishes flecked with edible flowers. ¥



URBAN STROLL: THE BEST OF AOYAMA

[image: jpg]

This tour – which may be done partially or in full – uncovers unique museums, shops and eateries, along with buildings designed by some of Japan’s most respected architects. Feel free to combine with other points of interest along the way, as these neighbourhoods are ripe for exploration.

Begin with an energy boost at 1 Tokyo Juice (access from Omotesandō or Gaienmae stations), which serves pressed raw juices and breakfast bowls. If you’re touring in the afternoon, visit the adjacent 2 Gallery 360° (open 1–7pm, Fri–Sun), featuring art paraphernalia and exhibitions from artists such as Yoko Ono. Continue southward, and past Aoyama-dōri (Route 246) is Taiwanese-style pineapple cake shop 3 Sunny Hills, a fantastical latticed structure constructed by Kengo Kuma using traditional wood joinery. Then prepare to be wowed by the nearby shimmering glass crystal tower housing luxury fashion giant Prada at 4 Prada Tokyo Aoyama. Browse the art galleries and shops in the vicinity, which include store and exhibition space 5 Mizen, featuring designer textiles from throughout Japan. Pass famous jazz club  6 Blue Note Tokyo and head back up Kotto-dōri, towards Route 246.

If you’re getting hungry, now is a great time to stop at 7 Nicolai Bergmann’s Noma Café – which you’ll at least want to peek into to ogle its stunning flower displays and design by architect Sejima Kazuyo.

Next, browse the art exhibits and eclectic shops at the nearby 8 Spiral. Its fifth-floor Sakura Japanese Tea Experience offers an intriguing window into tea culture, featuring onsite-roasted hōjicha (roasted green tea) and sophisticated tea-based cocktails (reservations recommended). Lastly, head up Omotesandō-dōri to see architectural standouts including 9 Ito Toyo’s Bottega Veneta and 10 Sejima Kazuyo’s Dior.



Visit the Japan National Stadium & Meiji-jingū Outer Garden

HISTORY, SPORT AND CONTROVERSIAL DEVELOPMENT

While the much-hyped Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games did not quite go as expected – eventually taking place mid-pandemic amid spectator-less stands in 2021 – the main stadium, designed by Kengo Kuma, earned accolades for its aesthetic and environmental features, such as the use of domestic larch and cedar woods. Located near Sendagaya Station, the Japan National Stadium (新国立競技場) is now used for sports events and competitions, but it is also not without controversy, as its scheduled privatisation in 2024 will potentially cost taxpayers ¥1 billion annually. Nonetheless, through March 2024, self-guided tours of the stadium are available (with English signage), featuring spots such as the track and field site, the athletes’ locker rooms, the media interview zone, the Olympic torch and the wall where the signatures of Olympic athletes are scrawled. Advance reservations are recommended (kokuritu -tours .jp/ en/ ).

Meanwhile, controversy is unfolding at the adjacent  Meiji-jingū Gaien (明治神宮外苑) – the nearly 100-year-old outer garden of Meiji-jingū. A popular site for watching and playing sports in its multiple stadiums and facilities, as well as for strolling its verdant grounds, the area is presently at risk of undergoing environmental change, as private developers – with support from the Tokyo Metropolitan government – plan to reconstruct the Meiji-jingū and Chichibunomiya stadiums, while felling some 1000 trees in the process. These include a grove of beloved ginkgos that have long been a popular strolling spot, particularly when their foliage comes ablaze in autumn.

The plan has drawn outcry, sparking sit-in protests and a petition advocating the protection of this beloved historical area. Prominent individuals against the plan include writer Haruki Murakami, who has long jogged the garden’s paths and cites the inspiration for his first novel as the moment he heard the crack of a bat hitting a ball during a baseball game here in 1978. Also staunchly opposed was the late composer Ryūichi Sakamoto, who again urged the plan’s abandonment shortly before his death in early 2023.
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THE FOOD OF THE JAPANESE DIASPORA

Japan has one of the world’s largest commu-nities of Brazilians outside of Brazil – and vice-versa. This owes to the history of revolving-door immigration between the two countries, wherein numerous Japanese set sail for Brazil in the early 1900s to seek better economic opportunities – and their children and grandchildren did the same, in reverse, when Japan’s government issued working visas in 1990 to those with at least one Japanese grandparent. These nikkei (Japanese-descended) Brazilians have brought the cuisine of their home-land to Japan – just as their parents and grandparents brought the cuisine of Japan to Brazil.

A top favourite is churrasco (Brazilian-style slow-roasted barbecued meat) at restaurants like Barbacoa, which has locations throughout Tokyo, including Omotesandō..



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN HARAJUKU AND AOYAMA

Little Nap Coffee Stand

Located alongside Yoyogi Park, this delightful pocket cafe serves strong coffee brews and baked goods.

Fuglen

This Scandinavian-inspired cafe brews smooth, rich coffee and serves a lineup of creative cocktails.

Sarutahiko Coffee The Bridge

Located upstairs, inside the renovated Harajuku train station, this cafe is the digital nomad’s dream.




West Tokyo & Around
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LAID-BACK NEIGHBOURHOODS AND WILD NATURE
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Heading westward from Shinjuku, via Japan Railways’ Chūō line, will lead you to some of Tokyo’s most intriguing neighbourhoods, each with their own distinct character. And while this is true for the metropolis in general, the combination of an exceedingly relaxed vibe, compelling history and proximity to nature makes it worth allotting some priority travel time to this part of the city.

The first stretch of your westward trek leads to Nakano (中野). Home to the otaku (geek) haven of Nakano Broadway, the town also has a retro Shōwa-era (1926–1989) feel along its shōtengai (shopping streets), along with vibrant nightlife and a sizeable LGBTIQ+ community (as with the adjacent Shinjuku Nichōme gaybourhood). Next is Suginami (杉並区), a place that numerous intellectuals and artists have long called home, with many relocating here after the 1923 Great Kantō Earthquake. Suginami’s borders encompass the districts of Kōenji, known for its activist history, vintage stores and funky artist and musician venues; Asagaya, where eclectic shops and jazz bars spill out on to twisty alleyways, and whose chōchin (lantern)-dotted nightscape is particularly atmospheric; Ogikubo, packed with ramen and soba shops and many interesting historical landmarks; and Nishi-Ogikubo, with a thriving antiques scene and the picturesque Zenpukuji Park.

Lying further west, you’ll find plentiful bou-tique shops and lively eateries in Kichijōji  (吉祥寺), along with the attractive Inokashira Park. The park also houses the beloved Ghibli Museum, Mitaka, which should top any anime fan’s itinerary. Further westward still, opportunities for exploration include Tokyo’s historical intricacies at the Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum. Continuing onward leads to Tokyo’s lushest nature, on the western edge of the Tama region (多摩地域), where the plentiful menu of activities includes hiking, rafting and camping.
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DON’T MISS...

NAKANO BROADWAY

Dig for all sorts of anime treasure inside this subcultural  otaku heaven.

GHIBLI MUSEUM, MITAKA

Become drawn into the enchanted world of legendary animators Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata.

KōENJI AWA ODORI

One of the metropolis’ most beloved summer festivals sees the town in full celebration mode.

INOKASHIRA PARK

Explore an ancient pond-side shrine, art markets and the delightful Ghibli Museum, Mitaka.

EDO-TOKYO OPEN AIR ARCHITECTURAL MUSEUM

Gaze at structures hinting at life three centuries ago, in the Edo era.

NATURE IN THE TAMA REGION

Crisscross trails leading through Tokyo’s most wondrous nature, including several mountain peaks.




TOP TIP

Take your time exploring the neighbourhoods along the Chūō line for a particularly laid-back slice of Tokyo life. Featuring abundant peaceful temples and shrines, unique shops and cafes, and lively yokochō lined with bars and eateries, many tucked underneath and alongside the train tracks, these neighbourhoods brim with atmosphere.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum

2 National Astronomical Observatory of Japan

SIGHTS

3 Emperor Showa Memorial Museum

4 Jindai-ji

5 Showa Memorial Park

Activities, courses & tours

6 Hinode Washi

7 Mitake-san

8 Takao-san

1 Tama Region

10 Tokyo Citizens’ Forest

see 4 Yumori no Sato

SLEEPING

11 Woodland Bothy Glamping Auberge

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Ishikawa Shuzo

13 Nozaki Shuzo

SHOPPING

14 Green Springs

15 Shinmei-dōri



Ōtaguro Park

TRANQUIL GROUNDS FOR PERFECT STROLLS

The lovely and secluded Ōtaguro Park (大田黒公園) in Ogikubo features paths flanked by gingko trees, a koi (carp)-filled pond and an adjacent pavilion and teahouse. Formerly home to musician and music critic ōtaguro Motoo (1893–1979), who is credited with helping to establish Ogikubo’s classical music culture, the park was created following his bequeathal of the grounds to Suginami City. Also onsite is ōtaguro’s former workspace, which includes a gramophone and his much-loved Steinway. While the park normally closes at 5pm, it stays open until 9pm from late November to early December for autumn foliage-viewing, when the enormous illuminated trees reflect on the pond’s surface to stunning effect.
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Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum

A UNIQUE EXHIBIT

Time-travel back to the Edo era (1603–1868) and right through to the Shōwa (1926–1989) period at the Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum  (江戸東京たてもの園), which (as its name suggests) features historic restored, preserved and reconstructed buildings – some of which were lost in their day to earthquakes, fires, wartime fire-bombing or urban development.

Structures include thatched-roof farmhouses, private homes, villas of feudal lords and aristo-crats, a teahouse and assorted businesses. Traditional craft demonstrations also take place, along with rotating exhibitions. Closed Mondays.
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National Astronomical Observatory of Japan

PROBE THE UNSEEN UNIVERSE

Dedicated to ‘solving cosmic mysteries’, the National Astronomical Observatory of Japan (国立天文台), headquartered in Mitaka and maintaining campuses throughout the Japanese archipelago and overseas, holds twice-monthly stargazing parties that are open to the public. Led by its astronomers-in-training, each gathering has a different viewing target, utilising the observatory’s 50cm telescope to observe the moon’s craters, Jupiter’s Galilean moons and the rings of Saturn, as well as harder-to-detect phenomena such as star clusters and cosmic dust. Availability is on a lottery basis via an online application (nao.ac.jp/en/). As explanations include only limited English, it’s best to have a dictionary on-hand. The campus is also open daily to visitors (10am–5pm), and its lush grounds include the formerly operational 20cm Telescope Dome, Observatory History Museum and Solar Tower Telescope.
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MORE IN WEST TOKYO & AROUND

Manga & Anime at Nakano Broadway

FEED ALL COMIC AND CARTOON DESIRES

Otaku of all stripes can go wild in this corner of Tokyo. Begin by digging for treasure inside the retro shopping complex of Nakano Broadway (中野ブロードウェイ), accessible via Nakano Sun Mall, just outside Nakano Station’s North Exit.

The multistorey building houses manga and anime offerings galore – with many found in the numerous outlets (roughly 30, we think) of the popular Mandarake store and plenty of snacks at bargain sweets store Okashi-no-Machioka. Spend an afternoon (or the whole day) sifting through endless manga, collectible figurines, video games, cosplay paraphernalia and anime merchandise, and basically anything else you can imagine nerding out on.

To complete your manga and anime pilgrimage, head to the adjacent neighbourhoods, known as Japan’s center of anime, with nearly 140 animation studios alone in Suginami City – the highest number throughout Japan – and over 100 in Nerima City, lying northward. Aficionados and novices of all ages will enjoy exploring the Suginami Animation Museum (杉並アニメーションミュージアム) in Ogikubo, featuring interactive exhibits, such as a DIY animation studio where you can produce your own drawings and voice-overs, along with an exhibition on technical anime creation and a global manga collection. Similar hands-on installations are found at the Toei Animation Museum（東映アニメーションミュージアム) in Nerima, along with in-depth historical information on this famous anime studio, whose popular works include Dragon Ball and Sailor Moon.
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NAKANO’S BEST ARTSY VENUES

Gallery Studio 35 Minutes

An exceedingly retro bar and photography exhibition space located inside a former Fujifilm film processing studio. Open Wednes-day through Saturday.

Theater Pole-Pole

An indie cinema house in Higashi-Nakano that features occasional English subtitled films, and an onsite cafe.

Pocket Square

This four-theatre com-plex features mostly Japanese-language productions, but the talented Tokyo International Players theatre troupe some-times holds English-language shows here. Check their website for details and scheduling (pocketsquare.jp/).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Nakano Broadway

2 Ōtaguro Park

SIGHTS

3 Ghibli Museum, Mitaka

4 Inokashira Park

5 Suginami Animation Museum

6 Zenpukuji Park

EATING

7 Iseya Kōen-ten

8 Willow Alley

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9 Shōan Bunko

SHOPPING

10 Kotto-Dori (Antique Street)

11 Kōenji Pal Shopping Street

12 Re:gendo



Kōenji’s Unique Shops & History

A NEIGHBOURHOOD OF SUBCULTURE AND ACTIVISM

Kōenji’s (高円寺) streetscape is a fascinating mix, encom-passing record shops, fishmongers, barber shops, fruit stands, tattoo parlours, ramen stalls, pocket parks, artisan studios, micro-bars and live music joints. It is also arguably Tokyo’s top spot for vintage clothing stores; for a particularly populated stretch of shops offering great finds, head down the covered Kōenji Pal Shopping Street near the station’s south exit, and Look Street (the open-air section lying beyond it).

Whether it’s the numerous establishments housed here inside renovated kominka (traditional wooden structures), or the elderly residents out doing their afternoon shopping, wandering Kōenji’s streets is to breathe in decades of history. Resembling an earthier version of Shimo-Kitazawa, both neighbourhoods have followed similar trajectories in drawing vocal anti-establishment types into their folds. Many of the neighbourhood’s recycled goods shops have been home to activist collectives, including Shirōto no Ran (素人の乱; ‘Amateur Riot’), an activist collective based out of a local recycled goods store, organised a series of anti-nuclear demonstrations in Kōenji, following the Fukushima Nuclear Disaster in 2011.

Shirōto no Ran members and other concerned local residents have also organised recent events, including the Gyoza Against Gentrification parade. Also held in Kōenji in 2016 and 2023 was September’s No Limits festival, attracting attendees from throughout Asia and beyond for 10 days of events and art exhibitions on the interconnected problems of war, refugees, racism, overdevelopment and poverty.

[image: jpg]

Kōenji Awa Odori festival | HAKANYALICN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

A Day in Retro Nishi-Ogikubo

ANTIQUES AND HOBBIT VILLAGES

Moving westward, Nishi-Ogikubo (西荻窪) offers locales with particularly intriguing histories and is perfect for a day of wandering. Managing (so far) to avoid the commercialisation of neighbouring Kichijōji, the district has everything from vinyl records to eyeglass stores to French-style bistros where you’re likely to see elegant older couples out dining. It is long-known as an affluent district where numerous elite businesspeople and military officers lived or owned second homes. Many of these were sold off after WWII and now form the roots of the district’s numerous antique shops. Start your day north of the train station at at Kotto-Dori (Antique Street), where shops sell curios of all sorts, including ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) and porcelain wares.

When you’ve had your fill of antiques-browsing, soak up Nishi-Ogikubo’s counter-cultural history at the fascinating Hobbit Village（ほびっと村), a three-storey, ivy-draped building located southeast of the station. The ground-floor houses an organic vegetable shop run by self-identified hippie Nagamoto Akira, who lived in communes throughout Japan and San Francisco’s Bay Area, where he associated with Beat-era poets including Allen Ginsberg and Gary Snyder. Photos delineating this history line the second-floor restaurant, Balthazar, where you can stop for lunch. This spot serves up delicious food made with vegetables from Nagamoto’s organic farming network. After lunch, head up to the third floor to alternative bookstore Nawa Prasad to browse some English-language titles and peruse items such as essential oils, moon calendars, and organic seeds and teas.

Then, take a wander along Willow Alley – formerly a post–World War II, black-market area – that’s lined with tiny eateries (for your dinner stop, later on). Also found throughout Nishi-ogikubo are numerous renovated kominka, including book cafe/gallery Shōan Bunko (松庵文庫); natural textile and kitchenware shop Re:gendo; and pan-Asian teahouse Kissako Isshin Niyo (喫茶去一芯二葉) – if you fancy a tea break, the scones here are fabulous. After all that, consider a post-shopping stroll through the tranquil Zenpukuji Park, whose spacious lake is much-loved among birdwatchers.

If you happen to be in the neighbourhood for the craft markets, there’s one on every fourth Sunday (10am to 5pm) in the Iogi Kaikan (井荻会館), and a morning market along Shinmei-dōri (神明通り) every third Sunday (8 to 11am).


KōENJI’S BEST ARTSY PLACES TO EAT

Cocktail Shobo  (カクテル書房)

Calm literary cafe lined with book-shelves, and serving food and cocktails based on recipes from famous novels.

Henri Fabre Café  (カフェ アンリファーブル)

Join the Kōenji literati at this spacious second-floor cafe at Za Koenji Theatre, where cafe classics are served.

Yonchome Cafe

This Kōenji institution has served pasta, burgers, seasonal drinks and luscious desserts, amid retro lamps and tile art, since 1987.

Yummy Café

Delightful restaurant where vinyl records line the walls and live music and music-themed events are held regularly.



QUIRKY KōENJI SHOPPING SPOTS

SUB Store

Eclectic all-in-one bookstore, art gallery, cafe and event space run by an Indonesian–Japanese couple.

Uptown Records

Vinyl record store with an in-store bar, DJ events and music release parties.

Dig A Hole Zines

DIY zine shop located along Kōenji’s Central Road with an events and exhibition space.


KōENJI AWA ODORI FESTIVAL

Kōenji’s streets are teeming with art. From local-art projects and street-art initiatives to installations, dance performances and theatre productions, this is a neighbourhood alive with creativity.

It could be argued that the district is at its most artistic during the Kōenji Awa Odori festival, held annually on the last weekend of August.

Kōenji’s version of the festival, which originated in Toku-shima Prefecture, is one of Japan’s liveliest and wildest. It draws massive crowds – some 1.3 million spectators – as well as spectacular performances from a staggering 12,000 dancers, alongside plentiful street food and lively, energetic vibes.

For more on Kōenji’s art scene, take a look at the World’s End Garden Nighttime Music Map (worldsendgarden.com/).



UNIQUE SPOTS IN KōENJI

Jirokichi

Recognised as the birthplace of Kōenji’s live music scene, and today hosting bands across all genres.

Kosugi-yu

Atmospheric, traditional sentō (bathhouse) with various soaking pools and a scenic mural of M Fuji.

Saihōji Temple

Buddhist temple founded in 1617, relocated to Kōenji in 1920. Houses memorial to Usui Mikao, founder of reiki.

Exploring the Treasures of Inokashira Park

GHIBLI MUSEUM, MITAKA AND ART MARKETS

Sandwiched between Nishi-Ogikubo and Mitaka City is the district of Kichijōji (吉祥寺), whose main attraction is the spacious Inokashira Park (井の頭恩賜公園), one of Tokyo’s most popular parks. The park encircles a large pond, and perched at the edge is the small, vermillion-red Benzaiten Shrine, which dates back to the Heian period (794–1185). Popular among birdwatchers – like neighbouring Zenpukuji Park – the pond is fringed with cherry trees and is one of the city’s most popular spots for hanami (cherry-blossom viewing).

The park also holds art markets on weekends, where local crafters sell their wares and lively performers keep the crowds entertained. The park is also a fantastic picnic spot, so grab skewers from an iconic Kichijōji establishment: the adjacent Iseya Kōen-ten yakitori (chicken skewers) shop. Alternatively, Pepacafe Forest offers tasty Thai food (and cool art) right inside the park.

Needing no introduction is the iconic Ghibli Museum, Mitaka（ジブリ美術館), located inside the sprawling Inokashira Park. Founded by legendary animators Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, Studio Ghibli has produced delightful films, such as Spirited Away and My Neighbor Totoro, which have become icons of the genre. While advance online reservations are required, your efforts will be rewarded generously. Beginning with the museum’s playful architecture and special in-house animation welcome screening, along with numerous interactive exhibition spaces and the chance to thumb through the notebooks where the studio’s masters plied their craft, even anime newbies will be drawn into the enchanted world of Ghibli.

WHERE TO FIND HEALTHY CAFES NEAR KOKUBUNJI

Café Slow

Longstanding purveyor of the ‘slow living’ movement, featuring organic lunches, workshops and candlelight events.

Kurumed Coffee

Sweet little establishment fronting Nishi-Kokubunji Station, serving coffee, healthy sandwiches and creatively presented desserts.

Ocio Healing Space & Cafe

Located in a bookstore, this shop serves coffee, tiny muffins, and vegan and gluten-free sweets.

History, Nature & Onsen in Kichijōji

SERENE TEMPLES AND HOT SPRINGS

In nearby Chōfu (調布市), just a short bus ride away from the Ghibli Museum, Mitaka, is Jindai-ji, the second-oldest Buddhist temple in Tokyo, after Sensō-ji. The temple dates back to the early 8th century, to the year 733, to be exact. At the temple, observe the powerful fire ritual at Ganzan-daishi Hall, held twice daily on weekdays and thrice daily on weekends. The ceremony is conducted to offer protection and answer prayers. The adjacent streets invoke the era of Edo, and make sure to enjoy a lunch of soba noodles (for which this area is famous) and stroll the adjacent botanical gardens.

Just a short stroll from Jindaiji is the nearby onsen (hot springs) of Yumori no Sato. Indulge in this experience of natural hot-spring bathing, which is rooted in medicinal healing. Featuring a calm, waterfall-laced garden setting, its ink-black, organic, mineral-rich waters are drawn from 1500m underground. The nine onsite baths are crafted from a range of natural materials, including bamboo and cypress wood, and the grounds are designed in alignment with the geomantic, energy-balancing principles of Chinese feng shui. The onsen is open from 10am to 10pm, seven days a week.
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WASHI WORKSHOPS

Washi (traditional Japanese paper), crafted from materials including the fibres of the mulberry plant, is both durable and stylish – and taking a hands-on washi work-shop can be the real highlight of a sojourn to Tokyo. There are opportunities for this throughout the metropolis, including in West Tokyo.

Just east of Oku-tama, Hinode Washi (ひので和紙）offers you the chance to create your own sheets of washi, or (if you bring along your own interpreter) more advanced crafts like candles and deco-rative postcards.

Extremely friendly proprietor Hideki Kunitaka begins by giving a tour of the mulberry trees on his grounds, and then leads the workshop in his atelier. For reservation details and scheduling, see the website (hinodewashi.tokyo/activity_english.html).



WHERE TO EAT IN AND AROUND NAKANO

Kawanaka-ya

Tiny, lantern-adorned and reliably packed Higashi-Kōenji eatery serving plump, flavourful yakitori, plus plentiful sake. ¥

Pao Caravan Sarai

Higashi-Nakano Afghan restaurant serving skewered meat and vegetables amid traditional décor and floor seating (on Afghan rugs). ¥¥

Lou

Portland-inspired Nakano cafe with a leafy terrace featuring coffee drinks, scrumptious desserts, craft beers and natural wines. ¥

Urban Meets Rural in Showa Memorial Park

TOKYO’S LARGEST PARK

Before diving deep into the Tama region, take a minute for Tachikawa (立川市), a destination sitting along the urban-rural divide and offering sites that are well worth a stop-off. Just a short 15-minute stroll from Tachikawa Station is the picturesque Showa Memorial Park (昭和記念公園), Tokyo’s largest park, built to commemorate Emperor Shōwa’s 50th year on the throne – the park’s Emperor Showa Memorial Museum is also worth a visit. With expansive stretches of seasonal flowers, sports fields and picnicking areas, Japanese gardens, dramatic autumn foliage and periodically held illumination events, this is a fantastic spot to escape the thrum of Tokyo’s sprawl, as well as a great place for some cherry-blossom viewing. At the edge of the park (back towards the station) is Green Springs, a spacious shopping complex framed by a manicured lawn and dotted with shops and cafes. Also held here is a summertime open-air cinema, with some films geared towards children.


BEST LOCAL RESTAURANTS

Ciclo

Cosy Italian restaurant in Nishi-Ogikubo with minimalist décor and creative mains. ¥¥

Handsome Shokudo  (ハンサム食堂)

Flavourful Thai fare at this popular ramshackle restaurant located along Nishi-Ogikubo’s Willow Alley. ¥

Nakadaya  (まぐろのなかだ屋)

Counter-side maguro (tuna) joint inside Kichijōji’s station-front Harmonica Yokochō. Japanese menus. ¥

Unagi Shinozaki (うなぎ志乃ざき)

Family-run restaurant in Kichijōji and Hachi-ōji featuring unagi (eel) steamed and grilled over hot coals, and served in lacquered boxes. English spoken. ¥¥

Nikuyorozu

Fragrant chargrilled meat and vegetables at this attractive rest-aurant tucked behind Mitaka Station. ¥¥



WHERE TO BUY COFFEE IN SUGINAMI

Coffee Amp the Roaster

Stylish Kōenji shop along Look Street serving a lineup of coffee and espresso drinks, plus beans to-go.

Woodberry Coffee

Flagship Ogikubo shop of this small-batch, sustainable roastery, featuring delicious coffee with beans sourced from El Salvador.

B²

Coffee roastery adjacent to Kichijōji’s Excel Hotel Tokyu, serving tasty cafe fare. The lattes are fabulous.

Grandiose Nature in the Tama Region

WILDERNESS WITHIN TOKYO’S BORDERS

Tokyo’s western region, Tama, is the gateway to scenic nature, which only becomes more lush the further west you go. The outdoor opportunities here are boundless, and include hiking the sacred peaks of Takao-san (in Hachiōji) and Mitake-san (in Chichibu-Tama-Kai National Park). Additional hiking routes can be enjoyed in Tokyo Citizens’ Forest in Hinohara, and along the trails of Okutama, where you can also indulge in lots of river rafting, kayaking and camping. For those who like the outdoors but are squeamish about camping, the Woodland Bothy Glamping Auberge in Akiruno offers comfortable stays along the Yozawa River, complete with meals of hand-cut soba noodles, wagyū (Japanese beef) and local vegetables.

The abundance of fresh, clear water in this region also lends itself to high-quality food and drink. So if your legs get tired, take a wasabi tour in Okutama, or visit any number of sake breweries, including Ishikawa Shuzo (石川酒造) in Fussa and Nozaki Shuzo (野崎酒造) in Akiruno.
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URBAN WALKS IN KUNITACHI

Just before Tachi-kawa is the city of Kunitachi (国立市), which offers one of the metropolis’ most pleasant (and least-known) urban walks. Exiting Kunitachi Station, head south along Daigaku-dōri, a broad avenue flanked by cherry and gingko trees.

Along the left are numerous unique shops, including Antique John, which sells vintage kimono, used clothing, antique furniture and miscell-aneous goods, and Watermark Arts, a small graphic arts gallery that opens during exhibitions (check website for scheduling).

The road ends at Yaho Station, and the entire walk takes about 30 minutes (without stops). If you’re lucky, you’ll do the walk during peak sakura (cherry blossom) season and be caught in a heavenly swirl of raining petals.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE TAMA REGION

Head Temple Takao san Yakuo-in (高尾山薬王院)

After a trek partway up Mt Takao, you’ll be rewarded with shōjin-ryōri (Buddhist vegetarian cuisine). Reservations required. ¥¥

Ikada

This restaurant near Okutama serves generous portions of grilled chicken, plus jumbo-sized onigiri (rice balls). ¥

Nikujiru Gyoza Dandadan  (肉汁餃子ダンダダン)

The sign saying ‘Gyoza and beer are a culture’ tells you all you need to know. In Hachiōji; cash only. ¥




Shinjuku & Northwest Tokyo
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THE BEATING HEART OF TOKYO
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Shinjuku (新宿) is a city with two faces – to the west are windowed office buildings and high-rises that fill up Tokyo’s skyline; to the east, glitzy department stores, and a world of entertainment and neon lights.

A passageway of sorts (most train lines pass through Shinjuku), the neighbourhood is where people from all walks of life gather. From here, follow the tracks on one of Tokyo’s busiest trains – the Yamanote line – and you’ll arrive at Northwest Tokyo.

Ikebukuro is the major transport hub here, with millions of commuters each day. Home to Sunshine City, one of Tokyo’s largest shopping and entertainment facilities, Ikebukuro is a fun, youthful area boasting big stores and arcades.

Running between Shinjuku and Ikebukuro is Meiji-dōri Avenue, and along it, two less-populated, though equally vibrant neighbourhoods: Shin-Ōkubo and Takadanobaba, where good food can be had at just about any corner.

Shinjuku, Ikebukuro and Shibuya were designated sub-centres of Tokyo in 1958, and the following years saw these areas undergo rapid development, eventually becoming the bustling giants they are today; and there’s no sign of them slowing down.

But look just slightly beyond the tantalising pull of Kabukichō, the high-tech billboards near the stations and the beautiful shop windows, and you’ll also see a neighbourhood that’s a slice of everyday Tokyo – where people live, eat, work and go to school. Shin-Ōkubo, located just one stop away on the Yamanote line, is dubbed ‘Koreatown’ for the large Korean population that first settled here; it’s now home to thousands of people from all over the world. Another station away, Takada-nobaba is a young adults’ playground, welcoming groups of students from nearby universities to its bars and ramen joints every night.
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DON’T MISS...

SHINJUKU GYOEN

This imperial garden is a must-see during cherry-blossom season, between March and April.

GODZILLA HEAD

A symbol of Kabukichō, Godzilla is coolest when seen at night, when its eyes glow red.

GOLDEN GAI

Choose from dozens of small shanty bars to slip into and strike up a conversation.




TOP TIP

Navigating through Shinjuku and Ikebukuro stations can be overwhelming, even for locals. Google Maps will often tell you which station exit is closest to your destination. Follow station signage carefully and keep to the left side of walkways. Rush hour is 7.30–10.00am and 5.30–8.00pm.




WHY I LOVE SHINJUKU
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Winnie Tan, writer

Shinjuku is where I call home, and though it was initially the department stores and the neighbourhood’s vibrant nightscape that drew me in, walking through the station’s underpasses has become an unexpected hobby of mine. What started out as attempts to avoid the elements on hot or rainy days has led to many happy discoveries.

With Shinjuku’s rapidly changing landscape, the same underground exits can lead to completely new shops and buildings, and not being able to navigate them with a smartphone makes the experience all the more exciting.

After eight years, I’m still not convinced that I have uncovered it all – it really is that big.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Kabukichō

2 Shinjuku Gyoen

SIGHTS

3 Shinjuku Station

EATING

4 Bam Bi Coffee

5 Macapresso Tokyo

6 Somuo Shin-Okubo

7 Taiwan Saki Mensen

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 Adezakura

9 Aiiro Cafe

10 AiSOTOPE Lounge

11 Arty Farty

12 Bar Goldfinger

13 Champion Bar

14 Dragon Men

15 Eagle Tokyo BLUE

16 Golden Gai

17 Nichōme

18 Omoide Yokochō

19 Torikizoku

SHOPPING

20 Bic Camera

21 Isetan

22 LUMINE EST

see 20 Odakyu

23 Subnade



Kabukichō

THE NOCTURNAL NEIGHBOURHOOD

By day, Kabukichō (歌舞伎町) is just your average part of town that sometimes looks a bit quiet and sparse; but nightfall is when it truly shines – quite literally. A typical night here begins with all-you-can-drink beer and cocktails at an izakaya (Japanesepub-eatery) to get the buzz going, followed by a stroll down its streets, with what seems like a thousand neon signs illuminating your way.

For some Tokyoites, a good night is one that ends here in the wee hours of the morning, stumbling out of a bar with a new friend or two and your voice hoarse from belting out the very best karaoke anthems.
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Shinjuku Gyoen

FEUDAL LORD’S RESIDENCE TURNED URBAN OASIS

Smack bang in the centre of an otherwise concrete jungle, this lush garden is a welcome reprieve for Tokyo’s dwellers. A former feudal lord’s residence from the Edo period, Shinjuku Gyoen (新宿御苑) was converted into an imperial garden in 1906, before opening its doors to the public in 1951. You could easily spend an early afternoon strolling along the winding paths that take you through the park’s three distinct garden styles (French formal, English landscape, Japanese traditional); and for when you need a break, there are a few restaurants and cafes dotted within the park grounds that provide welcome shelter.

In spring, the park is one of Tokyo’s best spots to witness the beauty of the cherry blossoms – there are over a thousand sakura trees here, from 65 different species. This, however, also means that the park can get quite crowded, and advance online ticket reservations (through the park’s website) with a designated time slot may be required during peak cherry-blossom season, though visitors are free to buy a ticket at the gate any other time of the year.
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MORE IN SHINJUKU & NORTHWEST TOKYO

The World’s Busiest Train Station

A SPRAWLING BEAST

Everyone who’s ever been to Tokyo will have been to Shinjuku Station (新宿駅). Serving an average of 3.5 million people per day across 11 train lines, the amount of foot traffic that passes through the station’s halls is nothing short of mind-boggling. And as if the station itself and the never-ending sea of commuters aren’t imposing enough, the buildings that make up the station complex sit atop a maze of underground passages and exits that can take you from one end of Shinjuku to another, without ever needing to surface above ground. These passages feed directly into prominent shopping hotspots: department stores LUMINE EST, Odakyu, Isetan and electronics giant Bic Camera are all connected via an underpass. A shopping arcade that exists entirely underground, Subnade sits under the outer threshold of Kabukichō and is accessible via the same underpass from Shinjuku.

While the station’s hallways can get rather cramped, the station’s newest wing – called New South Exit – is where commuters surface for fresh air and a snack. Exit from the station turnstiles here and you’ll come to an open plaza overlooking the station’s train tracks, and a bust of Japan Rail’s adorable mascot, the Suica Penguin. On a nice day, you’ll see locals seated here basking in the sunshine, coffee from one of the nearby cafes in hand. Inside this section of the station are a handful of shops (like Ichibiko Strawberry Cafe) selling pastries, drinks and other irresistible treats.
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WHERE TO GET A COFFEE IN SHINJUKU

Blue Bottle Coffee Shinjuku Cafe

Shinjuku’s premier coffee stand. Always busy, you can get coffee to go and drink it at the terrace.

Toraya An Stand

Their cafe au lait is served with an – Japanese sweet red-bean paste.

Tsubakiya Coffee Shop Shinjuku

Retro and cosy Japanese Western-style cafe with classic coffee and cakes.



DAY TO NIGHT IN SHINJUKU
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This route will show you all the facets of Shinjuku, starting with a view of its train tracks and skyscrapers at 1 Suica Penguin Square, located just outside Shinjuku Station’s New South Exit.

Then, make your way down to ground level towards 2 Shinjuku Gyoen Shin-juku Gate for a stroll through the park. Next, head north in the direction of  3 Isetan Shinjuku for some shopping, and don’t miss the lovely selection of premium pastries and food on the basement floor (B1). Then, walk down Shinjuku-dōri Avenue, where Isetan and many other shops are located. If it’s a Sunday, the avenue will be closed to vehicular traffic from noon until evening. Continue down the avenue until you come to an intersection in front of 4 Cross Space Shinjuku, atop of which sits a 3D billboard often featuring cats and other adorable characters.

Head north from here and continue on towards Yasukuni-dōri Avenue. As you come to another intersection, you should be able to see Hotel Gracery and the  5 Godzilla Statue peeking out behind it. Head towards it, and you’ll find your-self in 6 Kabukichō. Turn left in front of Hotel Gracery and continue head-ing west to find 7 Tokyo Mystery Circus (東京ミステリーサーカス), where some escape rooms and puzzles are available in English.

Adjacent is Shinjuku’s newest landmark, 8 Kabukichō Tower, which houses a hotel and entertainment facilities, including a nightclub, arcade and live music venue. As night falls, head east from here along the backstreets of Kabuki-chō towards 9 Hanazono Shrine for a bit of quiet. Finally, close off your evening (or get it started) with a drink at one of 10 Golden Gai’s many bars.



Sing, Drink & Be Merry

FRIDAY NIGHT, THE SHINJUKU WAY

Drinking culture is big here. The ubiquity of cheap alcohol and the absence of stigma when it comes to drinking means that a pint to finish off the day is a way of life for many. As a transport hub, Shinjuku is where many Tokyoites naturally end up after work – its many bars ready to welcome the tired and the thirsty. The bars here come in many styles: smoky Japanese izakaya, and small karaoke bars and quiet hangouts where it’s just you and the bartender. Golden Gai (ゴールデン 街) is a densely packed complex with hundreds of tiny bars, and visiting the ones on the second floor involves a precarious climb up a creaky wooden staircase. Champion Bar sits right at the entrance of the area and draws tourists in with their ¥500 drinks and loud karaoke; while it’s a good place to start, we suggest squeezing through the alleyways or venturing upstairs to find the real gems. These might not come as cheap – some places ask for a cover charge (¥500–¥1500), and drinks usually cost ¥700 and up, but it’s worth it.

Kabukichō, with its seedy veneer, might come across as a little daunting, though most bars here are fine. Many are equipped with karaoke machines that are cheap (¥100 per song) or free to use, and everyone’s always welcome to sing along. However, it’s always a good idea to check a bar’s reviews on Google prior to going, just as an extra precaution.

Some things to keep in mind here: it’s safer to assume that the bars here are cash-only, so make sure to have enough on hand; everyone in the group must order a drink, even if it’s a non-alcoholic one.


GOLDEN GAI’S THEMED BARS

Death Match in Hell

Take a trip to the underworld at this classic horror- and death-metal-themed bar, with all drinks aptly priced at ¥666.

Bar Cinema Club  (BARキネマ倶楽部)

This cinema-themed bar has plenty of vintage film posters and autographs to admire while you drink.

Open Book

The grandson of award-winning author Komimasa Tanaka runs this sleek, modern bar that’s lined up to the ceiling with shelves of books.




THE QUINTESSENTIAL JAPANESE BAR

Tokyo’s tiny apartments make group gatherings rather difficult, especially when alcohol is involved. Enter the izakaya, a bar which, beyond serving copious amounts of booze, is a valuable space for friends and colleagues to gather.



TOURIST-FRIENDLY IZAKAYA CHAINS

Torikizoku

Easy atmosphere and tasty yakitori (chicken skewers). Multiple outlets in neighbourhoods like Shibuya and Shinjuku. ¥¥

Hanbey

Retro 1950s to 1970s-themed izakaya with an extensive menu that even includes crickets. ¥¥

Kin-no-Kura Jr

No-frills izakaya that’s among the cheapest; hence its popularity with students. ¥¥

Night-Time at Nichōme

LGBTIQ+ HANGOUTS

Shinjuku Nichōme (新宿二丁目), colloquially known as ‘Nichōme’ or ‘Nichō’, is Tokyo’s largest nightlife area specifically catered to the LGBTIQ+ community. About a 10-minute walk from Shinjuku’s Golden Gai, the area was a red-light district during Japan’s post-war years, and when sex work was outlawed in 1958, gay bars began taking over the premises that were once occupied by brothels. The exact number is up for debate, but it is believed that up to 500 bars now occupy this 300m² area.

There are a number of well-known bars here that are hotspots for locals, expats and tourists: Aiiro Cafe is one of Nichōme’s most popular, staffed by friendly, international members of the community and offering all-you-can-drink beer at happy hour for the unbeatable price of ¥1000. This corner bar spills out onto the street – look out for the rainbow torii (entrance gate) outside and the people drinking underneath. For the ladies, Bar Goldfinger and Adezakura are open exclusively to women on weekends – Goldfinger also has free popcorn and karaoke. For go-go boys, drag queens, bear nights, K-pop nights and themed events, check out what’s happening on the weekends at AiSOTOPE Lounge or Eagle Tokyo BLUE. And for a night of dancing, head to Dragon Men or Arty Farty.
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A NIGHT OUT IN NICHōME

Koh, a Japanese local, shares his top tips for a fun night out in Nichōme.

Start your night at Aiiro Cafe, one of the best places to meet locals and foreigners alike!

New Sazae is where I go to groove with the most eclectic group of humans to the best retro tunes.

While many bars here cater to different genres and fetishes, most are traditional Japanese counter bars run by a ‘mama’. Being able to speak even a little Japanese can go a long way.

Nichōme is one of the friendliest LGBTIQ+ communities out there. My advice is to first meet and chat with us locals, and we can direct you to whatever tickles your fancy.



SHINJUKU BARS WITH A VIEW

Rooftop Bar and Terrace G

Come at happy hour (4pm to 7pm) and watch the sun set over Shinjuku. Near Higashi-Shinjuku Station.

Jam 17 Dining & Bar

Sleek and urban bar on the 17th floor of Kabukichō Tower. Unique Japan-themed cocktails.

New York Bar

Bar and restaurant of Lost in Translation fame. Premium cocktails and unbeatable night views of Shinjuku.

Slurp the City’s Best Ramen

WHERE NOODLES GET EXPERIMENTAL

Hot, greasy, satisfying and cheap, ramen was originally a Chinese dish that has taken its own form in Japan. It’s extremely popular, and you won’t have trouble finding good ramen here. For one of the city’s best noodle stops, head to the neighbourhood of Takadanobaba (高田馬場), just two stops away from Shinjuku Station. As a favourite hangout for university students, ramen fits right into the landscape of this lively student area – if there’s one thing young adults love, it’s cheap and hearty food.

Ramen connoisseurs might find that one visit to Takadanobaba won’t suffice. The number of ramen shops and fierce competition in the area means ramen chefs can get experimental in a bid to stand out. Fancy some crispy fried ramen served in a bowl of soup? Get it at Yakimen Tsurugi, with a fried egg, sunny side up – look out for the name of the dish, medama-yakimen (目玉焼き麺), on the ticket vending machine. Meanwhile, Garasha gives you a big spoonful of rice to dunk into their creamy, chicken-based soup. For ramen topped with a bit of refreshing foam (yes, foam) and delicious assorted chāshū (sliced roast pork), Fukuryu Ramen Wadachi is the place. And if you’re looking for good ol’ fashioned ramen, try the soy-sauce-based noodles at Ramen Yamaguchi, a long-time feature on the Tokyo Michelin Guide.

To try broth that really packs a punch, go for tsukemen – a sub-type of ramen where the noodles are served alongside a bowl of thick, flavourful broth for dipping. Our best picks are Menya Musashi Takatora for their porky broth and ample servings of meat, and Watanabe for broth with a rich, fishy taste.
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BEST KOREAN EATERIES IN SHIN-ōKUBO

Poongkum

Stylish Korean-barbecue restaurant with lots of variety. Can get very busy, especially on weekends. ¥¥

Jongno Hotok

Stop by this street stall for some piping hot hotteok (Korean stuffed pancakes) and cheese-stuffed corn dogs. ¥

Shin-chang

Generous servings of crispy, juicy fried chicken. It’s open till 3am – perfect for those late-night cravings. ¥¥

Delica Ondoru

With everything from fried chicken and Korean barbecue to spicy stews on the menu, this restaurant is great for when you’re looking to try a bit of everything. ¥¥



CONVENIENT HOTELS NEAR STATIONS

Hotel Gracery Shinjuku

In the heart of Kabukichō, and a seven-minute walk to Shinjuku Station and most train lines in Tokyo. ¥¥

Vessel Inn Takanobaba

Trendy rooms, and the hotel lift leads straight down to Takadanobaba Station. ¥¥

Hotel Metropolitan Ikebukuro

Comfortable rooms near department stores and a one-minute walk from Ikebukuro Station. ¥¥
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WHERE TO EAT FISH AND SUSHI IN SHINJUKU

Tsukiji Tamasushi

Comfortable sushi restaurant inside Takashimaya. Set meals with assorted sushi and à-la-carte orders available. ¥¥¥

Komeraku

Ochazuke (rice eaten with broth) restaurant inside LUMINE EST shopping mall. Good for a light lunch. ¥

Sushi Zanmai

National sushi chain. One step up in quality from conveyor-belt sushi restaurants. ¥¥
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Pop-Culture Shopping at Ikebukuro

ANIME AND POKÉMON LOVERS, UNITE

If the neighbourhood of Akihabara is for otaku (geeks), then Ikebukuro (池袋) is...also for otaku; but more specifically, those who enjoy manga, anime and games geared towards a female audience. In Akihabara, you have mecha robots and the season’s hottest mainstream characters; in Ikebukuro, you have bookshelves and arcades stocked with the merchandise of well-dressed male anime idols and cute characters. Otome Road, literally ‘Maiden Road’, is a street occupied by some of Japan’s foremost comics and merchandise stores, like K-Books and Lashinbang. The Animate Cafe is also here, with special collaborations held every month. While not on Otome Road itself, an otaku’s trip to Ikebukuro isn’t complete without a stop at the newly renovated Animate Flagship Store. Spanning 10 floors, there are event halls, a gallery and a theatre.

For lovers of cute characters, and for those travelling with children, Sunshine City is the place to go. Pokémon Center Mega Tokyo is located here, and as well as being stocked full of the latest merchandise, it has a dedicated space for card tournaments, and the Pokémon Go Lab, where players of the mobile game can hang out. There’s also the adorable Pikachu Sweets, a takeout cafe with Pokemón-themed offerings. For other merchandise, Kiddy Land, the Disney Store, the Ghibli Store and the One Piece Mugiwara Store all have outlets here.

For other fun things to do here, check out the world’s largest collection of capsule toys and pick up a quirky souvenir or two at the Gashapon Department Store, or head up to the observation deck on the 60th floor of Sunshine 60.
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WHERE TO GET LATE-NIGHT GRUB IN SHINJUKU

Gyukatsu Aona  (牛かつあおな新宿店)

Tender slices of beef breaded and deep fried. Near Kabukichō, and open until 12am. ¥¥

Ramen Nagi

Popular ramen store in Golden Gai serving fragrant niboshi (dried fish) ramen. Open 24 hours. ¥

Ramen Jiro

Decadent tonkotsu (ramen noodles in pork bone broth) piled with meat and vegetables. Open until 12am. ¥

Kanpai at the Izakaya

COLD BEER, HOT SKEWERS

A place to stay and drink alcohol – that’s what izakaya roughly translates to. Often referred to as a Japanese bar or tavern, the izakaya is a mainstay of Japanese society. It’s where friends and colleagues come together and chat over drinks, food and the sound of clinking glasses, accompanied with shouts of ‘Kanpai!’ (cheers). Unlike typical bars, there is hardly ever any socialising between different groups of customers. In fact, some larger izakaya opt to offer even more privacy, with cubicles and screens that separate different groups.

Whether it’s to unwind with colleagues, gather for a post-game celebration or have a simple catch-up, the izakaya is the locals’ hangout. The establishments themselves make these spots a satisfying experience, and they offer all-you-can-drink alcohol, fried food and savoury yakitori (chicken skewers) that wash down nicely with a cold mug of beer. Franchises like Torikizoku are popular with locals and great for first-timers and tourists for their friendly atmosphere and easy tablet ordering system (not to mention delicious yakitori); but to get the authentic izakaya experience, head to a yokochō – tucked-away side alleys lined with these down-to-earth drinking spots. In Shinjuku, that place is Omoide Yokochō (思い出横丁), near the station’s West Exit.

When looking for an izakaya, it’s important to beware of touts – they are illegal, and yet they crop up frequently in areas like Kabukichō. Most izakaya also serve an appetiser known as otōshi. These are automatically brought to the table shortly after customers are seated. They cost a small fee per person, which locals consider a sort of tip or seating charge.
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THE NOSTALGIA OF OMOIDE YOKOCHō

Omoide Yokochō presents a passage into the past. With its dim, lantern-lit alleys crammed with shops and izakaya that haven’t changed for at least half a century, it’s a rare piece of Shinjuku that has somehow evaded the city’s rapid, modern developments.

Its name even sounds romantic – omoide translates to ‘memory’, harkening back to a simpler era.

But before it was Omoide Yokochō, it was Lucky Street, a post-war era black market of shops that stood back-to-back, separated only by wooden shutters.

Even the ubiquity of yakitori and motsuyaki (grilled offal) shops here can be traced back to this era, where offal wasn’t rationed and could therefore be consumed in greater quantities.



COOL SHOPPING SPOTS IN SHINJUKU

Shinjuku Kitamura Camera

Stylish multi-storey camera store for new and second-hand cameras.

Tokyu Hands

Seven-storey lifestyle store carrying everything from cosmetics to DIY tools.

Books Kinokuniya Main Store

Historic Shinjuku bookstore that recently got a facelift. Foreign-language books are on the 7th floor.

The World of Food at Shin-Ōkubo

EAT AT TOKYO’S KITCHEN

Just one stop away from Shinjuku on the Yamanote line, Shin-Ōkubo (新大久保) is a lively neighbourhood that locals refer to as Koreatown. Riding on K-pop’s wave of popularity, it attracts plenty of young adults and teenagers who come to shop for their favourite idol merchandise, buy Korean beauty products and try the latest fried-cheese snack.

Shin-Ōkubo’s roots, however, began in the 1980s when a large community of people who worked at Kabukichō, the majority of them Korean, took residence in the area, thanks to its proximity to Shinjuku’s famous red-light district. And while Korean barbecue and fried-chicken restaurants still occupy the main avenue of Shin-Ōkubo, it’s one of Tokyo’s most multicultural neighbourhoods – secreted in the side streets are Taiwanese restaurants, Indian supermarkets and Vietnamese banh mi (baguette sandwich) stalls, all catering to a community looking for a taste of home.

You could eat a whole day’s worth of meals in Shin-Ōkubo, and there’d still be enough variety here to warrant another trip back. Start with a light brunch: Somuo Shin-Ōkubo’s dishes taste just like they would in Thailand, and Taiwan Saki Mensen serves up bowls of delicious oyster mee sua (flour vermicelli). Then, spend the afternoon trying some decadent sweets – we love Macapresso Tokyo’s chunky macarons and the fluffy pancakes at Bam Bi Coffee; but there are also a myriad of trendy and Instagram-worthy cafes to choose from. For dinner, pop into one of the Korean barbecue restaurants on the main street for some hearty, greasy samgyeopsal (grilled pork belly).
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THE WORLD OF YAYOI KUSAMA

From psychedelic polka-dotted pump-kins to mirrored infinity rooms, few works are as instant-ly recognisable and captivating as those of artist Yayoi Kusama.

Having had an impressive career spanning over 70 years, with numer-ous exhibitions across the globe, she is somehow still going.

Saying that Kusama is a power-house is an under-statement. With her exhibitions frequently drawing large crowds, it might be surprising to find that the Yayoi Kusama Museum in Tokyo is nestled in a quiet residential area of Waseda – just one station away from Takadanobaba.

The small, five-floor museum, dedicated entirely to her works, holds two new exhibitions a year. To visit, you must buy a ticket in advance, with a designated entry slot.




OWL CITY

Owls are a common sight in Ikebukuro, in the form of statues, mascots and shopfront decorations.

The most likely reason for this is a bit of word play – the bukuro in ‘Ikebukuro’ sounds like fukurō – the Japanese word for ‘owl’. You won’t have much luck spotting real owls here, because of the urban build-up, but some say that Ikebukuro was once a spot where owls liked to congregate.

Other sources cite the round, pouch-like area where ponds formed as the origin for the neighbourhood’s name, as ike and bukuro translate to ‘pond’ and ‘pouch’, respectively. No traces of these bodies of water are left, though, as the last remaining pond dried out after WWII.






Kōrakuen & Akihabara
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ANIME, BOOKS AND ENDLESS ENTERTAINMENT
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Whether or not you consider yourself an otaku (geek), you’re likely to have heard of Akihabara. In this centre of subculture, anime is quite literally everywhere – on billboards, on plushies and figurines occupying endless rows of shelves and glass display-cases, and in the songs blasting through shop speakers. Akihabara, some-times called ‘Akiba’, is where fans of Japanese manga and anime come to bask in the glory of their favourite media and buy some exclusive merchandise.

Giant arcades, book-shops and merch shops always draw the most attention, but before Akiba was a town for anime geeks, it was (and still is) a tech-geek’s haven: sandwiched between the town’s more ostentatious shops and buildings are small electrical stores stocked with every manner of electronic parts, wires and everything in between.

Kōrakuen (後楽園) is most notably home to Tokyo Dome, an indoor stadium where Tokyoites flock to see concerts and baseball games, and part of the wider Tokyo Dome City, an entertainment complex that includes a theme park, spa and sports centre where families hang out on weekends.

In the vicinity of Tokyo Dome City is the real star of the neighbourhood: serene Koishikawa Kōrakuen Garden. First established in the early 17th century by a member of the Tokugawa clan, it is one of Tokyo’s oldest and most beautiful gardens. Near Kōrakuen, and where the outer moat of Edo Castle used to be, Kagurazaka sits quietly away from the bustle, with cobbled streets, shrines and old-fashioned shops offering a glimpse into the past. Head south from Tokyo Dome City, and you’ll arrive at Jimbōchō, a neighbourhood keeping the printed word alive in the age of e-books – with the city’s largest concentration of second-hand bookstores all located here, you’ll have a perfect afternoon trawling for treasure.
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DON’T MISS...

KOISHIKAWA KōRAKUEN GARDEN

This peaceful garden will provide you with secluded pockets of serenity in the city.

TOKYO DOME CITY

Ride the hair-raising roller coaster, or have a relaxing soak at the spa.

AKIHABARA RADIO KAIKAN

Shop here for anime merchandise, trading cards and electronics.

AKAGI-JINJA

A sleek, modern structure in Kagurazaka, redefining what a shrine should look like.

KITAZAWA BOOKSTORE

Find vintage foreign-language books at this Jimbōchō bookshop.

AKIHABARA RADIO CENTER

Old alley lined with shops selling vintage tech and electronic parts.




TOP TIP

To get straight to the centre of Akihabara, follow the signs at thestation pointing to the Electric Town Exit. The Tokyo Dome area is accessible via three stations: Kōrakuen, Suidōbashi and Iidabashi. Kagurazaka is also directly next to Iidabashi Station. (East Exit for Japan Rail; Exit B3 for Tokyo Metro.)
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Koishikawa Kōrakuen Garden

2 Tokyo Dome

SIGHTS

3 Akagi-jinja

4 Bunkyo Civic Center

5 Zenkoku-ji Temple

SLEEPING

6 Nine Hours Suidobashi

7 Sequence Suidobashi

8 Toggle Hotel

EATING

9 Canal Cafe

10 Floraison Kagurazaka

11 Kagurazaka Gojūban

12 Kagurazaka Ishikawa

13 Kagurazaka Saryō

14 Mensho Tokyo

15 Ōnoya Beef

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16 Bar 2000

17 Beer Bar Bitter

18 Rakuzan

ENTERTAINMENT

19 Tokyo Dome City

SHOPPING

20 LaQua



Tokyo Dome

TOKYO’S BASEBALL STADIUM

Completed in 1988, Tokyo Dome (東京ドーム) is an indoor baseball stadium that doubles as a concert and event venue holding up to 55,000 spectators. Home to the Yomiuri Giants, Tokyo Dome is the best place in Tokyo to catch a baseball game on the regular. It has also served as a historic concert venue for big international artists ranging from Bon Jovi to BTS. Fans of Japanese baseball may want to stop by The Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum, also within the dome.
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Chūō-dōri Avenue

OTAKU CENTRAL

It’s a sight every otaku recognises – a bright-red arcade, colourful buildings topped with anime character billboards and maid cafes. This wide avenue encapsulates the essence of Akihabara.

With many of the area’s most prominent shops and entertainment complexes, like Animate and Sofmap, located here, it’s also the best place to begin your neighbourhood exploration.

Maids and cosplayers stand on the street to advertise their themed cafes, and while some might be okay with photographs, be sure to ask for permission first.

For the best experience, visit on a Sunday, when Chūō-dōri Avenue (中央通り) is open exclusively to pedestrians from 1pm.
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Koishikawa Kōrakuen Garden

SERENE GARDENS IN THE CITY

First established as a garden for Lord Tokugawa Yorifusa’s spare Edo residence in 1629, Koishikawa Kōrakuen Garden (小石川後楽園) is the oldest among Edo’s daimyo (feudal lord) gardens.

Tall office buildings now rise above the garden’s treetops, but, in certain secluded spots, it’s easy to imagine what the garden might have looked like centuries ago, when the daimyo walked its grounds.

Much of the scenery within the garden is based on other beautiful locations throughout Japan, while traditional Chinese influence can be seen, too – an example of which is the curved Engetsu-kyō Bridge. Designed by Chinese Confucian scholar Zhu Zhiyu and shaped like a full moon, the bridge exists in its original state – as during the Edo period.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Animate

2 Chūō-dōori Avenue

SIGHTS

3 Kanda Myōjin

SLEEPING

4 &AND Hostel Akihabara

5 JR East Hotel Mets Akihabara

6 Nohga Hotel Akihabara Tokyo

EATING

7 Akihabara Caligari

8 Curry Bondy

9 Hinoya Curry Akihabara

10 Tokyo Style Noodle Hotate Biyori

11 Tsujita

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12 Game Bar A-Button

13 Square Enix Café

ENTERTAINMENT

14 Akihabara Gachapon Hall

15 GiGO

16 Namco

17 Ochanomizu

18 Taito Station

SHOPPING

19 Akihabara Radio Center

20 Akihabara Radio Kaikan

21 Jimbōchō

22 Kitazawa Bookstore

23 Mandarake Complex

24 Melonbooks

25 Ogawa Tosho

26 Tamashii Nations Store

27 VolksAkihabara Hobby Paradise 2



MORE IN KōRAKUEN & AKIHABARA

The Geek’s Haven

FROM ELECTRONICS TO ANIME

From dingy post-war alleys featuring shops lined with radio parts and wires to a booming centre drawing visitors from across the globe who all share a love for Japanese subcultures, Akihabara (秋葉原) has certainly come a long way. The neighbourhood today is teeming with shops, most of them occupying multiple storeys, catering to one kind of otaku or another. A term that is often translated as ‘geek’, otaku also refers to enthusiasts of a certain (often niche) interest, but the most common usage of the term refers to those who love exactly what Akihabara offers: anime and manga. For otaku shoppers looking to snag merchandise of their favourite anime characters – whether it’s a new launch or a rare exclusive – Akihabara is the best place to go.

A few steps away from Akihabara Station is Akihabara Radio Kaikan (秋葉原ラジオ会館), a landmark of the neighbourhood. Here, you’ll find a dizzying array of trading cards, books, dolls and figurines, tech and audio equipment, and more. The nine floors of retail are packed full with merchandise, brought to you by big retailers like K-Books and hobby shop Yellow Submarine. If manga and doujinshi (unofficial comics) are what you’re looking for, you’ll find it at Animate or Melonbooks; both are along Chūō-dōri Avenue. Other notable shops in the area include Volks Akihabara Hobby Paradise 2, which has its lower floors dedicated to anime merchandise and plastic models, with paints and other hobby supplies on the higher floors. For collectibles such as toys, games and vintage items, check out Mandarake Complex.


AKIHABARA’S SHRINE

A seven-minute walk from Akihabara Station’s Electric Town Exit is the Kanda Myōjin (神田明神) shrine.

Founded in CE 730 near present-day Ōtemachi, the shrine has a nearly 1300-year history, and it is said that Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, paid respects to the Shinto gods there.

The shrine moved to its current location in 1616, and it’s now a popular spot among visitors to Akihabara, who pray for love, luck and prosperity.

Check out the collection of ema – small votive plaques that are petitions for assistance from the shrine’s resident deities. Some of the ema feature anime- and manga-style drawings made by visitors to the shrine.
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WHERE TO STAY IN AKIHABARA

&AND Hostel Akihabara

Double rooms and a capsule-style dormitory available. Good for single travellers or couples. ¥

JR East Hotel Mets Akihabara

Comfy business hotel with spacious bathrooms. Right next to Akihabara Station. ¥ ¥

Nohga Hotel Akihabara Tokyo

Boasting simple and beautifully decorated rooms, this hotel is just off Akihabara’s Chūō-dōri Avenue. ¥¥

Plastic Toys & Games Galore

FUN AT THE ARCADE

Arcades, or ‘game centres’, as they’re called in Japan, are convenient places to stop by for a quick bout of fun. Brightly coloured, with plenty of crane-game cabinets stocked with famous characters that are immediately visible from the street, they stand ever ready to entice pedestrians into spending some spare ¥100 coins. These entertainment complexes are in most neighbourhoods around Tokyo, but Akihabara has a high concentration of them. The merchandise here is also catered more to the otaku crowd – think anime figurines, character-themed household items and more. Most games cost ¥100 to play, and if you’re very lucky (or very skilled), that’s all it could take to win a prize. Crane games and family-friendly crowd pleasers like Mario Kart are always on the lower floors of the arcades, while photo booths, rhythm games and others are higher up. The big arcade chains here are GiGO, Taito Station and Namco, and when it comes to crane games, the main difference lies only in the merchandise they each have in stock.

Also scattered around Akihabara and wider Tokyo are gacha machines (sometimes called gachapon), which dispense random capsule toys and trinkets. These are ¥200–¥400 apiece, and toys range from cute character mascots and realistic animal figurines to some truly wacky creations that you’ll just have to see to believe. A large range of gachapon can be found at Akihabara Gachapon Hall and Gashapon Bandai Official Shop (ガチャポンバンダイオフィシャルショップ), although arcades and electronic shops like Bic Camera and Yodobashi Camera will also have them, as will Akihabara Station.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KAGURAZAKA

Canal Cafe

Pizza beside the former Edo Castle moat with nice terraced seats perfect for soaking up the sun. Rowboat rentals also available. ¥¥

Kagurazaka Ishikawa

This three-Michelin-starred ryōtei (tradi-tional, high-class Japanese restaurant) serves traditional kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) meals in an elegant setting. ¥¥¥

Floraison Kagurazaka

French cuisine prepared with the season’s best ingredients, and all beautifully presented. ¥¥¥

Kagurazaka Saryō

Come here for green-tea dessert, parfaits and other Japanese sweets. Green-tea cocktails are also available. ¥¥



WHERE TO STAY IN KōRAKUEN

Toggle Hotel

Hotel with unique, monochromatic colour schemes that extend even into guest rooms. Near Suidōbashi Station. ¥

Nine Hours Suidobashi

Capsule hotel with sleep-analysis-equipped pods. Guests can get reports on their sleep stats. ¥

Sequence Suidobashi

Simple, comfortable and outside Suidōbashi Station. Check out is not until 2pm. ¥¥

Thrills, Spills & Relaxation

FUN AT TOKYO DOME CITY

It’s an impossible-sounding feat for somewhere as densely packed as Tokyo, but Tokyo Dome City (東京ドームシティ) somehow manages to cram in a baseball stadium with a capacity of 55,000, a roller rink, an onsen (hot springs) spa, a theme park, a shopping mall and more – all in one place. Because Tokyo Dome is a major sports and event venue, the whole complex can get rather packed on weekends and game days; but weekdays here are relatively quiet. Lots of indoor and outdoor kid-friendly rides and attractions at the theme park make it a great place for families with younger children to hang out; but there’s something for thrill-seekers, too. Thunder Dolphin is the only major roller coaster in central Tokyo, and it takes thrill-seekers down a vertiginous plunge before zipping through a hole in LaQua (ラクーア) shopping centre.

The mid-sized shopping centre of LaQua has a good selection of mostly well-known local brands and ample dining options that are great for all the family. If relaxation is what you’re looking for, Spa LaQua is the best place to go for a quick and affordable onsen experience in the city. Located inside the shopping centre, there are indoor and outdoor natural hot-spring baths, massage and relaxation facilities, and restaurants and saunas within a two-floor spa complex, as well as plenty of space to lounge – though guests will have to put up with the occasional rumbling of the Thunder Dolphin. The ¥3230 grants you access to most of the spa’s facilities for the entire day, though the spa prohibits entry to visitors with tattoos.


STREET (FOR) MUSICIANS

Along the Chūō line from Akihabara is Ochanomizu, a neighbourhood that every musician should put on their list of places to visit.

The main street leading from Ochan-omizu Station is lined with over 50 stores dedicated exclusively to musical instruments. It’s a delight just looking through the shop windows to see the guitars, violins, trumpets and flutes in all of their shining glory.

It’s also said to be a place where international artists like to go to shop for gear as well – so keep your eyes peeled. In short, if you’re looking for that perfect new instrument, there is simply no better place in Tokyo.



WHERE TO GET TSUKEMEN IN KōRAKUEN AND AKIHABARA

Tsujita

Slippery, slurp-worthy tsukemen (dipping noodles) served alongside a thick, delicious broth. ¥

Mensho Tokyo

Chewy, freshly made noodles served in lamb knuckle and pork bone broth. Near Tokyo Dome. ¥

Tokyo Style Noodle Hotate Biyori

Clear and light tsukemen broth, made from Hokkaido scallops. To be enjoyed with condiments. ¥

Explore Tokyo’s Former Geisha Quarters

SHRINES, CAFES AND KIMONO

The neighbourhood of Kagurazaka (神楽坂) is located on a hill, and on either side of the sloped street that runs through the neighbourhood’s centre is a collection of quaint shops, cafes, restaurants and cobbled lanes that promise more to discover for its visitors. Once a hanamachi – a pleasure quarter where geisha entertained – much of Kagurazaka retains a traditional Japanese ‘look’ that is suggestive of what the area might’ve been like in the decades and centuries prior. Yet, scattered among the kimono and tableware shops and classy ryōtei (traditional, high-class Japanese restaurants) are French bistros and bakeries – all signs of the sizeable French expatriate community that settled here.

The best way to begin your journey through the neighbourhood is to start from Kagurazaka Station (Exit 1a) and make your way to Akagi-jinja, a modern shrine designed by famed architect Kengo Kuma in natural wood and glass. Then, continue eastward in the direction of Iidabashi Station on a charming walk that will take you through supermarkets, cafes and other small local businesses. There are plenty of snacks on offer here, too: the nikuman (meat bao bun) at Kagurazaka Gojūban is a popular choice, as well as the fried menchi-katsu (minced meat cutlet) from Ōnoya Beef. The neighbourhood is also a great place to pick up some authentic souvenirs – thrift for some recycled kimono, browse locally made tableware or pick up some freshly roasted tea at Rakuzan, a teashop that’s just across the street from the 400-year-old Zenkoku-ji Temple. If visiting in summer, the Awa-Odori festival, which features a long line of dancers performing a lively traditional dance through the main street of the neighbourhood, is a must-see.
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WHERE TO GET A DRINK IN KōRAKUEN AND AKIHABARA

Bar 2000

On the 6th floor of Tokyo Dome Hotel with windows offering a nice view of Tokyo Dome.

Game Bar A-Button

Retro game-themed bar in Akihabara; chock-full of consoles, controllers and all things video game.

Beer Bar Bitter

Cosy bar in Kagurazaka with an extensive selection of craft beer.

Books & Coffee at Jimbōchō

TOKYO’S TREASURE TROVE OF OLD BOOKS

There’s one thing Jimbōchō (神保町) is known for, and that’s secondhand books. Sandwiched in an area between Tokyo Dome City and the Imperial Palace, it’s a neighbourhood with a casual, down-to-earth vibe, as well as some 200 bookstores with shelves stuffed entirely with old tomes in every genre and category available, housed mostly in old buildings. There’s no telling what you might find here – every shop has its own eclectic selection, from books on the arts, novels, foreign languages and history to technical manuals. Barely contained by the four walls in which they are held, the books sometimes burst out onto the streets and can be found sitting on racks on the pavement, giving passing pedestrians the opportunity to browse. Most of these bookstores are along Yasukuni-dōri Avenue, and the majority of them stock Japanese books only, though English books can be found in select shops like Kitazawa Bookstore and Ogawa Tosho.

Spend some time sifting through the neighbourhood’s many bookshelves; then, with a book or journal in hand, a kissaten (coffee shop) is the next place to go. These can be found quite easily around the area, and range from modern and minimalist to cosy and retro. Some of the cafes here also double as bookstores. Drop in for a slow cuppa, some melon cream soda or an old-style purin custard pudding topped with bitter caramel sauce – then crack open a book and whittle the afternoon away in quiet, caffeinated bliss.


JIMBōCHō’S BEST READING NOOKS

Bumpodo Cafe Gallery Cafe (文房堂ギャラリーカフェ)

Cosy cafe that doubles as an art gallery, inside a Jimbōchō stationery shop. Snag one of the sunny window seats for the best reading spot.

Sabouru

This cafe’s interior is reminiscent of a cosy log cabin and is full of rustic charm. Try their Neapolitan spaghetti and colourful cream sodas.

Jimbōchō  Book Center

Stylish cafe and book-shop that’s a popular spot for locals to work and study – a comfy digital-nomad hangout.



WHERE TO GET A SNACK IN AKIHABARA AND KAGURAZAKA

Star Kebab Takeaway

An Akihabara mainstay that’s very popular with the locals. Cheap and tasty. ¥

Fujiya Iidabashi-Kagurazaka

Pastry shop with freshly made, cream-filled pancakes that resemble their mascot, Peko-chan. ¥

Taiyaki Kanda Daruma

Take a break from book shopping with some karinto manjū (fried dumplings filled with bean paste). ¥

Step into a World of Fantasy

AKIHABARA’S THEMED CAFES

Visiting a themed cafe is a quintessential Akiba experience. Whether it’s video games, anime or even cosplay, you’ll find a cafe catering precisely to these interests right here in the neighbourhood. Some of these cafes may seem wild and wacky to the everyday observer – like the over-the-top kawaii (cute) maid cafes – but these spaces are meant to serve as a temporary escape from everyday life. Everything from the cafe’s interior décor down to the staff costumes and mannerisms are such that customers can place themselves in a world different to their own. Note, however, that the experience you get can vary from place to place.

The original Akiba-themed cafe that still remains popular to this day is the maid cafe. The earlier maid cafes were established here in the 2000s, and the number has only expanded since. In these cafes, the emphasis is on customer service as well as the cheerful, lighthearted atmosphere. Customers are sometimes asked to pay an entry fee (between ¥500–¥1000) on top of the price for food, drink and the overall experience, but there’s never a dull moment here as the staff make conversation with guests, serve and decorate dishes, and even sing and dance occasionally. It’s classic Akihabara – a little overwhelming and sometimes awkward, but good fun overall.

Anime-themed cafes are more subdued when it comes to the customer experience, but they still feature the special décor, themed dishes and exclusive merchandise that fans will love. They’re usually held in dedicated event spaces, like Animate Cafe, for a limited time, and they feature a different franchise for every iteration. Advance reservations are often required and may only be available in Japanese. Others, like the Square Enix Café, are permanent fixtures, and while a reservation is required to dine in, the store is free to visit.


BLAST FROM THE PAST

Not quite junk, not really in demand, but packed full of childhood nostalgia...if retro consoles and games are what you’re looking for, there’s a place for that in Akihabara.

Super Potato is where you’ll find Gameboy Color, NES, PS1, game cartridges and more. The shop floors are a must-see for any gamer, but the fun continues upstairs at the retro arcade, lined with cabinets upon cabinets of old-school games.

And if that’s not enough to get your retro game fix, there’s another lesser-known retro arcade that’s equally (if not more) extensive: the Mikado Game Center, in the neighbourhood of Takadanobaba, and about four minutes from Shinjuku by train.



WHERE TO EAT JAPANESE CURRY IN AKIHABARA AND JIMBōCHō

Curry Bondy

This famous curry restaurant was the winner of the first Kanda Curry Grand Prix. ¥

Hinoya Curry Akihabara

Fuel up before shopping with some thick, satisfying curry with lots of hearty toppings. ¥

Akihabara Caligari

Try the Akiba-mori curry: a Japanese- and Indian-style curry served with turmeric rice and fried chicken. ¥

Shop Gadgets & Gizmos

THE ‘ELECTRIC’ IN ELECTRIC TOWN

From Akihabara Station, your gateway to the neighbourhood is through the Electric Town Exit – a very apt name for what Akihabara actually was when it got its start: in the post-war years, the neighbourhood emerged as the place to go for radio parts and other electronics, when radios were an essential part of daily life. The popularity of Akihabara as an electronics destination later paved the way for larger shops dealing in consumer appliances, when TVs and washing machines came along in the 1960s. To catch a glimpse of Akihabara’s humble beginnings, head to Akihabara Radio Center near the station – it’s a remnant of those post-war era shops that now sell electronic parts, walkie-talkies and other gizmos.

Japan’s big-box electronics retailers all have outlets in Akihabara: Yodobashi Camera, Bic Camera and Sofmap have big presences in the neighbourhood and are popular with both tourists and locals. Well-stocked and accessible, they’re excellent spots for duty-free shopping, and for checking out all the latest gadgets. For those who like to tinker with their tech, an interesting experience is to go trawling through the ‘junk’ stores. As their name might suggest, these stores carry an array of outdated hardware, like CD drives, cables and other PC periphery. They can often be found along Akihabara’s back streets, behind the taller buildings along Chūō-dōri Avenue.


A QUICK DETOUR

Bunkyo Civic Center  (文京シビックセンター) is worth making a quick stop at after a stroll through Koishikawa Kōrakuen Garden.

Just a short walk from the gardens, the building has an observation deck on the 24th floor that offers a great view of Tokyo’s busy skyline. The Tokyo Skytree can, of course, be seen from here and, on a good day, Shinjuku appears against the backdrop of Mt Fuji.

The observation deck is free to visit, and it’s open until 8.30pm.
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View from observation deck, Bunkyo Civic Center | VICHIE81/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



COOL SHOPS TO VISIT IN AKIHABARA

Tamashii Nations Store

Browse premium Bandai toys and figurines. Right outside Akihabara Station’s Electric Town Exit.

Warhammer Store and Café

A huge store with a cafe, play space and plenty of merchandise; check out the beautiful dioramas.

Tamtam Hobby Shop Akihabara

The best place to shop for car and gunpla (plastic Gundam) models, miniatures, and hobby tools and equipment.




Ueno & Yanesen
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ART AND CULTURE IN OLD TOKYO
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If you love art and museums and enjoy hopping from one gallery to the next, Ueno (上野)is the neighbourhood to visit. The majority of the sights here are within the massive Ueno Park, and it’s an impressive sight-list that includes several temples and shrines, a zoo, the country’s largest museum, a handful of major institutions, and cafes.

Festivals take place here throughout the year, draw-ing large crowds to take in the park’s seasonal beauty and the fun festivities. A short walk from the park is Ameya Yokochō, one of Tokyo’s liveliest market-places, with an eclectic collec-tion of eateries and bargain shops that draws the crowds. Ueno is also a good transport hub – the Keisei Skyliner to and from Narita Airport stops here, so there are plenty of hotels, malls and other conveniences around.

Northwest of Ueno is a distinctly quieter and less populated area collectively known as Yanesen (谷根千) – a name that’s short for the three neighbourhoods of Yanaka, Nezu and Sendagi. Here, you’ll find cafes and art galleries in humble, old buildings that have miraculously survived earthquakes, wars and the city’s rapid modernisation efforts, thus preserving a distinctly ‘old Tokyo’ feel that’s rarely seen in the city nowadays. Some of Tokyo’s oldest shrines, dating before the Edo period, can be found here, and add-ing to the quiet, serene atmosphere of the place is the beautiful Yanaka Reien, a cemetery that is the final resting place for several major figures of Japanese history.

Further west from here is Rikugien, a beautiful, historical garden that is among the city’s finest. Set in the suburbs of Komagome, the garden is best known for its stunning maple leaves and breathtaking scenery that looks like it was lifted straight from a poetry book – which it was.
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DON’T MISS...

RIKUGIEN

Elegant Edo-era garden in the suburbs known for its beautiful autumn leaves.

AMEYA YOKOCHō

Lively alley lined with street stalls and restaurants, plus lots of bargain stores.

UENO TōSHō -GU

A beautiful shrine in Ueno Park dedicated to legendary shogun Tokugawa leyasu.

SCAI THE BATHHOUSE

A small, contemporary art gallery inside an old bathhouse building.

TOKYO NATIONAL MUSEUM

Get a crash course on Japanese art and history at the country’s largest museum.

YANAKA GINZA

Little retro shopping street in the neighbourhood, featuring lots and lots of cats.

UENO SAKURA MATSURI

See Ueno Park bloom with cherry blossoms and lanterns during this spring festival.




TOP TIP

All museums close at 5pm, with last entry at 4.30pm; note that Ueno Park and its museums can get quite crowded on weekends. It’s possible to walk from Ueno to Yanaka, and vice versa — in which case, begin your journey from Nippori Station.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ameya Yokochō

2 Gojōten-jinja

3 Tokyo National Museum

4 Ueno Park

5 Ueno Tōshō-gū

6 Ueno Zoo

SIGHTS

7 Asakura Museum of Sculpture

8 Bentendō

9 Japan National Museum of Western Art

10 Kiyomizu Kannon-dō

11 National Museum of Nature & Science

12 Nezu Shrine

13 SCAI The Bathhouse

14 Tennō-ji

15 Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum

16 Yanaka Reien

17 Yūyake Dandan

SLEEPING

18 Grids Tokyo Ueno Hotel & Hostel

19 Hotel Resol Ueno

20 Nohga Hotel Ueno

EATING

21 Isen Honten

22 Karutaya

23 Nagaokaya

24 Nezu Taiyaki

25 Shin Uguisu-tei

26 Shiretoko Factory Ueno

27 Ueno Fugetsudo

281 Ueno Menya Musashi Bukotsu Soden

29 Usagiya

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

30 Amane Saryo

31 Bar Bookshelff

32 Café Lapin

33 Cocktail Works Ueno

34 Japanese Bar Samurai

35 Kayaba Coffee

36 Onigiri Café Risaku

37 RISTRETTO Cafe et Bonbons

ENTERTAINMENT

38 Takenodai Square

SHOPPING

39 London Sports

40 Niki no Kashi

41 Shimura Shoten

42 Yanaka Ginza



Tokyo National Museum

JAPANESE ART AND HISTORY

The oldest and largest museum in Japan, the Tokyo National Museum (東京国立博物館) comprises six buildings that house collections ranging from prehistoric Japanese art to temple treasures, and even artefacts from across Asia and the Middle East. Make the Japanese Gallery (Honkan) your first stop, and check out the Japanese art dating from prehistory to the 19th century on the 2nd floor before making your way to the galleries downstairs, and then towards Heiseikan, to see the haniwa (earthenware figures). While here, don’t miss the Museum Garden and its historic teahouses. Also worth seeing is The Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures, which features objects from the ancient Buddhist temple Hōryū-ji, many of which are officially classed as National Treasures and Important Cultural Properties.
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Ameya Yokochō

STREET EATS AND BARGAIN SHOPPING

A short walk from Ueno Park, and directly under the train tracks, is this WWII-era black market turned yokochō (side street) of Ameya Yokochō (アメヤ横丁).

The locals call it ‘Ameyoko’, and it’s one of Tokyo’s most vibrant streets. Shops and restaurants line both sides of the alley, which runs between Ueno and Okachimachi stations. Take a slow walk here to soak up the lively atmosphere, complete with the cacophony of shopkeepers peddling their wares and delightful smells wafting from the street’s many eateries.

Come here in the early evening, after a visit to Ueno Park, for some dinner or to score some cheap souvenirs.

Ueno Park

CULTURE AND BEAUTY IN ONE PLACE

Besides being one of Japan’s first public parks, Ueno Park  (上野恩賜公園) is also Tokyo’s centre for culture and recreation. Several of the city’s largest museums, including the Tokyo National Museum, the Japan National Museum of Western Art, the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum  (and the National Museum of Nature & Science are located here, along with Ueno Zoo and plenty of green spaces that change along with the seasons.

Spring in Ueno is beautiful and lively, particularly during Ueno Sakura Matsuri, the festival where millions of people flock to the park to walk along the paths lined entirely with sakura (cherry blossom) trees, which are also lit up in the evening.

Shaded strolling paths with English signage link the sights. Throughout the year, and especially in summer, festivals and events are held at the park’s main plaza, which is also one of the top places in Tokyo to see street performers. There are cafes, including a Starbucks with outdoor seating, here as well. Meanwhile, there are usually yatai (food stalls) on the causeway leading to Benten-dō.

Shrines and temples on the grounds include Ueno Tōshō-gū, Kiyōmizu Kannon-dō and Gojōten-jinja – noteworthy for its photogenic succession of torii (gates), which form a vermilion tunnel.
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UENO ZOO

Japan’s oldest zoo (上野動物園), established in 1882, is home to animals from around the globe, but the biggest attractions are the giant pandas from China, Rī Rī and Shin Shin. Following several disappoint-ments, the two finally had a cub, Xiang Xiang, in 2017 and then twins – Xiao Xiao and Lei Lei – in 2022.



MORE IN UENO & YANESEN

Temples & Shrines in the City

ANCIENT SACRED SPACES

Despite Tokyo’s hyper-modern and urban nature, centuries-old shrines and temples somehow fit right into its landscape, all still beautifully preserved and maintained. Ueno Park has some of Tokyo’s most prominent temples and shrines within walking distance of each other, while Yanesen is home to the city’s oldest places of worship.

The grandest of them all is the gilded Ueno Tōshō-gū  (上野東照宮). Built in 1627 in memory of Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, the structure has survived earthquakes and wars, and represents Edo-era architecture at its finest. A short walk through the park grounds will take you to Kiyomizu Kannon-dō (清水観音堂), one of Tokyo’s oldest temples, built in the image of Kiyomizu-dera in Kyoto.

At the back of the temple, facing Shinobazu-ike pond, is a tree with branches shaped in a perfect circle. Dubbed Tsuki-no-matsu, it’s a pine tree with branches shaped to resemble a full moon. It’s a symbol that has made its way onto several Edo-era woodblock prints, though the tree we see is a recreation – the original tree was destroyed in a typhoon during the Meiji period. Nestled in the centre of the lotus-covered Shinobazu-ike pond is Benten-dō (弁天堂), a temple built to resemble Hōgonji, a temple on an island of the massive Lake Biwa in Shiga Prefecture.

Northwest of Ueno in Yanesen is the vermillion Nezu Shrine (根津神社), with a line of torii (entrance gates) and bushes of blooming azaleas. Built in 1706, it’s one of Tokyo’s oldest shrines, and an Important Cultural Property. The best time to visit is around April to May, when the shrine’s grounds are pink with azalea blooms.
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GOSHUIN-ATSUME

Most shrines have a goshuin: a unique seal stamped in vermillion.

Goshuin-atsume (lit. ‘collecting seals’) used to be a practice of more devout shrine-goers that has surged in popularity, particularly among younger people, as a way of keeping a physical memento of a trip.

Special booklets (goshuinchō) are used to collect these seals, on which a shrine official will stamp and inscribe the date and the name of the shrine. Donations are requested in return, usually ranging from ¥300 to ¥500.

If you fancy collect-ing some of your own, goshuinchō are now sold in stationery stores and sometimes at shrines – the pages are made of card and fold out like an accordion.



WHERE TO GET A COFFEE IN UENO

RISTRETTO Cafe et Bonbons

Cute coffee stand in Ueno serving baked goods and drinks topped with superb latte art. ¥

Up to You Coffee

A cuppa that’s also a work of art – barista Takehiro Okudaira is a latte-art world champion. ¥

Café Lapin

Charming old-school cafe that roasts (and sells!) their own beans. ¥

An Afternoon of Culture

MUSEUM-HOPPING AT UENO PARK

Besides the Tokyo National Museum, there are several other museums within Ueno Park that make for a great afternoon of quiet wandering. A popular spot for those with children, and a fun place to spend a few hours for people of all ages, is the National Museum of Nature and Science  (国立科学博物館) – its permanent exhibit showcases dinosaur fossils and taxidermised animals and plants native to the island. It can get crowded on weekends, however, and while there is English signage on exhibits, they can be a bit sparse. Closest to Ueno Station is the Japan National Museum of Western Art (国立西洋美術館), which has an impressive collection of western paintings from the 17th to the early 20th century, including pieces by Monet and Renoir. For modern art, make your way to Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum  (東京都美術館); the permanent exhibition is free to visit.

Purchasing a Tokyo Museum Grutto Pass (at ¥2500) gets you access to 101 facilities around Tokyo, either for free or at a discounted price. Many of the city’s art and history museums are included on this list, plus Ueno Zoo and some parks, too.

Old Tokyo Charms at Yanaka

SLIP BACK IN TIME

If the hustle and bustle of the city gets a bit too hectic, take a breather at sleepy Yanaka (谷中), a neighbourhood that retains an unassuming, old-timey charm that is rarely seen now in modern-day Tokyo. Largely undamaged by natural disasters and WWII bombings, Yanaka almost appears to exist in its own bubble – despite its close proximity to the highly developed Ueno, you’ll mostly find wooden buildings, humble temples and understated neighbourhood shophouses here; a combination that gives the impression of a town left untouched by modernity.

The liveliest part of town is Yanaka Ginza, a narrow shopping street lined with butchers and produce shops, souvenir stores, and small cafes sitting at the foot of Yūyake Dandan – the photogenic ‘Sunset Steps’. The street has a friendly neighbourhood vibe that’s helped along by the many cats that can be found along the stretch in the form of sculptures atop shop roofs, as merchandise in stores and actual furry felines that may occasionally be found roaming about.

Another spot here that’s worthy of a slow weekday afternoon’s exploration is Yanaka Reien – a serene slice of Tokyo far away from the hubbub. It’s a cemetery that is one of the city’s largest, and it’s the resting place of the last shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu. Near where the cemetery begins is Tennō-ji, a temple that is one of the city’s oldest, having been founded sometime between 1394 and 1427.
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GOTTA CATCH ’EM ALL

There are plenty of sculptures, buildings and green spaces to admire in Ueno Park, but you might want to keep an eye on the ground, too. That’s because there are two Pokéfuta – manhole covers that feature Pokémon – outside of two museums: the Tokyo National Museum and the National Museum of Nature and Science.

These colourful man-hole covers appear in select locations across the country, with the two in Ueno being the only ones near downtown Tokyo.

Besides being very cute and on theme (the covers feature Baltoy and Bronzor, which resemble the ancient artefacts at the Tokyo Museum, and dinosaur-like Tyrunt), these manholes serve as Pokéstops on the (still popular in Japan) smartphone game Pokémon Go.



WHERE TO STAY IN UENO

Grids Tokyo Ueno Hotel & Hostel

Trendy hostel near Ueno Station; perfect for solo travellers. Private rooms available for groups. ¥

Hotel Resol Ueno

Artsy hotel just outside of Ueno Station with modern, chic rooms. ¥¥

Nohga Hotel Ueno

Tastefully decorated rooms with plenty of cool common spaces to hang out in. ¥¥

WHERE TO GET A DRINK IN UENO

Cocktail Works Ueno

Beautiful bar built to look like an urban kitchen, with inventive craft cocktails. ¥¥

Bar Bookshelff

A bar for book lovers, by book lovers. So order a drink, and talk about books. ¥¥

Japanese Bar Samurai

This hidden cocktail bar is stylish and modern, with a cool marble counter. ¥¥

Maple Trees by Night

EVENINGS AT RIKUGIEN

A few stations away from Ueno, nestled in the quiet residential area of Komagome, is Rikugien (六義園), an Edo-era strolling garden that is one of Tokyo’s most elegant. The garden was built in 1702 by Yoshiyasu Yanagisawa, a close confidant of Japan’s fifth Tokugawa shogun. Its name, ‘Rikugien’, refers to the six categories of Chinese poetry and is inspired by the 88 scenes depicted in the garden that are based on six classical Chinese poems. Stone markers are dotted around the garden, designating these scenes, though only 32 remain.

Within the garden are ponds, stone bridges, wooded walkways and trickling streams that provide a full sensory experience, while the garden’s many trees provide a shroud away from the bustle of urban Tokyo. Rikugien is worth a visit any time of the year, though it’s at its most beautiful in the autumn months, when the maple leaves turn auburn and start to fall. The garden is lit up in the evenings between late November and early December, and the place takes on a mysterious beauty not seen during the day. It’s a popular spot for locals that time of year, however, and the park can get quite crowded, though the views are well worth it. While here, don’t miss Togetsu-kyō, a bridge constructed out of two slabs of stone depicting a scene from a Waka poem about a moonlit field.


SIGNATURE AMEYOKO BARGAINS

Niki no Kashi

A large sweets and confectionery store selling a dizzying array of products that make perfect souvenirs for friends and family.

Shimura Shoten

A little bargain shop that sells assorted chocolate by the bagful at ¥1000. Shopkeepers will make a big show of dropping the candy in the bag.

London Sports

Discount sportswear store with brand-name products. You might have to sift through the jumble, but the bargain is well worth it.



WHERE TO GET A SWEET SNACK IN UENO AND YANESEN

Ueno Fugetsudo

Confectionery shop first established in the Edo period. Famous for Gaufre waffle sandwiches and caramelised castella cakes. ¥

Nezu Taiyaki

A neighbourhood street stall selling taiyaki – a bean-filled pastry shaped like tai (sea bream). ¥

Shiretoko Factory Ueno

Adorable donuts with a little animal character peeking out from the centre. ¥

Wending Through the Yokochō

THE FOODIE AND BARGAIN-HUNTER’S PARADISE

A yokochō, in its typical definition, means a narrow side street off the main road, but nowadays, they’re associated with izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries) and street stalls, and as places where people can sit, drink and unwind. Of all the well-known yokochō in Tokyo, Ameya Yokochō (アメヤ横丁) is likely one of the largest, with over 400 stores crammed onto the street stretching between Ueno Station and Okachimachi Station. And like all the other yokochō in Tokyo, Ameya Yokochō can trace its advent to the period after WWII, when it was a black market that sold food at a time when supplies were scarce. As for its name, there are two different hypotheses: some say it was from the sweet stores that opened here when sugar was considered a luxury (ameya means ‘sweet shops’); others think ‘Ameyoko’ may have been short for ‘America Yokochō’, as many of the black market goods were supposedly obtained from American GIs stationed in Tokyo during the occupation years.

Ameyoko is a lively open-air marketplace. Shops here sell everything from candy to shoes, jackets and perfume. Many non-native Japanese eateries have also set up here, doling out kebabs and xiao long bao (soup-filled Chinese dumplings) from their stall windows. The alley possesses an atmosphere not often seen in other major parts of Tokyo, in that it’s uncurated, a little overwhelming and a little chaotic – it seems to operate to a different set of rules, and in keeping with that theme, bargaining is allowed at some stores. Though the alley feels like a fairly long stretch, it takes a little less than 10 minutes to get from one end to the other, so it’s easy to take a little time to walk down the length of the yokochō before deciding where to eat and what to buy.
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SUGAMO JIZODōRI SHOPPING STREET

If you can’t get enough of casual, friendly neighbourhood vibes, head over to Jizodōri Shopping Street  (地蔵通り商店街) in Sugamo.

Lovingly nicknamed ‘Granny’s Harajuku’, the street is lined with chiropractors and shops selling wares mostly aimed at seniors, including hats and mobility aids, though there are plenty of places to eat and grab a snack as well.

Highlights here include the bright red store selling aka-patsu (red underwear), said to be very auspicious, and the shio-daifuku (rice cakes filled with sweet and salty bean paste) – the Sugamo equivalent to Harajuku’s crepes.

While here, look out for Sugamon, the neighbourhood’s beloved duck mascot who often appears on promotional banners.



COOL CAFES IN YANESEN

Kayaba Coffee

A cafe set in a historical wooden house in Yanaka with a slight modern twist. ¥

Onigiri Café Risaku

Onigiri (rice-ball snacks) and miso soup to put a pep in your step. ¥

Amane Saryo

Beautiful, cosy cafe housed in a renovated old residence. Meals and cakes available. ¥

Celebrating the Seasons at Ueno Park

FESTIVALS OF ALL KINDS

The ample space at Ueno Park and its many green spaces make it the perfect gathering place for festivals throughout the year. While the major ones often happen during spring and summer, cultural events are held throughout the year at the Takenodai Square, just across the road from the Tokyo National Museum. The festival that draws the most crowds is the Ueno Sakura Matsuri, when the garden paths are lined with lanterns that light up below the cherry blossom trees that bloom along Sakura-dōri. If you’re visiting Japan in between early April and May, check out the Botan Matsuri (peony festival) at Ueno Tōshō-gu to see the beautiful blossoms. Summer is the season of festivals, and Ueno Natsu Matsuri is a festival that brings plenty of events and shows lined up between mid to late July, including traditional dance and idol performances, and even pro wrestling. There’s also an antique market and other street stalls near Shinobazu Pond.
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BEST WAGASHI IN UENO

Usagiya

The fluffy dorayaki (pancake-like pastries filled with bean paste) and cute bunny-shaped usagi-manjū (sweet dumpling pastries) at this century-old bakery are absolute must-haves. ¥

Karutaya

There’s only one item on offer at this famous Ameya Yokochō stall: the miyako-manjū, a pastry filled with white bean paste. ¥

Shin Uguisu-tei

This old teahouse inside Ueno Park dates back to 1915 and serves uguisu dango – soft, traditional sweets with a bean-paste filling. ¥



WHERE TO GET A HEARTY DINNER IN UENO

Isen Honten

The reasonably priced restau-rant that invented katsu-sando – sauce-covered pork-cutlet sandwiches. ¥¥

Nagaokaya

Izakaya serving Spanish fare and delicious, juicy lamb chops fresh off the grill. ¥¥

Ueno Menya Musashi Bukotsu Soden

Thick tsukemen (dipping noodles) topped with generous servings of pork; perfect after a long day. ¥

Art in the Suburbs

EVERYDAY ART GALLERIES

Ueno Park may have all the big museums, but Yanesen has a charming collection of small art museums and galleries that provide a more casual and intimate setting in which to see and appreciate art at your own pace. SCAI The Bathhouse is a contemporary art gallery that occupies – as its name suggests – an old bathhouse in Yanaka. While the exhibition space inside is modern, the gallery has kept its traditional Japanese facade; and since its establishment in 1993, it has hosted both Japanese and foreign artists. Another space for contemporary art is Hagiso, an old apartment building that’s been converted into a cafe/art gallery/salon/hotel. Stop by for a cup of coffee at their cafe, then check out the art space – a new exhibition by a local artist goes up here every month and a half or so. Also in Yanaka is the Asakura Museum of Sculpture (朝倉彫塑館), which was the former studio and residence of famed sculptor Fumio Asakura. Among his works, you’ll find bronze sculptures of famous Japanese figures, and cats, which Asakura was particularly fond of. Yubiningyō Shōkichi (指人形笑吉) is another workshop in Yanaka where artist Mitsuaki Tsuyuki creates his incredibly lifelike hand puppets. While here, don’t miss the puppet show – six are staged daily. They even take commissions, too, so you can get a puppet made in your likeness, if that’s your thing!


SHITAMACHI & YAMANOTE

In the Edo period, Ueno, Asakusa and the areas surrounding these neighbourhoods were known as shitamachi – lower geographical regions in the city that were densely populated with ‘common people’ who lived in long wooden houses, and where many merchants and craftspeople set up shop. Today, the shitamachi neighbour-hoods retain a modest, lively atmosphere distinct from the more affluent parts of Tokyo.

The areas surround-ing Edo Castle, on the other hand, were called yamanote. Generally occupied by the ruling class and other elites centuries ago, the neighbourhoods that formerly make up yamanote are present-day Akasaka and Yotsuya, among others, and are personified today by grand former residences, high-rise offices and trendy businesses.






Asakusa & Sumida River
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LASTING TRADITIONS AND HISTORIC SIGHTS
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Let the scent of incense waft over you as you step up to Tokyo’s most ancient temple, don a kimono as you stroll through the neighbourhood streets or see the sights from your seat up on a rickshaw – Asakusa  (浅草) is all about keeping the old tradi-tions of Tokyo alive. Though a lot about the area is catered towards tourists, locals love it, too. Much about the place still feels authentic, from the historical restaurants scattered around Sensō-ji – Tokyo’s oldest and most recognisable temple – to the energetic local rickshaw-pullers shuttling passengers from place to place. Within walking distance of the neighbourhood is Kappabashi, where culinary professionals and home cooks alike go to find the finest knives and state-of-the-art cooking equipment, and everyday crockery.

Move south along Sumida River (隅田川) and you’ll arrive at Kuramae, where rice bales collected throughout Japan by the shogunate were kept in store-houses, known as kura. Today, it’s a neighbourhood of modern artisans who work from small studios and run shops stocked with handmade items, all telling a story. Unlike Asakusa, you won’t find any shopping streets here. Instead, grab a map and navigate your way to the shops that are scattered around the area, where you’re likely to come across a few surprises of your own.

Further south is Ryōgoku, where tourna-ments for Japan’s national sport – sumo – take place three times a year to much fanfare. Even if you know nothing about sumo, you’ll still want to witness the strength on display, and the Shinto rituals of this ancient sport. When it isn’t tournament season, the neighbourhood still draws visitors in with piping hot sumo food – chanko nabe – and the expansive Edo Tokyo Museum, which takes you through the history of Tokyo.
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DON’T MISS...

SENSō-JI

Tokyo’s oldest temple and the traditional symbol of the city, dating back to the 7th century.

TOKYO SKYTREE

A modern Tokyo icon – the view from the observation deck is unbeatable.

KURAMAE

Quiet neighbourhood near Asakusa occupied by artisans and their ateliers.




TOP TIP

You can explore Asakusa, Kappabashi and Kuramae on foot – there are also walkways along Sumida River where you can get a splendid view of the city. And for Tokyo Skytree, buy tickets online in advance, as they’re cheaper.




WHY I LOVE ASAKUSA & SUMIDA RIVER

[image: jpg]

Winnie Tan, writer

In this part of Tokyo, there’s a warm, friendly and laid-back atmosphere that I really enjoy.

I love wending my way through the resi-dential areas and dipping into old restaurants for comfort food, where you know they have mastered their recipe for decades.

The juxtaposition of the massive Tokyo Skytree against the otherwise unassuming neighbourhood is a jarring one, but one that I think adds to the character of the place.

On some weekends, I go to Tokyo Solamachi to shop, and I don’t leave without my favourite treat: the ultra fluffy sponge cake from Grand Castella – you’ll know it when you smell it.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Sensō-ji

2 Tokyo Skytree

SIGHTS

3 Oshinari Park

4 Sumida Park

SLEEPING

5 Cyashitsu Ryokan Asakusa

6 Richmond Hotel Premier Asakusa International

EATING

7 Aoi Marushin

8 Daikokuya Tempura

9 Grand Castella

10 Towada

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11 Kaminari-Issa

12 Suzukien Asakusa

SHOPPING

13 Ganso Shokuhin Sample-ya

14 Kappabashi Street

15 Seisuke Knife

16 Taisho Romankan

17 Tokyo Solamachi

18 Vasara Kimono Rental

19 Yae Kimono Rental

TRANSPORT

20 Ebisuya

21 Kosugiya

22 Tokyo Rickshaw



Sensō-ji

TOKYO’S OLDEST TEMPLE

You can’t miss Sensō-ji – the entrance to Tokyo’s oldest temple is marked by an iconic, giant red lantern that hangs from the temple gate, and no trip to the city is complete without stepping foot in this important landmark.

Built in the 7th century, it remains one of the city’s most important places of worship. Though much of the area is catered towards tourists, it retains an authentic and ancient Tokyo charm that locals also enjoy.

Walk up Nakamise-dōri towards the temple, and after exploring it, spend the day traversing the neighbour-hood’s streets for souvenirs, snacks...and rickshaws.
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Ryōgoku Kokugikan

THE SUMO WRESTLING RING

Standing by the banks of Sumida River, Ryōgoku Kokugikan (両国国技館) is Japan’s national sumo wrestling stadium. For 15 days in January, May and September each year, the giant fighters step onto the sacred dohyō (wrestling ring) here to fight, all in a bid to move up the ranks.

You’ll know it’s tournament season when you see colourful flags called nobori hoisted on bamboo sticks along the stadium’s exterior – these have the fighters’ names written on them, with the name of their sponsor underneath.
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Tokyo Skytree

TOKYO FROM THE TOP

At 634m, Tokyo Skytree  (東京スカイツリー) is the tallest tower in Japan and a majestic symbol of the city.

The needle-like structure serves as a telecommunications and broadcasting tower to Tokyo’s millions of inhabitants, and at the top of the tower are two observation decks: one at 350m, the other at 450m. It costs extra to see both, but the sprawling view you get of the Sumida River snaking across the densely packed metropolis is worth the price.

The best time to go is just before sunset – head up while it’s light to see Tokyo in all its glory, then watch the city lights turn on as the sun creeps below the horizon. There’s also a bar and cafe to sit in and take in the views.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Sensō-ji

Tokyo’s oldest temple, Sensō-ji, is to Tokyo as the Colosseum is to Rome: you simply have to see it. Built in the 7th century, the temple enshrines Kannon, the Goddess of Mercy (hence why it’s also known as Asakusa Kannon-do). Legend says that the original Kannon statue for which the temple was built was fished out of the Sumida River.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Nakamise-dōri

The street of Nakamise-dōri (仲見世通り) that leads to the temple is a lively strip lined with stalls. Spanning 250m, it’s undeniably touristy, but it retains a long, proud history as one of Japan’s oldest shopping streets, dating back to the late 1600s. There’s a lot to see here. For food, seek out Ichiban-ya for some fresh senbei (rice crackers), and look out for age-manjū (fried pastries filled with bean paste) and ningyō-yaki (cakes filled with sweet bean paste) – all made fresh on the spot.


DON’T MISS

Kaminari-mon

Kannon-dō

Five-Storey Pagoda

Nakamise-dōri

Omikuji

Ichiban-ya



Kaminari-mon

Kaminari-mon (雷門) is your gateway to the temple. You’ll see a gigantic red lantern hanging above the entrance, almost close enough to touch. The lantern weighs an impressive 700kg, you can step right up to it to see an intricately carved dragon on its underside. Flanking the doorway are statues of two deities: Fujin, the God of Wind, and Raijin, the God of Thunder. Both are enshrined as protectors of the gate (against natural disasters). The original gate was built in 942 CE and has been rebuilt several times – the current gate dates back to 1960.


ASAKUSA BY NIGHT

Though you won’t be able to enter the temple buildings, it’s worth coming here after nightfall to see Sensō-ji and its iconic temple gates lit up. Well-placed spotlights give the place a dynamic quality not seen during the day, and you’ll be beating the afternoon crowds. The lights stay on until 11pm, giving you plenty of time to pop by after dinner.



Five-Storied Pagoda

As you continue towards the main temple hall, a pagoda emerges into view from the left. Known simply as the Five-Storied Pagoda (五重塔), the structure was first built in 942 CE along with the original Kaminari-mon, but fires and disasters over the centuries have seen it rebuilt multiple times. The pagoda was considered to be one of the city’s finest during the Edo period and was an important landmark of Asakusa that appeared often in art of the time. The top storey of the tower houses a Śarīra – a relic of the Buddha’s remains.

Kannon-dō

Breathe in the incense as you approach Kannon-dō, the Main Hall, then climb the steps and enter the worship area. If you’d like to make an offering, drop a coin into the wooden box at the top of the steps. Originally built by the third shogun, Tokugawa Iemitsu, Kannon-do was a designated National Treasure before it was destroyed in WWII air raids – the structure that stands today was rebuilt in 1958. There is an altar in the temple’s outer sanctum, while the temple’s namesake, the Goddess Kannon, is enshrined within its inner sanctum.

Omikuji

Part of the quintessential Japanese temple experience is getting an omikuji – a written form of fortune telling. There are silver canisters and numbered cabinets within the halls of Kannon-dō and on its outer courtyard; getting your fortune told is a matter of dropping ¥100 into a wooden box, shaking the canister until a numbered stick falls out, then checking its corresponding cabinet drawer. The slip of paper found inside will have your fortune written on it in English and Japanese. If you get a bad fortune, fold the paper up and tie it to a rack nearby to ward the misfortune away.


TOP TIPS

• As Tokyo’s prime tourist destination, Sensō-ji is almost always crowded. Weaving through the throng of people can be seen as part of the experience, but you’ll have a bit more breathing space earlier in the day.

• It’s common for both locals and tourists to don a kimono around Asakusa – many shops in the area offer kimono dress and rental services.

• A lot of the souvenirs sold at Nakamise-dori are similar enough; get a good look on your way to the Main Hall, then shop on your way out.





MORE IN ASAKUSA & SUMIDA RIVER

Enter the Rikishi

WATCH THE SUMO BATTLE

It’s a clash of the titans – the fighters have trained tirelessly for months and years in preparation for the tournament, and each bout lasts mere minutes, if not seconds. Sumo is an ancient sport, dating back some 1500 years, whose origins are rooted in religion: bouts were originally performed at shrines as part of a ritual for the gods, in return for a bountiful harvest. Today’s sumo matches are still very ritualistic and tied to the Shinto faith: above the dohyō, the packed earth ring on which the rikishi (fighters) wrestle, is a roof resembling a Shinto shrine suspended in mid-air; and before facing their opponent, the rikishi scatter a handful of purifying salt into the ring and rinse their mouths in another rite of purification.

The only place to catch a sumo tournament is Ryōgoku Kokugikan. Tickets for each tournament go on sale roughly one month before the day of the event, with regular arena seating and box seats closer to the dohyō up for grabs. If you don’t manage to snag one before tickets are sold out, 400 general admission tickets go on sale at 8am at the stadium’s box office on the day of the tournament. They’re cheaper than the ones sold online, but you’ll have to go early to line up. Junior wrestler matches begin earlier in the day, with the main event featuring the country’s wrestling superstars and the yokozuna (the highest-ranking sumo) starting in the afternoon. While at the stadium, stop by the Sumo Museum to learn more about Japan’s national sport, and on your way home, stop for food at Ryogoku Edo NOREN – it’s next to Ryogoku Station and has a full-sized dohyō right in the centre.


SUMO SUSTENANCE

Like all athletes, sumo wrestlers eat lots of protein- and nutrient-rich foods, the most well-known being chanko nabe, a stew that has become synonymous with the sumo diet. However, chanko simply refers to the meals the wrestlers take, and isn’t actually the name of the dish itself.

There are technically no rules as to what makes a chanko nabe – it can be salt-, soy- or miso-based and can contain any ingredient, though the staples are meatballs, Chinese cabbage and udon.

There are restaurants in which to try chanko nabe all around Ryōgoku, including the down-stairs banquet hall at the stadium, where a serving of stew is just ¥500.



WHERE TO GET A MATCHA IN ASAKUSA

Hatoya Asakusa

Every matcha latte is made before your eyes at this trendy matcha stand. ¥

Kaminari-Issa

Near Sensō-ji. Large variety of matcha-based sweets and drinks – there’s even matcha beer. ¥

Suzukien Asakusa

Tea house in Asakusa famous for matcha gelato. The lines here get long! ¥

Shopping at Kappabashi

STOCK UP YOUR KITCHENS

Whether you’re a professional in search of state-of-the-art tools or a home cook looking to purchase that special utensil that’ll last a lifetime, Kappabashi Street (合羽橋道具街) is the place to go. Straddling the neighbourhoods of Asakusa and Ueno is this 800m street specialising in all things culinary, and you’ll know you’re here when you see the huge statue of a chef looking down from his perch atop a building.

Along the street and in the side alleys are approximately 160 stores stocking everything from knives, kitchen gadgets and lacquerware to pots, souvenirs and – most interesting of all – plastic food samples. Inside these plastic-food-sample shops, you’ll find the ultra-realistic bowls of noodles so often seen outside restaurants in the city; some are available as souvenirs for you to bring home. Shops like Ganso Shokuhin Sample-ya also hold workshops for visitors to try their hand at making one of these food samples in-store, though sessions are held only in Japanese. Alternatively, you could purchase a mini DIY kit to bring home and attempt it yourself.

To hit the ground running, there’s an English map and directory of Kappabashi’s shops available to download (kappabashi.or.jp/en/).

A Day at Skytree

SKY-HIGH ENTERTAINMENT

Tokyo Skytree draws most people in with its awesome architecture and commanding views of the city – on the observatory deck, you’re at the highest point of this densely populated metropolis, and from up here, buildings look like matchboxes, and cars are but mere specks. After a trip up the tower, venture beneath the structure to Tokyo Solamachi  (東京ソラマチ), a shopping and entertainment complex that’s a popular destination for locals and tourists, particularly those with children. Aside from the shops (over 300 mostly mid-range Japanese and international brands) and restaurants, the Sumida Aquarium, the Postal Museum and a planetarium are also located here, plus there’s a sizeable play area on the 5th floor.

For souvenirs, head down to the 4th floor, where you’ll find franchise stores for some of Japan’s most popular souvenirs. Shopping here can feel somewhat less authentic than buying similar souvenirs elsewhere, but it does well when you’re short on time or need to get some last-minute purchases. Pop-culture aficionados will want to stop by the Pokémon Centre and the adorable Kirby Café. There’s even more character merchandise elsewhere in the building – near the food court are stores dedicated to beloved characters like Snoopy, Miffy and Rilakkuma. And if all that browsing and shopping is leaving you peckish, there’s a wonderful selection of sweets and confectioneries on the 2nd floor. Dining options are also aplenty here; light bites are on the 1st floor, and restaurants are on the 6th. But for those special occasions, there’s no better place to celebrate than the restaurants with a view, halfway up Tokyo Skytree, on the 30th and 32nd floors.
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KAPPABASHI TOP TIPS

Navigate Kappabashi like a pro with Atsuhiro Nakamura, owner of premium Japanese knife store, Seisuke Knife (@seisukeknife).

The plethora of options at Kappabashi can be overwhelming – to best optimise your time, come prepared with a game plan and a list of stores special-ising in the tools you’re looking for.

Never settle for the first thing you see. Carefully comparing products to find the perfect balance between price and quality will help you get the best value for your money.

For kitchen tools such as knives, it’s crucial to see the product in action – don’t be afraid to ask a clerk for a demonstration; they’re happy to help!



WHERE TO BUY COFFEE BEANS IN KURAMAE

Hangetsu Roastery

The coffee at the cafe next door is roasted fresh here. Irregular opening times.

Leaves Coffee Roaster

Small-batch coffee by award-winning roaster, open only on weekends and Monday. Bit pricey, but delicious.

Coffee Wrights

Unassuming coffee stand offering a rotating selection of six single-origin roasts.

Crafts & Coffee at Kuramae

THE MODERN ARTISAN DISTRICT

Despite its proximity to the ever-bustling Asakusa, Kuramae is quiet, even on weekends. This neighbourhood is where many artisans and craftspeople have their studios, and many small factories and manufacturers are headquartered here, giving Kuramae a reputation of being a ‘maker’s town’. Shops and studios in the area are rather spread out, so it’s best to allocate some extra time to navigate and explore. If you appreciate great design and love elegant, handmade items, it’s here you’ll find that special piece for your wardrobe, that perfect pen for your writing desk, or that small-batch roasted coffee for your morning joe.

Begin your journey through Kuramae at stationery store Kakimori (カキモリ) – there’s a beautifully illustrated map of the neighbourhood available for free here, featuring notable shops and studios in the area. The map is in Japanese, but creative space Almost Perfect, also in Kuramae, has their version of an English map that’s available online (almostperfect .jp/ map). Kakimori makes beautiful pens and custom notebooks that are very popular among locals – you’ll need a reservation to get your own custom-designed notebook made on weekends. Right upstairs is Ink Stand, where you can blend your own one-of-a-kind ink. On the way there, you’ll also pass by Jiyucho, a little letter shop where you can write a letter to your future self (reservation required). Also nearby is Tsubame Kobo, where you’ll find hand-dyed and woven scarves.

For an afternoon pick-me-up, grab a coffee at Leaves Coffee Apartment – the beans are fresh from their own little roastery nearby. Dandelion Chocolate’s highly popular bean-to-bar chocolate also makes for a great afternoon snack; there’s plenty of other delicious treats to enjoy, too. Tea drinkers can check out Nakamura Tea Life Store for organic green tea – direct from the owner’s farm in Shizuoka – that comes in cool tin canisters.


OSHINARI PARK

Just outside of Tokyo Skytree, yet surprising-ly uncrowded, is Oshinari Park (おしなり公園), which consists of the two banks that straddle the waterway running along the length of the entire Solamachi complex.

The park is fitted with bridges, decks and water features, and lined with cherry blossom trees.

It’s a scenic spot that makes for a quick afternoon stroll. At night, come here to see the bubbling fountains and Tokyo Skytree as it’s lit up in bright colours against the night sky.

In spring, it’s a popular photography spot – it’s here where you’ll snap pictures of Japan’s tallest building perfectly framed by pink cherry blossoms.

Nearby Sumida Park is also ideal for cherry blossoms in spring.



WHERE TO STAY IN ASAKUSA & KURAMAE

&And Hostel Kuramae West

Stylish hostel in a quiet residential area of Kura-mae; minimalist rooms and bunks available. ¥

Cyashitsu Ryokan Asakusa

Modern ryokan behind Sensō-ji; nice rooms and a half-outdoor private bath available for rental. ¥¥

Richmond Hotel Premier Asakusa International

Comfortable rooms – some with views of Sensō-ji and Tokyo Skytree. Near Asakusa Station. ¥¥

WHERE TO HIRE A RICKSHAW IN ASAKUSA

Tokyo Rickshaw

The staff of energetic rickshaw drivers make this one of the most popular rickshaw operators.

Kosugiya

Some of the cheapest prices on the market. Reservations can be made in English on their website.

Ebisuya

Well-established rickshaw company running tours across Japan. Online booking available.

[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 Ryōgoku Kokugikan

SIGHTS

2 Edo Tokyo Museum

3 Japanese Sword Museum

4 The Sumida Hokusai Museum

SLEEPING

5 &And Hostel Kuramae West

EATING

6 Kappou Yoshiba

7 Momonjiya

8 Ryogoku Edo NOREN

9 Tomoegata Chanko

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10 Coffee Wrights

11 Dandelion Chocolate

12 Hangetsu Roastery

13 Hatoya Asakusa

14 Leaves Coffee Apartment

15 Leaves Coffee Roaster

SHOPPING

16 Jiyucho

17 Kakimori

18 Kuramae

19 Maito Design Works

20 Nakamura Tea Life Store

21 REN

22 SyuRo



Slip Back in Time

EDO LIFE AND HISTORY

Edo Tokyo Museum (江戸東京博物館) isn’t just great for history buffs – detailing the history of Tokyo from the Edo period to the modern day, it’s an essential visit for anyone interested in getting a more in-depth understanding of the city and how it’s been shaped by history. The museum is right next to Ryōgoku Kokugikan, but it’s unfortunately closed for renovations until sometime in 2025. Prior to closure, visitors could walk on a portion of a life-sized replica of the wooden Nihonbashi Bridge, see a recreation of an old kabuki stage, learn about the culture of Edo, and watch Tokyo expand and modernise through the museum’s interactive exhibits and dioramas. The experience is still available virtually through a Google Street View-esque page on the museum’s website that gets you pretty close to the building replicas and dioramas. There’s also an adventure game, Hyper Edohaku, which showcases some of the museum’s exhibits.


BEST ARTISAN SHOPS IN KURAMAE

REN

This bag and home-ware store specialises in simple, durable and beautifully designed leather bags. The use of plastic and metal in their designs is kept to a minimum.

Maito Design Works

Every piece of clothing in this boutique is made from organic materials, and it’s all hand-dyed in Japan using natural dyes derived from plants.

SyuRo

Homeware store stocked with pieces by local artisans that are built to last. Products range from interior accents to personal care items.



WHERE TO RENT A KIMONO IN ASAKUSA

Taisho Romankan

Large selection of kimono in stylish, modern designs that are popular with young locals.

Vasara

Friendly kimono rental offering different price plans – rent a kimono set from ¥3000.

Yae Kimono Rental

Price includes professional hair styling. Near Asakusa Station.

Marvel at Traditional Japanese Arts

SWORDS, GLASS AND WOODBLOCK PRINTS

In the Edo era, the neighbourhoods of present-day Asakusa and Sumida River were part of an area known as shitamachi: this was where the common people lived, and where many merchants and artisans set up their stores and studios. Today, it’s where you’ll see the traditional Japanese arts preserved, from glinting katana (Japanese swords) and intricately cut glass to ukiyo-e masterpieces.

Ukiyo-e, or ‘pictures of the floating world’, are prints made using meticulously carved blocks of wood that were popular during the Edo period. None are more recognisable than The Great Wave off Kanagawa, which depicts an enormous sweeping wave alongside Mt Fuji. Its artist, Katsushika Hokusai, was born in Sumida, and the neighbourhood is where he spent a large portion of his long life. The Sumida Hokusai Museum (すみだ北斎美術館) in Ryōgoku takes you through the artist’s life and works through his prints (replicas) and interactive displays. It also features a model of Hokusai’s former studio in Sumida. In the same neighbourhood is the Japanese Sword Museum (刀剣博物館), which houses swords ranging from the centuries-old to more modern creations. Some of the swords on display are National Treasures, with blades that are sharp and pristine, despite their age.

For a peek at more accessible art pieces, it’s worth making a trip to the Sumida Edo Kiriko Museum (すみだ江戸切子館) – it’s small and really more of a shop, but it’s one of the few speciality stores in the city keeping this late Edo-period art-form of kiriko alive. It’s also where you’ll see real craftspeople at work, cutting intricate designs and traditional motifs into glassware. They do workshops here, too, where you can try your hand at creating Edo-kiriko glass – it makes for a nice personalised souvenir (email for reservations).
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THE FOOD OF EDO

Four foods are said to be representative of Edo food culture: sushi, tempura, unagi (eel) and soba.

That’s not to say that these foods didn’t exist prior to the Edo period – unagi, for example, is believed to have been consumed since ancient times – but the Edo period was when these dishes were perfected.

A common theme among Edo dishes is the use of fresh seafood as the main ingredient, usually taken straight from the bay and prepared quickly and simplyas there was no refrigeration.

People also con-sumed great amounts of rice at this time, with the average person consuming up to 5 gō (about 750g uncooked) of rice per day.



WHERE TO GET TEMPURA & SOBA IN ASAKUSA

Daikokuya Tempura

Historical tempura restaurant near Sensō-ji. Tempura comes drenched in the restaurant’s special sauce. ¥¥

Aoi Marushin

Longstanding tempura restaurant in the Asakusa neighbourhood – near Kaminari-mon. ¥¥

Towada

Handmade soba near Nakamise-dōri. Soba meal-sets come with a side of tempura. ¥

Causes for Celebration

FESTIVALS IN ASAKUSA

If you find yourself in town during matsuri (festival) season, then you’re in for a treat. Taking place a few times over the year, many of these festivals are grand affairs that draw massive crowds; in Tokyo, few are bigger and more extravagant than those in Asakusa. At Sensō-ji, one of the major events taking place early in the year is Setsubun: a day in the month of February that marks the beginning of spring. It’s Japanese custom to throw beans on this day – a ritual believed to ward away demons and bad luck. Here, notable figures and even celebrities get involved, flinging beans off a raised platform to the crowds below. There’s also a special dance, with the performers dressed as the Seven Gods of Good Fortune. Another festival that’s not to be missed is the spirited Sanja Matsuri, a Shinto festival dedicated to the founders of Sensō-ji. Occurring in May, the festival involves volunteers who carry a mikoshi (portable shrine) through the streets, accompanied by crowds and lots of mischief.

Tokyo’s liveliest festivals often occur in summer – it’s when streets get blocked off for dance parades, and throngs of people make their way to riverbanks to watch the sky explode in fireworks. Two major matsuri take place in Asakusa this time of year: the Shitamachi Tanabata Matsuri, around 7 July and the Sumida River Fireworks Festival, on the last Saturday of the same month. Shitamachi Tanabata takes place along the main street of Kappabashi and involves parades, dances and plenty of colourful streamers that line the entire stretch of the avenue. Meanwhile, considered to be the oldest fireworks festival in the country, the Fireworks Festival is also the city’s most spectacular. Huge crowds gather to watch the pyrotechnics, so to experience it all in earnest, you’ll probably have to find a good spot and camp out from the afternoon.
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NEW YEAR’S LUCK & FORTUNE

It’s during the first few days of the New Year that locals make their way to temples and shrines for hatsumōde, which refers to the first temple or shrine visit of the year. It’s a way to start the New Year afresh, with a prayer and a new omamori (charm) hopefully bringing luck and success.

Sensō-ji is, of course, Tokyo’s most popular spot for hatsumōde, with crowds gathering well before the clock strikes twelve on New Year’s Eve. At 12am, the bell at Bentenyama within the temple grounds is struck 108 times to usher in the new year, a ritual that takes about 40 minutes to complete.



WHERE TO GET HOT POT IN RYōGOKU

Kappou Yoshiba

Former sumo stable turned restaurant. Order the chanko nabe, and enjoy the nightly performances. ¥¥

Momonjiya

Historical restaurant in Ryōgoku specialising in wild boar hot-pot; family-run for 10 generations. ¥¥

Tomoegata Chanko

Choose from four soup bases at this elegant chanko nabe restaurant near Ryōgoku Station. ¥¥




Odaiba & Tokyo Bay
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DIGITAL ART, PARKS AND GREENWAYS
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This dynamic region features numerous attractions, from family-friendly theme parks and shopping malls to a thriving fish market, as well as an Edo-era onsen (hot springs), visionary digital-art installations and canal-side murals. Also on offer is plenty of scenic cruising, and some of the city’s best evening views, accentuated by the dazzling Rainbow Bridge.

Tokyo Bay (東京湾) has experienced dramatic transformation. Known formerly as Edo Bay, and fronted by expansive tidal flats, its waters once teemed with nori (seaweed) and fish, served up as the famous Edomae sushi. Reclamation of the area began in the 1590s, when landfill from Edo Castle was used to house the Tokugawa shogunate’s sprawling entourage of warriors, artisans and merchants.

When US Commodore Matthew Perry’s warships steamed into Edo Bay in 1853, demanding Japan open its borders to trade, the Japanese responded by ordering six cannon-laden islands – known as Odaiba – to be constructed off Shinagawa’s coast. During subsequent decades, mountains of waste were piled into Tokyo Bay to create additional islands and piers. These included Toyosu, from where energy companies powered the ever-growing metropolis. Others were used to distribute supplies following the Great Kantō Earthquake in 1923 and wartime air raids in 1945.

Envisioning a redesigned waterfront urban zone, government officials built Rainbow Bridge during the late 1980s to connect Tokyo with Odaiba (お台場), and they also unveiled an ambitious ‘city of the future’ project. This plan was thwarted along with the quashing of the economic bubble, however, and while the district rebounded during the 1990s, it was largely as a tourist town rather than the hoped-for urban utopia. Aiming to reincorporate the Edo-era zero-waste, nature-aligned lifestyle, officials have implemented an intricate marine system of parks and greenways. Additional plans delineate a waterfront city to incorporate Japan’s advanced digital and green technologies, and aspire towards 100 percent clean energy and a swimmable Tokyo Bay.
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DON’T MISS...

TOYOSU MARKET

Lively early-morning tuna auction and piles of feastworthy fresh sushi.

TEAMLAB PLANETS

Digital art installations and sensorial explosions of a mind-boggling nature.

TOKYO BAY SUNSET CRUISE

Take in scenic bayside vistas and nightscape views to remember.

National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation

Endless futuristic exhibits pushing the boundaries of cosmic possibilities.

SENKYAKU BANRAI

This atmospheric bathhouse-slash-market features strong Edo-period vibes.

TENNOZU ISLE

Tiny bayfront island host to numerous festivals and dotted with plentiful art installations.




TOP TIP

If possible, time your visit to Odaiba and Tokyo Bay with one of the many festivals held here, including Tennoz Canal Fes (spring); Odaiba Lantern Festival (July); ArtBay Tokyo Art Festival (September); Fiesta Mexicana (September); Hawaiian-style Aloha Nui Festival (dates vary); and Rainbow Fireworks Festival (December).



[image: map]


HIGHLIGHTS

1 National Museum of Emerging Science & Innovation

2 teamLab Planets

3 Tokyo Big Sight

4 Toyosu Market

SIGHTS

5 Dialogue Museum

6 Odaiba Marine Park

7 Rainbow Bridge

8 Symbol Promenade Park

9 Tennozu Isle

10 Terrada Art Complex I

11 Terrada Art Complex II

EATING

12 Kiten Tokyo

13 Ocean Dish Q’on

14 Soholm

15 Toyomi Fisheries Terrace

16 Whisk @mesm Tokyo, Autograph Collection

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17 TY Harbor

SHOPPING

18 Aqua City Odaiba

19 Decks Tokyo Beach

20 DiverCity Tokyo Plaza

TRANSPORT

21 Hinode Terminal



teamLab Planets

MIND-BENDING DIGITAL EXHIBITS

Created by the teamLab collective, and a sister exhibit to teamLab Borderless in Azu-badai Hills, the Toyosu digital art installation of teamLab Planets (チームラボプラネッツ) similarly provides a sensorial explosion via truly fantastical imagery and experiences.

The rooms are all differently themed, with one consisting of knee-deep water through which you walk barefoot amidst darting koi (carp) and blooming flowers, and another where you are surrounded by gigantesque, multicoloured bouncing spheres.

The ambient music also adds to the otherworldly effect. It’s strongly advised to reserve in advance.

Senkyaku Banrai

EDO-STYLE BATHING AND SHOPPING

Previous visitors to Tokyo who bemoaned the closure of the popular Tokyo Edo Monogatari onsen will be delighted at this spanking-new spa, Senkyaku Banrai（千客万来), which is due to open in early 2024 and similarly themed on Japan’s nostalgic Edo period (1603–1868).

The venue includes two separate sections: a seafood-forward shopping wing for food and crafts, designed in collaboration with the Toyosu Market and featuring numerous Edo-themed touches; and a nine-storey bathhouse and wellness centre, which includes an open-air bath with water sourced from Hakone-Yugawara hot springs, along with a sauna, a wonderful menu of spa treatments and rooftop foot baths offering fantastic bayside views.

Toyosu Market

THE ICONIC TUNA AUCTION

Following its relocation from Tsukiji Outer Market in 2018, the morning tuna auction at Toyosu Market  (ザ・豊洲市場) is now more of an organised (some might stay sterile) affair compared to the chaos of days past. Still, it’s worth observing the live event – which gets started around 5.30am – even if it’s now happening behind glass windows. No reservation is required to watch from two floors above the auction floor, where you’ll be away from the smells and sounds of the proceedings. You’ll need to apply in advance via an online lottery system, however, to visit the observation deck, located just above the auction floor. While this is also partially separated by a pane of glass, it nonetheless provides an authentic sensorial experience.
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National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation

UNIVERSE-PROBING EXHIBITS

Kids and adults alike will find something to love at this cutting-edge Odaiba museum. Known in Japanese as Miraikan (未来館), which translates roughly as ‘Museum of the Future’, and known elsewhere as the National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation, the mind-expanding installations cover everything from 3D simulations of Earth spinning out into space to a dome theatre exploring the concept of inter-dimensionality. Additional exhibits include a replica of the International Space Station, and a model that does a deep-dive into the workings of the internet. Occasional events and special exhibitions also take place; it’s best to check the website calendar for updates. Closed Tuesdays.
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Tokyo Big Sight

AWARD-WINNING CONVENTION CENTRE

Located just a short walk from Ariake Station, Tokyo Big Sight (東京ビッグサイト) is a sprawling convention centre that’s won numerous awards for its construction and design.

Japan’s largest venue of its kind, it packs a busy year-round calendar. Annual events include the Design Festa extravaganza – Asia’s largest art-themed event – which is held in both spring and autumn and attracts creative types in numerous genres; AnimeJapan, which brings together anime and manga professionals, cosplayers and fans from across the globe in March, and Comiket which does the same in both summer and winter; while, the Tokyo Marathon Expo, featuring running gear and apparel, is held in late February/early March.

The sprawling venue itself also makes for an interesting walkabout. Positioned around its grounds are seven public art sculptures, including a giant saw that appears to slice right through the onsite lawn. Olympics’ buffs will also appreciate the venue’s history as the main media centre of the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games.
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MORE IN ODAIBA & TOKYO BAY

All Kinds of Fun in Odaiba

KID-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS AND NATURE

Take the Yurikamome line along the Rainbow Bridge (レインボーブリッジ) to the Odaiba waterfront, where fun is brought to life in all shapes and sizes. Shoppers, behold: there is not one but three mega-sized malls here: DiverCity Tokyo Plaza (ダイバーシティ東京プラザ), Decks Tokyo Beach (デックス 東京ビーチ) and Aqua City Odaiba (アクアシティお台場).

Toddlers will appreciate DiverCity’s Unko Museum, which manages to connect the bodily function of poop with Japan’s kawaii (cute) culture through installations that include dung-shaped animals and a poop factory. Fronting the complex is the 20m-high Unicorn Gundam statue, which switches into destroyer mode nine times a day. Decks Tokyo Beach features stunning waterfront-dining options, plus Tokyo Joypolis, an indoor amusement centre offering VR experiences alongside plentiful rides and games. Also onsite are museums dedicated to trick art and takoyaki (octopus dumplings). Meanwhile, Aqua City Odaiba features a trilingual robot concierge who can direct you to cool sights, including Toyosu’s KidZania Tokyo, where tykes can practise ‘working’ as chefs, dentists and whatever else takes their fancy.

Scenic bayfront views and strolling paths abound at Symbol Promenade Park, bedecked in seasonal flowers; and Odaiba Marine Park, which also offers windsurfing and beach volleyball. Bay cruises also depart from its pier; a great kid-friendly daytime option is Tokyo no kaba, a hippo-shaped water bus that splashes dramatically into the bay. For adult-friendly options featuring fantastic views of the Tokyo nightscape, Symphony Cruise’s Tokyo Bay Sunset Cruise departs from Hinode Terminal. Or, do as the Edo-era samurai and nobility did, and board an illuminated yakatabune (pleasure cruise) boat. There are numerous routes, companies and boats available – some of which depart from the Harumi Asashio pier near Kachidoki Station. As always, reserve ahead.

[image: jpg]

Unicorn Gundam statue | COWARDLION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


DIALOGUE IN THE DARK

Founded by German philosopher Dr Andreas Heinecke in 1988, and held in Japan since 1999, Dialogue in the Dark is an innovative programme wherein blind guides lead sighted persons on tours amid total darkness – thereby promoting empathy and a deeper under-standing of both self and others.

With the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games being themed on diversity and inclusion, two permanent spaces for this programme were established in Tokyo: one at the Mitsui Garden Hotel Jingugaien Tokyo Premier (tours in Japanese only), and the other at the Dialogue Museum (対話の森) near Takeshiba Station in Tokyo Bay, where the powerfully unique programme is also offered in English. Advance reservations are required.



WHERE TO DINE BAYSIDE

Toyomi Fisheries Terrace

Surfer-style shack operated by wholesale tuna sellers, overlooking the 2020 Olympic Village. ¥¥

Ocean Dish Q’on

Starring at this 14th-floor restaurant is seafood prepared in Japanese-accented French and Italian styles. ¥¥

Kiten Tokyo

Hefty lunch sets at this canal-side Tennozu Isle restaurant. The lamb curry is phenomenal. ¥¥

Art Offerings along Tennozu Isle

THRIVING ART SCENE AND SCENIC WATERWAYS

A tiny island encircled by canals, and one of the few remnants of the 1850s fortresses built to protect the city, Tennozu Isle (天王洲アイル) has seen several large-scale conversions. Most recently, it transformed from an industrial district to a thriving art hub that makes full use of its scenic waterways. Central to this story are the behemoth Terrada Warehouses, built by the Terrada family after they purchased the remains of a local factory destroyed by WWII bombings. When Tokyo Bay underwent redevelopment in the 1990s, the languishing warehouses were infused with new life, as they were used to store luxury items such as art and wine. Art in particular is central to Terrada’s forward-thinking vision, which is now seen on Tennozu Isle in various forms.

Terrada Art Complex I and II feature rotating content at several onsite showrooms. These include the Maki Gallery, whose past exhibitions have included Anomaly, which involved ‘building burgers’, created by edgy art-collective Chim↑Pom in an open interrogation of Tokyo’s neverending cycle of demolition and construction. Terrada maintains several additional art venues and spaces, including the WHAT Museum, which features exhibitions from the warehouse collections; WHAT CAFE, which sells work of up-and-coming artists; and Pigment Tokyo, a multifaceted art shop showcasing 4500 pigments and 600 paintbrush types.

Art also infuses the island more generally, with unique sculptures fronting the canal-side boardwalks, and poetry nestled within shrubbery. Bond Street features many of these works, including a massive wall mural by Spanish street artist Aryz. Nearby floating hotel, Petals, offers stylish houseboat stays; prepare to pay for the privilege!


BANKSY, THE OLYMPICS & SOCIAL PROTEST

In 2020, the Who is Banksy? exhibition ran concurrently with the Tokyo Olympics at one of Terrada’s warehouses.

In November 2019, an image of a rat holding an umbrella was found on a flood barrier near the Olympic Village. Thought to be a Banksy original, overjoyed Tokyoites’ interpre-tations flourished. Was it critiquing capitalist excess? Depicting modern loneliness?

Although Japanese authorities have zero tolerance for unapproved street art, Tokyo’s governor Yuriko Koike tweeted excitedly about the piece. This, along with Terrada’s Banksy exhibition, suggested that social protest was acceptable only when contained within galleries – or if it involved a celebrity.

If borders had not been sealed due to COVID-19, would Banksy have delivered one of his artworks with an anti-Olympics twist?



WHERE TO DINE AND DRINK

TY Harbor

Stylish canal-side complex run by Warehouse Terrada with a fusion restaurant and onsite craft-beer brewery. ¥¥

Soholm

French-inspired menu of meat and seasonal vegetables, alongside natural wines and craft beer in verdant surroundings. ¥¥

Whisk @mesm Tokyo, Autograph Collection

Lounge-style restaurant/bar inside an artistic hotel over-looking dramatic Tokyo Bay, with inventive cocktails. ¥¥




Day Trips from Tokyo

Find shrines among the pines, behold Kamakura’s giant Buddha, admire Mt Fuji from Lake Kawaguchi-ko or swim at white-sand Shira-hama.


There are plenty of escapes into nature and tradition within a few hours of Tokyo, and day trips are easy, with comfy trains zipping directly to most sights and getting you back to the capital by dinner. Layovers at Narita can turn into speedy explorations of the Edo period. Swap skyscrapers for a torii (entrance gate) and some swimming at Shira-hama. 

Pop out to breathe the mountain air while visiting the shrines of Mt Takao and Nikkō, or witness the maxi-sized Buddha of Kamakura. In Kawaguchi-ko, admire Mt Fuji from a hillside in full bloom, or from the vantage point of a convenience store. In Hakone, marvel at alien-like Fuji appearing through the volcanic steam.
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Places

Mt Fuji

Hakone

Kamakura

Tōshō-gū

Takao-san

Shira-hama

Yokohama

Narita
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Picture-Perfect Views of Mt Fuji

UNIQUE FUJI VANTAGE POINTS

Hiking to the summit of the iconic Mt Fuji requires an overnight stay, unless you are an expert climber. (If you do want to ascend Fuji, most visitors depart from the Subaru Fifth Station and stay overnight in a mountain hut.) Luckily, beholding Mt Fuji from Fuji Five Lakes (the surrounding lake towns) on a day trip is more beautiful than actually climbing its desolate rocky slopes. One popular town, Kawaguchi-ko (河口湖), can be reached on the direct Fuji Excursion train (included in the JR Tokyo Wide Pass) from Tokyo’s Shinjuku in just under two hours. From Kawaguchiko Station, exit left for one block to the most unique convenience store – Lawson – where you’ll find happy snappers taking photos of the store with its backdrop of Fuji. After taking in this sight, walk towards the lake and, a minute before you get to the second, lakeside Lawson, hike 10 minutes up a wooded mountain slope through a torii to Tenjoyama Tenbō-dai (天上山展望台) for pine-tree-framed views (nearly all to yourself) of Mt Fuji. In July, hydrangeas brighten the scene further in this free and uncrowded point atop the park. Spot the obscured views of Lake Kawaguchi-ko and the rollercoaster tracks of Fuji-Q Highland in the distance.

The north side of the lake has Fuji views all around it, most impressively with a carpet of flowers included at Oishi-kōen. If you don’t want to use the available buses, the walkable Oike-kōen is cute for a Fuji photo, possibly with the fishermen on the lake in frame.

Heading from Shimoyoshida Station is the most quintessential ‘Fuji postcard’ sight: the five-tiered Chūrei-tō Pagoda hidden amid cherry blossoms, with the spiritual mountain in the background. You have to work for it, though, climbing some 400 steps through Sengen Park.
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Kawaguchi-ko’s Eating Spots

Sanrokuen

Grill your own skewers of meat, tofu and fish over irori (traditional charcoal pits) in a rustic thatched hut. ¥¥

Fuji Tempura Idaten

Try crispy, fried, locally grown vegetables or the signature Fuji-shaped tempura, Fujisan Tendon. ¥

Hōtō Fudō

Shareable cauldrons of Kawaguchi-ko’s knife-cut noodles in miso stew; in a cavernous hall. ¥

Tsujiya

Near the lake’s ropeway, sit cross-legged at low tables for homely wakasagi (whitebait-like lake fish) tempura. ¥¥



Hakone: Romantic Rides across Volcanic Valleys

SCENIC RAILWAYS AND SPLENDID VIEWS

The scenic journey to the volcanic vents of Ōwakudani (大涌谷) is part of the joy of a day trip to Hakone, located southwest of Tokyo. There are many ways to reach Hakone, but this scenic journey is the most memorable: start from Shinjuku on Odakyu Railway’s Romancecar train, with its panoramic windows, where glimpses of Mt Fuji come into view throughout the trip to Hakone-Yumoto Station. From there, retro red Hakone-Tōzan trains zigzag up dense forest and across bridges to Gōra, where a tram-like cable car continues through greenery to Sōunzan Station. From here, Hakone Ropeway floats over the volcanic valley of Ōwakudani, where hydrogen sulphide steams from the yellow-coloured ground (the yellow is crystallised sulphur) in a spectacular, otherworldly landscape. On clear days, you can spot Mt Fuji. The volcanic water below is used to boil onsen kuro tamago (black eggs), where the sulphur reacts with the eggshells, turning them black. If you want to try their distinctive flavour, they’re on sale at local shops.

Ōwakudani was created 3000 years ago when Kami-yama, a mountain in Hakone, erupted and collapsed. The eruption also formed the lake, Ashi-no-ko (芦ノ湖), at Togendai Ropeway Station. The cobalt-blue crater-lake is famous for the exquisite view of Fuji reflected on the still waters and visible on clear days (winter mornings are the most likely, but Fuji often has its own ideas). Bonus photographic points if you work in the red torii of Hakone-jinja, which sits on the lake. Sightseeing boats travel to the best viewing points.
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The Tōkaidō & Boomtown Hakone

Hakone’s fortune is linked to the Tōkaidō (東海道), an ancient road connecting Kyoto, the imperial capital, with Edo (present-day Tokyo), the seat of the Tokugawa shogunate.

Daimyō, obliged to live in Edo every other year, created grandiose processions of samurai and servants along the Tōkaidō. In the Edo period, millions would arrive to be inspected at Hakone Sekisho (restored and visible at Ashi-no-ko), a major checkpoint.

To prevent rebellion to the shogunate, travellers were forced to obtain permission to travel on the road. This created a bottleneck at Hakone, where people would have to wait for days. So, as in many border towns, a local industry of inns, restaurants and baths sprang up, and Hakone boomed.



WHERE TO EAT LAKESIDE NEAR TOGENDAI ROPEWAY STATION

Kotei

Satisfying seafood curry (or spicy spinach and mushroom for vegetarians) on a terrace with lake views. ¥

Amimoto Oba

Serves crispy tempura waka-sagi caught from adjacent Ashi-no-ko, accompanied with matcha salt. ¥¥

Togendai View Restaurant

Enjoy mild katsu (pork cutlet) curry or omurice (rice-stuffed omelette) with elevated views of the lake and ‘pirate’ ferries. ¥

Kamakura: Behold a Giant Buddha 

ICONIC STATUE AND TEMPLE

One of Japan’s most photographed sights, the Great Buddha Daibutsu (鎌倉大仏) is even more impressive in real life, and it’s the best reason to visit Kamakura, an ancient capital roughly 60 minutes south of Tokyo. A longer, 90-minute scenic journey can be enjoyed on Odakyu trains from Shinjuku to Fujisawa Station, then on retro Enoden trains to Hase.

Standing before Daibutsu, the imposing heft of the 93-tonne, 11.4m-high bronze statue is almost palpable. The statue is a representation of Amida Buddha sitting in the lotus position of meditation. Completed in 1252, it’s said to have been inspired by the shogun Yoritomo’s visit to Nara (where Japan’s biggest Daibutsu sits in a hall with one hand raised).

What makes this statue unique is that you witness it out in the open air – framed by the sky and trees as it rises 13.35m into the air from its base – not within a hall as it used to be (before storms and a tsunami destroyed the last hall and the previous wooden version of the statue by 1498). Its direct relationship with the elements is evident in its weathered, green-blue oxidised layer, which prevents further corrosion. Peer up at its ears and you might detect a glint of gold leaf, as the whole statue was once gilded. For a small fee, you can walk inside the sculpture to see the statue’s structural seams (but not much else).
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DAIBUTSU’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Kinon

Rustic wood-fired meat and fish meets fine dining. Sea-urchin toast is their speciality. ¥¥¥

Matsubara-an

Slurp fine, handmade soba alongside sophi-sticated side dishes in a traditional house near(ish) Daibutsu. ¥¥

Magokoro

Boho beachfront cafe near Hase Station, mixing ocean views with an organic, hemp-based, vegan and pescatarian menu. ¥

KitoToki

Near Daibutsu, delightful spreads of vegan Japanese bites sourced from the owners’ organic vegetable farm. ¥

Vegetus

Reserve for a six-course vegan degu-station, including mustard tempeh and tofu pilaf, expertly plated around a contemporary bar. ¥¥¥



WHERE TO GET COFFEE AND SNACKS IN KAMAKURA

Cheeers Coffee

Sleek cafe tucked away near the Great Buddha, pouring seriously good oat lattes and jasmine tea.

Iwata Coffee Shop

Kamakura’s oldest retro cafe creates fluffy pancakes, reputedly adored by John Lennon and Yoko Ono.

Toshimaya

Baking delightfully light dove-shaped Hato Sabure butter cookies near Kama-kura Station since 1894.



TOP SIGHT
Tōshō-gū

Tōshō-gū (東照宮) is an extravagant shrine honouring powerful shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543–1616). Ieyasu’s grandson had the original structure (completed in 1617) renovated by celebrated artists of the day to dramatic effect, seen across its carved and decorated buildings. Tōshō-gū is the star attraction of Nikkō, a forested town reachable in under two hours from Tokyo’s Asakusa on the Tobu Railway, and is popular on weekends.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours
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Gates & Pagoda

The shrine’s first gate is Ishi-dorii, which dates to Tōshō-gū’s original construction in 1619. To the left is the 34.3m-tall Gōjūnotō, an 1819 reconstruction of the five-storey pagoda first built here in the 17th century. After the ticket booths, the next gate is Omote-mon, guarded on either side by Deva kings.


DON’T MISS

Gōjūnotō

Omote-mon

Kami-jinko

Sanzaru

Nakiryū

Yōmei-mon

Kara-mon

Gōhonsha

Nemuri-neko



Outer Courtyard

Continue to the outer courtyard for Sanjinko, the ‘Three Sacred Storehouses’, built in the azekura-zukuri style of architecture, which comprises horizontally stacked logs. On the upper storey of Kami-jinko, the ‘Upper Storehouse’, are relief carvings of elephants by the highly esteemed Kanō Tan’yū, done as he imagined them to look, having never seen elephants in real life.

Monkeys

Look to your left to see Shinkyūsha, the ‘Sacred Stable’. It’s crowned with relief carvings of Sanzaru, the allegorical ‘hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil’ monkeys who demonstrated the principles of Buddhist morality. These monkeys are also the unofficial symbol of Nikkō.

Crying Dragon

In the far left corner of the courtyard is Honji-dō. Look upwards for the ceiling painting of Nakiryū, the ‘Crying Dragon’. Monks demonstrate the hall’s acoustic properties by clapping two sticks together, and the dragon ‘roars’ (a bit of a stretch) when the sticks are clapped beneath its mouth.

Yōmei-mon

Ascend to Tōshō-gū’s – and Japan’s – most elaborately decorated gate, Yōmei-mon (陽明門). The National Treasure boasts over 500 carved images depicting folk tales, mythical beasts and Chinese sages, restored to its original and brilliant white and gold. Worried that its perfection might arouse envy in the gods, the architects of the gate had the final supporting pillar installed upside down as a deliberate error.


Colourful Restoration

The first stage of the shrine’s restoration work was undertaken in 2007 and was unveiled in 2019. The restoration continues in sections, and most structures are now brilliant in colour, as they would have looked in the 17th century, when bold designs and colours were popular. Some of the painstaking traditional techniques include the use of white paint made from powdered shells.



Inner Courtyard

A gold-accented, white second gate, Kara-mon (唐門), also a National Treasure, leads to the shrine’s inner courtyard. The walls on the sides of both gates have fantastic carvings, including peony arabesques. There are also many stone lanterns around the complex that were gifted by loyal daimyō (feudal lords).

Gōhonsha

The main shrine is built in the H-shaped gongen-zukuri style, with its Honden, ‘Main Hall’, and Haiden, ‘Hall of Worship’, connected by a stone corridor. Take off your shoes and step inside these halls, with their paintings of the 36 immortal poets of Kyoto and a ceiling-painting pattern from the Momoyama period; note the 100 dragons. Fusuma (sliding door) paintings depict a kirin (a mythical beast that’s part giraffe, part dragon).

Cat Carving & Inner Shrine

On the right is another gate, Sakashita-mon (坂下門). It’s decorated not with dragons or phoenixes but with the sleeping cat Nemuri-neko: look up or you might miss the carving, one of the most famous in Japan, and attributed to the legendary artist Hidari Jingorō. Beyond it, 207 stone steps lead to Okusha, the inner shrine, where the tomb of Ieyasu lies under a 5m-tall five-storey pagoda cast of weathered gold, silver and bronze. There is a tree here that is said to grant wishes (for a coin offering).


TOP TIPS

• As Tōshō-gū is one of Japan’s most famous attractions, it gets crowded. Arrive as early as possible. Alternatively, crowds thin out and the light is more photogenic half an hour before closing.

• Be prepared with sturdy shoes and clean socks. There are long, steep flights of stairs outdoors (with zero wheelchair access), and you have to remove your shoes to enter the main shrine.

• The queue for the ticket machine moves much slower than the line for the human ticket sellers.

• The onsite museum shows golden shogun artefacts and is more captivating than you might expect.





Family-Friendly Strolls up Takao-san

EASY MOUNTAIN HIKES (AND CHAIR LIFTS)

The 599m sacred Takao-san (高尾山) has been visited by mountain worshippers for more than a thousand years. Today, the main hiking trail is gentle and accessible year-round, making it an ideal family outing and highly popular weekend day trip that’s just a 50-minute train ride west of Keio Shinjuku Station. The temples dotted up the slopes make for interesting rest stops, while trying to view the temples that are further ahead will keep casual hikers and even kids moving.

The only paved path up the mountain is Trail No 1 (turn right when exiting Takaosanguchi Station), which is popular. The path is broad, and it’s more of a stroll to reach the summit, which can be done in 90 minutes. Most visitors take the cable car or chair lift to cut that time in half while still passing all of the major sites. The chair lift is a thrill in itself, as it floats up the slopes through a cathedral of trees. Exiting the lift or cable car, the 45-minute amble to the summit passes temples, wooden torii and statues of tengu. The best tengu protect Yakuō-in, the temple near the summit. The viewing point from here is spectacular, and many hikers finish here before returning, or continue to the summit of Takao-san. Near the station is kid-friendly Takao 599 Museum, which covers natural history in the region.


TENGU

Who is that long-nosed red creature you see dotted on the slopes of Takao-san, in sculptures and on souvenirs? It could only be a tengu, a Shintō mountain spirit.

Often misunder-stood as a demon or goblin, including by Buddhists in the past (who depicted tengu lighting fires at temples), since the Edo period, they have been rewritten as a mischievous forest and temple protector, aside from some lewd cameos in ukiyo-e (woodblock prints).

At Takao-san, you’ll see tengu with bird-of-prey faces or the popular long-nosed Konoha-Tengu, whose face appears as masks in some Shintō ceremonies and in an emoji [image: img].

He is sometimes described as a monkey deity shining light onto the earthly world – now that’s befitting of a forest guardian.



Shira-hama: Swimming, Shrines & Sea Views 

BEACH AND TORII ESCAPE

Little-known fact: you can leave the alleys of Tokyo behind and spend the morning at a beach, doing oh-so-very little. Shira-hama (白浜大浜海水浴場) in Shimoda (not Shira-hama in Kansai) is secluded, yet it’s the closest white-sand beach from Tokyo, reachable by direct Odoriko trains to Izukyū-Shimoda Station, and then a local bus, in three hours. Local surfers come to Shira-hama (literally ‘white beach’) to catch lazy waves. The water is clean and clear, and the sand dunes are soft. The 800m stretch of beach is bookended by a sentinel green hill to the south and a rocky outcrop to the north. Perched on the rocks staring out to sea is the photogenic torii protecting the 2400-year-old Shira-hama-jinja, which is a short sandle-shuffle inland.

During holiday weekends, the beach fills up with Kantō-area surfers, students and families in beach tents. In summer, bars and fast food joints come alive in the town further inland – no beachside resorts here. A short bus-ride away is Perry Road (ペリーロード), a quaint, cobbled, willow-lined street and stream featuring cafes and boutique shops in old houses. At its west side, paths weave up to Shimoda Park, with fantastic panoramic views across the bay and sea, where Commodore Perry and his Black Ships arrived in 1854, forcing the reopening of an isolated Japan.
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Over 200 Years of Isolation

Japan was in lockdown for over 200 years – from 1639 to 1853 –  when the Tokugawa shogunate banned most foreigners and outlawed Japanese emigration.

The isolationist policy, known as sakoku, was aimed at halting Christianity, defending Japan’s independence and maintaining feudal stability. Only Dutch, Chinese and Koreans could trade with Japan at limited ports.

Sakoku ended when Commodore Perry sailed to Edo Bay, forcing Japan to reopen. Perry then targeted Shimoda and reportedly used Perry Road to walk from the harbour to Ryōsen-ji, where he signed the Treaty of Kanagawa (1854) with Japanese representatives, end-ing Japan’s centuries-long isolation.

This sparked Japan’s modernisation and the beginning of the end of the Edo era (1603–1867), as Japan adopted and evolved foreign technology.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR PERRY ROAD

Naminami

This tiny joint excels at kaisendon (raw fish on rice), uni (sea urchin) and tempura. And beer. ¥

Page One

Romantic bistro for creamy tomato and crab pasta at canal-side tables. ¥¥

Tonkatsu Nisiki

Facing the marina, this spot fries up tender pork and prawn teishoku (set meals). ¥

Weird & Wonderful Yokohama

NOODLES MUSEUM, ROBOT AND MODEL TRAINS

Yokohama (横浜) is so close to central Tokyo (an easy 20-minute train ride on multiple lines), yet it has its own sleek, playful side that appeals to young hearts.

Even if you have never pondered noodle history before, there is enough to keep everybody smiling at Cup Noodles Museum, a nine-minute walk from Minatomirai Station. It’s an ode to the 1956 invention of instant ramen by Momofuku Ando. Design lovers can ogle the packaging of virtually every Cup Noodle created across the decades in a gleaming display. Other rooms, with lots of childlike kookiness, will easily keep kids amused, and creating your own Cup Noodle packaging and ingredients is worth it, even just for the chic transparent gift bag.

Have lunch at the converted red-brick warehouses of Akarenga Sōkō, or continue along the port to Gundam Factory Yokohama, where a massive 18m-high robot recreation, taken from a classic anime series, comes to life twice an hour, to lights and music. The limited-run show has played since 2020 and is continually extended, but it’s always best to check ahead.

Blossoming train fans can head south of Yokohama Station to one of Japan’s best collection of model trains and memorabilia: Hara Model Railway Museum brings together a collection by train maker and fanatic Hara Nobutaro; the lit-up night-time cityscapes, replete with tiny people, are captivating.

Finish with dinner or snacks at the largest Chinatown in Japan, and pay a visit to Kantei-byō, an ostentatious shrine dedicated to a deity of business.
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WHERE TO FIND LIVE JAZZ IN YOKOHAMA
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Saki Kato (aka Lilla Flicka), Yokohama-born jazz singer, shares her recom-mendations for the best jazz bars in town.

Bar Bar Bar

One of the oldest and biggest jazz clubs in Yokohama, with 40 years of history, which has recently relocated. Musicians like Wynton Marsalis and Salena Jones have all performed here.

Ben Tenuto

A cute robot called Ben-chan welcomes you. Casual but great piano soundscape; good food and reason-able cover charge.

Jazz Bar Venus

A modest and cozy lounge-like venue. Small combos, such as vocal and piano duets, perform every night. The staff are young aspiring talents them-selves, and the friendly atmosphere makes it easy to meet locals.



WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER IN YOKOHAMA

Bashamichi Taproom

A Baird Brewing Company pub pouring their own crafted JPA (Japan pale ale).

Beer Bar Moon Beams

Curated local craft beers on tap, with tasting notes from a connoisseur who also spins vinyl.

Revo Brewing

Converted warehouse serving own-brewed stouts and JPA; with views across Minato Mirai 21.

Fly Through Narita

EDO STREET AIRPORT LAYOVER

Few hours to spare at Narita Airport? Narita town (成田) is just a 10-minute train ride away and offers a glimpse (or final embrace) of the culture of Edo Japan, with just enough time to stroll around a temple and have one last Japanese feast before returning to the airport. Ride to either JR Narita or Keisei Narita Stations (from Keisei Ueno, if visiting from central Tokyo) and start your exploration along Omote-sandō (表参道), a boutique street that winds like an eel (so locals say), where you can find restaurants offering local delicacies such as unagi (eel), and shops selling last-minute souvenirs, traditional crafts and sake. Many of the 150 or more buildings have kept, or been restored to, the Edo style of architecture.

After walking about 20 minutes, you arrive at Narita-san Shinshōji (成田山新勝寺), a Shingon Buddhist temple complex established in 940CE, with one of the largest temple grounds in Japan. Its walking paths lead to impressive temple structures, especially the Niomon gate, which welcomes visitors, and the three-tiered pagoda.
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Best Souvenir-worthy Snacks in Narita Town

Yoneya

Pick up teppō-zuke, a Narita dish of gourd pickled in soy and green peppers, with a salty–sweet rice topping. ¥

Pan Chaya

Try unagi pan, a brioche roll stuffed with eel and teppōzuke, from this Edo-period herbalist store. ¥

Fusano-Eki

Narita’s Chiba Prefec-ture is peanut country. They’re coated in matcha, wasabi, soy sauce or strawberries. ¥

Hayashida No Osenbei

Freshly roasting over 30 kinds of rice crackers since 1912; eat them hot or get gift wrapping. ¥

Nagomi

Pluck a peanut-shaped box of pīnatsu monaka– oversized, peanut-shaped wafers filled with semi-sweet red-bean paste – outside JR Narita. ¥¥



WHERE TO FEAST IN NARITA

Sushi Edokko

Gorge on fresh, authentic sushi at reasonable prices, between JR and Keisei Narita Stations. ¥¥

Kominka Dining Waka

The English-speaking owner serves elaborate Japanese set meals. Look for the colourful bunting. ¥

Kawatoyo

Sit at low tables in a 1917 building for chargrilled eel on rice, a Narita speciality. ¥¥





THE TOKYO

TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Tokyo. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Tokyo and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

International flights arrive at either Narita Airport, 70km east of the city centre, or Haneda, 20km south. From both, there are frequent bus and rail connections (some requiring a transfer) to Tokyo’s central locations. Reservations for airport trains and buses aren’t essential. Taxis are an option, but are expensive – upward of ¥7,000 from Haneda, and at least ¥20,000 from Narita.
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Visas

Tourists and business travellers from 69 countries, including Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK and the US, can receive a free 90-day Temporary Visitor Visa upon arrival. Other nationalities need to arrange visas beforehand.




Luggage Delivery

The companies JAL-ABC and Yamato offer luggage-forwarding services and storage at Narita and Haneda airports. Same-day delivery is usually possible to most hotels in Tokyo.




Currency

International terminals at Narita and Haneda have multiple currency-exchange counters. There are also ATMs that accept international cards, belonging to banks such as Seven Bank.




Wi-Fi & Sim Cards

Free Wi-Fi is available at Narita and Haneda airports. At both airports, you can also rent mobile Wi-Fi routers and buy SIM cards for your time in Japan.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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STRICT BIOSECURITY

Don’t be surprised when airplane staff start reeling off a long list of warnings about prohibited items and infectious diseases as you descend into Tokyo. Though Japan (as of writing) no longer requires COVID-19 vaccinations for entry and has stopped mandatory quarantine periods, the country takes avian influenza and other infectious diseases extremely seriously. Upon arrival, you’ll need to complete a customs declaration form and hand it to officials, who will likely ask a few questions and possibly conduct a luggage check. Offenders face a fine of up to ¥3 million or up to three years in jail.





Getting Around

Tokyo may be one of the biggest and busiest cities on the planet, but with a far-ranging, efficient and clean public transportation network, the capital and its surrounds are easy to explore.



TRAVEL COSTS

Tokyo Metro ticket
from ¥180

JR ticket
from ¥150

Taxi ride
From ¥500

Local bus
from ¥210



To Drive or Not to Drive

Driving in Tokyo is best avoided. As the roads are congested, navigating without an English GPS can be a trial, and the costs are so much higher than using the far more efficient public transport options. If you really want to drive, you’ll need to be at least 18 and have an international driver’s license. You can book rental cars online in English from Nippon Rent-a-Car, Nissan Rent-a-Car and JR Rent-a-Car. Oh, and remember that Japan drives on the left.

Taxis

You’ll find taxis at ranks beside most stations and in busy areas, or you can just flag them down. A red sign (空車) on the dashboard means the taxi is vacant. A green sign (賃走) indicates it’s occupied. Rates are ¥500 for the first 1.096km, then ¥100 per 255m. Accessible taxis are harder to find, but the taxis that look like London black cabs can fit a mechanical wheelchair.

IC TRANSPORT CARDS

The rechargeable Pasmo and Suica IC passes are extremely useful for navigating rail and subway networks. They work on all train and subway lines in the city, as well as many buses, and they can also be used for shopping in convenience stores. To use them just tap them on the ticket scanners.

 

Tokyo Metro

Operating from roughly 5.30am to midnight, the Tokyo Metro’s nine subway lines have most of central Tokyo covered, especially with the Ginza and Marunouchi lines. Filling in the gaps are several Toei subway lines, run by a different organisation but frequently connecting to the city’s numerous Metro stations.

Japan Railways

Like the Metro, the five major Japan Railway (JR) lines in central Tokyo run from around 5.30am to midnight and can be a crush in the morning and evening rush hours. The most useful is the JR Yamanote loop, which stops at Shinjuku, Shibuya, Ueno and Tokyo.

Taxis

When taking a taxi, don’t open the doors yourself. The driver opens them remotely.


JAPAN RAIL

Read more on Lonely Planet’s tips for getting around Tokyo.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.

[image: gif]

Stop signs are inverted red triangles.

[image: gif]

Speed limit is 50kmh on non-toll highways.
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Blood alcohol limit is 0.03%.







Money
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CURRENCY: YEN (¥ or 円)

Credit Cards

Credit cards are widely accepted in Tokyo, but it’s still worth checking in bars, restaurants, stores and taxis before ordering anything. Visa, Mastercard and JCB are the most commonly accepted cards. If you go outside of Tokyo, make sure you carry some cash – ideally smaller denomina-tions included.

Digital Payments

Smartphone payment apps like PayPay and Rakuten Pay are becoming increasingly common, with the shops that use them displaying signs by the cashier. IC travel cards Pasmo and Suica, initially designed for trains, subways and buses, can also be used for purchasing items in convenience stores, supermarkets and newer vending machines.

ATMs

Banks, convenience stores, department stores and post offices have ATMs, although not all accept overseas cards. Japan Post machines and Seven Bank machines in 7-Eleven convenience stores are the most reliable, usually accepting Amex, Cirrus, Diner’s Club, Maestro, MasterCard, Plus and Visa cards. Seven Bank ATMs operate 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.


HOW MUCH FOR A...

Tokyo metro ride
¥180

museum ticket
¥1000

cinema ticket
¥2000

Disney 1-day pass
¥7900




ON A BUDGET

Tokyo is expensive, but there are ways to cut costs. You can save a lot on rail and subway costs by picking up a transport pass, especially if travelling beyond Tokyo.

If your budget is really tight, visit the bentō (boxed meals) section of supermarkets near closing time, when ready-to-eat meals tend to be half price. Eating at local lunch spots is cheaper than tourist traps.

Head to free attractions like Sensō-ji, Meiji-jingu and the Imperial Palace’s East Gardens, or go for a walk through Shibuya and Harajuku.



How to… Save on Admissions

If you are planning on visiting multiple museums, galleries, gardens and other cultural facilities, get The Tokyo Pass app. Valid for two, three or five consecutive days (¥6,800 to ¥10,300), it gives unlimited Tokyo Metro subway usage and admission to roughly 40 facilities, including Tokyo National Museum, Mori Art Museum, Hama-rikyū Garden and other top attractions. The app also lists lots of stores and cafes where travellers can mingle with locals.
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LOCAL TIP

Don’t tip. It’s not part of Japanese culture, and you only risk embarrassing someone by offering them a tip. Simply saying ‘Thank you’ for good service or great food goes a long way.







Health & Safe Travel

EMERGENCY HELP

The Japan National Tourism Organization’s (JNTO) visitor hotline (050 3816 2787) provides 24-hour emergency consultation in English in the event of illness or disaster. The JNTO’s online ‘Guide for when you are feeling ill’ also lists medical institutions in Tokyo that can treat patients in English. It also has information on how to buy insurance once you are in Japan.
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Earthquakes

Thousands of small earthquakes are felt in Japan on an annual basis, with occasional major tremors like the 9.0 magnitude Tōhoku Earthquake in 2011. For emergency alerts and information on what to do in the event of an earthquake and other disasters, download the free, multi-lingual Safety Tips app. It also features useful language tips and guidance for getting medical care.

Summer Heat

Roughly 50,000 people are hospi-talised with heatstroke every summer in Japan. In July and August, high temperatures in Tokyo typically remain above 30°C, with frequent spells in the mid- to high-30s, coupled with very high humidity. Avoid going outside in the hottest hours, use hats and parasols, and hydrate frequently. When indoors, make sure to use air-conditioning and fans.


TIP

Travel insurance isn’t mandatory for travel to Japan, but it is advisable to purchase insurance (pre-trip) that covers medical care.



INFOGRAPHIC: THE SHINDO EARTHQUAKE SCALE

Rather than the Richter scale, Japan measures earthquakes with the Shindo Intensity Scale, ranging from 0 (weakest) to 7 (strongest). If you turn on the TV immediately after a tremor, these are the numbers you’ll see.
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Shindo 3
Noticed by people in buildings and some who are walking.
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Shindo 4
Startling. Can wake you. Felt by most.
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Shindo 5
Difficult to walk.
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Shindo 6–7
Can’t stand. Substantial damage.

Typhoons

May to October is typhoon season in Japan, with most typhoons arriving from August onwards. While Tokyo doesn’t get hit as badly as the south and west of Japan, typhoons still bring heavy rain and strong winds that disrupt transportation and business operations. The worst tends to pass in a day, so wait it out inside and follow updates on NHK TV.

WOMEN-ONLY CARRIAGES

For the morning commute (from 6am to 9.30am), JR trains and Tokyo Metro subways have women-only carriages, clearly marked by signs on the floor of the platform and in the carriage windows. This is in response to the sexual harassment and sexual abuse of women on public transport in Japan, especially with regard to groping. Children can also use these carriages.






Accommodation


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A...

business hotel
¥15,000 double room

capsule hotel
¥5,000 per person

ryokan
¥10,000 per person



Boutique Hotels

Spanning the midrange to high-end price brackets are Tokyo’s creatively designed boutique hotels. These typically intimate hotels are in trendier parts of town, and they range from funky, art-infused properties from companies like BnA to sleek hangouts like Trunk. They tend to be great places for tapping into Tokyo’s creative communities.

Hostels

Tokyo is not cheap for accommodation – especially after the average room rate went up by ¥3000 in 2023 alone. But there are plenty of hostels scattered around the city. Don’t expect prime locations, but for around ¥4000 a night, it is possible to get a comfy dorm with shared showers, toilets and common areas.

Ryokan

There are roughly two types of ryokan (traditional Japanese inns) in Tokyo today: the midrange traditional and the high-end contemporary. The common traits of both are tatami-mat guestrooms, communal bathhouses and Japanese meals, although modern ryokan often have beds in place of traditional futon. You’ll also find minshuku (budget-friendly, family-run bed and breakfasts).

Business Hotels

The rooms can be on the small side and the décor basic, but Japan’s business hotels offer affordable and dependable Western-style accommodation. They range from budget options like Toyoko Inn to the slightly smarter (and more expensive) Daiwa Roynet, Dormy Inn and Richmond Hotel. All have free in-room Wi-Fi. Some include breakfast in the basic rate.
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Love Hotels

Like the name suggests, Love Hotels offer several-hour or overnight stays for romantically inclined couples. For travellers, they aren’t a multi-night choice, but they do offer a very Japanese experience for a night. You’ll find clusters in Shinjuku’s Kabukichō area and Shibuya’s ‘Love Hotel Hill’, but many other areas also have love hotels. Look for signs outside offering rates for ‘stay’ (overnight) or ‘rest’ (a brief romance). Once inside, pick the room from the selection board on the wall, then pay (similar to business hotel rates) the partially concealed teller at reception.

Capsule Hotels

Essentially sleeping pods stacked in rows on gender-separated floors, capsule hotels (pictured right) are a simplified budget option – often an alternative to a park bench after missing the last train home. The cramped pods have just a mattress, TV and light, with baths and toilets shared, although there are sleeker versions like the First Cabin and Nine Hours chains.
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	AREA
	ATMOSPHERE

	Marunouchi & Nihombashi
	Close to Tokyo Station and rail and subway networks, as well as shops, bars, and restaurants; plush areas with mostly high-end accommodation.

	Ginza & Tsukiji
	Ginza is an upscale central location great for shopping and sights; excellent transport links; luxury hotels and contemporary ryokan. Tsukiji has limited accommodation and is less convenient.

	Roppongi
	Budget to luxury accommodation, though predominantly higher range; galleries and malls; lively, contemporary nightlife, but with no JR Lines.

	Ebisu & Meguro
	Trendy areas on the west side; small bars, independent restaurants and budget and luxury accommodation; much calmer than nearby Shibuya.

	Shibuya & Setagaya
	Shibuya has everything from budget to high-end; lots of shops, restaurants and bars; excellent transportation links. Setagaya is a residential area known for cool neighbourhoods like Shimo-Kitazawa, but accommodation is limited.

	Harajuku & Aoyama
	Very limited accommodation options in these fashionable areas; opt for Shibuya if you want to stay nearby.

	Shinjuku & Northwest Tokyo
	Great selection of restaurants, bars and shops in Shinjuku; varied accommodation options; convenient rail and subway hub for exploring; busy area that might be too hectic for families.

	Kōrakuen & Akihabara
	Lots of midrange accommodation options geared to tourists; good JR and subway access; great for exploring Akihabara; noisy and busy.

	Ueno & Yanesen	Ueno is great for museums, connections to central sights, and bars and restaurants; room rates affordable. The much quieter Yanesen offers affordable family-run inns, but is less convenient for exploring.

	Asakusa & Sumida River
	Asakusa is excellent for exploring east-side attractions like Sensō-ji and Kappabashi; decent rail and subway links to central sights; affordable bars and restaurants; range of accommodation types; busy and noisy.

	Odaiba & Tokyo Bay
	Near lots of family attractions; limited accommodation; touristy area; inconvenient location.

	West Tokyo
	Mostly residential areas with fewer attractions; poor range of accommodation; inconvenient for visiting Tokyo’s main sights.







Family Travel

Exploring Tokyo with kids can be an unforgettably brilliant experience. Despite the crowds, the city is well geared to families and children of all ages, with theme parks, high-tech arcades, kid-friendly restaurants and cultural differences to enjoy. Add to that plenty of parks where small kids can run wild (for free) and excellent concessions, and it doesn’t have to cost a fortune once you’re here.


Eating Out

If you want to experience sushi with kids, hit a kaitenzushi (conveyor-belt sushi) chain restaurant. Kids can make noise here, everything is cheap yet good quality, and there’s plenty of non-sushi items on the menu for picky eaters. Family restaurants are another reasonably priced option, serving familiar foods and kid-friendly portions. Also look out for fun themed cafes and restaurants.

Facilities

• Changing: multipurpose toilets in department stores, malls, stations and other places have well-maintained changing beds.

• Medical: for doctors, dentists and other medical assistance, try the 24-hour Japan Visitor Hotline (050 3816 2787).

• Seating: family-friendly restaurants often have high-chairs available.

• Drugstores: Japanese drugstores like Matsumoto Kiyoshi and Tomods stock nappies and other essentials, but brands are often local and ingredients/instructions in Japanese.


Concessions

Kids aged 12 and up typically pay adult rates for attractions and transportation, including rail and bus passes. Kids 11 and under usually pay 50 percent of the adult price, with those 5 and under often going for free.




Breastfeeding

Breastfeeding in public in Japan isn’t common, but it also isn’t considered socially unacceptable, especially if using a cover. Most mums head to baby rooms (or nursery rooms), found in almost all malls, department stores and family-focused attractions. Baby rooms also come with changing mats.




CHILD-FRIENDLY PICKS

Tokyo Disney Resort

Mickey and friends deliver classic Disney thrills and entertainment at the neighbouring Tokyo Disneyland and Tokyo DisneySea theme parks.

Sanrio Puroland

This theme park aimed at younger kids is home to Japan’s favourite feline, Hello Kitty.

Odaiba

This bayside district is full of family-friendly attractions, including the interactive Miraikan museum and indoor Joypolis theme park.

The Making of Harry Potter

Opened in 2023, this Harry Potter theme park features movie sets, props and other Hogwarts-related fun.
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INDEPENDENT KIDS

One thing that can be quite striking when visiting Japan is just how independent the kids are. In residential areas and even on trains, it’s normal to see elementary and middle school kids traveling to and from school without adult supervision. Likewise, small kids are allowed to go to the park to play without their parents. One reason for this is that Japan has a relatively low crime rate – it’s ranked among the safest countries on the planet, according to the Global Peace Index. In schools, kids are also given the responsibility of cleaning their own classrooms and taking turns with chores such as lunch service.





Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Sustainable Sushi

Remember the four ‘Ss’ when it comes to ordering sushi: eating small, silver, seasonal and shellfish tends to be more sustainable. Also, skip the worst offenders: unagi (freshwater eel), shrimp and bluefin tuna.

Animal Cafes

Cuddling a shiba while sipping on a coffee might sound appealing, but before going to an animal cafe, consider the stress the animals are under, and the poor reputation animal cafes have when it comes to animal care.

Farm to Table

Look out for restaurants supporting rural areas by sourcing directly from producers. Happo-en is one example – they collaborate with an agricultural high school in Fukushima, an area badly affected by the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster of 2011.

Go Independent

There are chain cafes all over Tokyo, but maybe try out some independent cafes instead. You’re not only supporting the local economy; the vibe and coffee is better, and they also tend to source their beans more ethically.

Walk or Cycle

While using public transportation in Tokyo is low impact, it’s such a great city to stroll or cycle in that you could reduce your carbon footprint even more by exploring it on foot or by bike.
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

More Japanese businesses are promoting their efforts in achieving the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. In some cases, it’s a greenwashing exercise. Look out for businesses that specify which of the 17 specific SDGs they are focusing on.


Against the Machines

Vending machines are everywhere, but skip them. Running 24/7, they eat up energy.




Water Refils

For water on the go, pack a refillable bottle and find refill spots with the MyMizu app.



Circular Economy Initiatives

Though not yet widespread, circular-economy-related initiatives, such as Bunji and Peace Coin, are starting to take root in parts of Tokyo. The aim is to promote spending within local communities and the exchange of services between community members.





Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Chōshoku (7–10am) Except for cafes and family restaurants, not many places are open for breakfast.

Chūshoku (11am–2pm) Typically features set meals or single-dish meals. This is also the best time to try out those less expensive sampler sets at high-end restaurants.

Yūshoku (5–11pm) Often features numerous dishes for sharing and to be enjoyed across multiple courses.



Where to Eat


Family Restaurant (aka famiresu), these diner-like chain restaurants have affordable mixed menus.

Izakaya Lively pubs with bites like yakitori (chicken skewers) and sashimi to pair with a night of drinking.

Kaitenzushi Low-cost sushi restaurants with conveyor-belt service.

Kaiseki-ryōri Japanese haute cuisine.

Kissaten Old-fashioned cafes/coffee shops.

Tachinomi-ya No-frills standing bars.

Teishoku-ya Budget-friendly spots that focus on teishoku (set meals).

Yatai Street stalls that often have just a few seats and specialise in just one type of food.
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MENU DECODER

Ippin (一品) Appetisers/single dishes

Teishoku (定食) Set meal

Meibutsu (名物) Speciality

Chūmon (注文) Order

Tabemono (食べ物) Food

Sushi (寿司) Sushi

Sakana (魚) Fish

Niku (肉) Meat

Yasai (野菜) Vegetables

Deza-to (デザート) Dessert

Nomimono (飲み物) Drinks

Sake (酒) Alcohol

Nihonshu (日本酒) Sake

Biiru (ビール) Beer

O-cha (お茶) Tea

Aka wain (赤ワイン)  Red wine

Shiro wain (白いワイン) White wine

Muryō (無料) Free

Genkin nomi (現金のみ) Cash only

Zeikomi (税込) Tax included

Kaikei (会計) Bill/Amount due

Otsuri (お釣り) Change

Amakuchi (甘口) Slightly spicy

Chūkara (中辛) Medium spicy

Karakuchi (辛口) Spicy

Gekikara (激辛) Extremely spicy

Seriakku-byō  (セリアック病) Coeliac

Arerugii (アレルギー) Allergy

Biigan (ビーガン) Vegan

Bejitarian (ベジタリアン) Vegetarian

Okosama Setto (お子様セット) Kids’ meal

Gurutenfurii (グルテンフリー) Gluten-free



How to… Pay the Bill

It depends. In some low-cost restaurants, like a ramen-ya (ramen restaurant), you often choose your food and pay upfront at a vending machine that issues a meal ticket, which you then hand to staff. In most places, however, you pay after the meal. In places such as a teishoku restaurant, where the meal is quick and you aren’t making repeated orders, you might receive the bill (to pay later) just after the food arrives. Elsewhere, staff will bring the bill when they know you’ve finished or once you’ve asked for it. To do that, say kaikei (bill) or just make an ‘X’ with your index fingers. In more expensive restaurants, you can pay at your table, but it’s more common to take the bill to the cashier by the exit. It’s important to check beforehand whether the restaurant takes credit cards or other forms of cashless payment. Some smaller or older places are still cash-only.


HOW MUCH FOR...

kaitenzushi
¥2000

izakaya
¥4000

ramen
¥700

kaiseki
¥20,000

teishoku
¥1000

coffee
¥400

draft beer
¥500–700



How to… Order

Like paying the bill, ordering varies with the type of restaurant and meal. If you go for kaitenzushi, you can either grab items off the conveyor belt or use the touch-screen panel to order directly from the kitchen – the latter is fresher. At midrange sushi, à la carte and sets are usually available, but pointing to a picture of a set on the menu is the easiest option. At exclusive sushi restaurants, the service is omakase – the chef chooses what you’ll be eating.

Restaurants serving quick, cheap meals – such as ramen, gyūdon (sliced beef on rice) and curry rice – often use a system where you select and pay for your food via a vending machine, which in turn issues a ticket that you hand to staff.

Chain izakaya and family restaurants often have touch-screen panels at the table or picture menus, both frequently with English. Independent izakaya can be much harder – they might only have the menu written in Japanese on strips of paper hanging on the wall. In that case, ask the staff what they recommend (o-susume wa nan desu ka). Many lunchtime or teishoku places have replicas of their dishes in the window display, so if there’s no English menu or picture menu, you can always go out and point. To grab the attention of staff at any restaurant, raise your hand and say sumimasen (excuse me).
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Ordering Sake

Ordering sake brings many challenges, from choosing the sake grade to a variety of serving temperatures, be that hiya (chilled) or atsukan (warmed). A good starting point is choosing whether you want it karakuchi (dry) or amakuchi (sweet).




CULINARY SPECIALISATION

Specialisation is a major theme in Japan’s culinary scene. While there are jack-of-all-trade restaurants like budget famiresu and izakaya with a broad menu, plus restaurants that focus on the food of a single country or region, Tokyo (and the rest of Japan) has many restaurants with a hyper-specific focus on a single dish or culinary style.

One thing that unites many of these is the use of -ya (屋). Literally meaning ‘house’, -ya as a suffix also signifies ‘a shop that sells’, so a sushi restaurant is a sushi-ya (寿司屋) and a ramen joint is a ramen-ya  (ラーメン屋).

Beyond those well-known Japanese foods, there are plenty of other -ya to look out for. Head to a yakitori-ya  (焼き鳥屋) for a few drinks and skewers of chargrilled chicken, or pay a visit to an okonomiyaki-ya (お好み焼き屋) to try the pan-fried mix of batter, cabbage and other ingredients that make up these savoury pancakes. A tendon-ya (天丼屋) offers an affordable way to try tempura, serving it atop a bowl of hot rice.

Other restaurants without the -ya might specialise in gyōza (dumplings) or, at the high end of the culinary spectrum, kaiseki-ryori (懐石料理), Japanese haute cuisine.

Add to this list places that might focus only on the Buddhist, plant-based shōjin-ryōri (精進料理) or spots where the menus are centred on tofu. And that is just the tip of Tokyo’s culinary iceberg.







LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Like many things in Japan, sexual and gender diversity is full of contrasts. LGBTIQ+ travellers are unlikely to run into overt discrimination and, beyond age restrictions, there are no laws against same-sex sexual activities, yet same-sex marriage is still to be recognised legally. Tokyo has a vibrant LGBTIQ+ community, with Shinjuku’s Nichōme a main hub, but many in the community are still hesitant to live openly.


Resources & Networks

Opened in 2020, Pride House in Shinjuku is Japan’s first permanent LGBTIQ+ centre, offering a safe space for all members of the LGBTIQ+ community. For insider information on LGBTIQ+ life and travel in Japan, Utopia Asia is a handy resource. Or there’s tour operator Out Asia Travel, if a package trip is your thing. Finally, consider a side trip to Japan’s second city, Osaka, the first municipality in Japan to launch a travel website aimed at the LGBTIQ+ community (visitgayosaka.com).
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WOMEN-ONLY VENUES

Nichōme has a collection of bars, clubs and restaurants aimed at women and non-male-identifying clientele. The most famous is Goldfinger, a lively bar with regular themed nights that becomes women-only on Saturdays. Adezakura is a shot bar with karaoke that opens till 6am, and is female-identifying only until 2am. Quieter is Dorobune, a laidback hangout for sake and okonomiyaki (savoury pancakes).




Rainbow Reel Tokyo

Held since 1992, this international film festival is run by volunteers who select films from Japan and overseas for an LGBTIQ+ audience. It’s held in mid-July, primarily at Spiral Hall in the fashionable Aoyama neighbourhood.



NICHŌME NIGHTLIFE

Tokyo’s largest concentration of LGBTIQ+ bars, clubs and restaurants is in Shinjuku’s Nichōme neighbourhood. While some of the several hundred venues here aren’t open to non-Japanese travellers, many are extremely welcoming. Among the bars particularly open to newcomers from out of town is Campy, run by a celebrity drag queen. Clubbing options include Aisotope Lounge and Arty Farty.

TOKYO RAINBOW PRIDE

In late April, not long after the annual wave of cherry blossoms has passed, Japan’s biggest Pride event unleashes another burst of colour on Tokyo. With parades, parties and more in Yoyogi Park, LGBTIQ+ individuals and their allies celebrate and advocate for diversity and inclusion.


Public Affection

Regardless of sexuality or gender, the Japanese tend to avoid public displays of affection, including holding hands. While doing so is very unlikely to trigger abuse or hate speech, it can attract a few odd looks.







Accessible Travel

Tokyo still has multiple accessibility issues, but it truly has come on in leaps and bounds in recent years, with more and more businesses and municipalities offering a wider range of accessible facilities such as multipurpose toilets, wheelchair ramps and elevators.


Buses

Like trains, buses in the city require an access ramp for wheelchair users. The driver will get off and set this up, then rearrange seats to create a spot for the wheelchair.


Airport

Both Narita and Haneda airports have staff ready to assist passengers. Visit an information counter for assistance and information. Narita Airport also details its accessibility services online, with information on quiet rooms, barrier-free access, staff assistance and more (narita-airport.jp/en/bf).




Accommodation

From budget business hotels to luxury property, most modern hotels increasingly have between one and a few barrier-free rooms, but older hotels and traditional ryokan typically don’t. Large, higher range hotels typically offer better accessibility service.



TAXIS

Most taxis don’t have space for wheelchairs. If you have a small manual wheelchair, the taxis that look like London black cabs are an option. If not, you’ll need to book an accessible taxi.

Multipurpose Toilets

At stations, airports, malls, department stores, museums and some other public areas, there are spacious multipurpose toilets. They feature handrails, emergency call buttons, a shower/sink for ostomate bag users and a multipurpose bed/mat.

Stations

Most stations are fully accessible, but trains require a staff member to manually place a ramp. Tell staff at the gate where you’re going, and they’ll help you to the train and arrange for staff to meet you at your destination.

TACTILE PAVING

Through stations and along pavements across Tokyo, tactile paving is designed to aid people with visual impairments. Called Tenji Blocks, they are coloured bright yellow so those with partial vision can see them more easily and are textured to indicate direction of travel, and hazards.


RESOURCES

accessible-japan.com
An excellent English-language resource, especially for getting around Japan in a wheelchair. Offers general accessibility information and consultation (for free) and provides a variety of services (paid), such as hotel bookings.

[image: jpg]

sangyo-rodo.metro.tokyo.lg.jp/tourism/accessible/en
Tourism website run by Tokyo Metropolitan Government, offering 35 accessible model courses for travellers.
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Wheelchair Size

Barrier-free facilities are designed for compact Japanese wheelchairs, which tend to be a manual–electric hybrid. Overseas wheelchairs might be too wide for some ramps and elevators. Local rentals are possible through Accessible Japan.







Language

You can have a fantastic time in Japan’s major cities without speaking Japanese, but even just a few phrases will help you make friends, attract smiles and advice from locals, and ensure you have a rich and rewarding travel experience.
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DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

There are several – you may recognise futon, karaoke, tsunami, bentō box and manga, to name a few.



PRONUNCIATION TIPS

Japanese pronunciation is not considered difficult for English speakers. Unlike some other Asian languages, it has no tones and most of its sounds are also found in English.

Vowels

Vowels in Japanese can be either short or long. The long ones should be held twice as long as the short ones and are represented with a macron (horizontal line) on top of them.

Consonants

Most consonant sounds are pretty close to their English counterparts. Pronounce the double consonants with a slight pause between them, as this can change the meaning.


Ten Phrases to Sound Like a Local

How are you? Genki? – gen-key

I’m fine – Genki – gen-key

Delicious – Umai – ooh-my

That looks delicious – Oishisō – o-ee-she-so

You’re kidding!? – Uso – ooh-so

See you later – Jyaa-ne – ja-nay

Wow! – Sugoi – su-goy-ee

Excuse me – Sumimasen – su-mee-ma-sen

Good luck/Do your best – Ganbare – gan-ba-ray

That’s funny – Omoshiroi – omo-shi-roy

All good? – Daijōbu? – dai-jo-bu

Really? – Maji? – ma-jee

Awesome! – Sugoi! – su-goy-ee

Uncool! – Dasai! – da-sa-ee

Cute! – Kawaii! – ka-wa-ee

Ridiculous! – Yabai! – ya-ba-ee

The worst! – Saitei! – sa-ee-tay-ee

Sneaky! – Zurui! – zu-ru-ee



WHO SPEAKS JAPANESE?

Japanese is spoken by more than 125 million people. While it bears some resemblance to Altaic languages such as Mongolian and Turkish, and has grammatical similarities to Korean, its origins are unclear.
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Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9am–3pm Monday to Friday

Bars 5pm–midnight

Clubs 10pm–4am

Museums 10am–5pm

Restaurants 11am–2pm and 5–11pm

Shops 10am–8pm

Driving

Overseas travellers need an international driver’s licence to rent and drive.

Language Barrier

Japan has relatively low levels of English proficiency, but you’ll find English signage/guidance for transport, major stores and attractions. More restaurants now have English menus. While you might not encounter many fully bilingual Japanese, plenty of locals know enough to give directions or help a confused-looking foreigner.

Smoking

Smoking is prohibited in many public areas, with some cafes and bars being the main exception. Hotels typically have smoking and non-smoking rooms.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT+9

Country code
+81

Emergency number
119

Population
13.9 million




Weights & Measures

Japan uses a mix of metric and traditional measures. Distances are in kilometres. Sake is often served per-go (180mL).

Tap Water

Tap water is safe to drink in Tokyo. You can find public refill points using the MyMizu app.



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 16 public holidays in Japan. Some businesses and nonessential services may be closed on public holidays and during the Obon (13–15 August) and year-end periods.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Coming of Age Day 2nd Mon January

National Foundation Day 11 February

Emperor’s Birthday 23 February

Vernal Equinox Day 21 March

Showa Day 29 April

Constitution Memorial Day 3 May

Greenery Day 4 May

Children’s Day 5 May

Marine Day 3rd Mon July

Mountain Day 11 August

Respect for the Aged Day 3rd Mon September

Autumnal Equinox Day  23 September

Sports Day 2nd Mon October

Culture Day 3 November

Labour Thanksgiving Day  23 November

Electricity 100V/50Hz
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THE TOKYO

Storybook

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Tokyo life





A History of Tokyo in 15 Places

Trace Tokyo’s history from its oldest temples to its highest skyscrapers

Rob Goss

Meet the Tokyoites

The people of the world’s most populated metropolis

Kimberly Hughes

Tokyo’s Urban Sustainability

The city showcases many forward-thinking ecological initiatives.

Kimberly Hughes

Subcultures & Salarymen

While Japanese culture permeates the globe, in Japanese society conformity seems to reign supreme.

Winnie Tan

Tokyo’s Foreign Communities

What was once a monocultural society is becoming ever-more diverse, but not without growing pains.

Winnie Tan
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A HISTORY OF TOKYO IN
15 PLACES

The story of Tokyo is punctuated by repeated bouts of destruction and recovery. Most recently, disasters like the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923 and the bombing of World War II claimed most of Tokyo’s historic buildings, but within the ever-redeveloping capital remain sights and locations that document Tokyo’s journey from wilderness to megacity. By Rob Goss


ACCORDING TO MYTHOLOGY, Japan was created when two gods, Izanagi and Izanami, stirred the ocean with a heavenly jewelled spear, from which fell drops of salt that formed the first of Japan’s islands. Tokyo’s creation story, on the other hand, is far less dramatic. What’s now the world’s largest metropolitan area was barely more than a collection of villages when the Tokugawa clan repurposed a castle here as their base of power in the late 1500s. At that time, the former capital, Kyoto, had already been a thriving political and cultural centre for 800 years.

But in two and a half centuries of Tokugawa rule, Tokyo (then called Edo) developed into a thriving city, with a population of more than one million by 1800 – the same as London. Post-Tokugawa, with Japan having taken a fast track to industrialisation and modernisation, Tokyo had hit 7 million just prior to World War II. All that despite frequent devastation from fire, earthquakes and eventually war. Maybe that’s why Tokyoites have such an acceptance of impermanence and rarely seem fazed by the changes that always seem to be unfolding around the capital. After all, like the cherry blossoms ingrained in Japanese culture, nothing is meant to last.

1. Todoroki Valley

A REMNANT OF ANCIENT TOKYO

Walking around Tokyo’s urban sprawl today, it’s hard to imagine what life was like here a thousand-plus years ago – let alone 100 years past. But you can get a hint in residential Setagaya. Only 20 minutes from bustling Shibuya, Setagaya’s Todoroki Valley is a peaceful ravine with a kilometre-long pathway that leads to small temples, waterfalls and burial mounds that date to the 7th century. These burial mounds most likely belonged to an early clan leader whose name has been lost to history, but who, when alive, might have looked upon the same scenery in Todoroki as visitors do today.

2. Sensō-ji

TOKYO’S OLDEST TEMPLE

Legend has it that in the spring of 628, brothers Hamanari and Takenari caught a Buddhist statue in their net while fishing the Sumida River, in what’s now Asakusa. The find inspired their village chief to build a temple, which saw this small settlement in the wilds flourish into a centre of worship. Now called Sensō-ji, the temple has been through multiple incarnations, and although the statue hasn’t been seen for more than a thousand years, Sensō-ji remains a major draw, with 30 million people visiting annually to see the Five-Storied Pagoda and numerous towering gateways.

3. Imperial Palace

SHOGUNS & EMPERORS

Like so many historical spots in Tokyo, the current Imperial Palace isn’t all that old. Except for a few Edo-era turrets that survived repeated fires and Allied bombings, most of the palace buildings date to the 1960s. The roots, however, go back far longer, to 1497, when a samurai called ōta Dōkan built a castle on the site. For centuries thereafter, the castle remained a centre of power, most notably as the headquarters of the ruling Tokugawa clan during the Edo era (1603–1868). After fire destroyed much of the castle in 1873, it was rebuilt as the Imperial Palace, serving as home to the Imperial Family ever since.
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4. Nihonbashi Bridge

THE GATEWAY TO EDO

Originally a wooden bridge built in 1603, but now a steel-on-stone affair dating to 1911, the Nihonbashi Bridge traditionally marked the terminus of the Nakasendō and Tōkaidō, the key routes connecting Edo (present-day Tokyo) to Kyōto. Being such a prominent location on trade routes, the wider Nihombashi area flourished as a mercantile centre, with many businesses in the area today still able to trace their foundations to the early Edo era. The bridge also still plays a key role for Japan: on the road in the middle of the bridge is a marker signalling the point from where all distances to and from Tokyo are officially measured.

5. Koishikawa Kōrakuen

EDO-ERA LANDSCAPING

The Edo era saw 260 years of peace and prosperity, albeit with Japan largely self-isolating from the rest of the world and contact restricted to a small number of trading posts. Peace brought with it more funds and more time to spend on traditional refinement, like the magnificent 17th-century garden of Koishikawa Kōrakuen. A classic stroll garden, it features a central pond around which pathways are accented by a succession of scenic points, many of which take inspiration from Ming-dynasty China.

6. Ueno Park

THE END OF EDO

In 1868, after 260 years at peace, the Japanese Civil War saw Japan thrown into violent turmoil as imperialist forces sought to seize power from the Tokugawa shogunate. One of the war’s many battles took place in Ueno – now the site of Ueno Park and a collection of magnificent museums – and it proved decisive: with the shogunate replaced by imperial rule, the emperor moved from Kyōto to Edo, which was renamed Tokyo (meaning ‘Eastern Capital’), and oversaw the period known as the Meiji era (1868–1912), when Japan embraced industrialisation and foreign influences, and emerged from isolation to become a world power.

7. Kabukiza

BUILD, REBUILD, REPEAT

If any building in Tokyo can speak to the up-and-down history of the city, it’s the Kabukiza Theatre. Built on the outskirts of Ginza in 1889 as a venue for traditional kabuki (a form of stylised Japanese theatre)performances, it then burned down in 1921 and, mid-reconstruction, was flattened (along with most of Tokyo) by the Great Kantō Earthquake of 1923. The next rebuild was destroyed by Allied bombing during the war, before the 1950s incarnation was replaced by an earthquake-proof version in 2013 – modern behind the scenes, but with a traditional facade that recalls the original theatre.

8. Tokyo Station

TOKYO ADOPTS WESTERN STYLES

As the Meiji era and the subsequent Taishō era (1912–1926) progressed, Tokyo continued to modernise. Electric streetlights were installed in Ginza, and varied buildings began to appear around the city as the government invited European architects and engineers to Japan. They in turn trained Japanese architects like Tatsuno Kingo, who designed the iconic redbrick facade of Tokyo Station (completed 1914) – now a retro element of a sprawling, modern complex.

9. Meiji-jingū

A MEIJI MEMORIAL

After Emperor Meiji and his wife, Empress Shōken, passed away in 1912 and 1914, respectively, Meiji-jingū was built in central Tokyo in their honour. Completed in 1920, then rebuilt after war damage, it has become Tokyo’s most visited and important shrine. Fittingly for an emperor who wanted East to meet West, it’s located in what’s now the cosmopolitan heart of the city, a short walk from the street fashions of Harajuku and the contemporary archi-tecture of Omotesandō. Unlike Harajuku and Omotesandō, however, the shrine is an oasis of tranquility.

10. Hachikō Statue

JAPAN’S MOST LOYAL CANINE

Japanese history is full of tales of loyal samurai avenging wronged masters and choosing death over dishonour. But the loyalty of a dog called Hachikō, remembered by a bronze statue beside Shibuya Station, eclipses them all. An Akita breed, Hachikō would wait by the station to meet his owner off the train as he returned from work. Until one day in 1925, when the owner never came. Unaware his owner had passed away, Hachikō kept returning to the station, day after day, for nine years. Once his story made the news, he became a canine celebrity and won a place in the hearts of the Japanese.

11. Tokyo Tower

THE POST-WAR REBUILD

An iconic Tokyo sight, with its Eiffel-esque lattice design, Tokyo Tower was built in 1958 to function as a broadcasting tower and tourist attraction. At the time, it was the tallest structure in the land, at 332.9m, with its vivid white and orange framework visible from all corners of the city. As Tokyo began to rebuild from the ashes of World War II, having lost an estimated 100,000 lives and 250,000 buildings in firebombing raids, the tower also served as a statement that the city was back on its feet.

12. Odaiba

A BUBBLE-ERA LEGACY

Tokyo was revelling in the excesses of an economic boom in the 1980s. Flushed with cash, anything seemed possible. That included a vast landfill project that saw a collection of small manufactured islands (originally built as forts in the Edo era) in Tokyo Bay joined together to create Odaiba. With Japan’s economic bubble bursting spectacularly in 1992, and development all but grinding to a halt, it wasn’t until the late 1990s that Odaiba’s transformation belatedly began to take shape; it was worth the wait. Today, the island is one of Tokyo’s top destinations for family fun, home to the Miraikan Museum, the Joypolis theme park and numerous other attractions.
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13. Roppongi Hills

WELCOME TO THE 2000S

As Japan entered the new millennium, Tokyo started to see the rise of sleek urban complexes. It began with Roppongi Hills, launched in 2003 after a three-year construction project. Centered around the 54-storey Mori Tower, it mixes prestigious office spaces with fashionable shops, restaurants, leading art galleries like Mori Art Museum, and a Grand Hyatt. Back then, Roppongi Hills was ground-breaking, as was its neighbour, Tokyo Midtown, in 2007. Today, new urban complexes appear in Tokyo with incredible regularity. Toranomon Hills, Hikarie, Shibuya Scramble Square – the list goes on and on.

14. Tokyo Skytree

JAPAN’S TALLEST STRUCTURE

When Tokyo Skytree was completed in 2012, the 634m tower officially became the tallest building in Japan and the second tallest on the planet, after Dubai’s Burj Khalifa. A combination of broadcast tower and multi-use entertainment complex, the Skytree is most notably home to observation decks that offer dizzying views over Tokyo’s urban sprawl. Upon completion, the tower also represented another in a long line of Tokyo’s groundbreaking developments, incorporating cutting-edge anti-seismic technology that was put to the test (successfully) mid-construction, when Tokyo was rattled by the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011.

15. Japan’s National Stadium

AN OLYMPIC LEGACY

Built for the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games, the Kengo Kuma-designed stadium is one of Tokyo’s newest landmarks. While lauded for its sustainable construction and accessibility, it also serves as a reminder of a troubled Olympics. Where the 1964 Tokyo Olympics signalled Japan’s return to prominence after the post-war rebuild, Tokyo 2020 didn’t quite have the same impact. From the bidding stage and corruption claims to the Olympic Games themselves, there was substantial animosity towards it in Japan – something that was compounded when it was held a year late – and closed to the public – in the middle of a major COVID-19 wave.





MEET THE
TOKYOITES

As the world’s most populated metropolis, Tokyo thrums with life. Kimberly Hughes, a two-decades-plus resident of the city, introduces the people of this dynamic national capital.


TOKYOITES ARE OFTEN described as aloof and unfriendly compared with people living elsewhere in the country – particularly Kansai folk, who are known to be gregariously outgoing. And in some sense, this is true: people in the capital do tend to fiercely protect their privacy by keeping to themselves. This makes sense in context, however, since 46 percent of the populace have relocated here from elsewhere – including many from rural locales who purposely came to seek out the anonymity of the city. More divisions also exist within the metropolis itself: the further you travel towards its edges, the more likely it is you’ll encounter vestiges of provincial life, such as the practice of greeting passersby in the streets (again, less likely to occur in the city centre). In addition, those in the shitamachi (Tokyo’s eastern urban neighbourhoods) are known to be more open (and direct) than those living elsewhere in the city. This, again, may be a function of circumstance, as these were the areas that had to rebuild themselves entirely from the ground up following almost total obliteration from the military fire-bombings of World War II, at which time community solidarity was indispensable.
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Today’s Tokyoites may appear to visitors to be in a persistent rush – perhaps seen most clearly inside the commuter trains packed with identically dressed office workers. Scratch beneath the veneer of conformity, however, and you’ll find a city full of unique individuals trying to make their mark on an ever-transforming capital. This is particularly true after working hours, when workers loosen the serious expressions demanded by the city’s corporate culture and begin to relax inside the izakaya (Japanese pub-eateries), yokochō (side alleys) and karaoke bars strewn across the metropolis, which begin to exude a more boisterous energy as the night goes on.
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Tokyoites are also known as being fashion-forward and on top of the latest global trends. In this city, you’ll find impeccably styled fashionistas, along with individuals unafraid to make a quirky new fashion statement – this is particularly true for the younger generations in neighbourhoods such as Shibuya and Harajuku.
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And as with other cities worldwide, prefectural Tokyo’s population of more than 14 million residents also includes a sizeable number of individuals of overseas origins, coming from countries across the globe and working in every possible profession. They bring with them the customs and cuisine of their countries – on full display during the summer festivals held in Yoyogi Park, and in the restaurants found throughout the metropolis – thereby helping to give Tokyo its distinction as one of the world’s most vibrantly diverse food capitals.
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Tokyo’s Foreign Residents

As of 1 January 2023, Tokyo’s official foreign-national population was around 581,000 – 1.5 percent of the city’s metropolitan population of 37 million. Japan’s shrinking, ageing population is leading to debates about future immigration policies, with hardliners arguing to keep the doors closed and advocates pushing for broader acceptance and recognition.


A RICHLY DIVERSE CITY

The presence of so many individuals of different nationalities makes Tokyo an exceedingly attractive place to live for many people – myself included.

I come from the American Southwest and, here in Tokyo, my close friends are people whose roots extend throughout the world. Tokyo has numerous communities – both real-life and social media-based – that bring together people from all kinds of backgrounds, lending an extra splash of international flavour to life here as a result.

And since living in a metro-politan area – particularly one as massive as Tokyo – can sometimes feel overwhelming and impersonal, it really helps to find little pockets of friendliness and familiarity.

As a cafe lover myself, being greeted with a smile and some friendly banter at my favourite haunts helps to make this big city feel a little bit more like home.







TOKYO’S URBAN
SUSTAINABILITY

Japan is brimming with ecological initiatives. While the most progressive are arguably happening outside the capital, Tokyo showcases many forward-thinking features. By Kimberly Hughes


Learning from History

Japan’s people are meeting present-day environmental crises with efforts to cultivate more natural lifestyles that have a gentler impact upon the earth. Historical guidance is often sought from the Edo era (1603–1868), said to be a time of sustainable living – as well as the more recent concept of mottainai – urging more consciousness of wastefulness.

Inside Bonus Track, in a quiet corner of Shimo-Kitazawa, a store called Hakko Department, run by Ogura Hiraku – a self-titled fermentation designer – aims to educate a new generation about Japan’s storied culture of fermentation.

Ogura sells products for Tokyo’s consumers – but only after he or his team members have personally visited each producer. Traversing the archipelago to learn about practices such as snow-buried nattō (fermented soybeans) and shōyu fermentation inside kioke (cedarwood barrels), Ogura highlights the traditions found throughout Japan’s 47 prefectures.

‘Even a small village populated with only several thousand people may have a unique fermentation method inherited from their native ancestors of centuries ago that finds no precedent anywhere else in the world,’ he writes. ‘Unless these local fermentation techniques [...] are sorted and organised systematically, it will not be possible to really understand how diversely and innovatively the Japanese have been developing and continuously evolving their food culture. You need to walk through the fields, stroll along the streams, stand on top of the hills and feel the breeze passing through the forests [...] to grasp the essence of what nature has taught as the wisdom to survive.’

Further east, in Ginza, an initiative that connects Tokoyites with nature’s cycles is the NPO Honeybee Project. Launched in 2006, apiaries were built on the rooftops of local buildings, with some 30,000 honeybees pollinating the flowers in nearby parks and gardens. Nearly two tonnes of honey are now produced annually. The bees have also helped to return the swallows who once populated Ginza – thereby helping restore its once-thriving ecosystem while guiding the district towards a more ecologically balanced future.
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Neighbourhood Circularity in Action

Following the twisting Sumida River northward, another district implementing innovative collaborations is Kuramae. A quiet area lined with ateliers, its streets are infused with wafting incense from secluded temples and coffee beans from roasteries. Numerous businesses here are attempting to create a local culture wherein people live in close community and adhere to circular, waste-free systems.	

Kakimori is an exceedingly stylish stationery store. Near its entrance is a stack of beautifully illustrated local walking maps, inviting customers to get to know the neighbourhood. The shop’s philosophy is to preserve artisanal knowledge and skills, and implement a more sustainable way of living. They hope to achieve this by reconnecting with local manufacturers, honouring crafts and artisans, and replenishing circularity.

Nearby, a community collective known as élab has similarly worked to create a circular community by collaborating with another local business, Dandelion Chocolate – whose discarded cacao husks élab uses to create cookies, tortillas and cacao miso. Sourcing vegetables from two local farms and incorporating traditional wisdom from farmers in Fukuoka, élab focuses on creating close relations with neighbours, who regularly drop by to eat, chat and attend workshops on everything from worm composting to kintsugi (repairing broken pottery via ‘golden joinery’).

‘One of our major objectives has been to create community connections,’ explains founder Ohyama Takako. ‘Connection is multi-layered, and it begins internally. Only when you’ve connected with yourself can you begin to do so with others, or with the natural world.’

Community Currency

Another unique initiative found in locales throughout Japan, including Tokyo, involves community currency – wherein special coins or slips of paper are used in lieu of standard money to pay for goods and services, and are often earned by doing work that benefits the community.

One creative system is in Kokubunji in western Tokyo, whose community currency is known as bunji. Printed on notes the size of business cards, each note includes a space for the user to include a handwritten message – thereby encouraging closer community ties. Several local establishments accept bunji, including local restaurants, and the farmers who produce the vegetables served there – who in turn use bunji to pay their volunteers.

The bunji can be used at establishments including Kurumed Coffee, a cafe with an onsite shop, publishing company and online radio programme, and Café Slow, a proponent of slow living.

The Problem is the Solution

Café Slow owner Keibo Oiwa has long hosted an annual international conference – the Economics Of Happiness – together with Kai Sawyer, founder of Tokyo Urban Permaculture, which encourages city-dwellers to become more in touch with nature’s life cycles through pursuits such as guerrilla seed planting and mindfulness walks. Sawyer lives in a 150-year-old thatch-roofed kominka (folk home) on a farm in Chiba Prefecture called the Peace and Permaculture Dojo, where he and his family grow their own food. Sawyer also regularly invites people from Tokyo and beyond to attend workshops there, covering everything from nonviolent communication to miso-making. Having spent time living in the jungles of Costa Rica, one of his aims is to regenerate Tokyo ‘into a capital that supports life rather than consuming it.’

‘We have so much economically and materially within Tokyo – but everyone is rushing around everywhere [...] and people do not share with one another,’ he says. ‘We are out of balance with the rhythms of nature. In permaculture, the problem is the solution. When you visualise something, energy starts to flow. And even though the solutions might appear centuries later, the resources to solve our challenges are everywhere around us.’

[image: jpg]
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SUBCULTURES &
SALARYMEN

Whether it’s Harajuku fashion or anime, Japanese subculture permeates the globe, yet Japanese society is one where conformity seems to reign supreme. By Winnie Tan


THE NAIL THAT sticks out gets hammered down. It’s an oft-repeated, localised proverb (in the Japanese original, the ‘nail’ is instead a wooden stake) that seemingly captures how Japanese culture views and values conformity. You might have seen pictures, videos or even experienced it firsthand – go to Tokyo or Shinjuku stations on a weekday morning, and you’ll be swimming in a sea of suited, black-haired and white-collared office workers, known colloquially in Japan as salarymen (and women). Or perhaps you’ve heard of Japan’s demanding work culture and societal expectations. No matter what your perception has been informed by, when a large chunk of the population appears as a uniformed, business-suited monolith, it becomes clear that even the slightest deviation in physical appearance alone can make one stick out, regardless of whether they’re a nail or a wooden stake.

The Art of Non-Conformity

Just a short train ride away from Shinjuku Station, the fashionable, youthful neighbourhoods of Harajuku and Shibuya appear to tell a different story. Up and down Takeshita-dōri and its side streets are pastel frilly skirts, knee-high platform boots, silver accessories and kawaii (cute) paraphernalia by the truckload. The birthplace of many of Japan’s fashion subcultures over the years (lolita, decora-kei and yami-kawaii, to name a few), the neighbourhood of Harajuku and the members of these vibrant communities are what we immediately picture when we think of non-conformity in Japan – colourful, ostentatious and in your face. Between the 1990s and early 2000s, Tokyo youths dressed in all manner of eclectic styles and gathered in the neighbourhood to see and be seen. In an age where fashion magazines and street snaps dominated newsstands and culture, these youths were actively trying to stand out – partly as a form of self and artistic expression, and partly for the chance to have their picture appear in a magazine.

Shibuya also saw the rise of its own subculture in this period. Gyaru, usually represented as girls with fake nails, tan and bleached blonde, heavily layered hairdos, made the trendy neighbourhood their stomping ground. Shibuya was where the cool kids hung out, and at the centre of it all was Shibuya 109 – the marketplace for the most fashionable trends.

Beyond these neighbourhoods, other areas of Tokyo became up-and-coming neighbourhoods for culture against the mainstream. Shimo-Kitazawa, with its thrift shops and live houses, became the hangout for local hipsters and underground musicians; as did Kōenji. Meanwhile, otaku, or people who are into anime and manga, find their tribe in Akihabara.
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Salarymen reading manga | SAMUEL PONCE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Dichotomy

Elsewhere in Tokyo, it’s business as usual as millions don suits and modest office wear for the workplace, and students commute to school in their thick blazers and standard loafers. Though they could very well be fashionistas, gyaru and hipsters when the weekend rolls around, the subcultures these Tokyoites may be a part of rarely make it past the confines of Harajuku, Shimo-Kitazawa and other such neighbourhoods.

It’s almost as if the non-conformist lives two separate lives: one that melds with the herd and is in line with social and societal expectations, and the other of radical self-expression. After all, in a society where people with tattoos still can’t enter most public bathhouses, and where people with brown hair that’s a shade too light could be frowned upon at the office, what choice does an individual have?

The alternative is to ‘get it out of the system’, so to speak. Go to a university campus in Tokyo, and you’ll see how diverse in individual expression small slices of Japanese society actually are. Here you’ll see groups of people with appearances, personalities and interests as varied and vibrant as their dyed hair; and because they’re university students, few would bat an eye at how non-conformist these youths might be. These forms of self-expression are expected – perhaps even encouraged, for the fledging young adult. But when job-hunting season rolls around, in the student’s third year of university, the green hair, piercings and experimental fashions are replaced instead with a dark, sensible haircut and a standard suit.

The Rise of Conformity?

Harajuku and Shibuya are still at the pinnacle of trendy neighbourhoods, and Akihabara and Shimo-Kitazawa continue to draw people in as centres for their respective subcultures. But trends and interests change and evolve, and while these neighbourhoods still manage to hold on to the parts of their identity that made them so unique in the first place, how long until this is no longer the case?

Today, minimalist and affordable brands for the masses, like Uniqlo and Muji, dominate the market, with multistorey shops located in the very neighbourhoods originally known for their anti-mainstream environments.

It’s almost as if the non-conformist lives two separate lives: one that melds with the herd and is in line with social and societal expectations, and the other of radical self-expression.

As interests shift further, the colourful, highly accessorised Harajuku style icon is no longer as ubiquitous a sight as they might’ve been a decade ago, and the Shibuya gyaru have all but gone extinct.

On the other hand, hang-ing out at the hipster cafes and thrift shops in Shimo-Kitazawa has become an increasingly popular activity for youths, while anime makes its way around the world as one of Japan’s primary cultural exports. One can certainly argue that the shifting of subcultures to those that are more appealing to the masses is simply due to the constantly changing trends, but what, then, might the new, anti-conformist subculture of the 21st century look like?

It’s undeniable that living within Japanese society can come with a large set of expectations – from the way a person speaks to the way one outwardly presents themselves. Under the weight of this societal pressure, it’s no surprise that certain neighbourhoods emerged as safe havens, where those who didn’t quite fit the mould could express their individuality and find community. So does the nail that sticks out get hammered down? Perhaps a more apt metaphor would be that it’s a game of whack-a-mole – hammer one down, and it’ll find a way to pop up elsewhere.





TOKYO’S
FOREIGN COMMUNITIES

What was once a monocultural society is growing ever-more diverse, but not without some growing pains. By Winnie Tan


FOR A LONG time, Japanese society was largely viewed as monocultural – a population of black-haired, brown-eyed people all speaking the same language. To a certain extent, this was true. An island nation that remained isolated from the rest of the world for over 200 years during the Edo period (1603–1867), foreign influence was kept at bay as a result of decrees from the Tokugawa shogunate that limited entry and trade. This period became known as sakoku (closed country), and it wasn’t until 1854 that the country finally opened up, following the arrival of Commodore Perry and his heavily armed fleet from the US, and the subsequent signing of the Treaty of Kanagawa.

In 2023, the number of foreigners living in Tokyo is around 581,000. That’s roughly 1.5 percent of the city’s 37 million residents – a small number to be sure, but when contrasted with the figure from 2013 (390,600), it’s a near 50 percent increase. This surge is immediately obvious, too – from arriving at the airport to checking into your accommodation, since Japan opened its borders post-COVID, the traveller is almost certain to be greeted by a foreigner who lives, works or studies in Tokyo. Often thriving in the field of hospitality – owing to the ability to switch between their native language and Japanese – they play an important role in Japan’s tourism industry, helping navigate the still-sizeable language barrier between tourists and native Japanese speakers.

Konbini & Katakana

In everyday Tokyo, walk into any konbini (convenience store), and it’s likely that the clerk is a foreign student with a name tag written in katakana – the boxy Japanese characters used for foreign-language words. Duty-free stores like Bic Camera and Ginza’s luxury boutiques have bilingual staff ever on standby. If you pay attention, it seems like there are non-native Japanese everywhere; yet this is but a small slice of the foreign community in Japan that’s visible to the tourist. In other parts of Tokyo and the rest of the country, workers from abroad are in offices, factories and care homes; and on construction sites and farms. With a large ageing population and a low proficiency rate for foreign languages amid a booming tourism industry, Japan needs a bit of help – and a lot of it comes from overseas.

From Shinjuku Station, take the Yamanote line in the direction of Ikebukuro and get off at Shin-Ōkubo. Dubbed ‘Koreatown’, the avenue that unfolds beyond the station exit is lined with signboards written in hangul (the writing system of the Korean language), posters of the latest K-pop idols and street stalls peddling something cheesy, fried or both. The Korean community was among the earliest groups to settle in Tokyo, and they are still one of the largest, with Shin-Ōkubo offering a taste of home. But peek into the backstreets here, and you’ll find Southeast Asian supermarkets, Taiwanese eateries, fiery Szechuan cuisine and more – a melting pot of culture on Shinjuku’s doorstep. Most of Tokyo’s foreign resi-dents live in Shinjuku ward – an area encompassing neighbourhoods like Shin-Ōkubo, Takadanobaba and Kagurazaka.

On the Metro’s Tozai line, just 15 minutes from Tokyo Station, is the quiet neighbourhood of Nishi-Kasai, also known as Tokyo’s Little India. Chinatown, meanwhile, is in Yokohama – right by the port where Chinese merchants used to trade after sakoku.
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Commodore Perry meeting Japanese officials | WORLD HISTORY ARCHIVE/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Growing Pains

Any non-Japanese person in Japan is a gaikokujin (foreigner), though the experience between the foreigner on vacation can differ from one who is in the country long-term. For tourists in Japan, there isn’t as much expectation of understanding societal and cultural norms – faux pas can be written off as a lack of awareness, and communication, when possible, is carried out in English or the tourist’s native language. Foreign residents of Japan, on the other hand, will jokingly refer to themselves as gaijin, a shortened form of gaikokujin. It’s a somewhat self-deprecating word often used in a tongue-in-cheek way, but many find that the term still rings true, despite having spent years living in the country, assimilating into its culture and society.

And assimilation is important. For one, the Japanese language is essential for survival – beyond aspects of everyday life, like going to the bank or ordering food, being fluent opens doors to more employment opportunities, wider social connections and better access to housing. Before long, one should also start to pick up on the social mannerisms, from the subtle bowing of the head to learning to speak keigo – the polite form of Japanese.

Yet, it’s hard to shrug off one’s identity as a gaijin. Though there are pockets of foreign communities across the country, they are still a minority. Outright discrimination is rare, but there’s sometimes a slightly awkward, underlying feeling that you’re standing out; in a physical sense, or in terms of behaviour, accent or speech – a feeling that seems impossible to shake. For some, everyday reminders that they are still very much gaijin often come when a well-meaning Japanese person remarks at their fluency in multiple languages or when they’re asked to show their zairyū card, the ID issued to foreigners.

Japan may have been monocultural for most of its history, but its population is growing more diverse every year. There will be growing pains as everyone continues to adapt, but things are changing. The immigrants of the past shaped certain neighbourhoods into their own, and Tokyo may witness this happening more frequently in the future, or maybe we’ll see culture evolving into a unique local form, with Japanese society only growing in diversity and inclusion – until then, we’ll just have to wait and see.
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‘Walking the streets of Kōenji was at once nostalgic and bewildering – the number of artistic and cultural happenings have exploded since I lived there.’
KIMBERLY HUGHES
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‘The day I stopped getting lost inside Shinjuku Stationwas the day I realised I was finally a local.’
WINNIE TAN
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National
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Historic Highlights

The Honkan (Japanese Gallery) is
designed to give visitors a crash course
in Japanese art history from the Jomon
era (BCE 13,000-300) to the Edo era
(CE 1603-1868). The works on display
here are rotated regularly, to protect the
more fragile ones and to create seasonal
exhibitions, so you're always guaranteed
to see something new.

Buy your ticket from outside the main
gate, then head straight to the Honkan
with its sloping tile roof. Stow your coat
in a locker and take the central staircase
up to the 2nd floor, where the exhibitions
are arranged chronologically. Allow two
hours for this tour of the highlights.

The first room on your right starts
from the beginning with ancient
Japanese art. Pick up a free copy of the
brochure Highlights of Japanese Art at
the entrance. The exhibition starts here
with the 1 Dawn of Japanese Art.

Continue to the 2 National Treasure
Gallery. ‘National Treasure’ is the highest
distinction awarded to a work of art in
Japan. Keep an eye out for more National
Treasures, labelled in red, on display in
other rooms throughout the museum.

Moving on into the Heian era (CE 794-
1185), considered the first flourishing
of what we think of as Japanese culture,
stop to admire the 3 courtly art. Next
is the medieval art: ink brush scrolls,
tea ceremony pottery and 4 samurai
armour and swords; and then the
5 ukiyo-e and kimono of the 17th
and 18th centuries.

Head to the ground floor, where
rooms are arranged by theme (such as
lacquerware). Particularly noteworthy is
the collection of 6 Japanese sculptures
and the 7 Ainu and RyiiKyu cultural
artefacts.

Finish your visit with a look inside
the enchanting 8 Gallery of Horyiu-ji
Treasures.

o Japanese Sculpture (Room 11)

Many of Japan's most famous sculptures, religious
innature, are locked away in temple reliquaries.
Thisis arare chance to see them up close.

@ Ainu and Rytkya Collection
(Room7)

Japanese cultureis often considered a
monolith, but before Japan colonised
Hokkaidd (home of the indigenous Ainu
people) and the Ryakyd Empire, both
had their own rich culture.

apanese
Gallery

rself with miniature gilt Buddhas
ne of Japan's oldest Buddhist

© Ukiyo-e & Kimono (Room 10)
Chic silken kimono and lushly coloured ukiyo-e
(woodblock prints) are two icons of the Edo-era. ,
Ukiyo-e - means the floating world or world of
fleeting beauty and pleasure.

Museum Garden

The museum garden is open all
year-round and features some
historic tea houses. Note that
the garden may close earlier
than the museum does.

Honkan
(Japanese
1st Fle

© samurai Armour &
Swords (Rooms 5 & 6)
Glistening swords, finely
stitched armour and
imposing helmets bring
to lfe the samurai, those
iconic warriors of Japan's
medieval age.

© Courtly Art (Room 3)

Literature works, calligraphy
P’ and narrative picture scrolls are
v displayed alongside decorative

artobjects, which allude to the
life of elegance led by courtesans
athousand years ago.

loor

@ National Treasure Gallery (Room 2)
Asingle, superlative work from the museum’s

collection of 88 National Treasures (perhaps a
painted screen, or a gilded, hand-drawn sutra)
is displayed in a serene, contemplative setting.

Gift Shop

The museum gift shop, on the It floor of
Gallery) the Honkan, has an excellent collection
loor of Japanese art books in English.

o Dawn of Japanese Art (Room 1)

The rise of the imperial court and the introduction of
Buddhism changed the Japanese aesthetic forever. These
clay works from previous eras show what came before.
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