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City of Yamagata named The Japan Times’ Destination Region 2025

The Japan Times has announced that
Yamagata city, Yamagata Prefecture,
has been selected as the Destination
Region of the Year 2025, a new annual recog-
nition given to a Japanese region that The
Japan Times wishes to showcase to the world
for its exemplary cultural, social and environ-
mental initiatives.

The Destination Region program,
launched with Koosuke Motani, the chief
senior economist at The Japan Research
Institute, as an adviser, identifies municipali-
ties that are advancing sustainable regional
development from three key perspectives:

1. Preserving and passing on their regions’ :
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cultural and historical heritages to
future generations.

2. Fostering sustainable local economies
and communities that make effective
use of regional resources.

3. Demonstrating the potential to contrib-
ute to solving regional and global chal-
lenges through their initiatives.

Yamagata city was chosen for its outstand-

ing integration of culture, nature and creativ-
ity. The city is home to the internationally
acclaimed Yamagata International Documen-
tary Film Festival and the Yamagata Sym-

: phony Orchestra, as well as iconic destina-

tions such as Mount Zao and the temple
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Yamadera. Its vibrant culinary scene, rich in
seasonal and regional flavors, further reflects
Yamagata’s deep connection to its natural
environment. Part of UNESCO’s Creative Cit-
ies Network, Yamagata embodies the values
of innovation and sustainability that align

with the goals of the Destination Region initia-
. Creative: Regional Culture and International

tive.

Since 2018, The Japan Times has been pro-
moting sustainable development through its
Sustainable Japan Network, which highlights
the efforts of Japanese companies, organiza-
tions and local governments. The network’s

; activities include the Sustainable Japan
¢ Award and the Sustainable Japan Practitio-
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© ners Networking, launched in 2019. Each year,
i the forum selects one region to feature, orga-

nizing a two-day program of lectures, field vis-
its and cultural exchange, followed by global
media coverage through The Japan Times.
This year, the forum will take place in
Yamagata city under the theme “Satoyama x

Exchange.” By showcasing the city’s cultural
richness, creative energy and deep-rooted

¢ traditions, The Japan Times aims to raise
global awareness of Yamagata’s appeal,

strengthen inbound engagement and foster
meaningful dialogue between Japan’s

¢ regions and the wider world.
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Yamagata: Eco-friendly tradition, regeneration

MAIKO MURAOKA
Contributing writer

The 6th Satoyama
Practitioners Net-
working Event will be
held on Nov.1and 2
in the city of
Yamagata, which
was selected this
year as a Japan
Times Destination

Kosuke Motani SENIOR

RESEARCHER AT THE Region — a new ini-
JAPAN RESEARCH tiative to recognize
INSTITUTE Japanese municipali-

ties that are contrib-
uting to regional sustainability.

Kosuke Motani, the chief senior economist
at the Japan Research Institute Ltd. and an
adviser to The Japan Times’ Sustainable
Japan Network, advises the initiative. Key
points for selection include a commitment to
passing on cultural and historical heritage,
the pursuit of a sustainable economy and
community through the use of local
resources, and the potential to contribute to
solving regional issues in Japan and globally.

Motani highlighted how Yamagata nur-
tures its culture by preserving its heritage.
Many pseudo-Western-style structures built
during the Meiji Era have been renovated,
including the one that now houses the
Yamagata City Local History Museum. His-
toric townscapes, many featuring irrigation
canals, have also been preserved and incor-
porated into the city’s urban development.

Efforts are underway to revitalize the his-
toric castle area into an enjoyable and easily
walkable district, and the number of pedes-
trian visitors accordingly increased from
22,400 in 2019 to 25,100 in 2024. Efforts to
create a walkable urban environment else-
where as well are among various city initia-
tives that likely contributed to citizens’
healthy life expectancy increasing by 0.86
years for men and 0.61 years for women from
2013 to 2022, and average life expectancy
has also increased.

Yamagata is known as a city of ramen, not
just for its many ramen shops but also
because many soba restaurants traditionally
serve ramen as well. Another well-known del-
icacy is imoni, a taro stew cooked in large
pots and enjoyed not only at home but also
in groups at open spaces like riverbanks, a
culinary tradition that has been preserved for
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The Yamagata Creative City Center Q1 serves as the foundation for sustainable urban developmentin
Yamagata city, which has been recognized as a creative city with outstanding local assets.

nearly 400 years.

Motani also said Yamagata’s pursuit of a

! sustainable regional economy and community
through leveraging local resources is notewor-
i thy. “The city is collaborating with Tohoku Uni-
! versity of Art and Design to advance projects

to renovate existing buildings,” he said. “In
particular, | think the development of student
dormitories using old buildings in the city cen-
ter is a pioneering approach.”

On the cultural front, the city is home to
the Yamagata Symphony Orchestra, one of
the 40 in the Association of Japanese Sym-
phony Orchestras. The Yamagata Interna-
tional Documentary Film Festival, held since
1989, attracts filmmakers and participants
from all over the world. Yamagata has been a
member of the UNESCO Creative Cities Net-
work in the film category since 2017.

In terms of education and child care, the
city operates the Yamagata City Library and
its four branches as well as facilities like
Copal, a playground designed to welcome
every child regardless of ability or back-
ground. It also runs consultation services to
provide support for parents and families in
collaboration with the nonprofit Florence.

Yamagata has also been trying to utilize
natural resources more effectively. The cen-

: tral part of the city is in a basin that experi-

Qlinc.
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i and cultural significance.

Kajo Park’s Higashi-
Otemon Gate, part of

the restored Yamagata
Castle grounds, was
designated a National
Historic Site in 1986.
Today, it stands as one of
Yamagata’s most scenic
destinations, renowned
for its cherry blossoms

i ences heavy snow in winter and intense heat

in summer, but its location on an alluvial fan
also provides abundant groundwater that is
used to melt snow on the streets in winter
and cool road surfaces in summer. Further-
more, the city has introduced “groundwater-
based air conditioning systems” in municipal
facilities. Since groundwater maintains a sta-
ble temperature, unlike the outdoors air used
by conventional air-conditioning systems,
using groundwater for cooling in summer
and heating in winter saves energy.

Motani said these initiatives have the

The Risshaku-ji temple complex, formally known as Hoshu-zan Risshaku-ji and more widely recognized by its

Momiji Park in
Higashihara, Yamagata
City YAMAGATA CITY

potential to contribute to solving regional

issues not only in Japan but also around the
world. “As urban decay progresses globally in
car-centric societies, Yamagata’s approach of
directly addressing this through the regener-
ation of pedestrian spaces should serve as a
model. At the same time, its efforts to pro-
mote seismic retrofitting of existing buildings
and to renovate them for reuse stand out
among other cities,” he said. He also highly
praised the city’s eco-friendly initiatives utiliz-
ing local resources, as well as its focus on cul-

i tural richness and diversity.

s

popular name Yamadera, meaning “mountain temple,” is one of Yamagata’s most iconic spiritual sites.
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Message from the mayor of Yamagata city

Takahiro Sato
MAYOR OF YAMAGATA CITY

It is my great honor
to host the 6th
Satoyama Practitio-
ners Networking
Event herein
Yamagata.

Yamagata is a his-
toric castle town that
flourished under
Lord Mogami Yoshiaki, who governed one of
the largest feudal domains in northern Japan,
valued at 570,000 koku of rice (enough to
feed half a million people). The city is blessed
with a wealth of history, nature and culture —
from Mount Zao, famed for its ethereal “snow
monsters” and hot springs, to the mountain
temple of Yamadera, immortalized by the
haiku master Matsuo Basho.

Our region is also deeply proud of its culi-
nary traditions. One of Yamagata’s most
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. beloved dishes is imoni — a taro-and-meat

i hotpot dish traditionally cooked outdoors by
i rivers in autumn. Yamagata is also known for
© its exceptional fruits, such as cherries and La
i France pears, which embody the richness of
- our land and the care of our farmers.

In 2017, Yamagata city was designated a

{ member of the UNESCO Creative Cities Net-
work in the field of film — the first city in

i Japan to receive this recognition. This honor
© reflects more than three decades of dedica-
i tion to fostering film culture through the

i internationally acclaimed Yamagata Interna-

tional Documentary Film Festival, first held in
1989. It also acknowledges the work of the
Yamagata Film Commission, which promotes
film production in the region, and the pres-
ence of the Tohoku University of Art and
Design, the only art university in northeast-
ern Japan nurturing the next generation of
visual storytellers.

Beyond film, Yamagata is home to the pro-

fessional Yamagata Symphony Orchestra, tra-
i ditional crafts such as Yamagata cast iron,
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. and a vibrant food

i culture boasting

i Japan’s highest per
: capita ramen con-

i sumption. By con-
. necting these

: diverse cultural

assets with other
sectors, we strive to
enhance their intrin-
sic value and realize
our vision of a “cre-
ative cultural city” —
one that builds a sus-
tainable future
through culture,
innovation and col-
laboration.

Equestrian statue of Mogami Yoshimitsu in Kajo Park YAMAGATA CITY

We are deeply hon-

ored that Yamagata has been selected as one
pathways toward sustainable communities. |
i look forward to welcoming everyone to
Yamagata and sharing the warmth and vital-
i ity of our city with you.

of The Japan Times’ Destination Regions

i 2025, recognizing cities that lead in sustain-

able regional development. | sincerely hope

| this Satoyama Practitioners Networking

M | BBEAR—EZFDS A WY
BEDEMIEGE ZREMHEEZRL VT,
W T, O LREEDMEEZSSD. Xbifh
DHOEHICEDHLVMMERHZBLC FFalRE
BEEEBEY [SULANEHET) OHEEICERVEAT
BUVET,
IO LIRVEHPHE - FE(XE [HELE

The 6th Satoyama Practitioners Networking Event

Event will inspire dialogue, creativity and new
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Organized by the Sustainable Japan Network and the city of Yamagata

Theme: Satoyama x Creative

Dates: Nov.1(Sat.) and 2 (Sun.) Venue: Yamagata City Public Health Center Large Conference Room

Schedule for 6th Satoyama Practitioners Networking event

The Japan Times Sustainable Japan Network and the city of Yamagata will co-host the 6th Satoyama Practitioners Networking Event.

This year’s event will focus on the theme “Satoyama x Creative: Regional Culture and International Exchange.” The program will feature a keynote
speech by Kosuke Motani, as well as a panel discussion with Daisuke Nakayama, president of Tohoku University of Art and Design; Takahiro Sato,
mayor of Yamagata City; and Hideki Nishihama, executive director of the Yamagata Symphony Orchestra. In addition, practitioners contributing to
regional revitalization across Japan and local high school students will share their activities and achievements from the perspectives.

SATOYAMA PRACTICAL EXCHANGE PROGRAM

STUDY TOUR

13:30 Opening remarks
KEYNOTE SPEECH

Theme: Unlocking Regional Potential Through Culture

PANEL DISCUSSION 1

Theme: International Exchange Through Culture

PANEL DISCUSSION 2

Theme: Yamagata as a Chosen Destination: Regional Appeal

COMMUNITY PRESENTATION 1

Creative City Yamagata: Q1 Yamagata Creative City Center and Other Key Facilities (tentative)

COMMUNITY PRESENTATION 2 (high school students)
High School Students x Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival

8:30 Meet at Yamagata Station

SITESTO VISIT:
1. Nanokamachi Goten-zeki

2.Yamagata City Local History Museum
3.Yamagata Creative City Center Q1
4. Imoni Experience at Roadside Station Yamagata Zao

5. Hira-Shimizu no Sato

* In Japanese only

To register, please visit this URL.

Keynote speech,

Kosuke Motani

sortium adviser

Panel discussion 1 moderator

Senior researcher at the Japan Research
Institute, the Japan Times Satoyama Con-

Panel discussion 2 moderator

Yuto Yoshida

Former mayor of Yokosuka city
Glocal Government Relationz Co. Ltd.
president

Panel discussion 1 panelist

Daisuke Nakayama
President, Tohoku University of Artand
Design

Asako Fujioka

Panel discussion 1 panelist

Vice director, Yamagata International
Documentary Film Festival

Panel discussion 1 panelist

Hideki Nishihama

Executive director, Yamagata Symphony
Orchestra

Panel discussion 2 panelist

Takahiro Sato
Mayor of Yamagata city

Panel discussion 2 panelist

Go Matsumoto

Professor, Faculty of Humanities and Social
Sciences, Yamagata University

Panel discussion 2 panelist

Jessica Speed
Writer, The Japan Times

Inquiries:

The JapanTimes Cube Inc.
Sustainable Japan Network Office
Email: satoyama@japantimes.co.jp
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The 6th Satoyama Practitioners Networking Event

Yamagata City Local History Museum

The Yamagata City Local History Museum
is housed in the Old Saiseikan Hospital
Building, a Western-style wooden struc-
ture completed in 1878 (Meiji 11), and is
now an Important Cultural Property.

Originally built as a prefectural hospital,

it was transferred to private management
in 1888 and became the main building of
the municipal Saiseikan Hospital in 1904.
The facility also once hosted a medical
school, where Dr. Albrecht von Roretz, an

Austrian, taught modern medicine — a sig-

nificant step in bringing Western medical
education to Japan.

Study tour: Site visit overview

; In 1966, the building was designated by
the national government as an Important

i Cultural Property. Following this recognition,
it was carefully dismantled, relocated and

i reconstructed within Kajo Park, a historic site
that once contained Yamagata Castle. The

i restoration was completed in 1969, and the

i building reopened in 1971 under its current
name, Yamagata City Local History Museum.
: Today, the museum’s first and second

i floors are open to the public, featuring

© exhibitions on regional history and medi-

i cal heritage that offer insight into Yamaga-

i ta’s modernization and cultural evolution.

© Qlinc.

Yamagata Creative City Center Q1

The Yamagata Creative City Center Q1, known
locally as just Q1, is a cultural hub that sym-
bolizes Yamagata’s vision as a UNESCO Cre-

building of the former Yamagata City Daiichi
Elementary School, originally constructed in
1927 (Showa 2) as the first reinforced con-
crete building in Yamagata Prefecture.

The name derives from Kyu Ichi Sho,
short for Old Daiichi Elementary School. It
also carries an additional layer of meaning:
Just as “question one” marks the beginning
of inquiry, Q1 aspires to be a place where
creativity begins with curiosity — a space
that encourages people to keep asking,

i exploring and creating.

Today, Q1 serves as a dynamic venue for

art, design, education and community col-
ative City. The facility occupies the renovated
commitment to cultural innovation and cre-
i ative exchange.

laboration, reflecting Yamagata’s ongoing

Influenced by German Expressionism

i and Art Deco, the building was one of

i Japan’s most advanced architectural works
i of its time. Serving as an elementary school
in central Yamagata for nearly 80 years, it

i was later recognized for its historical value

and designated a Registered Tangible Cul-

i tural Property in 2001, as well as a Heritage
i of Industrial Modernization in 2009.

Hirashimizu no Sato
(Hirashimizu Village, Yamagata City)

Nestled at the foot of Mount Chitose in

quil village renowned for its centuries-old

artisans continue to uphold the legacy of
handmade beauty.

Yamagata city, Hirashimizu no Sato is a tran-

pottery and craftsmanship. The area embod-
ies the spirit of Yamagata’s folk culture, where

Kusakizome Kobo Kameya

At Kameya, local craftsmen apply time-hon-
ored techniques of plant-based dyeing
(kusakizome) to create fabrics in natural
hues. The workshop’s dedication to slow,
sustainable processes mirrors the same
spirit of craftsmanship found in Hirashi-
mizu’s pottery — handmade, deeply rooted
and enduringly beautiful.

Shichiemon Kiln

With a history of nearly 200 years, Shich-
iemon Kiln is one of the most prominent
studios preserving the Hirashimizu-yaki

fide sourced from nearby Mount Chitose,
the kiln produces distinctive folk-style

charm. Each piece reflects the deep con-

ral surroundings of Yamagata.

pottery tradition. Using clay rich in iron sul-

ceramics known for their warmth and rustic

nection between the artisans and the natu-

La Jomon

La Jomon specializes exclusively in junmai
sake — pure rice sake made without the
addition of distilled alcohol. The shop also
offers limited-edition sakes available only
through select retailers, along with a
curated range of additive-free foods and
condiments. Each product reflects a com-
mitment to authenticity, purity and the
quiet richness of Yamagata’s culinary cul-
ture.

Yamagata Hanagasa Festival

Andrew Lee
Contributing writer

Held in several locations throughout Yamagata
Prefecture, the Hanagasa Festival sees peo-
ple parade through the streets wearing
sedge hats decorated with red flowers and
dancing to the tune of the folk song “Hana-
gasa Ondo.” The most famous of these is the
Yamagata Hanagasa Festival, held in August
in the city of Yamagata. The festival began
during the period of rapid economic growth
after World War 1. Businessman Yoshio Hat-
tori, then the president of the Yamagata
Shimbun newspaper and others, proposed
making the local dance a centerpiece of a
summer tourism promotion, and in 1963 the
Hanagasa Ondo Parade began. Two years
later, the event assumed its current form
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¢ when it became independent as the Yamagata
i Hanagasa Festival. Along with the three major

Tohoku festivals that predate World War Il
(Nebuta, Kanto and Sendai Tanabata), the
postwar Yamagata Hanagasa Festival is

¢ sometimes known as one of the four major

Tohoku festivals. It was even featured at the
Festival Plaza venue (designed by Kenzo
Tange) during the 1970 Osaka World Expo as

part of a Japanese festival event.

Published in Sustainable Magazine Japan by

The Japan Times on June 29, 2024
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Nanokamachi Goten-zeki, one of the five historic irrigation canals of Yamagata known as the Yamagata

B

Goseki, was redeveloped in 2010 and reborn as a charming commercial complex that blends traditional

waterways with modern urban life. YAMAGATA CITY
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Yamagata’s Zao Onsen SKi Resort is a classic beauty

Andrew Lee
Contributing writer

Each year between mid-November and April,
winter sports fans from around the world
flock to Japan for the country’s renowned
powder snow. Aussie snowboarders, in par-
ticular, have made Niseko in Hokkaido and

Hakuba in Nagano their winter homes, escap-

ing the hot summers Down Under.

But over the years, these well-known ski
resorts — Nagano’s Nozawa Onsen is another
— have become more foreign than Japanese
as the towns adopted a more international
vibe to cater to the influx of tourists.

One overlooked ski resort in Yamagata
Prefecture, however, offers a more local expe-
rience, balancing its long history as an onsen
town and sightseeing destination with some

of the longest ski runs and best powder snow
i to Sukawa Onsen Shrine, which are particularly
¢ beautiful in winter as steam from the hot
springs adds a soft, misty atmosphere to the

i snow-covered scene — and gives a slightly
eggy, but not unpleasant, aroma to the cold air.

in Japan.

Zao Onsen Ski Resort, located in the city of
Yamagata, has long been known for the pho-
togenic “snow monsters” that inhabit its
mountains in winter. Called juhyd, these sur-

real, otherworldly shapes form when freezing
i sets Zao apart from other ski resorts in Japan
but the skiing and snowboarding here are

i also exceptional. With 32 lifts scattered
across 14 slopes and 12 courses — including

i one that stretches 10 kilometers — Zao is one
i of the largest ski resorts in Japan, catering to
: skiers and snowboarders of all levels.

winds from the Sea of Japan coat fir trees
with layers of ice and snow. With the rise of
social media, the number of tourists visiting
Zao simply to take a snap of this unique land-
scape has surged. But what many of these
day-trippers overlook is the area’s excellent
skiing opportunities and the charm of its tra-
ditional onsen hospitality.

The hot springs in Zao were discovered
1,900 years ago, and during the Edo Period,
the waters became famous for their therapeu-

tic benefits, thanks to their high sulfur content
i stretch up to two hours, so purchasing a pri-
ority ticket online is highly recommended.

: From the top, you can either ride the lift back

and natural acidity. Today, Zao Onsen is home
to around 80 ryokan and hotels, many of
which offer a classic onsen experience, with
meals served in-room and private indoor or
outdoor baths. Several public onsen are also
available in town, including three unmanned
bathhouses — two of which are on Takayu-
dori street near the bus terminal.

This pleasant shétengai (shopping street)
has faced hard times in recent years, with
many elderly shop owners closing their busi-
nesses — a trend hastened by the lack of cus-
tomers during the pandemic. Recently, how-
ever, the street has been revitalized as a new
generation of shopkeepers move in, bringing
fresh ideas while carefully preserving its
quaint Japanese charm.

At the lower end of Takayu-dori, you will
find the newly established Manju Yunoka
Cafe, which serves coffee and local special-

that serves Japanese-style lunch sets

variety of onsen-themed souvenirs from
¢ around Japan, and Takayu Onsen Parlor,

. the mineral-rich footbath across the road.

! Sanchusen ropeways to the top of the moun-

: Chuo Ropeway is a great option, and the Sora
i Mado 1387 Cafe offers breathtaking views of

¢ taking a shinkansen to Yamagata Station, it’s
just a 30-minute drive to the resort, and

i a40-minute drive from Zao, or just 16 min-

. ties such as manja (hot spring buns), and
. skewers of tama konnyaku (balls of konjac

jelly simmered in soy sauce). In the evening
the cafe transforms into a tachinomi (stand-
ing bar) for those looking for some apres-ski
refreshments. Right next door is Zao Onsen

Shokudo, a new venture by a chef from Tokyo : | :

(teishoku), with plans for fine dining at night
in the near future.

Further along the street, which is heated in
winter to ensure it remains clear of snow, is
Zao Onsen Yutabiya Takayudo, which sells a

where you can participate in traditional
onsen activities such as table tennis or pick
up a soda to drink while soothing your feet in

At the top of Takayu-dori are stairs leading

Itis this traditional onsen-town feel that

To see the juhyd, ride the Sanrokusen and

tain, or book a Nightcruiser snow tractor ride
to view the illuminated trees at night. On
clear days, queues for the ropeway can

down or ski along the resort’s longest course,
which takes you up close to the snow mon-
sters. For regular runs, the less crowded

Diamond Valley, along with croissants that
are simply enormous.

Another advantage Zao has over more
remote ski resorts is its accessibility. After

buses are also available. This means staying
at a hotel in the center of the city is a conve-
nient option for travelers.

While in Yamagata, a day trip to the village
of Yamadera is highly recommended. About

i appear to float among the frosted trees. At

: cedarwood building in Japan and a desig-
i nated Important Cultural Property. Built in

; also home to the Eternal Flame, brought from

: which has been kept burning ever since.

: mountain. It is said that as visitors ascend
i they are steadily released from their earthly

i das’ cries/ sink into the rocks). There is a
memorial stone at the spot where Basho

: temples and the wintry landscape of the val-

Zao Onsen is popular among locals and tourists for its ski slopes.

YAMAGATA

utes on the Senzan Line from Yamagata Sta-
ion, Yamadera (meaning “mountain temple”)
s home to the historic Risshaku-ji Buddhist ‘
emple complex.

Visiting here in winter is magical. The
mountain forest is blanketed in snow, and the
emple buildings perched atop the cliffs

he entrance to the temple grounds sits the
mpressive Konpon Chudo Hall, the oldest

356, the hall houses several Buddha statues

Period sutras. Risshaku-ji’'s head priest,
Seiden Kiyohara, explains that the temple is

Kyoto’s Enryaku-ji Temple 1,100 years ago,

The grounds of Risshaku-ji once contained
over 100 temple buildings, of which about 30
remain, including Okunoin Temple at the top
of the 1,015 steps that wind their way up the

desires, and it was along this path that the
poet Matsuo Basho composed one of his
best-known haiku: Shizukesa ya / iwa ni shi-
miiru / semi no koe (Such stillness / the cica-

stopped to write the haiku.

The icy steps can be treacherous in winter,
but the one-hour climb is worth it for the
stunning panorama at the top, whichis like
stepping into an ink painting of snow-capped

i ley beyond.

In the town below there are plenty of

. places to rest after the hike. At Endo, a restau-

rant and souvenir shop across the river, a
cute hand-drawn map by “The Lovely Shop
Ladies of Yamadera” can be picked up and is
full of local insight into the town. Make sure

i totry the chikara (power) tama konnyaku at
Endo. Also on the map is Taimenseki, a res-

taurant known for its unique Basho-yaki
dango (sweet dumplings), and Shoseido, a
famous confectionery store selling moroko-

: i shi sweets handmade from adzuki bean pow-
: over 1,000 years old and 600 volumes of Edo

der and sugar, which are then shaped using

i wooden molds with the word “Yamadera” on
i them. And Fumotoya on the main shotengai
serves the best cherry soft-serve ice cream —
i amust-try, as Yamagata is known for its

i sakuranbo cherries.

The pace of life seems slower in Yamagata.

¢ From relaxing in Zao’s onsens after an enjoy-

¢ able day of skiing to the tranquility of the

{ mountain hike at Yamadera, visitors are

i encouraged to slow down and take it all in. For
those ready to trade Japan’s busy ski resorts

i for something more authentic, Yamagata
offers a different kind of winter escape.
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Yamagata film festival to gather documentaries from around world

Maiko Muraoka
Contributing writer

Yamagata Prefecture, lying roughly 300 kilo-
meters north of Tokyo on the Sea of Japan
side of the Tohoku region, is blessed with
abundant nature in diverse terrain, including
mountains, basins, plains and rivers. In addi-
tion to its agricultural products such as cher-
ries and edamame and its 225 hot springs
and ski resorts, Yamagata is known as a
mecca of documentary films.

In the city of Yamagata, the prefectural
capital, the Yamagata International Documen-
tary Film Festival (YIDFF) is held every two
years, gathering fans from all over the world.

This year, it will be held from Oct. 9 to 16 at
various venues throughout the city, including
Yamagata Central Public Hall, Yamagata Citi-
zens’ Hall, the Forum Yamagata movie theater
and Yamagata Creative City Center Q1. The
nonprofit festival’s chairperson, Itaru Kato, and
YIDFF Tokyo Office Director Haruka Hama
spoke about the appeal of this film festival.

The Yamagata International Documentary
Film Festival began in 1989 as part of the
100th anniversary celebrations of the city’s
establishment. Unlike most anniversary
events, what makes this festival truly remark-
able is that it has continued for 36 years, con-
sistently attracting about 22,000 visitors
from around the world.

Kato said that even before the film festival
began, there was already a vibrant community
of people who organized independent screen-
ings. “In urban areas, there are many movie

i atmosphere is one of the reasons why the film
festival has continued for so long,” he said.

become famous is its temporary Komian

i Club, a social hub that operates in the Japa-
nese-style restaurant Sanjusangendo at the
i Washington Hotel Yamagata Nanokamachi.
| The charge is ¥500 ($3.50), which includes

i one drink and snacks. “Why do people come
i all the way to Yamagata? It is because they

¢ want to enjoy conversations with other visi-

i theaters where you can watch the films you

© like as well as the latest releases, but in rural

i areas, there were few movie theaters, and it
was not possible to see popular films right

i away,” he said. In response, citizens invested in
i establishing Forum Yamagata. This initiative
has since expanded across the Tohoku region,
i forming the Forum Cinema Network.

“The city is relatively small, so the entire
town is enveloped in the atmosphere of the
film festival during the festival week,” Kato
said. Foreigners become a common sight
around the city, and lively discussions about
films among fans and industry professionals
can be heard in every shop. “The fact that the
townspeople have also come to enjoy this

One feature of the festival that has

tors after watching movies,” Kato said.

“In addition to the Q&A sessions for direc-
tors and the audience at the venues, one of the
attractions of this film festival is that there are
many opportunities to meet people outside
theaters, such as running into a director of a
film that left a strong impression on you at the
Komian Club or elsewhere in town,” Hama said.

A new civic hall that is scheduled to open

i only the information they want. This year’s ;
¢ YIDFF International Competition received 1,318

i be screened during the festival, competing for
i five awards. Hama noted that screenings will

in 2029 will also become one of the venues

for the festival and a place for people to
gather and interact.

Hama said serendipitous encounters with
new films are a major joy of the festival, espe-
cially in an age when people tend to seek out

entries from 129 countries. Fifteen of them will

also be held in Tokyo the year after the festi-
val, and that many award-winning films from
past competitions can be rented.

A program named New Asian Currents will
feature about 20 Asian documentaries. This
year’s special programs include Unscripted:
The Art of Direct Cinema, on experimental
documentary methods developed in the U.S.
in the 1960s, and Palestine — Memory of the
Land, focusing on personal histories relating

2023 sayonara
party YAMAGATA
INTERNATIONAL
DOCUMENTARY FILM
FESTIVAL

to the current issues in the region.

The program Yamagata and Film includes
records of the first festival. While some of
these have been previously released, this
new collection also brings together and digi-
tizes parts that have never been made public.

“Amid various circumstances — including
some countries being at war or having political

! situations that make visits impossible — | hope

that this film festival will continue to function
as a safety net where people from various
countries can gather and talk,” said Hama.

[=] 5t [=]
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Dewaya: Pure flavors of local northern cooking

Robbie Swinnerton
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

The town of Nishikawa, home to the
Dewaya restaurant and inn, is about 40
minutes by car from Yamagata Station. Nes-
tled in the foothills of the famous Mount
Gassan, the town receives a lot of snow
even for Japan’s snowy northern region,
sometimes piling up to more than 5 meters
by February. The population is just under
5,000 people. Sericulture, forestry and min-
ing once thrived in the area but have since
declined, now replaced by the tourism
industry, which centers on summer hiking,
spring skiing and hot springs on and around
Mount Gassan.

Dewaya was established in 1918 as an inn
serving ascetics traveling to the Three
Mountains of Dewa — Mount Gassan, Mount
Yudono and Mount Haguro — which are
objects of veneration for followers of Shu-
gendo and other mountain-worshipping
religions. Haruki Sato is the fourth genera-
tion to carry on the family business, learn-
ing his trade at a high-end Japanese restau-
rant in Tokyo and elsewhere before return-
ing home to Nishikawa in 2013.

MEPE ] HHSF)IETIE IR ILFEERD SETH 40
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“The first thing | did was build connec-

. tions with traditional hunters, skilled forag-
i ers of wild vegetables and other local food
i producers. That strengthened my commit-

ment to making the natural abundance of
Mount Gassan and wild vegetable dishes
the focus of the restaurant,” he said.

In spring, the menu features as many as
30 types of wild vegetables. In summer,
guests feast on bamboo shoots picked on

¢ Mount Gassan, sweet-and-salty glazed but- | |
: terbur stems, and ayu (sweetfish) and kajika
i (sculpin) from the rivers. In fall there are i

wild mushrooms and nuts, and in winter
wild game makes an appearance.
Accommodation and two meals starts at
¥19,800 ($150) per night. Restaurant service
alone is available starting at ¥6,600 for
either lunch or dinner. The “chef’s table”
package, including one night’s accommoda-

tion and two meals prepared personally by
. Sato, starts at ¥38,500, or ¥19,800 for one

meal without accommodation. This latter
option is of course popular with foodies.
The literal chef’s table is a counter made of
ancient zelkova wood, newly refurbished in
January 2023. At the time of this interview
in January, the 12-course meal included tur-
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nips and spinach grown by Sato’s brother
Akina, who is the assistant chef at the res-

© taurant. The vegetables, harvested from
beneath deep snow, were incredibly sweet.

The meal included many local dishes avail-
able only here, such as an unusual moss
called “hermit’s mist” that grows on beech
trees, served in a walnut sauce, as well as
simmered pheasant and hotpot of Asiatic
black bear supplied by traditional hunters.
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Unlike coastal Yamagata cities such as

. Sakata that thrived in the Edo Period as
i ports of call for the Kitamaebune shipping
i route, Nishikawa was an impoverished

mountain area until the bubble years of the
1980s. The food prepared at Dewaya draws
on the knowledge of earlier generations
who lived through hard times. Wild vegeta-
bles harvested in spring were dried or
salted for use in winter. Because people

¢ could not afford kombu or katsuobushi
© (dried bonito) to make flavorful broth, they
: used plenty of mushrooms and wild vegeta-

bles to add umami. These are the pure fla-
vors of local cooking, distinct from the
Kyoto-style cuisine that became popular
throughout Japan following World War II. It
is Sato’s enduring aim to share this “flavor
of the mountains” with the wider world.

. Dewaya
: 68 Mazawa, Nishikawamachi,

Nishimurayama-gun, Yamagata Prefecture
https://www.dewaya.com
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French cuisine in Yamagata, home of ‘brand’ foods

Taeko Terao
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

Over the past 20 years, French restaurants in
regional areas of Japan have improved dra-
matically in quality while also increasing in
number. Even today, however, the Tohoku
region has relatively few. Restaurant Pas Mal
could be called the sole authentic French res-
taurant in the city of Yamagata. Owner-chef
Yusuke Murayama strives for true gastro-
nomic cuisine. His dishes emphasize classic
sauces making extensive use of wine and
brandy — a cooking style that has become
less common even in France — and the
“stars” of these creations are local ingredi-
ents. For regional restaurants, using fresh
and inexpensive locally sourced ingredients
is usually considered an advantage, but the
situation in Yamagata is different.

Murayama said: “Starting with cherries
and Yamagata beef, foods produced in
Yamagata are considered premium-quality
brands and distributed at high prices outside
the prefecture, especially in the Tokyo area.
In these circumstances, they can’t be used at
restaurants in the local area, where prices are
lower. When local residents go out to eat,
they almost always go to an izakaya pub
where the average cost per person is ¥4,000
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to ¥5,000 ($27 to $34). It has become the
norm in these places to use a lot of products
from overseas, including vegetables. In other
words, Yamagata residents have few oppor-
tunities to enjoy Yamagata ingredients when
they dine out. | want to change this situation.
First of all, | create dishes with the idea that

local people should know about the appeal of

ingredients from Yamagata Prefecture.”
Featured in these dishes are the bounties of

the region, which is blessed with the right con-

ditions for producing delicious foods — the

i presence of the sea and the mountains as well

as extremes of temperature. Sangenton pork

i and Shonai duck from Hirata Farms are used to
¢ make rillettes (spreadable pate). Spear squid is

featured in tarts. Main dishes include amadai
(tilefish) and venison. Edible chrysanthemums,
long grown in the region, appear as a garnish.
Locally grown almonds and raspberries are
used as well. Also on the menu is the local dish
imoni (a soup including taro, meat and vegeta-
bles), made with consomme instead of the tra-
ditional soy sauce — an ingenious fusion of
local ingredients and French cuisine.
Murayama opened a bistro in the city of
Tendo in 2002. When he moved to his current
location and reopened in 2017, he changed
course and transformed the bistro into a gour-

: met French restaurant. The establishment is
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E managed mainly by Murayama and his

younger brother Tatsuaki, the maitre d’, who
was previously engaged in wine production

¢ overseas. At ¥11,000 and ¥16,000 (including

tax and service), the dinner course prices are
extraordinarily high for the city of Yamagata.
“I want to raise the average dining cost

¢ throughout Yamagata Prefecture,” said

Murayama. “Last May it was reported that the
population of Yamagata Prefecture was a little
over 1,040,000. That was a decrease of 1.31%

¢ from the previous year — the fourth-largest

rate of decrease in Japan. The only way to do

¢ business in this situation is to make excellent
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cuisine that draws tourists. Yamagata special-

i What I want to communicate to the younger

ties like ramen and soba are fine, too, but |
think gastronomic restaurants really have the
power to attract customers from far away.

generation is not that you can make more
money in Tokyo, but that you can also make a
living in Yamagata Prefecture. | often tell

i young chefs who have trained in Tokyo and

come back to Yamagata, I'm raising my prices,
so you should raise yours too.”
People from outside the prefecture (mainly

© the Tokyo area) currently comprise 80% of the

restaurant’s clientele, but the number of local
customers is increasing. To further raise aware-

i ness among the area’s residents, Murayama
periodically carries out collaborations with

famous chefs from other regions and reports
on them inside and outside the prefecture.

. Without a doubt, Yamagata Prefecture’s future

culinary scene is in the process of transforming.

Restaurant Pas Mal

i 2-3-16, Nanuka-machi, Yamagata-shi,

Yamagata Prefecture
https://yamagatafrench-pasmal.com
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AUTHENTIC JAPAN SELECTION

OSTERIA SINCERITA

For more information on
Destination Restaurants,
please scan.

Opened in April 2023, the restaurant Stanza
della Sincerita is part of the tiny three-room
hot spring inn Osteria Sincerita in Yamagata
Prefecture’s Okitama region. Chef Makoto
Harada is attracting attention with dishes cre-
ated using Yamagata beef and other locally
produced ingredients.

3005, Akayu, Nanyo, Yamagata Prefecture
https://osteria-sincerita.com/jp/
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YAMAGATA TRAVEL INFORMATION

STAY YAMAGATA

Yamagata tour guide book

YAMAGATARI
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See, experience, learn, eat and relax.
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STAY YAMAGATA
The official tourism website of Yamagata, Japan
Yamagata City Tourlsmw_l_:tli’g 0
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Yamagata Tour Guide Book }fj EI
"YAMAGATARI" )

YAMAGATA Jyuni Kagetsu

Yamagata City Tourism Association Official Website
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