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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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Mount Fuji above Lake Ashi.



Dusk falls on Shibuya, where trendy Tokyoites amass at the world’s busiest crossing. The walk signal turns green and a scramble ensues, resembling a human pinball machine. Meanwhile, in the ancient capital of Kyoto, a geisha’s wooden clogs make a distinct clicking sound as she whisks along the cobblestones of Ponto-chō alley.

Tradition and modernity have a unique way of mingling in Japan. Kyoto, and on a slightly smaller scale Kanazawa, on the western coast of Central Honshu, are treasure troves of traditional culture, from temples to tea ceremonies, though the rush of tourists reminds you that the present is never far away. Hypermodern Tokyo and Osaka are urban dream worlds of pop culture and cutting-edge technology, but serene parks, temples, and gardens allow you to find pockets of Zen even in the heart of the urban metropolis.

The food is another study in contrasts. Whether it’s a sidewalk ramen stall in Fukuoka, a countryside izakaya (Japanese pub) in a hamlet in the Japan Alps, or a sushi spread in Hokkaido, Japanese cuisine deserves all the praise that it gets. A deep sense of craftsmanship, as well as connoisseurship, informs Japan’s fastidious attention to detail in everything from sword-making and distilling whisky to DJ bar sound systems tuned to pin-drop perfection.
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lanterns in Hyakumangoku Matsuri
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Tokyo Bay
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freshly caught scallops being prepared at a restaurant near Ise



Japan’s natural wonders exert as much pull as its culture. For a country of its size, the range of terrain is striking—from the sweeping vistas of Hokkaido and the Japan Alps of Central Honshu, to the mist-shrouded peaks of Shikoku and the volcanoes of Kyushu in the south. This landscape means access to hiking and hot springs year-round, and skiing in winter. The string of islands southwest of Kyushu, the largest being Okinawa, add world-class beaches and scuba diving. And when cherry blossoms blanket the entire country every spring, friends throw hanami (flower viewing) parties under the colorful branches.

Above all else, the hospitality of the people—from dark-suited office workers striving to power Japan Inc., to renegade chefs and teens seeking transcendence by dressing like their favorite anime characters—is what makes a trip to Japan special. The Japanese have a history of dusting themselves off and rebuilding after setbacks, from the ashes of World War II to the aftermath of the March 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami. Most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic dealt a blow to Tokyo’s Olympics, which were delayed for a year and were the world’s first without spectators. Yet, as the haze of the pandemic slowly lifts, there’s a buzz of optimism in the air, and Japan is eager to welcome back visitors to fall under its subtle spell.
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stone statues in Kamakura
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Okayama-jō.
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dancers in the Kōenji Awa Odori festival





14 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Crossing through the ancient torii gates of Tokyo’s Meiji Jingū or Kyoto’s Fushimi Inari-Taisha.
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2 Wandering the sculpted beauty of Kenroku-en, one of Japan’s most exquisite gardens.
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3 Immersing yourself in Tokyo’s nightlife, whether you’re bar-hopping in Shinjuku, or sipping Japanese whisky in a connoisseur’s bar.
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4 Coming face to face with Mount Fuji, whether marveling at it from afar or climbing it up close.
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5 Savoring kaiseki ryōri, a seasonal feast for all the senses that represents Japanese cuisine at its most refined, in its birthplace of Kyoto.
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6 Bedding down for the night in a traditional ryokan, feeling the warm welcome of the Japanese hospitality tradition known as omotenashi.
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7 Escaping modern Japan in the folk villages of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama, where thatched-roof farmhouses evoke a fairy-tale scene.
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8 Tasting the best fried food in Osaka, Japan’s lively, neon-lit street food capital.
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9 Taking in world-class art next to sublime seaside panoramas in the picturesque, forward-thinking Art Islands.
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10 Trekking to a temple, whether you’re climbing the 1,000 steps of Yamadera or walking part of the 88-Temple Pilgrimage.
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11 Dancing and merry-making at a traditional festival; Awa Odori in Shikoku and Nebuta Matsuri in Tohoku are two of the best.
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12 Soaking in toasty, mineral-rich waters in an onsen on Kyushu, which boasts more hot-spring baths than any other island in Japan.
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13 Skiing through fresh powder at Niseko or one of Hokkaido’s other world-class ski resorts.
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14 Lounging on the remote beaches of the Kerama Islands in Japan’s tropical far-south.



Planning Your Trip

Where to Go

Tokyo

The high-octane capital should be top priority for any first visit to the country. Tokyo is quintessential modern Japan, a pop-cultural and economic juggernaut, and base of the national government. The dynamic city is a feast for the senses, with world-class food, nightlife, and shopping. It’s also the most networked transport hub in Japan, with two international airports and extensive rail links to the rest of the country.

Around Tokyo

The region surrounding Tokyo offers a number of enticing side trips that are perfect if you have limited time. South of Tokyo is Japan’s second-largest city, cosmopolitan Yokohama, with a buzzing nightlife scene, and the ancient seaside feudal capital of Kamakura, with its rich Buddhist heritage. West of there, Hakone is a good pick for an onsen (hot spring) experience, with Japan’s most famous peak, Mount Fuji, looming nearby. Northeast of Tokyo is the alpine town of Nikko, an ancient center of mountain worship with flamboyant temples, shrines, and mausoleums.
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What’s New

• Tokyo has a new station on the Yamanote line, Takanawa Gateway, which was opened in preparation for the 2020 Summer Olympics. This high-tech hub is staffed by robots that clean and offer guidance, and even an unattended convenience store.

• Both Miyajima’s iconic “floating” torii gate and Dōgo Onsen’s historical bathhouse are being revamped. The bathhouse is only partially accessible, while Miyajima’s gate can be seen, albeit wrapped in scaffolding.

• Reconstruction works on two iconic castles—Kumamoto-jō in the city of its namesake, damaged by an earthquake in 2016; and Naha’s Shuri-jō, ravaged by a fire in 2019—are ongoing. Both castles can now be viewed in part; Kumamoto’s main keep reopened to the public in the summer of 2021, but rebuilding could be ongoing for a few decades in other parts of the mammoth complex. Renovations on Naha’s vermillion citadel expected to be done around 2026.

• Nationwide, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has knocked many businesses off balance. Be sure to check the website of a given business, whether it be a shrine, restaurant, or bar, before making the trip.



Central Honshu

With the lion’s share of the country’s highest peaks, the Japan Alps offer excellent hiking in warmer months and abundant powder for skiing and snowboarding in winter. Tucked into valleys, rural hamlets oozing rustic charm and historic centers like Matsumoto and Takayama welcome visitors to their charming townscapes. To the west, beside the Sea of Japan, the city of Kanazawa offers a low-key alternative to Kyoto, with its samurai and geisha quarters and dreamy old garden of Kenroku-en.

Kyoto

Alongside the modern capital of Tokyo, the ancient capital of Kyoto should be top priority for any first journey to Japan. This is the best place to explore traditional culture, to see geisha, to try a tea ceremony, to shrine- and temple-hop, to eat kaiseki ryori (haute Japanese cuisine), to stay in a high-end ryokan, and to gaze at various styles of gardens, from landscape to raked gravel. Step away from the top sights to discover a slower, more local side of the city, beyond the tourist throngs.

Kansai

A great complement to Kyoto, the Kansai region is home to Osaka, a fun place to eat, drink, and carouse with legendarily friendly locals. Nearby, the small town of Nara, home to the famed Great Buddha of Tōdai-ji, is a great place to see traditional Japan, minus Kyoto’s crowds. The attractive port city of Kobe is known for its high-end beef and jazz, while Himeji has Japan’s best castle. Farther afield, you’ll discover spiritual hot spots like Kōya-san and the Kumano Kodō pilgrimage route.

Western Honshu

The urbanized, sun-drenched southern coast along the gorgeous Inland Sea is home to the vibrant, modern incarnation of Hiroshima, as well as the famed “floating” torii shrine gate of Miyajima’s Itsukushima-jinja. This is juxtaposed against a mellow northern shore on the Sea of Japan side, where the heart of “old Japan” still beats strong. Picturesque historic towns like Matsue and the Izumo Taisha grand shrine offer the chance to see a slower, simpler, more local side of Japan free of tourist hype.

Shikoku

Rustic and remote, with a gorgeous coastline and the sparkling Inland Sea, one of the world’s most beautiful seascapes, to its north, Shikoku is best known for its arduous 88-temple pilgrimage circuit that runs clockwise around the island and can be done in part or in full. The rugged interior is best explored in the Iya Valley region, where vine bridges and hillside hamlets of thatched-roof houses beckon. And in August, Awa Odori, Japan’s most exciting traditional summer festival, takes place in Tokushima.

Tohoku

Located on the northern end of Honshu, Tohoku is a mountainous region steeped in legend. Here you’ll find spiritual pilgrimage routes, mountaintop temples, stunning natural vistas, hidden hot springs, and some of the best summer festivals in Japan. It’s also the home of the pine-covered islands of Matsushima. This is a wonderful region to explore if your goal is to go where the vast majority of tourists don’t.

Hokkaido

The hub of Japan’s final frontier is the bustling city of Sapporo, known for its hearty cuisine. The remainder of the island’s inhabitants live in laid-back fishing towns, which serve superb seafood. Beyond the towns, the northernmost main island is awash with unspoiled nature. Come here to experience the wild side of Japan, from world-class skiing and snowboarding in winter to hiking, wildflowers, and wildlife-spotting in summer. Not to mention, it’s culturally the homeland of Japan’s indigenous people, the Ainu.

Kyushu

Volcanic, subtropical, and spiritual, Kyushu has deep ties to Shinto myth. It’s also where Japan first encountered the West when Portuguese sailors made landfall in 1543. Today you can eat street food in Fukuoka; stroll through dynamically reborn Nagasaki; sip shōchū in Kagoshima; peer into the caldera of an active volcano, or relax in an onsen—of which there are more here than on any other island in Japan. A trip to Kyushu works well when combined with the emerald isles of Yakushima and Okinawa, Japan’s subtropical side.

Okinawa and the Southwest Islands

The long bow of subtropical islands extending southwest from Kyushu toward Taiwan have a culture, diet, and laid-back pace distinct from the rest of Japan. The main transport hub, Naha, is located on the main island, Okinawa-Hontō, where the region’s ties to World War II are still visible. Remote beaches and scuba diving meccas cover the islands to the south. The ancient green forests of Yakushima, to the north, boast some of the best hiking in Japan.
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Ishigaki-jima, one of the Southwest Islands



Know Before You Go

When to Go

Most of Japan has four distinct seasons, interspersed by a few rainy periods, though the country’s diverse geography means the climate varies. Spring (roughly late March through mid-June) and autumn (October through early December) are the most pleasant times of year to visit the country. That said, it’s a year-round destination, with each season offering its own draw.
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Philosopher’s Path
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Kakunodate in autumn





SPRING

Spring begins to creep northward from Kyushu around early to mid-March and hits most of Honshu soon after. Spring tends to be cool (8-24°C/46-75°F in Tokyo)—gradually warming through April and May—with patches of rain. Cherry blossoms start to bloom from around early to mid-March in Kyushu, late March in Tokyo, and around early May in Hokkaido, where spring temperatures range -1-17°C (30-63°F). Overall, it’s a great time to visit.


Hanami and Kōyō

In Japan, the coming of the sakura (cherry blossoms) marks the transition from winter into spring. It is a glorious time to be in the country, underscoring just how much the seasons figure into the nation’s psyche. People flock to parks and riversides around the country, sitting under the pink boughs in an annual rite known as hanami (flower viewing). In autumn, a more subdued, though equally Japanese pastime known as kōyō takes place when the leaves of maples, gingkos, and more blanket the country in an earth-tone palette of red, orange, yellow, tan, and brown.

WHEN TO SEE CHERRY BLOSSOMS AND AUTUMN FOLIAGE

Hanami tends to sweep through Japan’s geographical core—Tokyo extending south and west through Kansai and beyond—around the last week of March and the first week of April, heading north through Tohoku mid- to late April and reaching Hokkaido in late April-early May.

Peak kōyō runs mid-November to mid-December for much of the southern half of Japan, including the Tokyo and Kansai regions and a large swath of southern Kyushu. Expect the leaves to turn from late September-early November in higher altitudes. If you’re in the mountains of Central Honshu or Tohoku, aim to see the autumnal display from mid-October-late November in the lower elevations, or late September-early November in the mountains. In Hokkaido, the leaves turn early, from late September-early October.

Being in Japan during either season is magical, but be forewarned: These are peak travel times. To ensure you’re not left with slim pickings for accommodations, or paying maximum yen, plan any travel during these times early. Think 9-12 months in advance. Keep in mind that weekdays will be less hectic than weekends.

BEST SPOTS









	 
	Hanami
	Kōyō





	Tokyo
	Ueno-kōen; Yoyogi-kōen; Inokashira-kōen
	Shinjuku Gyōen; Koishikawa Kōrakuen



	Around Tokyo
	Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū shrine, Kamakura
	Hakone



	Central Honshu
	Matsumoto-jō; Kenroku-en, Kanazawa
	Shirakawa-gō



	Kyoto
	The Philosopher’s Path; Heian-jingū
	Kiyomizu-dera; Tōfuku-ji; Jōjakkō-ji



	Kansai
	Osaka-jō; Himeji-jō
	Nara-kōen



	Western Honshu
	Hiroshima’s Peace Memorial Park; Miyajima
	Momijidani-kōen, Miyajima



	Tohoku
	Aoba Castle, Sendai; Kakunodate
	Yamadera; Geibi-kei Gorge



	Hokkaido
	Moerenuma Park, Sapporo; Goryōkaku Park, Hakodate
	Daisetsuzan National Park



	Shikoku
	Matsuyama-jō; Ritsurin-kōen
	Iya Valley



	Kyushu
	Kumamoto-jō
	Kurokawa Onsen; Yufuin







Except for Hokkaido, most of Japan is wet throughout June, during the tsuyu (rainy season). Overcast skies with patches of rain and the occasional all-day shower are the norm during this period, though there are plenty of sunny days in between, too.

SUMMER

From July through September things can be downright stifling, with furnace-like temperatures (23-31°C/73-88°F in Tokyo) and high humidity throughout much of the country, save for Hokkaido, which is slightly cooler (14-26°C/57-79°F). While less amenable than spring, the months of July and August can be a fun time to visit the country due to a plethora of vibrant festivals held throughout this sweltering period. Among the best are Fukuoka’s Hakata Gion Matsuri (first half of July), Kyoto’s Gion Matsuri (most of July, culminating on July 17), Osaka’s Tenjin Matsuri (July 25), Aomori’s Nebuta Matsuri (Aug. 2-7), Akita’s Kanto Matsuri (Aug. 3-6), and Tokushima’s Awa Odori (Aug. 12-15). If you’re visiting the country during any of these bashes, book accommodations well in advance (three months or more, to be safe).

AUTUMN

In September and early October, massive typhoons whip through Okinawa, then move northward through Kyushu, Shikoku, and Honshu, but normally stop short of Hokkaido. These storms have been known to wreak havoc on parts of Japan, with torrential rain and even devastating floods on occasion. These extreme cases aside, it’s perfectly safe to travel during this time of year. Just be sure to keep an eye on the weather forecast.

Autumn proper starts from around early October and lasts through November in Tohoku and Hokkaido (fall temperatures range 1-6°C/34-62°F in Sapporo), extending into the first half of December for much of Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu (10-22°C/50-72°F in Tokyo). This is one of the most pleasant times to visit Japan. As temperatures drop, blazing foliage ripples through the country, with November being the high point. Rates for accommodations do spike around this time in scenic places, so book ahead if you plan to venture into nature.

WINTER

Winter sets in from mid-December through mid-March, with temperatures varying significantly across the country (2-12°C/36-54°F in Tokyo, -8-2°C/18-36°F in Sapporo). Okinawa never really gets cold—temperatures range 14-19°C (57-66°F) even in January.

The Sea of Japan side of Honshu is frigid, windy, and snowy, while the Pacific side is cold, dry, and crisp, with clear skies and little snow. Meanwhile, Hokkaido and the western half of Tohoku have some of the heaviest average snowfalls on Earth. Legendary powder also accumulates in the Japan Alps. This means great skiing and snowboarding. There are also excellent winter festivals, with the huge Sapporo Snow Festival, the intimate Otaru Snow Light Path Festival, and the dramatic, fiery Nozawa Onsen Dosojin Matsuri atop the list.

HANAMI AND OTHER BUSY TIMES

High season in Japan includes hanami (cherry blossom viewing) season (roughly late March-early April), the Golden Week holidays (April 29-May 5), Obon (roughly August 10-17), and the kōyō (autumn foliage) craze in November. To avoid crowds, it’s best not to visit the country during these periods, as trains, highways, and hotels will overflow with domestic travelers from around the time the cherry blossoms start to bloom, around early to mid-March in Kyushu, late March in Tokyo, and early May in Hokkaido.

SLOWER MONTHS

Less hectic months include June, the dead of summer (July, August besides Obon, and September), October, and December. Aside from ski resorts, which do brisk business, the period of January through March is low season for the rest of the country. Deals can be had during any of these off months, especially if you plan several months ahead.

Things generally remain in operation throughout the year, the one exception being the New Year holidays (December 29-January 3), when everything but convenience stores, some chain restaurants, and most accommodations (at elevated rates) closes down for the holidays. While experiencing Japan’s New Year traditions is one point in favor of visiting over the New Year holidays, it’s probably best to come at another time.

Passports and Visas

To enter Japan, you’ll need a passport valid for the duration of your trip from the date of your arrival in the country. Although you may not be asked to show it, you’re legally obligated to have an onward ticket for either a flight or ferry out of Japan for a return trip or a future leg of the journey elsewhere. So have something in hand just in case.

If you’re coming from the U.S., Canada, the UK, most European countries, Australia, or New Zealand, you’ll be granted a 90-day single-entry visa on arrival. South African citizens will need to apply for a 90-day tourist visa at their closest embassy or consulate. For passport holders from the UK, Ireland, and a number of other European countries (Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Lichtenstein), it’s possible to extend your visa for another 90 days. This requires a trip to the closest immigration bureau and paying a ¥4,000 fee. For a list of the 68 nations not required to apply for a visa to travel to Japan, visit www.mofa.go.jp/j_info/visit/visa/short/novisa.html.

What to Take

One of the beautiful things about Japan is its well-stocked convenience stores. These one-stop shops, selling everything from toiletries and undershirts to bento-box meals and portable phone chargers, umbrellas, cosmetics, and more, are ubiquitous throughout urbanized Japan, making it easy to pick up anything you’ve forgotten to pack.

Nonetheless, there are a few items you’d be wise to bring. For one: shoes that are easy to take on and off (slip-ons work best). You’ll likely find yourself taking off your shoes much more than you’re used to—in someone’s home, in a temple, and so on. Also pack any medications and accompanying prescriptions you may need. Be sure to check Japan’s strict laws on medication before traveling with medicine. The U.S. Embassy provides helpful information on their website about this matter: https://jp.usembassy.gov/u-s-citizen-services/doctors/importing-medication [URL inactive].

The electrical outlets in Japan are the same shape as those in the United States, so travelers with devices from the UK or Europe may need a plug adapter. The voltage is 100V; many modern electronics are dual voltage, so a converter may not be necessary, but check your devices to be sure.

It also pays to be aware of Japan’s love of gift-giving. This is especially important if you plan to meet anyone who may invite you to their home. It need not be expensive. Some kind of a sweet snack or beverage that can be shared, a recording of interesting music, or some kind of decorative item would all do. A little gift goes a long way in Japan.

Planning Ahead

There are a few things that need to be in order before you leave for Japan. If you plan to get a Japan Rail Pass (www.japanrailpass.net), a great value if you plan on making full use of the country’s extensive train network, you must purchase it before traveling to Japan. You cannot buy a JR Pass once you are in Japan.

If you’re planning to travel to some of the more remote parts of Japan and want to rent a car, make sure you’ve already gotten your international driver’s license (IDP, aka international driving permit). To learn more about the process of obtaining an IDP, visit https://internationaldrivingpermit.org [URL inactive], which provides country-by-country information on the process of applying. It doesn’t hurt to book your rental car before your trip to avoid hassle later.

It also pays to make reservations for some meals, attractions, or events, such as a sumo tournament or sporadically held Noh theater performance, a few months in advance. Some popular attractions, such as Tokyo’s Ghibli Museum and Kyoto’s “moss temple” Saihō-ji, only allow a set number of visitors per day; you’ll need to book your place at these attractions up to a few months in advance as well. If you’re determined to snag a seat at a world-class sushi counter, kaiseki ryōri restaurant, or any other truly world-famous restaurants, some of the wait times are shocking. Aim to book seats months in advance.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Staying in a Ryokan

A stay in a traditional Japanese inn (ryokan) offers the chance to experience many classic elements of Japanese comfort—spare traditional interiors, sleeping on a futon on a tatami-mat floor, and haute dining in your room. But perhaps what stands out most is the relaxed pace and impeccable omotenashi (hospitality) at the heart of a ryokan stay.
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traditional ryokan



OMOTENASHI

Translated literally, omote means “public face” and nashi means “nothing.” In other words: no pretense; to meet guests’ needs wholeheartedly. At its root, this philosophy of hospitality is deeply focused on the anticipation of guests’ needs, and the belief that no service task is menial if it is done with a pure heart for the benefit of the customer or guest. This spirit, ubiquitous across Japan, first emerged from the tea ceremony, wherein tea masters prepare the brew in direct view of participants who likewise intently watch the master work. In ryokan, it translates to the sense of ease travelers feel bedding down for the night after a kaiseki feast.

WHAT TO EXPECT

Ryokan vary significantly, from modest family-run countryside pensions to luxe getaways. Some core elements shared by ryokan across the spectrum include simple tatami-mat floors, both private and shared onsen baths, and excellent meals delivered twice daily to your room, from breakfast (Japanese or Western, depending on the inn) to kaiseki spreads for dinner. (Some more modest digs serve meals in common areas.) Furniture will be simple: a low wooden table with floor-cushions to sit on, a futon for sleeping (usually laid out as you eat dinner). And just as you’d imagine: plenty of translucent, paper sliding doors (shoji), and tokonoma (alcoves) containing calligraphy scrolls and vases of flowers.

JAPAN’S BEST RYOKAN

Every traveler to Japan should aim to spend at least one night at a great ryokan. The following list is a good place to start:

• Ryokana Sawanoya, Tokyo: A wonderful, family-run, budget ryokan with legendarily helpful staff.

• Gōra Kadan, Hakone: This forest-enshrouded ryokan is justly renowned for delectable kaiseki spreads, incense-laden halls, and superb rooms.

• Asadaya, Kanazawa: An exquisite ryokan full of beautiful artwork, spare Zen-like rooms, and a historic, samurai air.

• Yoshida Sansō, Kyoto: The one-time home of a prince, this ryokan is located on a mountain amidst the temples of Northern Higashiyama.

• Edosan, Nara: Ensconced in Nara-kōen, home to wandering semi-domesticated deer, is this historic ryokan that is hard to resist.

• Iwasō Ryokan, Miyajima: An ideal escape for those who want to experience the sacred isle of Miyajima after the day-trippers return to the mainland.

• Tsurunoyu Onsen, Nyūtō Onsen: An old ryokan awash in rustic charm—dark wood, soft-lantern light, tatami floors, and dinners cooked over an en suite floor hearth.

• Hanayura, Noboribetsu Onsen: This riverside ryokan offers fine seafood spreads and crisp modern rooms.

• Chaharu Hanare Dōgo Yumekura, Matsuyama: A stylish, contemporary ryokan right across the street from the bathhouse that inspired Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away.



If your visit coincides with a festival or one of the high seasons, try to book everything—accommodations, rental car, shinkansen (bullet train) tickets—as far in advance as you can (think three or even six months ahead).

Transportation

GETTING THERE

The vast majority of travelers will arrive in Japan via one of four main airports: Tokyo’s Narita Airport or Haneda Airport, Osaka’s Kansai International Airport, or Nagoya’s Chubu Centrair International Airport. It’s also possible to enter the country by sea, with hydrofoils and ferries shuttling daily between Busan, South Korea, and Fukuoka. Ferries also make the trip between Shanghai and both Osaka and Kobe.

GETTING AROUND

Once you’re on the ground, transportation options are profuse, from trains and planes to buses, ferries, and rental cars.

BY TRAIN

Japan’s most efficient mode of transport is its extensive railway network. You’ll be able to get where you’re going aboard a train—whether of the local, rapid, or shinkansen (bullet train) variety—in the vast majority of cases. Traveling short distances within a city or town is also often best done by train, whether aboveground or subway.
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shinkansen (bullet train)



If you plan to rely heavily on the rail network, consider buying a Japan Rail Pass (www.japanrailpass.net) before your trip. This pass—which offers unlimited trains on the Japan Rail (JR) network nationwide in increments of one, two, and three weeks—is a steal if you maximize it.

BY BUS

Buses are another option for traveling both long distances and just within town. Although less comfortable than trains, buses are sometimes the only means of reaching some far-flung destinations. They are also generally cheaper than trains, making them a good option if you’re on a serious budget and don’t mind the journey taking a bit more time.

BY TAXI

Taxis are abundant. That said, fares are expensive. They are best used for only short distances within a town or city when there’s no cheaper means of getting around, when you’re in a rush, or if you have money to burn.

BY CAR

A rental car will be invaluable if you’re venturing well off the beaten path. This is especially the case when traveling in rural Hokkaido, Tohoku, Shikoku’s deep interior, or some parts of Kyushu and Okinawa. Trains still run through some parts of these regions, but their frequency and reach can sometimes be frustratingly limited. Driving is on the left, like in the UK. If you plan to drive, you must get an international driving permit (IDP) before arriving. Visit https://internationaldrivingpermit.org [URL inactive] for country-by-country information on the process of applying.

BY AIR

If you’re short on time, consider using the country’s far-reaching domestic flight network. This can prove particularly useful for trips to or from the northern or southern edges of the country, such as Hokkaido, Kyushu, or Okinawa.

BY BOAT

In terms of experience, taking a ferry will add a new dimension to any trip within Japan. If you happen to be traveling between Shikoku and Kyushu, Kyushu and Okinawa, or Honshu and Hokkaido, there are some ferry operators that make overnight journeys. High-speed, jet-propelled hydrofoils (aka jet foils) also make shorter journeys (e.g., from Kagoshima to Yakushima, or from Niigata to Sado-ga-shima).

Before hopping on a ferry, consider whether your trip timeline can accommodate a ferry’s slower pace and whether you’re prepared for potential seasickness. One advantage is the option to carry a bicycle, motorbike, or rental car on board for an added fee.

The Best of Japan

This two-week itinerary is a good choice for visitors making their first journey to Japan and can be done largely by train (local, express, and bullet train), with a few legs of the trip done by rental car or ferry. It covers the two major “must-visit” cities of Tokyo and Kyoto, and the two important regions in which these cities are located—Kantō, or Greater Tokyo, and Kansai to the south—while also passing through beautifully mountainous Central Honshu, or Chūbu. In Western Honshu, Hiroshima is both a sobering lesson in history and evidence of how resilient humans can be, and nearby Miyajima makes for a beautiful, spiritual day trip. You’ll see urban jungles, traditional temples, gorgeous scenery, and fascinating historic sites, and you’ll eat very well along the way.

If this itinerary seems a bit ambitious, you could leave off the Japan Alps, or some of the stops in between Kyoto and Hiroshima, and give yourself a buffer day or two in Tokyo and Kyoto. This itinerary starts with your first full day in Japan, so the day you arrive at either Narita or Haneda, just plan on getting to your accommodation and sleeping off some jetlag. It also plans on an open-jaw trip, flying into one of Tokyo’s airports and flying out of Kyoto.

Tokyo

For your time in Tokyo, the western districts of Shinjuku or Shibuya or the upscale area around Tokyo Station would each be a good place to base yourself.

DAY 1

Get acquainted with Tokyo’s modern side by exploring Shinjuku, Shibuya, and Harajuku. Start at Meiji Jingū, Tokyo’s most impressive shrine, then wander through the side streets of the sprawling district of Harajuku, ground zero for youth fashion in Japan. Proceed down Omotesandō and its high-end shops to Aoyama, where you’ll find the Nezu Museum’s collection of premodern Asian art and a wonderful garden. Make your way to Shibuya, the beating heart of Japanese youth culture and home to the world’s busiest intersection—ascend to the top of Shibuya Sky for a bird’s-eye view—and finish your night with dinner and drinks at a lively izakaya in trendy Ebisu. After you’ve eaten, go for cocktails or to one of the city’s many excellent DJ bars nearby.

DAY 2

Start the day by exploring the slower, old-school neighborhoods on the east side of town. Begin with a trip to the colorful Buddist temple Sensō-ji in Asakusa, then head west to Ueno, famed for its massive park and the Tokyo National Museum, which houses the world’s largest collection of Japanese art. Proceed to nearby Akihabara, the best spot to glimpse some of Japan’s quirky subcultures, chief of them being otaku, a catch-all word for all things geek. End the day with dinner in Shinjuku, followed by a bar crawl through Golden Gai’s drinking dens.
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DAY 3

Spend your morning souvenir shopping, perhaps in Akihabara for gadgets, quirky items, and things geek, or doing something offbeat that interests you. After lunch, head to the suburb of Kichijōji, 15-20 minutes west by train from central Tokyo. Enjoy a visit to Ghibli Museum, a quirky ode to anime director Hayao Miyazaki’s fictional universe set in the tranquil green space of Inokashira-kōen. Make a leisurely trip back to the train, perhaps picking up a coffee and window shopping along the way, then head to the hip enclave of Shimokitazawa. Here, you’ll find plenty of vintage clothes and atmospheric restaurants, and you can end your night with a drink or even some live music.

Hakone

DAY 4

Leave the mega-city of Tokyo for the hot-spring mecca of Hakone, located a few hours by train southwest of Tokyo. Check into a ryokan (traditional inn) and spend the day soaking in onsen baths, donning a yukata (lightweight kimono), and enjoying Japan’s legendary spirit of hospitality (omotenashi)—all with the chance of a view of Mount Fuji if the weather is clear.

The Japan Alps

DAY 5

After breakfast at your ryokan, set out early for the long journey to Takayama, a historic town with oodles of charm nestled in the Hida region of the Japan Alps. Aim to be on a train departing Hakone-Yumoto by 9:30am. You’ll need to transfer trains in Nagoya, a two-hour journey, where you can grab a bite to eat before hopping onto a limited express train to Takayama (2 hours 20 minutes). Make your way to the Sanmachi Suji and enjoy meandering through this district of old wooden lanes for the rest of the afternoon. When dinnertime comes, opt for Kyōya, a rustic izakaya serving the town’s famed beef, mountain vegetables, and more. At night, enjoy the town’s surprisingly lively nightlife zone.

DAY 6

Have breakfast at your accommodation before renting a car and setting out for the evocative folk village regions of Shirakawa-gō and Gokayama, which collectively make up a UNESCO World Heritage site. Your first stop is Ogimachi. Soak up the alpine vibes of the wonderfully preserved thatched-roof farmhouses and eat a lunch of regional beef paired with vegetables foraged in the nearby mountains. Then drive north 30 minutes to the more remote folk Gokayama region, arriving first at the village of Suganuma, followed by Ainokura, perhaps the most atmospheric of all, 15 minutes’ drive north of Suganuma. By mid- to late afternoon, drive south to the decidedly urban environs of Nagoya, about 2.5 hours to the south, where you’ll stay for the night. Try one of Nagoya’s sweet and savory specialties for dinner—miso-katsu is a good pick.

Kyoto

During your stay in Kyoto, Gion or downtown make convenient bases.

DAY 7

After a good night’s sleep, eat breakfast and head to Nagoya Station to hop on a shinkansen bound for Kyoto, a 35-minute ride. Drop off your bags at your accommodation, have some lunch, and spend the afternoon exploring a few of the city’s major sights. Consider the hillside temple of Kiyomizu-dera, the majestic Pure Land Buddhist temple of Chion-in, and maybe Nijō-jō castle. In the evening, splurge on a once-in-a-lifetime dinner at a kaiseki ryōri restaurant, followed by cocktails or whisky at one of Kyoto’s refined bars.

DAY 8

Discover Kyoto’s less-crowded side on your second day in the city. Head to Arashiyama’s famous bamboo grove, after first exploring the beautiful gardens of neighboring Tenryū-ji, and be sure to visit the less-crowded Ōkōchi Sansō Villa, once home to a Japanese movie star and famed for its sublime gardens and traditional architecture. The atmospheric temples of Jōjakkō-ji, Nison-in, Giō-ji, and Adashino Nenbutsu-ji are all within 20 minutes’ walk north of the villa, with a fraction of the crowds that visit the grove. Backtrack to the Katsura-gawa and have lunch at one of the eateries lining the river. Make your way to Ryōan-ji to check out the temple’s rock garden and some of the other famous sights in the area, such as the gold-leaf-covered Kinkaku-ji. Plan on having dinner in the Gion district. Consider seeing a geisha performance after dinner, followed by a stroll down the dreamy, lantern-lit alleyway of Ponto-chō.
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Osaka

DAY 9

In the morning, visit some of the spiritual gems of the Higashiyama neighborhood, from important Zen temple Nanzen-ji to Ginkaku-ji, the silver companion to golden Kinkaku-ji, and the contemplation-inducing Philosopher’s Path. Be sure to check out low-key, moss-drenched Hōnen-in when you’re in the area. After lunch, make your way to Osaka. Spend some time flaneuring your way through the neon-lit streets of nightlife zones Shinsaibashi, Amerika-mura, and Namba. For dinner, indulge in a food crawl through Dōtombori: options include takoyaki (fried dough balls stuffed with octopus), okonomiyaki (savory pancakes), and kushikatsu (deep-fried skewers of meat, seafood, and veggies).


Top Temples and Shrines

Priests and monks have been meditating, chanting, studying, and performing rituals at temples and shrines across Japan for millennia. These spiritual sanctuaries range from humble and rustic to flamboyant and colorful, even plated with gold. In the case of Shinto, the form of nature worship native to the archipelago, halls of worship are known as shrines (with names that include -jinja, -jingū, -gū, -hongū, Taisha, etc.), while in the case of the imported faith of Buddhism, they’re known as temples (with names that include -tera, -dera, -ji, -in, etc.).

Here are some outstanding examples of the country’s religious architecture.

• Meiji Jingū: Tokyo’s top shrine is set within an expansive swath of green in the heart of the city that makes for a pleasant stroll and reprieve from the din outside.

• Fushimi Inari-Taisha: With a famous walking path lined by thousands of vermillion torii gates, this complex in southeast Kyoto is the head shrine dedicated to Inari, the god of rice.

• Kinkaku-ji: Originally the house of a retired shogun, the upper two floors of this Zen Buddhist temple in Kyoto are coated in gold leaf, inspiring the name “the Golden Pavilion”.

• Tōdai-ji: This temple in Nara is the largest wooden structure on earth, and it’s only two-thirds the size of the original. It houses a 15-meter-tall (45-foot-tall) bronze Daibutsu (Great Buddha).

• Okuno-in: Set amid soaring cedar trees, the cemetery, temple, and mausoleum are full of fierce guardian deities, moss-encrusted stone monuments, and stone lanterns.
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• Ise-jingū: Shinto’s holiest shrine, Ise’s spell is woven through its sheer simplicity. The shrine has been dismantled and rebuilt every 20 years for the past 1,300 years.

• Itsukushima-jinja: This shrine on the island of Miyajima near Hiroshima is famed for its torii gate that seemingly floats on the Inland Sea during high tide.

• Yamadera: This remote temple complex sprawls over a mountainside in deep Tohoku, reached by a steep path lined by stone lanterns and Buddhist statuary.



Kōya-san

DAY 10

Today, make your way to the mountain hermitage of Kōya-san, (1-2 hours by train, followed by a 5-minute cable car ride and a 10-minute bus ride). Once you’ve arrived at the remote mountain hermitage, check into your shukubō (temple lodging), where you’ll be based for a night. In the remaining daylight, explore Kōya-san’s temples and the atmospheric cemetery of Okuno-in. For dinner, eat like a monk with a feast of shōjin-ryōri (Buddhist vegetarian fare) at your temple-cum-lodging. If you want to soak up the cemetery at its most otherworldly, consider a second trip after dinner to amble along its paths, which are dimly lit by stone lanterns at night.
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Hiroshima and Miyajima

DAY 11

Get an early start and backtrack from Kōya-san to Osaka, where you’ll hop on a shinkansen at Shin-Osaka Station bound for Hiroshima (total travel time approximately 4 hours). After arriving in the city and checking into your accommodation, visit Hiroshima’s Peace Park in the afternoon for a sobering lesson on one of the darkest moments in Japan’s history. For dinner, try the city’s signature spin on okonomiyaki, a delicious savory pancake.

DAY 12

Today, take the JR San’yo line from Hiroshima Station to Miyajimaguchi Station (25 minutes), before walking to the nearby ferry terminal for the 10-minute trip to nearby Miyajima and Itsukushima-jinja, famed for its “floating” torii shrine gate. After having lunch at one of the island’s seaside cafés, consider riding the cable car to the top of Mount Misen, then hiking to the peak where you’ll discover a series of temples along the way and enjoy phenomenal views of the Inland Sea spreading in all directions. By late afternoon, make your way back to the port to backtrack to Hiroshima by ferry and train (total trip: 30-45 minutes). Back in Hiroshima, take a breather and wash up if you feel the need to rest before dinner, or maybe visit a few of the city’s more colorful places to grab a drink.

Return to Kyoto

DAY 13

Leave Hiroshima early in the morning, taking the shinkansen east to Himeji (1 hour). Visit Himeji-jō, easily Japan’s best castle. Spend a few hours on its extensive grounds and inside the structure itself, marveling at its construction and scale. But save your appetite for lunch until you’ve made the journey to Sannomiya Station in Kobe, 40 minutes east on the JR line. Treat yourself to the city’s melt-in-your-mouth beef. After a leisurely lunch, ride the train north, back to Kyoto (50 minutes), where you can do some souvenir shopping and enjoy dinner at another of the city’s elegant eateries.

DAY 14

On your last day in Japan, make your way to Fushimi Inari Taisha, one of Japan’s most bewitching shrines and a sight that you’re sure to remember your whole life. You’ll fly out of Kansai International Airport (KIX), roughly 1.5 hours away by train or limousine bus.

Japan’s Wild North: Tohoku and Hokkaido

Moving north from Tokyo, through the vast region of Tohoku, the terrain becomes increasingly rugged, while cities and towns feel evermore old-world. This is one of Japan’s least-visited regions, making it all the more rewarding. Here, you’ll find sparkling seascapes, ancient political centers, samurai heritage, mountaintop temples, pilgrimage trails, remote onsen hideaways, raucous festivals, and some of the deepest snowfalls on earth. Continuing north from Japan’s main island of Honshu to Hokkaido, the scenery becomes even wilder. Hokkaido is Japan’s last frontier: a vast wilderness, save for its energetic capital of Sapporo and earthy fishing towns dotting its shore. If your aim is to discover Japan’s untamed side, this itinerary is for you.

Given that this itinerary involves plenty of time spent walking through nature, it’s best suited to the warmer months (roughly May-October), with summer (July-August) being prime time.

Sendai, Matsushima Bay, and Yamadera

DAY 1

Arrive in Sendai from Tokyo by shinkansen (2 hours). After dropping off your bags, you have two options: Option 1: Ride the local Senseki line 40 minutes east to postcard-perfect Matsushima Bay. Glide through the lovely waterway in a boat, viewing the array of islands from the water. Back on land, depending on your time and interest, explore some of the nearby historic temples, including standout Zuigan-ji. Have lunch near Matsushima-Kaigan Station, then hop back on the Senseki line to Sendai. Option 2: Take the JR Senzan line to Yamadera (1 hour). Traipse up to the iconic mountaintop retreat of Risshaku-ji, one of the most dramatically placed temples in Japan. Whichever adventure you choose, return to Sendai for dinner of the city’s specialty, gyū-tan (grilled beef tongue) and a well-deserved night’s sleep.
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Hiraizumi and Nyūtō Onsen

DAY 2

In the morning, take the train north to Hiraizumi, a once-mighty historical center an easy trip north of Sendai by train via Ichinoseki (average 1 hour, depending on transfers). In Hiraizumi, explore the UNESCO World Heritage jewels of Chūson-ji, a temple with a mesmerizing gilt main hall, and Mōtsū-ji, a temple with one of Japan’s most sublime, and few remaining, Pure Land Buddhist gardens. (Note: If you’re feeling tired of temples, as an alternative, consider a visit to Geibikei Gorge to be regaled by a boatman on the placid waters of the Satetsu River.) After eating lunch in Hiraizumi, take the train to Tazawa-ko via Morioka (total trip 2.5 hours), then hop on a bus (about 45 minutes) to the secluded onsen hamlet of Nyūtō Onsen in time for dinner at your ryokan of choice. After dinner, steep yourself in the hot baths of this legendary onsen, surrounded by natural splendor, before drifting off for a (guaranteed) good night’s sleep.

Kakunodate

DAY 3

After breakfast at your ryokan in Nyūtō Onsen and a good morning soak, take the bus back to Tazawa-ko Station, then ride the shinkansen to Kakunodate (20 minutes). Stroll through this charming town’s buke yashiki (samurai quarter), fringed by weeping cherry trees and feudal manors thick with ambiance. Have lunch in this old part of town—its udon noodles are renowned—before returning to Kakunodate Station. Hop on the shinkansen first to Morioka, where you’ll transfer shinkansen lines to the one bound for Shin-Hakodate-Hokuto Station (total trip: roughly 3.5 hours), near the port town of Hakodate, gateway to Japan’s main northern island of Hokkaido. Arriving in Hakodate by around dinnertime, check into your hotel and eat something before retiring for the night.

Hakodate

DAY 4

Begin your day at the morning market for a seafood breakfast before hopping on the tram to the east side of town and the star-shaped Fort Goryōkaku, the first Western-style fortress built in Japan. Get back on the tram to the west side of town for lunch in the historic Motomachi neighborhood and to explore its 19th-centry architecture. Before sunset, hop on the Mount Hakodate Ropeway and get in position to see the city’s lights flicker, ending the day by heading to dinner on Daimon Yokōcho, an alley lined with eateries a quick walk southeast of Hakodate Station.


Onsen: Getting into Hot Water in Japan

Few places on earth have elevated bathing to an art as much as Japan. Like eating sushi, glimpsing Mount Fuji, or visiting a shrine, sinking into the hot, rejuvenating waters of an onsen (hot-spring) bath is a singular pleasure that should be high on your list on any trip to Japan. Blessed (or cursed?) with roughly 10 percent of earth’s volcanoes, Japan has seemingly infinite pools, where steam wafts, the distinct smell of sulfur lingers, and people flock to steep in the geothermally heated waters.
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All told, there are about 3,000 onsen resorts in Japan today, with both indoor and outdoor pools, often looking onto gorgeous natural scenes: mountains, forests, crashing waves. Below are some of the best.

• Hakone: This sprawling hot-spring mecca, set amid the natural splendor of Fuji-Hakone-Izu National Park, is the escape of choice for Tokyoites who need a break from the concrete jungle.

• Shin-Hotaka Onsen: Tucked away deep in the mountains east of the town of Takayama, this onsen area is famed for its co-ed bath, Shin-Hotaka-no-yu, set beside a river and surrounded by mountains swathed in forest.

• Nyūtō Onsen: Escape from the modern world at this remote jewel in the depths of Tohoku famed for its milky-white pool and old-school mixed bathing. This is my personal favorite.

• Kurokawa Onsen: Located north of the vast caldera of Aso-san, this idyllic onsen village sits in a remote valley in the heart of Kyushu; its well-preserved atmosphere makes it among one of Japan’s prettiest onsen towns.



Tōya-ko and Noboribetsu Onsen

DAY 5

Start your day early, traveling by train northeast for two hours to pristine lake Tōya-ko. Stop at the Volcano Science Museum to experience a simulated eruption, then take the nearby ropeway to the top of Usu-zan for wide-open vistas of Tōya-ko and nearby Shōwa-shinzan, Japan’s youngest volcano. Follow the Kompirayama Walking Trail, which begins near Tōya-ko Visitor Center on the southwest side of the lake, where you’ll see glimpses of industrial carnage—apartment blocks, bridges, roads, and more—destroyed when Usu-zan erupted in 2000. After taking in this sobering sight, travel to Noboribetsu Onsen to stay overnight at one of the ryokan in this famed hot-spring town.

Sapporo

DAY 6

In the morning, take a 75-minute train ride north to Sapporo, Hokkaido’s bustling capital. Begin your exploration of the city at Hokkaido Jingū, the island’s most important shrine. Have ramen or soup curry for lunch downtown, then explore the highlights of the city center—the long, central park of Ōdōri-kōen, the red-brick, 19th-century Former Hokkaido Government Office, and the Hokkaido University Botanical Garden—on foot. For another nighttime city view, head to Mount Moiwa, southwest of downtown, and ascend by ropeway and cable car. For dinner, try Genghis Khan (Mongolian BBQ) and wash it down with locally brewed beer. If you’ve got energy, head to the city’s huge entertainment district, Susukino, Japan’s rowdiest nightlife zone north of Tokyo.

Otaru

DAY 7

Take the train west to the old port town of Otaru and its charming canal district, fronted by atmospheric 19th-century warehouses and the Otaru City Museum. Continue to Nichigin-dōri, once Hokkaido’s most important financial district, when Otaru made a mint as a 19th-century herring center. The town is still renowned for its fresh catch, so plan on eating lunch at one of its excellent sushi shops. As dusk approaches, get dinner at Otaru’s canal-side brewery before heading back to Sapporo.

Daisetsuzan National Park

DAY 8

Hop on the train from Sapporo 1.5 hours to Asahikawa, the gateway to Daisetsuzan National Park, the largest national park in Japan, with some of its most rugged scenery. Rent a car and drive one hour east to Asahidake Onsen, where you’ll stay for the night. Take one of the more manageable hikes in the Asahidake Onsen area, accessed via the Daisetsuzan Asahidake Ropeway, before winding down in the evening with a hot-spring bath in the village.

DAY 9

Drive about two hours northeast to Sōunkyō Onsen. Consider hiking to the top of Mount Kurodake, with a little help from the Kurodake Ropeway, accessed near the Sōunkyō Visitor Center, before staying overnight at the charming hot spring resort.

Shiretoko National Park

DAY 10

Get an early start and drive roughly four hours east to the southern edge of Shiretoko National Park, which occupies a remote peninsula in northeast Hokkaido. Spend the day exploring the park’s wealth of hiking trails, wildlife-watching opportunities, and open-air onsen pools. Spend the night in the town of Rausu on the east coast, a good base for exploring the park.
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Kushiro Wetlands

DAY 11

In the morning, drive about three hours southwest to the Kushiro Wetlands, where you can see Hokkaido’s famed red-crowned cranes in their native habitat. End your trip by driving 45 minutes west of the marshlands to Kushiro Airport, from where you can fly to either Sapporo or Tokyo.

From Beaches to Volcanoes: Kyushu and Okinawa

Kyushu is a fantastic representation of classic Japan—volcanos, onsen, great food, and attractive cities—and an appealing alternative to the usual Tokyo and Kyoto itinerary. Meanwhile, Okinawa and the string of islands extending beyond is decidedly un-Japanese: laid-back vibes, white-sand beaches, and a distinct culture and heritage. On this trip, you’ll take trains, rental cars, ferries, and planes. It’s a great choice if you’d like to discover a balmy, subtropical side of Japan that you may not have realized exists.

Fukuoka

DAY 1

After you’ve flown from Tokyo to Kyushu’s largest metropolis of Fukuoka, begin your journey through Japan’s southernmost main island by exploring this thoroughly modern city with a cosmopolitan vibe. Start your day near Hakata Station, exploring the city’s primary spiritual sights: Tōchō-ji, known for its huge wooden Buddha statue, and Kushida-jinja, a shrine revered by many as the city’s spiritual heart. Visit the Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, the Fukuoka Castle Ruins, and Fukuoka City Museum to dig a bit deeper into the important history of the city and its vibrant present. Head to the rows of yatai (street food) stalls along the riverfront on Nakasu Island and Tenjin.

Nagasaki

DAY 2

Hop on the train for a two-hour ride to Nagasaki. A quick ride on the city’s efficient tram network takes you to the sobering Peace Park, which commemorates the nuclear bombing of the city during World War II. After leaving the park, head south by tram to the atmospheric district of Teramachi (“Temple Town”) and visit Sōfuku-ji, a temple that demonstrates the clear Chinese influence long felt in the city. The nearby Chinatown (Shinchi) will allow you to literally taste China’s imprint on the city. Next, head up the Dutch Slope, a neighborhood that shows another foreign group’s influence. It’s lined with 19th-century Western architecture, and is home to Ōura Cathedral and Glover Garden. Traipse downhill to Dejima, an artificial island created to accommodate Dutch traders during the 17th century. For dinner, try shippoku, Nagasaki’s spin on haute kaiseki ryōri. End the day with a trip to the top of Inasayama-kōen, across the bay from downtown, to see the city’s lights flicker on.

Kurokawa Onsen

DAY 3

In the morning, rent a car near Nagasaki Station and drive three hours eastward, making your way to the pristine hot spring village of Kurokawa Onsen, set deep in a lush valley in a remote corner of Kumamoto Prefecture, north of the vast caldera of Aso-san. Check into your ryokan of choice, don a yukata (lightweight kimono), and spend the day vegging out in your room, soaking in your ryokan’s tubs, and bath-hopping around the charming town. Eat a lavish dinner at your inn and sleep well.

Aso-san and Kagoshima

DAY 4

After breakfast at the inn and a final morning soak, drive to Aso-san to admire the views across the vast windswept caldera. Continue driving south for 3.5 hours to the laid-back city of Kagoshima, where you’ll stay for the night. Head over to the pretty gardens of Sengan-en and be sure to also visit the nearby Shoko Shuseikan factory, where Japan’s industrial revolution kicked off. For dinner, try one of Kagoshima’s specialties, such as kurobuta (black pork) or shabu-shabu (hot pot), followed by a proper introduction to the prefecture’s beloved beverage of choice, shōchū.

Yakushima

DAY 5

Start the day with a brief trip to Sakurajima (Japan’s very own Vesuvius), crossing the bay by ferry. This active volcano is a daily presence for Kagoshima residents, before whom it belches smoke and ominously looms. Return to downtown Kagoshima for lunch, then head to the ferry terminal again—this time to board the jet foil to Yakushima. After arriving in Yakushima, rent a car at Miyanoura Port and drive to your accommodation for the night. Get settled in and rest well—you’ll need the energy for the next day.

DAY 6

Wake up early—you will explore the emerald island of Yakushima for the whole day. Drive around the island and explore the beautiful Ōkonotaki waterfall or Yakusugi Land, a park that makes the island’s famed giant Yakusugi trees more accessible, and Hirauchi Kaichu Onsen, a hot-spring pool on the south side of the island that can only be accessed at low tide. For something more substantial, consider the 3-4 hour hike through the lush Shiratani Unsuikyō ravine, which inspired anime maestro Hayao Miyazaki’s masterful film Princess Mononoke. Return to your hotel for a good night’s sleep.

Naha

DAY 7

Return by jet foil to Kagoshima in the morning. Head to Kagoshima Airport and fly to Naha, the capital of Okinawa Prefecture. Plan on eating somewhere with a traditional musical performance of Okinawa’s wistful three-stringed instrument, the sanshin. Be sure to try Okinawa’s potent booze, the spirit known as awamori.

Kerama Islands

DAY 8

Today it’s all about the beach—take a jet foil to Zamami-jima, one of the islands in the Kerama island chain, less than an hour west of Naha, to while away your last day in Japan on Furuzamami Beach. As the afternoon wears on, hop on a jet foil from Zamami-jima directly back to Naha, where you can prepare for your flight home.
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Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Shibuya Crossing: Simply crossing the world’s busiest pedestrian intersection will leave you gobsmacked by Tokyo’s formidable pulse (click here).

S Meiji Jingū: Surrounded by forest, this majestic Shinto shrine provides an oasis of calm just beyond the fashionable throngs of Harajuku (click here).
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S Tokyo National Museum: If you only have time for one museum in your Tokyo itinerary, make it this one—it holds the world’s largest collection of Japanese art (click here).

S Sensō-ji: Tokyo’s most famous temple houses a golden image of the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy (click here).

S Ghibli Museum: This fantastical museum dedicated to Japan’s most beloved anime studio, Studio Ghibli, sits within Inokashira-kōen, one of Tokyo’s most appealing parks (click here).

S Shopping in Harajuku: Ground zero for Japan’s colorful youth fashion scene, this neighborhood is full of hip boutiques clustered around the busy thoroughfare of Omotesandō and tucked down a dense tangle of pedestrian-friendly backstreets (click here).

S Eating in a culinary alley: Take a seat beside locals at a hole-in-the-wall eatery in one of Tokyo’s numerous yokochō (culinary alleys) for a meal and an experience you won’t forget (click here).

S Nightlife in Shinjuku: Tokyo’s most eclectic nightlife zone offers experiences from robot battles to pub crawls through the tumbledown bars of Golden Gai (click here).
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Meiji Jingū’s inner garden.





Tokyo is more than a city. Japan’s sprawling capital bursts at the seams with a population of 37 million to form the largest metro area on the planet. The dizzying metropolis organically congeals around a cluster of hubs the size of cities themselves, giving Tokyo a labyrinthine quality. With the neon nightscapes of Shinjuku and Shibuya evoking Blade Runner in the west, the ancient temples and wooden houses of Ueno and Asakusa in the east, and palpable energy coursing throughout, Tokyo packs a strong sensory punch.

The city’s dynamism is inextricably linked to its history of continuous reinvention. Long before its ascent on the world stage, Tokyo was a small fishing hamlet known as Edo, located on the banks of the Sumida River. Its clout began to grow when Tokugawa Ieyasu, founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, chose to base his government in Edo Castle in 1603. By the mid-18th century, Edo’s population swelled to 1 million, making it the world’s largest city at the time (as it is today).

The city was renamed Tokyo (Eastern Capital) in 1868, when the official capital migrated from Kyoto and the Tokugawa shogunate’s rule came to an end. It was this pivotal year when political power returned to the emperor via the Meiji Restoration, and Japan opened up to the world beyond after enforcing a policy of self-isolation for more than 250 years. Tokyoites eagerly lapped up the new influences from abroad, from fashion to philosophy, and the contours of the present city began to take shape.

The capital’s culinary offerings are truly world-class, from mom-and-pop ramen shops to lavish sushi spreads. It’s the best place in Japan to watch traditional kabuki and Noh theater performances, as well as sumo. The city oozes style, with high-end outposts as well as Harajuku’s quirky collection of youth-oriented labels. Tokyo is also home to one of the world’s most singular pop culture industries, most visible in the gadget paradise of Akihabara’s “Electric Town.” Moreover, Tokyo simply works. Compared with other major cities, it’s positively spic and span. Well-stocked vending machines and convenience stores are reassuringly never more than a few blocks away. And trains full of dapper commuters rarely miss a beat. While crowds did dwindle during some earlier parts of the COVID-19 pandemic when uncertainty was at its peak, as it wore on, they returned. Aside from the ubiquity of masks in crowded areas, at the time of writing, things have largely returned to normal and the city’s buzzing core is once again a dense mass of humanity.

But wander away from any busy station and you’ll soon discover a dense network of communities with fiercely maintained traditions, where denizens shop at the neighborhood store and rowdy homegrown festivals mark the passing of time, revealing the city at its most hospitable. Embrace the warm welcome, and enjoy getting lost.

ORIENTATION

Although Tokyo is commonly thought of as a city, it is in fact one of Japan’s 47 prefectures. It’s divided into 23 special wards, which function as cities themselves. More than 9 million people live in the 23 special wards, and 13 million reside within the prefecture. The greater metropolitan area is home to a whopping 37.8 million, making it the most populous metro area on the planet.

Wherever you are in the city, finding someone fluent in English can be tough. Thankfully, Tokyo residents and police on duty in the city’s multitude of koban (police boxes) are legendary for going out of their way to help overseas visitors.

While you wouldn’t guess it on the street, Tokyo is a watery realm. All told, upward of 100 rivers and canals flow beneath this concrete jungle, while a handful of broad waterways remain visible: The Sumida River drifts southward through the heart of the city, eventually merging with Tokyo Bay, and the Kanda River runs eastward from its origin in the central pond of Inokashira-kōen in the western suburb of Kichijōji before spilling into the Sumida River.

Key Railway and Subway Lines

Wrapping your mind around this massive slice of humanity and geography is daunting, but it’s helpful to think of Tokyo not in terms of officially drawn lines but rather as a vast collection of neighborhoods that have grown around a matrix of railway stations. The excellent train and subway system can get you within a short walk of just about anywhere in the city. Key among the railway lines are the roughly ovular JR Yamanote line, which wraps around the city, and the JR Chūō/Sōbu line, which pierces east to west through its center. Both are aboveground and operated by Japan Railways (JR). Beyond the ever-useful Yamanote (key stations include Shinjuku, Shibuya, Shinagawa, Tokyo and Ueno) and Chūō (in the core: Tokyo, Iidabashi, Shinjuku; west of downtown: Nakano, Kōenji, Kichijōji) lines, there are another whopping 29 privately operated aboveground railway lines too, which you’ll be less likely to use. A few that may be potentially useful include the Tōkyū Tōyoko line (Shibuya, Daikanyama, Nakameguro), which ultimately ends up in Yokohama; the Tōbu Skytree line (Asakusa, Tokyo Skytree); and the Keio-Inokashira line (Shibuya, Shimokitazawa, Kichijōji).
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Best Restaurants

The restaurants of Tokyo offer everything under the sun, but in particular, the city is where sushi originated as nigiri (sashimi, or raw fish, placed on a bed of rice). Another specialty born in the capital is monjayaki, a savory pancake containing hunks of meat, seafood, and vegetables. One more dish born in the capital is shoyu ramen, a soy sauce-based version of the dish often topped with double-yolk boiled egg, pork strips, bamboo shoots, and more.

S Ginza Kyubey: For the quintessential sushi experience, reserve a seat at the counter and watch the chefs prepare their delectable creations right before you (click here).

S Tonki: For the city’s best tonkatsu (deep-fried breaded pork cutlet), head to this revered restaurant where generations of chefs have been artfully creating the dish since 1939 (click here).

S Shirubee: The open kitchen churns out classics and innovative fare to a boisterous clientele, making dinner here an essential izakaya (Japanese pub) experience (click here).

S Sakurai Japanese Tea Experience: Open your eyes to the wonders of tea (click here).

S Nihon Saisei Sakaba: It’s all about the pig at Nihon Saisei Sakaba, a standing-only izakaya that serves essentially every pig part, grilled, on a stick (click here).



Beneath the ground, there are also 13 subway lines, nine of which are operated by Tokyo Metro while four are operated by Tōei. Any of these lines could come in handy; it all depends on where in the city you’re going. That said, a few key subway lines include the Ginza (Asakusa, Ueno, Ginza, Omotesandō, Shibuya), Hibiya (Ueno, Roppongi), Marunouchi (Ginza, Tokyo, Shinjuku), and Tōei Ōedo (Tocho-mae, Ryōgoku, Roppongi, Shinjuku) lines.

To keep things as simple as possible, most travelers stick to major hubs dotting the Yamanote line or inside this loop, often reached by transferring from an above-ground train to a subway line to reach a given point, with occasional forays into the western part of the city to suburbs like Kōenji (Chūō/Sōbu Line) and Kichijōji (Chūō/Sōbu, Keio-Inokashira lines), or to Shimokitazawa (Keio Inokashira, Odakyu Odawara lines). If you plan to transfer between JR and privately owned trainlines, to subway lines, or some combination thereof, you’ll need to buy separate tickets.

TICKETS AND TRANSPORTATION CARDS

Your best bet is to arm yourself with a prepaid IC card, which you’ll be able to use to move between all train lines, whether above or underground, as well as on public buses, when making purchases in convenience stores, and even at some vending machines, particularly those inside train stations. Note that the JR Pass—recommended—is only valid on trains in the JR network, not on subway or private railway rides.


Best Accommodations

S Mandarin Oriental: Swanky elegance and sweeping views are abundant in this high-rise luxury gem, well located in the heart of the action in Nihonbashi, a brief stroll from the Imperial Palace and Marunouchi’s buzz (click here).

S Aman: Massive yet understated rooms reminiscent of a ryokan (traditional inn), each with a yuzu-infused stone bathtub and outstanding views of the city at night, offer a high-end respite from the city (click here).

S Park Hyatt Tokyo: This legendary hotel in a prime location amid the skyscrapers of western Shinjuku boasts amazing service, spectacular views of Mount Fuji, and, as seen in the film Lost in Translation, one of the most dazzling cocktail bars in the world (click here).

S Ryokan Sawanoya: This wonderful ryokan in the heart of the charming Yanaka neighborhood includes traditional design elements, cypress bathtubs, and a staff who are eager to assist (click here).

S Asakusa Kokono Club Hotel: In the heart of Asakusa, this hip boutique hotel is ideally situated for sightseeing in the historic part of town and has a stylish café-bar (click here).



Ginza and Marunouchi

Starting near Tokyo Station, on the eastern side of the Yamanote line, Tokyo’s seat of power is Marunouchi and the sprawling green area around the Imperial Palace, set in what’s known as the Chiyoda district, which has marked the geographic heart of the city since the Edo period. South of Tokyo Station is Ginza, its broad avenues lined with luxury fashion boutiques, department stores, and upmarket cafés, restaurants, and bars. It’s also home to Kabuki-za, where most of the city’s kabuki plays are staged.

Tokyo Bay Area

Southeast of the central areas of Ginza and Marunouchi, Tokyo Bay was best known as the home of the Tsukiji Fish Market until it closed in 2018. But there’s still much to discover here: Across the bay from Tsukiji is Odaiba, a human-made island with a number of interesting museums and a seaside park, Odaiba Kaihin-kōen, that offers some of the best nighttime views of the city.

Roppongi and Around

West of the Tokyo Bay area, within the southern edge of the Yamanote line, a number of cosmopolitan hubs sustain a large share of Tokyo’s expat community. Roppongi is at the center of this zone, offering a mix of posh eateries, world-class art museums, and one of the city’s highest concentrations of nightlife (some of it seedy). Nearby, fanning out to the south, east and west, Azabu is packed with fine-dining establishments and exclusive shops.

Ebisu and Around

At the southwestern corner of the Yamanote line is upmarket Ebisu, which forms a low-key, sophisticated triangle with neighboring districts Daikanyama and Nakameguro, chock-full of hip fashion boutiques and excellent options for drinking and dining. There are also a handful of worthwhile museums in the area, including the Tokyo Photographic Art Museum, Tokyo’s largest photography exhibition space.

Shibuya and Around

Continuing clockwise on the Yamanote line from Ebisu, Shibuya is one of the best places to experience Tokyo at full tilt. Stepping into the fray at Shibuya Crossing is one of the most intensely urban experiences to be had on earth. The bulk of the action is found in the congested streets of Center Gai (the neighborhood’s cultural hub) and in the alleys leading away from Shibuya Station, up the hill known as Dogenzaka. Just a few stops to the west on the Keio-Inokashira line, more offbeat Shimokitazawa—think street art and vintage boutiques—is directly accessible from Shibuya Station.

Harajuku and Aoyama

Just north of Shibuya, Harajuku is hallowed ground, both as the location of Meiji Jingū, perhaps the city’s grandest shrine, and for youth trends and streetwear. Neighboring Aoyama is a fashion mecca as well, catering to a much more sophisticated and well-heeled class. Architecture buffs will appreciate the hodgepodge of iconic buildings dotting the wide leafy avenue of Omotesandō—the Champs-Elysées of Tokyo—which runs through the heart of both neighborhoods. Besides fashion, both areas are home to a number of museums, featuring everything from woodblock prints to Buddhist statuary.

Shinjuku and Around

Though Tokyo’s historical and geographic heart may lie in the neighborhoods surrounding the Imperial Palace, in many ways its modern heartbeat is the western hub of Shinjuku, once a sleepy suburb. The sheer energy of Shinjuku Station, the world’s busiest railway terminal, is tremendous. Crowds have dwindled slightly due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, but you’d hardly know it as you pass through the West or East exits, among the most frantic. You’ll find a number of the city’s nightlife districts here, including Omoide Yokochō (Memory Lane), a smoky, raucous pair of lanes tightly packed with small bars and restaurants; Kabukichō, Tokyo’s largest nightlife zone and home to Golden Gai, an iconic collection of tumbledown bars; and lively gay quarter Shinjuku Ni-chōme. To the south is Shinjuku Gyōen, one of the city’s most picturesque parks.

Akihabara and Ueno

On the east side of the Yamanote line’s loop, north of Tokyo Station, is the geeked-out zone of Akihabara, devoted almost entirely to supplying the gadgets for all manner of quirky hobbies, along with idol group performances, cosplay, anime, manga, and more. One stop north is Ueno, a historical and cultural hot spot. The expansive grounds of Ueno-kōen—Tokyo’s largest park—are home to a number of major museums, from natural history to modern art, with the excellent Tokyo National Museum topping the list.

Asakusa and Ryōgoku

North of Ueno, accessible from most of the city only via the Ginza and Toei Asakusa subway lines, Asakusa is Tokyo at its old-school best. Like most of the city, much of the area was razed during World War II, but the narrow zigzagging streets, temples, aged wooden houses, and shops evoke an earlier time. Across the Sumida River, the neighborhood of Ryōgoku is the nation’s foremost center for the ancient sport of sumo.

Western Tokyo

There are a few notable areas in Western Tokyo, easily reached from Shinjuku Station along the Chūō line. First is Nakano, an otaku (geek culture) haven, and farther west, Kichijōji is home to luxuriant Inokashira-kōen and the whimsical Ghibli Museum. Between Nakano and Kichijōji on the Chūō line, Kōenji is one of Tokyo’s hotspots for underground music and hip restaurants.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

You can get a good introduction to Tokyo in as little as two or three days; this is enough time to see the highlights, and to sample the vast culinary, nightlife, and shopping options. With an additional day or two, you can go a bit off the beaten path and explore the more local side of the city.

Where to Stay

Plan to stay in either Shibuya or Shinjuku in the west if you want access to the more clamorous, modern side of the city; in the east, the more historic Ueno and Asakusa are good bases if you like a slower pace. Meanwhile, Ginza and Marunouchi have a glut of luxury hotels.

Getting Around and Transportation Passes

To get around, you’ll be switching between aboveground train lines and the subway system. The most economic and efficient way to transfer between the two is to get a prepaid IC card, such as a Suica card (sold at all JR stations) or PASMO card (sold at all non-JR stations). Both cards can be used on all rail networks, as well as on public buses, not only within Tokyo but in many other large urban centers nationwide, including Kyoto and Osaka. It’s also recommended to get a JR Pass (www.jrailpass.com [URL inactive]), which covers all JR lines nationwide, including some shinkansen (bullet train) lines (note that you must purchase your JR Pass before your trip). Train rides between Tokyo’s incredible density of transit stations will typically take from 5-30 minutes. Once you’re on the ground, you’ll end up doing a fair amount of walking; usually, the walk between one train station and the next tends to be about 20-30 minutes, and most sights and restaurants will be within about 15 minutes from the nearest train station.

Opening Hours

In Tokyo opening times vary greatly, and many shops, museums, and even restaurants are closed on certain days each week. Some popular sights like Tokyo Skytree fill up fast, so it pays to arrive at or just before opening time to beat the rush, or show up from late afternoon on, after crowds have dispersed.

High and Low Seasons

Like the rest of Japan, Tokyo is busiest in spring and autumn, when gorgeous cherry blossoms bloom in late March or the leaves change color. Summer is humid and hot, but it’s also a fun time to attend traditional festivals and large music events. As winter is off-season, prices for flights and rooms tend to drop.

Advance Reservations

Attractions like the Ghibli Museum, as well as many popular restaurants, require bookings weeks or even a month or more in advance. Pre-planning is key, doubly so in light of the impact of COVID-19. Some popular attractions have instituted reservation systems to control the flow of foot traffic and help prevent the spread of the virus, a practice that may remain in place beyond the pandemic. To be safe, check the website of any given sight, attraction, restaurant, or bar to confirm whether you need to reserve a spot beforehand.

Avoiding Crowds

Given that Tokyo is among the most crowded urban areas on the planet, trying to avoid crowds entirely is a losing battle. Even throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, aside from some uncertain weeks early on when train stations and other busy areas were a smidgen less crowded, at the time of writing, commuters were piling into trains, Shibuya Crossing was still seeing legions traverse through on foot, and cafés, shops, restaurants, and bars were doing brisk business. That said, hand sanitizer and temperature checks at business entrances were entrenched.

Even in Tokyo, though, there are a few things you can do if you want a bit more space: For starters, avoid peak times, like hanami (cherry blossom viewing) season and Golden week (late April through the first week of May). Also consider the timing: Try to visit popular temples and shrines early, just as they open, or near closing time, to avoid the larger crowds in the middle of the day. Popular neighborhoods like Harajuku, Asakusa, and Shibuya will be even more crowded than usual on weekends—on a weekday visit, crowds may be lighter. Consider exploring Tokyo’s more local neighborhoods, like Daikanyama, Nakameguro, Kōenji, Kichijōji, Shimokitazawa, and Yanaka, all fantastic areas to get to know on foot.

And finally, a word on trains: Avoid riding them before 10am and between 5pm-8pm on weekdays when commuters are beginning and ending their work days. But don’t be shocked if they’re crowded at any time of day—it’s Tokyo, after all.
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Itinerary Ideas

TOKYO ON DAY ONE

Spend your first day getting to know the hip, modern, young side of Tokyo, focusing on the areas of Harajuku and its central thoroughfare Omotesandō, along with Aoyama, Shibuya, and Ebisu. You’ll discover Tokyo’s top shrine, see cutting-edge architecture, and visit a sleek museum before merging with the masses at the world’s busiest pedestrian crossing. You’ll also eat great meals and sip tea and creative cocktails.

All the neighborhoods you’ll visit are clustered around the southwestern side of town, which makes them easy to travel between: Most are a 20-minute walk apart, though you can opt to take the train instead (usually just one stop).

1 From Harajuku Station, walk 5 minutes down the gravel path behind the station to Tokyo’s grandest shrine, Meiji Jingū. Explore the expansive green grounds and graceful inner sanctum, its buildings made of cypress wood with copper roofs.

2 After backtracking to the towering torii gate that marks the entrance to the shrine, begin walking down the famous shopping street Omotesandō, taking in architecture and exploring quirky fashion boutiques tucked in backstreets. Stop for an early lunch at Maisen (a 1-km/0.6-mi, 15-minute walk from Meiji Jingū), one of the city’s better purveyors of tonkatsu (breaded pork cutlet), set in a chicly renovated bathhouse on a Harajuku side street.

3 Continue down Omotesandō another kilometer (0.6 mi, 15 minutes), through the posh Aoyama neighborhood, to the Nezu Museum. Explore the collection of East Asian art and religious artifacts inside, then meander through the museum’s beautiful garden.

4 Backtrack down Omotesandō toward Sakurai Japanese Tea Experience, a 0.7-km (0.5-mi), 10-minute walk. Get to know the ancient tradition of Japanese tea in this modern, stylish tearoom.

5 With your appreciation for the humble tea leaf enhanced, walk southwest (about 1.6 km/1 mi, 20 minutes) to Shibuya Station, where you’ll behold the urban maelstrom of Shibuya Crossing.

6 Spend a bit of time meandering through the frenzied, pedestrian-only Center Gai area, not far from Shibuya Station, to get a visceral sense of Tokyo’s pulse. Stop by Purikura no Mecca (less than 5 minutes’ walk from the station) to take some self-portraits in one of the singular photo booths that are all the rage among Japan’s youth. (Note that you might not be admitted if you’re a guy traveling solo or in a male-only group.)

7 Back on the other side of Shibuya Station, across the thoroughfare of Meiji-dōri (0.5-km/0.3-mi walk east, 10 minutes), take a coffee break—and a step back in time—at Chatei Hatou, an excellent old-school kissaten (tea-drinking place).

8 As dinnertime approaches, hop on the JR Yamanote line at Shibuya Station south to the stylish neighborhood of Ebisu, one stop away on the Yamanote line (2 minutes; ¥140). Have dinner in rowdy and boisterous Ebisu Yokochō, a covered alleyway 2 minutes’ walk northeast of Ebisu Station, filled with no-frills eateries serving grilled meats and vegetables on sticks and in stews, and plenty of booze to wash it all down.

9 If you’ve got the energy, go for drinks after dinner. Bar Tram, a dimly lit bar with a speakeasy vibe known for its absinthe-base cocktails, just a 3-minute walk from Ebisu Yokochō, is a good pick.

TOKYO ON DAY TWO

On Day 2, look back on Tokyo’s history, starting with a visit to an ancient temple in Asakusa and ending in Shinjuku, where nostalgic post-war buildings are juxtaposed with towers draped with neon signs. In between, you can experience the oldest and best collection of classical Japanese art, the Tokyo National Museum in Ueno, in contrast with the quirky pop-cultural mecca of up-to-the-minute Akihabara.

1 Start your day at the famed boisterous temple of Sensō-ji in Asakusa, in the older eastern side of town, just north of Asakusa Station.

2 Hop on the Ginza subway line at Asakusa Station and make your way to Ueno Station (5 minutes; 3 stops; ¥170) and Tokyo National Museum, a 6-minute (0.5-km/0.3-mi) walk northwest of the station, housing the world’s largest collection of Japanese art.

3 Cross Ueno-kōen, Tokyo’s largest park, to Hantei (about 1-km/0.6-mi, 15-minute walk west) for a lunch of kushiage (battered and deep-fried meat and vegetables on sticks) in a charming Meiji period home.

4 From here, hop on the train at Nezu Station, right outside Hantei. Ride to Nishi-Nippori Station on the Chiyoda subway line (3 minutes; 2 stops; ¥170), then transfer to the Yamanote line to Akihabara Station (7 minutes; 4 stops; ¥160). Spend the next few hours getting lost in Akihabara’s warren of quirky pop culture. A good starting point is Mandarake, a one-stop shop for everything from anime and manga to vintage figurines and cosplay attire. It’s just a 5-minute walk northwest from Akihabara Station.

5 Hop on the JR Sōbu (yellow color-coded) line at Akihabara Station and make your way to Shinjuku (17 minutes; 9 stops; ¥170) as dinnertime approaches. Feast on tempura that doesn’t break the bank at Tempura Tsunahachi, 2 minutes’ walk east of Shinjuku Station.

6 For a mind-blowing spectacle, walk 7 minutes east to Robot Restaurant in the neon-drenched red-light district of Kabukichō after dinner. There’s no way to easily sum up this epically kitsch, yet technologically stunning, robot showdown.

7 If you’re still going strong, follow this up with a bar crawl through Golden Gai. Visitors throng to this former black market to drink their way through a warren of 200 tumbledown bars—each with its own decor, ethos, and regular characters. Kenzo’s Bar is a great place to start.

TOKYO LIKE A LOCAL

This third itinerary is focused on a few local haunts just west of downtown, namely Kichijōji and Shimokitazawa. Kichijōji is home to Inokashira-kōen, a lovely park with a central pond, and the Ghibli Museum, a paradise for lovers of the anime film studio helmed by Oscar-winning director Hayao Miyazaki. In hipster-favorite Shimokitazawa, wend through the scrambled streets lined with hip boutiques, cafés, and record shops.

1 Begin your day in the mid- or even late morning in the appealing suburb of Kichijōji, about 15 minutes west of Shinjuku on the JR Chūō line (6 stops; ¥220). Once you arrive at Kichijōji Station, walk 5 minutes (about 0.3 km/0.2 mi) south of the station to the lovely, leafy grounds of Inokashira-kōen. If you’re so inclined, rent a swan boat to ply the waters of Inokashira Pond.

2 Have lunch at the whimsical Café du Lièvre (Bunny House), to the southwest of the pond on the edge of the park, where they serve a nice selection of Japanese-style curry dishes and crêpes.

3 After lunch, continue walking south through the less-crowded side of the park (0.6 km/0.4 mi, 10 minutes) to the Ghibli Museum. Enjoy touring through this playful, artful ode to Studio Ghibli.

4 After leaving the museum, backtrack east through Inokashira-kōen (1.2 km/0.7 mi, 15 minutes) to get a coffee to go from Blue Sky Coffee.

5 Make your way back to Kichijōji Station (0.8 km/0.5 mi, 10 minutes). Take the Keio-Inokashira line to Shimokitazawa Station (12 minutes, express train; 4 stops; ¥180) and meander through streets lined by edgy eateries and boutiques. For dinner, eat at the lively, innovative izakaya Shirubee, just south (2-minute walk) of Shimokitazawa Station. Reserve a day ahead to be safe.

6 After dinner, check out Shimokitazawa’s live music scene at Shelter, 5 minutes’ walk northeast of Shirubee.

Sights

GINZA AND MARUNOUCHI

銀座, 丸の内

Today, Ginza is synonymous with glitz. It’s also conveniently located within easy reach of the buzzing business district of Marunouchi, where you’ll find the Imperial Palace and the revamped Tokyo Station (1-chōme Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; www.tokyoinfo.com) building, which evokes the early 20th century with its appealing facade of red brick and stone. Of historic importance, the Nihonbashi Bridge (1-1 Nihonbashimuromachi, Chūō-ku), about a 5-minute walk north of Nihonbashi Station, has served as the starting point (marking kilometer zero) for the national network of highways. Originally wooden when built in the early Edo period (1603-1868), today you’ll encounter a Meiji period (1868-1912) stone reconstruction, with an expressway running overhead.
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South of Tokyo Station, the Tokyo International Forum (3-5-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/5221-9000; www.t-i-forum.co.jp; 7am-11:30pm daily) is a soaring architectural masterpiece. An ode to natural light envisioned by Uruguayan architect Rafael Viñoly, the ship-like east wing has a spellbinding ceiling of glass and steel. While the building serves primarily as a convention center, it’s free to enter for anyone and is worth a quick stop if you’re in the area to admire its sky-high ceiling.

Imperial Palace

皇居

1-1 Chiyoda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3213-1111; https://sankan.kunaicho.go.jp/index.html; free; take Chiyoda line to Ōtemachi Station, exit C13b

Located in the geographic heart of Tokyo, the construction of the Imperial Palace was kicked off by Tokugawa Ieyasu, the first shogun, in 1590. In its heyday, it was the world’s largest castle. Today, only the inner circle of the original complex survives. Damaged by fire in 1945, the current palace was rebuilt in 1968. Althought the steel-framed reconstruction is made of concrete, it still looks as you’d expect: sweeping rooflines over white walls, supported by a foundation made from large stones, with a daunting moat crisscrossed by bridges encircling it all. While it commands less attention than the towering original fortress built by Ieyasu must have, the modern-day palace offers respite from the city’s hubbub just outside, and the sight of glass-and-steel towers looming nearby offers a striking contrast.
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Imperial Palace



Japan’s imperial family resides on the western grounds, which are only open to the public on the emperor’s birthday (Feb. 23) and the day after New Year’s Day (Jan. 2), when thousands of Japanese try to catch a glimpse of the emperor waving from a palace balcony. The Imperial Household Agency does give two daily tours (10am and 1:30pm Tues.-Sat., not held on national holidays; free), each lasting a little more than an hour and delving a bit deeper into the palace grounds. Tours aren’t offered during official functions, on public holidays, or during afternoons from late July through August, or December 28-January 4. Spots can be reserved online (http://sankan.kunaicho.go.jp/english/guide/koukyo.html) or by phone as early as a month before you plan to arrive. You can also try your luck and arrive the day of to inquire whether spots are still available; ask at the tour office next to Kikyo-mon (Kikyo Gate).

If you decide to forego the tour and explore the grounds on your own, check out the free downloadable audio guide (www.kunaicho.go.jp/e-event/app.html). Start in the Kōkyo-gaien (www.env.go.jp/garden/kokyogaien), or National Garden, located in the southeastern section of the Imperial Palace grounds. At the western edge of this verdant space, you’ll see two iconic bridges. The closer of the two is the Megane Bridge (“Eyeglass Bridge”); it was given its nickname because it resembles a pair of spectacles when seen reflected in the moat below. Just behind Megane Bridge stands Nijū Bridge (“Double Bridge”); its popular name is derived from the fact that it was once a two-level wooden bridge.

EAST GARDEN

皇居東御苑

9am-4pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. Nov.-Feb., 9am-4:30pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. Mar.-mid-Apr. and Sept.-Oct., 9am-5pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. mid-Apr.-Aug.

After either taking a private tour of the palace grounds or capturing a few snapshots in front of these two scenic bridges, proceed to the flawless grounds of the Imperial Palace East Garden. It’s a fine example of a Japanese garden, where you can meander along winding paths, over lightly arched bridges, and past stone lanterns, cherry trees, azaleas, and a teahouse. While basking in the pleasant scene, note the stone base of what was once the main tower of Edo Castle, still standing on the lawn. Climb the steps to see the surroundings from atop the remnants of what was once the world’s largest keep.

The garden is best entered via Ote-mon (Ote Gate), just west of Ōtemachi Station and roughly a 15-minute walk west of Tokyo Station’s Marunouchi North Exit. The Museum of Imperial Collections (9am-3:45pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. Nov.-Feb., 9am-4:45pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. Mar.-mid-Apr. and Sept., 9am-5:45pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun. mid-Apr.-Aug., 9am-4:15pm Oct.; free), just beyond Ote-mon, shows off a small selection of the imperial family’s more than 9,000 pieces of Japanese art, though it will be closed through approximately autumn 2023 as a new facility is being built.

Two-hour walking tours of the East Garden are offered free of charge by Tokyo SGG Club, overseen by the JNTO Tourist Information Center (1F Shin Tokyo Bdlg., 3-3-1 Marunouchi, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3201-3331; https://tokyosgg.jp/sp/imperial_palace.html; 1pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat.-Sun.). To join, arrive at the Tokyo SSG Club’s desk at the Tourist Information Center at least 10 minutes before the start of a tour.

National Museum of Modern Art (MOMAT)

国立近代美術館

3-1 Kitanomaru-kōen, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/5777-8600; www.momat.go.jp/am; 10am-5pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sun., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat.; ¥500 adults, ¥250 university and college students, free for high school students and younger; take Tōzai line to Takebashi Station, exit 1b

This massive collection of Japanese art stretches from the turn of the 20th century onward, focusing heavily on the works of modernist Japanese painters, as well as some international artists, with photography, video pieces, sculptures, and more also on show. The key theme illustrated by the artworks being shown is the evolution of modern Japan from the Meiji period (1868-1912) onward. Part of the appeal of visiting the museum is its location beside the walls of the Imperial Palace and its moat, lined with cherry trees that color the area pink in spring; foliage blazes during autumn. Alongside the permanent collection, shown across three floors, the ground floor hosts changing special exhibitions, between which the museum shuts its doors, so check the website to see if an exhibition is ongoing before making the trip.

Yasukuni-jinja

靖国神社

3-1-1 Kudankita, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3261-8326; www.yasukuni.or.jp [URL inactive]; 6am-6pm daily Mar.-Oct., 6am-5pm daily Nov.-Feb.; free

About a 15-minute walk northwest from the Imperial Palace grounds, or 7 minutes west of Kudanshita Station, sits Yasukuni-jinja, a shrine that honors Japan’s war dead, historically charged due to associations with Japan’s World War II sins.

TOKYO BAY AREA

東京湾

Until recently the area’s most famous site was by far the hallowed Tsukiji Fish Market, which closed in September 2018. The new market, Toyosu Market (6-6-1 Toyosu, Koto-ku; tel. 03/3520-8205; www.toyosu-market.or.jp [URL inactive]; 5am-5pm Mon.-Sat., often closed Wed. and other irregular times, hours vary for businesses on site; free), which opened in October 2018, remains the world’s largest bazaar of fishmongers, but it’s unfortunately a somewhat sterile affair compared to its predecessor in Tsukiji. Though it’s safe to give the new market a pass, it is still possible to visit Tsukiji’s Outer Market of seafood shops and mom-and-pop sushi counters.

Across the bay lies the hyper urbanized development of Odaiba. Linked to the rest of Tokyo by both the scenic Rainbow Bridge and the fully automated Yurikamome New Transit Monorail, Odaiba is a hodgepodge of family-friendly museums and shopping centers. One of Odaiba’s biggest draws is its great views of the city from across the bay.

If you make the trip to Odaiba, pass by the 19.7-meter-tall (65-ft-tall) Unicorn Gundam Statue (1-1-10 Aomi, Koto-ku; tel. 03/6380-7800; www.unicorn-gundam-statue.jp; 10am-9pm daily; free), towering over the DiverCity Tokyo Plaza (http://mitsui-shopping-park.com/divercity-tokyo). The life-size statue from the anime series Mobile Suit Gundam about giant robots “performs” at select times each day when its head moves and eyes light up, and mist wafts through the area as music plays.

Tsukiji Outer Market

築地場外市場

www.tsukiji.or.jp [URL inactive]; take Hibiya line to Tsukiji Station, exits 1, 2, or take Ōedo line to Tsukijishijō Station, exit A1

To the chagrin of many foodies and urban anthropologists, the colorful, chaotic inner Tsukiji Fish Market, once the site of legendarily intense morning tuna auctions, closed in fall 2018. The market relocated to a massive, sterile new building, Toyosu Market, southeast of Tsukiji. Though it is possible to get a glimpse of the goings-on in Toyosu, it’s probably okay to skip it; thankfully, Tsukiji’s outer market, which once spilled into the streets just northeast of the former inner market, has remained in operation. It’s perhaps the one place in the world where sushi for breakfast is recommended.

Starting from mid-morning to early afternoon, stalls sell snacks, ranging from oysters to sweet yet savory rolled omelets, alongside sit-down restaurants and shops hawking pottery and kitchenware of excellent quality. The bulk of these stalls are housed in the newly rebuilt Tsukiji Uogashi complex (6-26-1 Tsukuji, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3544-1906; https://uogashi.tsukiji-dainaka.com; 6am-2pm daily). To glean a bit more insight into the fish business and be guided directly to the best spots for nibbles in Tsukiji, check out the highly rated tour of Tsukiji Outer Market run by Japan Wonder Travel (https://japanwondertravel.com/products/tokyo-foodrink-tour-tsukiji-fish-market; 3 hours from 8:30am daily; ¥9,500) or the one by Ninja Food Tours (www.ninjafoodtours.com/tokyo-food-tours/tsukiji-fish-market; 3 hours from 9am daily; ¥8,800), which also includes a visit to Toyosu Market.

Hama-rikyū Onshi-teien

浜離宮恩賜庭園

1-1 Hama Rikyū-teien, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3541-0200; www.tokyo-park.or.jp/park/format/index028.html; 9am-5pm (last entry 4:30pm) daily; ¥300; take Ōedo, Yurikamome lines to Shiodome Station, exit 10, or take Ginza, Asakusa lines to Shimbashi Station, Shiodome exit

Like all things with deep roots in Tokyo’s past, this calm garden with skyscrapers looming just beyond it has seen its share of radical transformations, including being flattened during World War II. The garden remains in its original location, south of Ginza, right next to the point where the Sumida River mingles with Tokyo Bay. Strolling through the grounds, the space strikes a perfect balance between water and landscape, with numerous native species from hydrangeas to wizened black pines. One pine is said to be 300 years old. Ducks swim in a large central pond that contains two islands, linked by attractive wooden bridges. On one of the islands stands Nakajima no Ochaya (9am-4:30pm daily; tea and a sweet ¥740), an inviting teahouse with one of the best views in the city.

On an island and surrounded by a walled moat, this garden is reachable via the Ōtemon Bridge (大手門橋), roughly 15 minutes’ walk east of Shiodome Station or 20 minutes’ walk southeast of Shimbashi; or, to reach the garden from Asakusa by boat (35 minutes; ¥1,040 adults, ¥400 children, includes garden entrance fee; 1-2 boats per hour), take the Sumida River line operated by Tokyo Cruise (www.suijobus.co.jp). Head to Asakusa Pier (1-1 Hanakawado, Taitō-ku), a stone’s throw (about 3 minutes; 0.3-km/0.1-mi walk) east from Asakusa Station (Ginza, Tobu, Asakusa lines), and get off at Hama-rikyū Pier, actually located within the garden itself. Visit the Tokyo Cruise website for timetables.

Miraikan

日本科学未来館

2-3-6 Aomi, Koto-ku; tel. 03/3570-9151; www.miraikan.jst.go.jp; 10am-5pm Wed.-Mon., open if Tues. is holiday; ¥630 adults, ¥210 kindergarten students to age 18; take Yurikamome line to Telecom Center Station

Miraikan, or the National Museum of Emerging Science and Innovation, is a great museum with interactive exhibitions focused on robots and life sciences. There’s a globe hanging over the lobby that depicts climate change in action via 851,000 LEDs dotting its 6.5-meter (21-ft) circumference, as well as great displays on outer space and genetics. The museum feels somewhat geared toward kids, but it’s fun and interesting for adults, too, and provides good English-language information on its exhibits. As you interact with the androids on display in an exhibit on some of the world’s most sophisticated androids, you may find yourself contemplating consciousness and what it really means to be human.

For a higher admission fee (¥940 adults, ¥310 kindergarten students to age 18), also get access to the museum’s planetarium-style Dome Theater GAIA (English language audio available, but it must be booked online at least one week ahead of your visit), which features stereoscopic films on a full-dome screen about various topics related to science and outer space.

To prevent the spread of coronavirus, admission to the museum was being done through a reservation system at the time of writing. Reserve online (www.e-tix.jp/miraikan/en) up to a week ahead of your visit, and no later than 4:30pm on the day you plan to go.

ROPPONGI AND AROUND

六本木

During the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) and the Russo-Japanese War (1905), the Roppongi area was used as a military training ground. Following World War II, Occupation forces moved into newly empty barracks, leading to the development of the sort of nightlife associated with overseas GIs—hence the neighborhood’s slightly seedy reputation.
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The area, in the heart of the affluent Minato ward, has since been developed into an upscale district, with luxury shops, world-class art museums, and towering mega-complexes Roppongi Hills (6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6406-6000; www.roppongihills.com; shops 11am-9pm daily, restaurants 11am-11pm daily; free) and Tokyo Midtown (9-7-1 Akasaka, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3475-3100; www.tokyo-midtown.com; 10am-9pm daily; free), giving it a cosmopolitan sheen. As the sun falls, however, the area running south from Roppongi Crossing fills with shady touts who serve as a reminder that the underbelly still remains. If you can politely but firmly ignore the unsavory characters milling about at night, you’ll discover some fantastic dining options and watering holes. Roppongi has also become Tokyo’s main hub for contemporary art, with its “Art Triangle” of the Mori Art Museum, the Suntory Museum of Art, and The National Art Center, Tokyo.

Close by, roughly 10-15 minutes on foot to the west, south, and east of Roppongi, the posh, slightly rambling greater neighborhood of Azabu boasts great restaurants and swanky cocktail bars, minus the unsavory bits. Looming east of Roppongi and Azabu is Tokyo Tower in the Shiba-kōen area.

Tokyo City View and Sky Deck

東京シティビュー

52F Roppongi Hills Mori Tower; 6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6406-6652; https://tcv.roppongihills.com/jp; 10am-10pm (last entry 9:30pm) daily; ¥2,000 adults, ¥1,300 high school and university students, ¥700 ages 4 through junior high school students Mon.-Fri., ¥2,200 adults, ¥1,400 high school and university students, ¥800 ages 4 through junior high school students Sat.-Sun.; take Hibiya line to Roppongi Station, exit 1C, or Ōedo line to Roppongi Station, exit 3

Tokyo City View offers an almost 360-degree view of the city. For an even more unimpeded view, another ¥500 on top of the admission you’ve already paid allows you to ride an escalator to the rooftop Sky Deck for a view without windows.
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Tokyo City View



Mori Art Museum

森美術館

53F Roppongi Hills Mori Tower; 6-10-1 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6406-6000; www.mori.art.museum/jp; 10am-10pm (last entry 9:30pm) Wed.-Mon., 10am-5pm (last entry 4:30pm) Tues.; ¥1,800 adults, ¥1,200 students, ¥600 children on weekdays, or ¥2,000 adults, ¥1,300 students, ¥700 children on weekends; take Hibiya line to Roppongi Station, exit 1C, or Ōedo line to Roppongi Station, exit 3

If you only visit one contemporary art museum during your time in Tokyo, make it the Mori Art Museum. One floor above Tokyo City View, this stellar museum consistently hosts sophisticated exhibitions on a range of relevant themes and media from Japan and abroad in a fantastic space designed by American architect Richard Gluckman. Past exhibitions have showcased Japanese visionaries such as Aida Makoto and Takashi Murakami, Chinese hell-raiser Ai Weiwei, and modern Southeast Asian and Middle Eastern art. Note that the museum is closed between exhibitions, so please check the schedule on the website before going. Booking tickets online in advance is recommended (and may be compulsory depending on measures in place to combat the coronavirus)—aside from being slightly cheaper than buying tickets on-site, it may also reduce waiting time to enter.

Suntory Museum of Art

サントリー美術館

3F Tokyo Midtown Galleria, 9-7-4 Akasaka, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3479-8600; www.suntory.com/sma; 10am-6pm Wed.-Thurs. and Sun.-Mon., 10am-8pm Fri.-Sat.; fees vary by exhibition; take Ōedo line or Hibiya line (via underground walkway) to Roppongi Station, exit 8, or Chiyoda line to Nogizaka Station, exit 3

Standing at the western edge of Tokyo Midtown is the Suntory Museum of Art, a “lifestyle art” showcase featuring beautifully crafted everyday objects such as lacquerware, glass, ceramics, and textiles. The museum, designed by architect Kengo Kuma, holds the largest assortment of arts and crafts in Japan. Tea ceremonies are held every other Thursday at noon, 1pm, 2pm and 3pm for up to 48 people total for the day (¥1,000 each; up to two tickets per person). Tickets are sold on the day from the museum’s third-floor reception desk. Check the website to confirm which days the ceremonies will be held (www.suntory.com/sma/rental/teaceremonyroom.html). There’s also a café specializing in morsels from the city of Kanazawa, renowned for its traditional crafts. The gift shop carries exquisitely designed tableware and glassware, some done in the geometric Edo Kiriko style.

The National Art Center, Tokyo

国立新美術館

7-22-2 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/5777-8600; www.nact.jp; for exhibitions organized by The National Art Center, Tokyo: 10am-6pm (last entry 5:30pm) Wed.-Thurs. and Sun.-Mon., 10am-8pm (last entry 7:30pm) Fri.-Sat., closed Wed. if Tues. is holiday, for exhibitions organized by artist associations: 10am-6pm (last entry 5:30pm) Wed.-Mon.; fees vary by exhibition; take Ōedo line to Roppongi Station, exits 7, 8

With the biggest exhibition space of any art museum in the country, The National Art Center, Tokyo houses 12 galleries in a striking building designed by the late architect Kurokawa Kisho. Standing in front of the massive structure, the curved green windows of its front wall appear to undulate as it allows natural light to flood the soaring atrium. The museum doesn’t have a collection of its own. Instead, it hosts meticulously curated shows ranging from the surrealist mindscapes of Salvador Dalí to the polka-dot infused world of Yayoi Kusama, alongside a host of other exhibitions overseen by various art collectives and associations throughout Japan. The museum also boasts two restaurants, a café, and a stellar gift shop, Souvenir From Tokyo.

Tokyo Tower

東京タワー

4-2-8 Shiba-kōen, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3433-5111; www.tokyotower.co.jp; 9am-11pm (last entry 10:30pm) daily; ¥1,200 adults, ¥1,000 16-18 years old, ¥700 junior high and elementary school students, ¥500 ages 4-6; take Ōedo line to Akabanebashi Station, Akabanebashiguchi exit

Finished in 1958, Tokyo Tower was originally intended to commemorate the city’s phoenix-like rise after World War II. Its resemblance to the Eiffel Tower is overt, as is the fact that it stands 13 meters taller than its Parisian inspiration. The structure still serves as a radio and television broadcast tower, but the words “tourist trap” are admittedly hard to avoid when thinking of it today. Its extra attractions—a wax museum, an aquarium, and an exhibit dedicated to the anime program One Piece—only reinforce this impression. People still flock to it nonetheless, and the white-and-orange behemoth remains one of the most recognizable points in the city’s skyline. The observation decks of the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, Tokyo Skytree, or Tokyo City View provide more sweeping views. But if you feel the pull of vintage charm, Tokyo Tower still offers thrilling views of the Minato area skyline at night. If you’re coming from Roppongi on foot, the tower is about 20 minutes’ walk southeast of Roppongi Crossing (intersection of Gaien-higashi Dōri and Roppongi Dōri). You’ll see it looming in the distance as you head southeast down Gaien-higashi Dōri.

EBISU AND AROUND

恵比寿

Ebisu is a sophisticated neighborhood, a welcome relief from the chaos of nearby Shibuya to the northwest on the Saikyo line. A mix of locals and expats congregate here to eat and drink at an impressive array of restaurants and drinking dens.
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Ebisu has long been associated with food and, more specifically, drink, as its very origin is linked to the founding of a brewery, Yebisu Beer, in the late 1920s. Both neighborhood and brewery are named for the god of prosperity, embodied in a jolly-looking statue next to the train station. Yebisu Garden Place (4-20 Ebisu, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5423-7111; https://gardenplace.jp; 7am-midnight daily; free), site of the Museum of Yebisu Beer (B1F Sapporo Beer Headquarters, Yebisu Garden Place, 4-20-1 Ebisu, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5423-7255; www.sapporobeer.jp; 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun., tasting salon last order 5:30pm, closed Tues. if Mon. is holiday), is a city within a city, with a pleasing blend of greenery, shops, and cultural offerings oriented around a spacious central square.

The nearby neighborhoods of Daikanyama and Nakameguro have a similar vibe, with high-end fashion boutiques and hipster cafés. The mellow streets are worth wandering for the sake of putting yourself in serendipity’s way.

Tokyo Photographic Art Museum

東京都写真美術館

Yebisu Garden Place, 1-13-3 Mita, Meguro-ku; tel. 03/3280-0099; https://topmuseum.jp; 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun. (last entry 5:30pm), closed Tues. if Mon. falls on holiday; entry fee varies by exhibition; take Yamanote line to Ebisu station, east exit, or Hibiya line to Ebisu Station, exit 1

Tokyo’s premier photography museum, colloquially shortened to TOP Museum, is housed in a four-story building toward the back of Yebisu Garden Place. The space boasts a library, studio, research laboratory, film screening hall, and multimedia gallery. Its permanent collection includes works by greats such as Ansel Adams, W. Eugene Smith, and Gustave Le Gray, as well as Japan’s own photographic legends, such as Nobuyoshi Araki, Daido Moriyama, Miyako Ishiuchi, Rinko Kawauchi, and Mika Ninagawa, among many others.

A café on the museum’s first floor, run by the trendy Maison Ichi bakery in nearby Daikanyama, provides a space to relax with a beverage or light meal after enjoying the visual feast.

Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum

東京都庭園美術館

5-21-9 Shirokanedai, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3443-0201; www.teien-art-museum.ne.jp; 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun. (last entry 5:30pm); entry fee varies by exhibition, garden only ¥200 adults, ¥160 college students, ¥100 high school and junior high school students; take Yamanote line to Meguro Station, east exit, or Mita, Namboku lines to Shirokanedai Station, exit 1

The Tokyo Metropolitan Teien Art Museum’s main draw is the building itself. Completed in 1933, the mansion is a stunning example of art deco architecture, with both a rose garden and a Japanese landscape garden. It was formerly the residence of Emperor Hirohito’s uncle, Prince Asaka Yasuhiko, and Princess Nobuko, Emperor Meiji’s eighth daughter. Prince Asaka returned from a stint in 1920s Paris, inspired to build a modern home. He enlisted French architect Henri Rapin and glass designer René Lalique, along with a team of Japanese architects, to produce the dazzling result. In 2014, the structures were restored and a new annex was added by artist Sugimoto Hiroshi. A visit to the museum today means exploring the enchanting mansion, with its crystal chandeliers and lush grounds, just as much as seeing whatever exhibition—likely in the decorative arts genre—is taking place at the time.

Happo-en

八芳園

1-1-1 Shirokanedai, Minato-ku; tel. 0570/064-128; www.happo-en.com; 9am-8:30pm daily; free; take Namboku, Mita lines to Shirokanedai Station, exit 2

Happo-en, which means “garden of eight views,” is aptly named: It looks beautiful from any angle. Serene paths wind through the beautifully landscaped garden, which has a pond at its heart and is dotted by bonsai trees, some of which are centuries old. A stone lantern said to have been carved by the warrior Taira-no Munekiyo some 800 years ago also stands on the grounds, which were originally the residence of an advisor to the shogun during the early 17th century. The current design was largely realized in the early 20th century by a business magnate who acquired the land and built a Japanese villa, which can still be seen near the garden’s entrance. With a large banquet hall on-site, it’s no surprise the garden is one of the most popular places in Tokyo for couples to tie the knot. Note that small sections of the garden may be closed off if a wedding is underway.

Muan (tel. 03/3443-3775; www.happo-en.com/banquet/plan_en/detail.php?p=837; 11am-4pm daily), a teahouse, is also tucked away in the garden, offering sets of matcha (powdered green tea with a highly caffeinated kick) and Japanese-style sweets, as well as small tea ceremonies if you book ahead. Overlooking Happo-en is also the excellent Thrush Café (tel. 0570/064-128; www.happo-en.com/restaurant/thrushcafe; 11am-5pm daily, last order 4pm), which offers a more substantial menu for a meal in the serene setting.

SHIBUYA AND AROUND

渋谷

As recently as the late 19th century, Shibuya was open countryside with a reputation for producing excellent tea. Today at Shibuya Crossing, pedestrians walk briskly in all directions, bombarded by advertisements and music clips playing on television screens mounted on glass and steel shopping complexes.
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Shibuya is in the midst of an ambitious spate of development: A major commercial complex known as Shibuya Stream (3-21-3 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 0570/050-428; https://shibuyastream.jp; 10am-9pm daily) opened in 2018, and a skyscraper called Shibuya Sky, with a massive rooftop terrace with views of Shibuya Crossing and Tokyo as a whole, opened in November 2019. And a massive new mall with a rooftop park, Miyashita Park (6-20-10 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/6712-5630; www.miyashita-park.tokyo; 8am-11pm daily), opened in 2020.

Four stops west on the local Keio-Inokashira line, or just one stop on the express train, is the counterculture nexus of Shimokitazawa, home to artisanal coffee shops, hole-in-the-wall indie rock venues, and vintage clothing shops.

S Shibuya Crossing

渋谷スクランブル交差点

www.sibch.tv; take JR, Ginza, Inokashira, Fukutoshin, Hanzōmon, Tōkyū Tōyoko lines to Shibuya Station, Hachikō exit

Seen from above, Shibuya Crossing, aka “the scramble,” resembles a giant free-for-all, with hordes of cell phone-wielding pedestrians amassing and then rushing in every direction each time the walk signal turns green. When you visit, you’re propelled into the current and become part of the flow. For maximum impact, try coming on a Friday night or anytime Saturday, when the trend-conscious masses come out to shop, eat, and play.
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Shibuya Crossing



This is Tokyo at its rawest, the perfect visceral place to soak in the sheer energy of the world’s largest metropolis. It’s the gateway to a district at the heart of Japanese youth culture, thriving in the teeming streets of Shibuya’s Center Gai; it’s also where you’ll find an entry point to Dogenzaka, a district bursting at the seams with options for dining and nightlife of every shade, as well as one of Tokyo’s most well-known agglomerations of love hotels.


Views of Shibuya Crossing

To fully grasp the scale of Shibuya Crossing’s foot traffic, head to the hallway linking the JR station to the Keio-Inokashira line on the second floor of the Shibuya Mark City commercial complex (1-12-1 Dōgenzaka, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3780-6503; www.s-markcity.co.jp [URL inactive]; 10am-9pm daily for shops, 11am-11pm daily for restaurants). Windows lining the passageway offer views of the frenzy below. You’ll also be able to see the Myth of Tomorrow, a vivid mural by Tarō Okamoto, dramatically depicting Japan’s traumatic relationship with nuclear weapons in its abstractly dread-inducing depiction of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.

Another good vantage point is Shibuya Hikarie (2-21-1 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5468-5892; www.hikarie.jp; 11am-8pm daily; free), a complex of boutiques, eateries, and artistic offerings accessible from Shibuya Station’s east exit; from the 11th floor, you’ll have a view of the spectacle of the fabled Shibuya Scramble, set within a wider view of Shibuya as a whole.

There’s also a plexiglass-enclosed viewing platform in Mag’s Park (1-23-10 Jinnan, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3477-5111; https://magnetbyshibuya109.jp/en/mags-park; 10am-9pm daily, last entry 8:30pm; ¥1,000), a rooftop space that opened in 2018 atop the Magnet by Shibuya 109 department store. Its location on one corner of the scramble gives unimpeded views of the intersection.

Looming highest of them all is Shibuya Sky, an open-air, 360-degree rooftop viewing platform.



In the frantic square next to the crossing is perhaps Tokyo’s most beloved meeting point: Hachikō Square, with a bronze statue of the legendarily loyal dog for which it’s named. The canine came to meet his master, a professor, at the station as he returned home from work every day, and continued to make his daily trek to Shibuya Station nearly a decade after his master died in 1925.

If you are seriously concerned about crowds in light of COVID-19, it’s best not to even bother with Shibuya Crossing. That said, it is notably at its most crowded on weekend afternoons and evenings. Making the trip during the daylight hours of a weekday might give you a slightly less claustrophobic experience. Whenever you choose to visit, just remember that it’s the most crowded pedestrian intersection on earth, and the entire point of visiting it is to experience the energy it brings. Finally, consider viewing it from upon high at one of the many viewpoints arrayed around the intersection, such as Shibuya Sky.

Shibuya Sky

2-24-12 Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/4221-0229; www.shibuya-scramble-square.com/sky; 10am-10:30pm daily (last entry 9:20pm); tickets purchased online ¥1,800 adults, ¥1,400 junior high and high school students, ¥900 elementary school students, ¥500 children 3-5 years old; tickets purchased in-person ¥2,000 adults, ¥1,600 junior high and high school students, ¥1,000 elementary school students, ¥600 children 3-5 years old; take JR, Ginza, Inokashira, Fukutoshin, Hanzōmon, Tōkyū Tōyoko lines to Shibuya Station, east exit, or in direction of Shibuya Hikarie complex

On the rooftop of a new cloud-scraping complex called Shibuya Scramble Square, at 230 meters (755 ft) aboveground, this observatory, known as Sky Stage, is the highest point in the neighborhood. Besides offering a bird’s-eye view of the frantic crossing below, you’ll also get sweeping views of Tokyo’s sprawl, extending all the way to Mount Fuji on clear days. There’s a smattering of hammocks, sofas, and, come nighttime, a show of 18 colored light beams shooting skyward from the roof. Indoors, just under the viewing deck, you’ll find Sky Gallery (46F), a window-encased corridor open rain or shine, with a collection of digital displays showing Tokyo from unique angles. There’s also a café and bar where you can quaff cappuccino or craft beer as you take in the jaw-dropping views.

Tickets are for a set time and date. You can either purchase them online in advance, or at the counter on the 14th floor. Buying them online in advance is recommended to avoid waiting and to save a little money. You’ll be required to store your belongings in a locker free of charge before heading up to the roof.

HARAJUKU AND AOYAMA

原宿, 青山

Harajuku and Aoyama have deep roots in the world of fashion, and in the spiritual world, thanks to being home to the city’s most majestic shrine, Meiji Jingū. But the area is also notable to architecture buffs, who will love strolling along the creatively designed, upscale fashion flagship along the area’s main drag, Omotesandō.
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TOP EXPERIENCE

S Meiji Jingū

明治神宮

1-1 Yoyogi Kamizono-chō, Shibuya-ku; www.meijijingu.or.jp; sunrise-sunset daily; free; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit, or Chiyoda, Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-Jingūmae Station, exit 2

One of Tokyo’s most iconic Shinto shrines, originally built in 1920, Meiji Jingū is set in a sprawling swath of green. When you reach the large torii gate with the imperial crest in its lintel, offer a light bow for good measure before crossing the threshold, delineating the sacred space from the din outside, and be sure to remain on either side of the gravel pathway, as the middle is reserved for the gods. Notice the city sounds fade as you venture down the shaded trail, deeper into a forest of towering camphor trees.
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1: Meiji Jingū 2: Shinjuku Gyōen



Continue following the path until you come to the second torii gate, which stands 12 meters (39 ft) high—the largest of its type in Japan—made of 1,500-year-old cypress trees. Just after you pass through the second gate, you’ll see the entrance to Meiji Jingū Gyōen, a traditional garden with a pond inhabited by colorful carp, a riot of white and purple in mid-June when the irises bloom. The garden was designed by the Emperor Meiji, in whose name the shrine was built, for his wife Empress Shoken.

Continue walking along the main path to the shrine until you reach a third torii gate, which leads to the courtyard’s entrance. After ritually purifying yourself at the fountain in front of the shrine’s inner gate, enter the courtyard where clusters of trees are festooned with thick straw ropes to drive away evil spirits. Notice the countless wooden tablets hanging from wooden frames, inscribed with the wishes of the faithful, as well as strips of fortune-telling paper tied to metal wires en masse, releasing the buyers from unwelcome fortunes. It’s not uncommon to see a miko, or shrine maiden, glide past, adorned in red trousers and a white kimono top, or even a Shinto wedding if your timing is lucky. The Honden (central hall) is the courtyard’s centerpiece, with its cypress-wood exterior and gently curved copper-clad roof offset by bronze lanterns hanging from its eaves. While you can’t enter the shrine’s innermost sanctum, you can get close to it by entering a prayer area where the faithful toss coins into wooden boxes and clap their hands. Just outside this area, you’ll have passed through the vast inner courtyard, framed by long wooden halls and enveloped by trees.

To see Meiji Jingū at its most lively, visit during festivals. Foremost among these is the New Year, when some three million people mob Meiji Jingū for hatsumode, their first Shinto shrine trip of the year, to pray for a successful year ahead. Musical performances and dances are staged in the shrine’s courtyard April 29-May 3 and November 1-3.

Ota Memorial Museum of Art

浮世絵 太田記念美術館

1-10-10 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3403/0880; www.ukiyoe-ota-muse.jp; 10:30am-5:30pm Tues.-Sun. (last entry 5pm), closed Tues. if Mon. falls on holiday; admission varies by exhibition; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit, or Chiyoda, Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-Jingūmae Station, exit 5

The Ota Memorial Museum of Art is an inviting space to immerse yourself in the rich world of ukiyo-e (woodblock prints). This popular Japanese art form, which exploded in the 17th through the 19th centuries, was deeply rooted in the “floating world” of Kabuki, beautiful courtesans, and sumo wrestlers, all of whom were often depicted in the works. Wanderers traversing dramatic landscapes, the natural world, historical scenes, folk tales, and erotica were also prominent subject matter. Seeing the intricate lines of the prints, realism in many of the faces, and exquisite attention to detail, it’s hard not to draw parallels to Japan’s modern-day obsession with caricature in the forms of manga and anime.

Kamawanu, an excellent shop in the basement, sells aesthetically pleasing tenugui, thin cotton hand towels with beautifully dyed designs.

Nezu Museum

根津美術館

6-5-1 Minami-Aoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3400-2536; www.nezu-muse.or.jp; 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., closed Tues. if Mon falls on holiday; ¥1,300 adults, ¥1,000 high school and college students, free for children; take Chiyoda, Ginza, Hanzomon lines to Omotesandō Station, exit A5

This sublime museum has excellent exhibitions of East Asian art, a relaxing café with beautiful garden views of wisteria and irises, and a dazzling mix of traditional and modern architecture. Combined, these elements create an understated ambience exuding elegance; you’ll sense you’ve stumbled onto something special.

The Nezu Museum first opened in 1941, standing on the same land where once stood the private residence of late Tobu Railway founder Nezu Kaichiro, whose private collection of Japanese and Asian art served as the foundation for the museum’s collection. After the original museum was destroyed during World War II, the current structure, designed by Kengo Kuma, reopened in 2009.

The collection displays more than 7,000 artworks from across Japan and East Asia, including exquisite bronze statues from China’s Shang and Zhou dynasties, Japanese paintings, and Korean ceramics. The café overlooking the lush garden in back is a good option for a light lunch or afternoon tea. And the 17,000-square-meter (180,000-square-ft) Japanese garden beckons visitors to stroll and discover two traditional teahouses and myriad stone lanterns and Buddha statues.

Though it’s not required to book tickets online before visiting, buying tickets in person is slightly more expensive.

SHINJUKU AND AROUND

新宿

Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building

東京都庁

2-8-1 Nishi-Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 03/5321-1111; www.metro.tokyo.lg.jp/english/offices/observat.html; south observatory: 10am-8pm daily (last admission 7:30pm), closed 1st and 3rd Tues. of month, north observatory: 10am-5:30pm daily (last entry 5pm), closed 2nd and 4th Mon. of month; free; take JR lines to Shinjuku Station, west exit, or Ōedo line to Tochōmae Station, exit A4

The headquarters of the city’s army of civil servants is the brainchild of Pritzker Prize-winning architect Tange Kenzo. This colossal structure has dominated western Shinjuku’s skyline since it opened in 1991. Kenzo drew inspiration from Notre Dame in Paris, as evidenced in the archetypal twin-tower form, but this is where the similarities to Paris’s medieval masterpiece end. What the glass-and-granite Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building lacks in old-world charm, however, it makes up for in stunning views.
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Reach either of the two towers’ observation decks via an elevator on the ground floor of Building 1, which also houses a tourist office that offers free tours of the complex (weekdays only except for national holidays and the first and third Tues. every month; first-come, first-served). At 202 meters (662 ft) high, both observatories offer similar views, but the southern tower tends to be less crowded. The southern tower’s main advantage is that it stays open later. At the time of writing, hours were reduced to prevent coronavirus spread. Check the website for updates.

Hanazono-jinja

花園神社

5-17-3 Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 03/3209-5265; www.hanazono-jinja.or.jp; 24 hours; free; take JR, Odakyu, Keio lines to Shinjuku Station, east exit, or take Marunouchi, Shinjuku lines to Shinjuku-Sanchōme Station, exit B3

Hanazono-jinja is located in a very unlikely spot for a shrine, abutting Tokyo’s largest red-light district. To enter the shrine grounds from Yasukuni-dōri, you walk between two copper lion statues standing guard at the entrance before passing down a cobblestone path flanked by wooden lanterns painted vermillion. Inside, you’ll discover a main prayer hall and a handful of sub-shrines dotting the grounds. Dedicated to the fox god Inari, overseer of money and success, the shrine is a magnet for proprietors of businesses, aboveboard and not, and entertainers who work in neighboring Kabukichō. It’s said that yakuza, the Japanese mafia, often run food stalls and other businesses at the shrine’s lively festivals, including the Reitaisai Matsuri, which falls on the closest weekend to May 28 every year. On January 8, those who purchased talismans for success in business during the previous year line up to toss their old charms into a fire.

Shinjuku Gyōen

新宿御苑

11 Naitomachi, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 03/3350-0151; www.env.go.jp; 9am-4pm Tues.-Sun. Oct. 1-Mar. 14, 9am-5:30pm Tues.-Sun. Mar. 15-June 30 and Aug. 21-Sept. 30, 9am-6:30pm July 1-Aug. 20, closed Tues. if Mon. is a holiday; ¥500 adults, ¥250 university and high school students, free for children 15 and younger; take Marunouchi line to Shinjuku Gyōen-mae Station, exit 1

This 150-acre green space is Tokyo’s biggest garden and one of its best situated, in the heart of Shinjuku. What makes Shinjuku Gyōen unique is its diversity of landscaping styles. A formal French garden occupies the northern part, which is defined by neat lines of carefully planted trees and flowers. The south is a classically Japanese garden complete with stone lanterns, ponds with islands reachable by arched bridges, and a welcoming teahouse. A typically English-style open lawn sprawls across the center. The grounds are also home to a greenhouse growing subtropical plants, including orchids; an imperial villa dating to 1869; and Taiwan-kaku Pavilion, built to celebrate Emperor Hirohito’s wedding in 1927.

The garden is at its most beautiful in spring when hundreds of cherry trees blossom, filling the garden with an ocean of pink petals. The onset of autumn also injects added color to the already beautiful scene, when the leaves of the garden’s more than 20,000 trees transform into a mosaic of color. Note that alcohol and sports are prohibited in the garden, but picnics are ideal.

Yayoi Kusama Museum

草間彌生美術館

107 Benten-chō, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 03/5273-1778; https://yayoikusamamuseum.jp; 11am-5:30pm Thurs.-Sun. and national holidays; ¥1,100 adults, ¥600 children ages 6-18; take Ōedo line to Ushigome-Yanagichō Station, east exit, or Tozai line to Waseda Station, exit 1

For full immersion in a surreal polka-dotted landscape housing mirrored infinity rooms, loudly colored geometric and patterned paintings, and multitudinous phallic sculptures, head to the Yayoi Kusama Museum. The five-story white building full of windows and warm light stands out markedly from the drab apartment blocks surrounding it. The museum hosts two exhibitions per year, drawing on the artist’s prodigious body of work. Active since the 1950s, and once a figure in New York City’s avant-garde in the 1970s, Kusama, known for her trademark bob-cut red wig, has honed a singular style that has made her one of Japan’s most famous contemporary artists. Her work is inspired by the hallucinatory visions of forms superimposed on the world around her, which she’s experienced since childhood.

Two floors are dedicated to Kusama’s paintings, another floor houses installations for visitors to lose themselves in, and the top floor has a reading room. Tickets must be purchased in advance online; the museum admits ticket holders at six 90-minute time slots daily (11am-12:30pm, noon-1:30pm, 1pm-2:30pm, 2pm-3:30pm, 3pm-4:30pm, 4pm-5:30pm). Tickets are often sold out far in advance. If you plan to visit, book your spot early through the official website.

AKIHABARA AND UENO

秋葉原, 上野

Akihabara has long been associated with commerce, from bicycles and radios during World War II to a flourishing black market that specialized in supplying radios to information-starved civilians in the postwar years. Whether you indulge in one of the obsessions catered to by the neighborhood’s myriad niche shops or not, a visit will surely leave you feeling like you’ve experienced a bona fide slice of Japanese subculture. If you crave a break from all the gadgets, the nearby classical garden of Koishikawa Kōrakuen to the west is well worth a detour, too.
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To the north are Ueno-kōen and Ueno Station. West of Ueno you’ll discover the laid-back Yanaka, a charming neighborhood of mom-and-pop restaurants, shops selling locally made crafts, art galleries, old-school cafés, and a number of serene temples and shrines.

Kanda Myōjin

神田明神

2-16-2 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3254-0753; www.kandamyoujin.or.jp [URL inactive]; 24 hours; free; take Chūō, Sōbu, Marunouchi lines to Ochanomizu Station, exit 1, or Yamanote, Hibiya lines to Akihabara Station, Electric Town exit

It’s somewhat counterintuitive that one of Tokyo’s oldest shrines, Kanda Myōjin, has become so deeply associated with Akihabara, Tokyo’s most technology-crazed neighborhood. Founded in AD 730, the current shrine is in fact a concrete re-creation of the original one. It is dedicated to three gods: Ebisu (god of commerce and fishermen), Daikokuten (guardian of farmers, harvests, and wealth), and Masakado (full name: Taira no Masakado, a guardian deity). Visitors to the shrine typically come to pray for luck in marriage and business.

Passing through the shrine’s magnificently carved vermillion gate today, you’ll soon discover indicators of its proximity to “Electric Town,” such as omamori (amulets purchased for blessing or protection at temples and shrines) to protect electronic gadgets and a glut of ema (wooden prayer plaques) adorned with precise hand-drawn portraits of supplicants’ favorite anime and manga characters alongside their prayers. In mid-May during oddly numbered years, the Kanda Matsuri, seen as one of Tokyo’s top-three festivals, begins at the shrine and then spills out into the area’s streets.

Origami Kaikan

おりがみ会館

1-7-14 Yushima, Bunkyō-ku; tel. 03/3811-4025; www.origamikaikan.co.jp; 9:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat., closed holidays; free to enter gallery, fees for classes vary; take Chūō, Sōbu, Marunouchi lines to Ochanomizu Station, exit 1

Established in 1859, Origami Kaikan is regarded as the place where the art of origami paper-folding was born. The building houses an exhibition space, a workshop where you can see origami paper being created, and a shop devoted to origami papers, books, and more. There are also Japanese-language classes on origami priced according to the class’s level of difficulty on any given day.

Koishikawa Kōrakuen

小石川後楽園

1-6-6 Koraku, Bunkyō-ku; tel. 03/3811-3015; www.tokyo-park.or.jp/park/format/index030.html; 9am-5pm daily; ¥300; take Chūō, Sōbu, Ōedo, Tōzai, Namboku, Yurakuchō lines to Iidabashi Station, east exit (JR station) and exit C3 (subway)

West of Akihabara on the Chūō line is the station of Iidabashi, the closest stop to one of Tokyo’s most beautiful Japanese-style gardens: Koishikawa Kōrakuen. The origin of this Edo-period garden dates back to 1629, when it was four times as large and the property of Yorifusa Tokugawa, head of the influential Mito Tokugawa clan. The original garden was larger than the current incarnation, but its essence remains. Landscapes from Chinese legend and Japan’s natural wonders are re-created in miniature throughout the garden, which erupts in colorful plum blossoms in February and irises in June. The changing color of leaves in autumn is also a draw. The grounds are graced by a lotus pond, small waterways, and bridges, including the famous Full-Moon Bridge (Engetsu-kyo).

S Tokyo National Museum

東京国立博物館

13-9 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; tel. 03/5777-8600; www.tnm.jp; 9:30am-5pm Tues.-Sun. (last entry 30 minutes before closing), closed on Tues. if Mon. is holiday; ¥1,000 adults, ¥500 college students, free for ages 18 and under; take Yamanote line to Ueno Station, Ueno-kōen exit

At the opulent Tokyo National Museum you’ll see the most extensive collection of Japanese art on the planet, including Buddhist sculptures, swords, Noh masks, delicate ceramics, colorful kimonos, and sacred scrolls. All told, there are more than 110,000 pieces in the collection, with around 4,000 items on display at any one time.

The backbone of the collection is in the Honkan (Japanese Gallery), a 25-room space that hosts rotating exhibitions of Japanese art and antiquities. The five-floor Toyokan on the right exhibits art from China, Korea, Southeast Asia, Central Asia, India, and Egypt; the oft-closed Hyokeikan, constructed in 1909 to honor the emperor’s wedding, is on the left. Behind the Honkan is the Heiseikan, which displays artifacts from prehistoric Japan, occasionally hosts special exhibitions of Japanese art, and houses a gift shop and a few eateries. Behind the Hyoeikan is the newest addition to the museum, the Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures. This spectacular collection shows off objects from a 7th-century temple built in Nara Prefecture. If you’re pressed for time, focus on exploring the Honkan and the Gallery of Hōryū-ji Treasures.

Beyond the galleries, a garden and several teahouses can be found behind the Honkan, but these facilities are only open to the public in spring (mid-Mar.-mid-Apr.), when its cherry trees explode with pink petals, and in autumn (late Oct.-early Dec.), when the leaves become a riot of earth tones. Excellent English signage and free audio tours, including the TNM Art Guide mobile phone application (www.tnm.jp/modules/r_free_page/index.php?id=2010), are available for the museum’s main collections, but are not always available for special shows.

To prevent the spread of coronavirus, all visitors must book a ticket ahead of their visit. Tickets go on sale for the following week starting every Friday at noon during the week before. See the official website for details.

National Museum of Nature and Science

国立科学博物館

7-20 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; tel. 03/5777-8600; www.kahaku.go.jp; 9am-5pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sun., 9am-8pm Fri.-Sat. (last entry 30 minutes before closing); ¥630 university students and older, free for high school students and younger; take Yamanote line to Ueno Station, Ueno-kōen exit


Geek Paradise: Akihabara and Otaku Culture

The district of Akihabara is ground zero for all things geek, or otaku, in Japan. But before geekdom invaded these streets, the area was home to a post-World War II black market where tech-savvy university students known as “radio boys” sold transistor radio parts—often pilfered from the occupation forces—to information-starved citizens. Throughout the 1960s, Akihabara expanded its reach beyond the humble radio and became the premier destination for popular new items like televisions, refrigerators, and washing machines. It was in the mid-1980s that Akihabara exploded into full geek mode.

Today, this is the place to find performances by idol groups—pop music groups composed of teenagers who have been picked, preened, and marketed for mass appeal—cafés where patrons are served coffee by cosplay butlers and maids, and high-rise buildings full of shops selling anime, manga, plastic figurines, video games, and more. Here are some of the best places to get a taste of this unique side of Japanese culture.

RADIO CENTER

1-14-2 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3251-0614; www.radiocenter.jp; 10am-7pm daily; free; take Yamanote, Chūō-Sōbu, Hibiya lines to Akihabara Station, Electric Town exit

For a glimpse of Akihabara of old, head to the run-down two-floor Radio Center under the Sōbu line train tracks. Here you’ll find tumbledown shops peddling parts for all manner of electronic devices, from LEDs and semiconductors to speaker systems and walkie-talkies.

@HOME CAFÉ

3F-7F Mitsuwa Bldg., 1-11-4 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/5207-9779; www.cafe-athome.com [URL inactive]; 10am-8pm daily; cover charge ¥770 adults, ¥660 university students, ¥550 high school students, ¥440 junior high and elementary school students

@Home Café is the easiest place to wrap your head around the country’s maid café phenomenon. Inside, you’re welcomed “home” by the bubbly, attentive waitresses, attired in classic French maid outfits, who speak in high tones, kneel when they take your order, and sketch images like hearts and cats with ketchup or chocolate syrup onto the tops of omelets, waffles, and cappuccinos. Be aware that there is nothing risqué about these establishments. Don’t touch, photograph, or attempt to ask for the contact details of the maids, no matter how cutesy they may seem.

DON QUIJOTE

4-3-3-Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 0570/024-511; www.donki.com; 24 hours; take Yamanote, Chūō-Sōbu, Hibiya lines to Akihabara Station, Electric Town exit

Akihabara’s branch of Don Quijote, a maze-like chain store selling everything under the sun—gadgets, cosmetics, food, household goods, clothing, over-the-counter medicines—at cheap prices, also hosts daily performances (go to http://ticket.akb48-group.com/home/top.php for tickets) by idol group AKB48 in an event space on its top floor.

GACHAPON KAIKAN

3-15-5 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/5209-6020; www.akibagacha.com; 11am-7pm daily; take Yamanote, Chūō-Sōbu, Hibiya lines to Akihabara Station, Electric Town exit

For a glimpse into the wondrous world of gachapon, or toys dispensed in capsules from vending machines, head to the Gachapon Kaikan, where avid collectors zealously part ways with ¥100 coins in their quest for figurines and models of everything from animals to mushrooms.

DEAR STAGE

3-10-9 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/5207-9181; https://dearstage.com; 6pm-10pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm-10pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays; take Yamanote, Chūō-Sōbu, Hibiya lines to Akihabara Station, Electric Town exit

To see idols in the making, check out live music venue Dear Stage. Performances take place in the evenings, when there are also two upper-floor bars staffed by bubbly young women in maid outfits (¥500 per hour). Check the website calendar to confirm start times and more.

INFORMATION AND TOURS

For an English map to help you navigate the delightfully baffling labyrinth of Akihabara, head to Travel Cube Akihabara Tourist Information Center (1-13 Kanda Sakuma-chō, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/6262-9432; www.facebook.com/OficinadeInformacionTuristicadeAkihabara; noon-5pm daily).



From dinosaur bones to a large chunk of a meteorite that fell into China in the 16th century, the National Museum of Nature and Science is the best place to get a glimpse of the natural forces underlying the Japanese archipelago. Spread across two buildings, the Japan Gallery and the Global Gallery, this museum has collections on outer space, evolution, Japan’s flora and fauna, and the crucially important role that rice has played in the development of Japan.

Multilingual touch screen displays are conveniently available throughout the museum, along with optional English audio tours (¥300). This is a good rainy-day option for those traveling with kids.

Due to the coronavirus, visitors must book a timed-entry ticket online in advance. Tickets go on sale for a given date 30 days in advance and can be bought for groups of up to five. See the official website for details.

Nezu-jinja

根津神社

1-28-9, Nezu, Bunkyō-ku; tel. 03/3822-0753; www.nedujinja.or.jp; 6am-5pm daily; free; take Chiyoda line to Nezu Station, exit 1

With its long tunnel of red torii gates, koi ponds, some 3,000 azaleas that explode with color in spring, beautiful grounds, and an ornate main building reminiscent of the famed Tōshō-gū shrine in Nikko outside Tokyo, Nezu-jinja is one of Tokyo’s more beautiful shrines. This shrine is also one of the country’s oldest; the main structure dates to 1706, having miraculously survived World War II. In fact, it is said to have stood in Sendagi, just north of the shrine’s current location, 1,900 years ago, before being relocated to its current spot to celebrate the fifth shogun Tsunayoshi choosing his nephew Ienobu as his successor.

The shrine can get crowded during spring, but the best thing about Nezu-jinja is its relative lack of popularity, compared to big-name religious sites in the city like Meiji Jingū and Sensō-ji. For these reasons, it’s worth going just a bit out of the way to see it, especially if you won’t be venturing outside Tokyo.

ASAKUSA AND RYOGOKU

浅草, 両国

Asakusa first emerged as a neighborhood during the early part of the Edo period. The area’s location northeast of the shogun’s castle was believed to place it in an unlucky direction, according to principles of Chinese geomancy. Thus, Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu called for the construction of the great temple of Sensō-ji in 1590 to keep evil spirits at bay.
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Southeast across the Sumida River, the neighborhood of Ryogoku centers around sumo.

S Sensō-ji

浅草寺

2-3-1 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; tel. 03/3842-0181; www.senso-ji.jp; temple grounds always open, main hall 6am-5pm daily Apr.-Sept., 6:30am-5pm Oct.-Mar.; free; take Ginza, Asakusa lines to Asakusa Station, exit 1

Tokyo’s oldest temple, Sensō-ji, or Asakusa Kannon, is a testament to the capital’s turbulent past. Originally completed in AD 645, the temple is said to have been inspired by two fishermen brothers who miraculously found a golden statue of Kannon, the Buddhist goddess of compassion, wrapped in nets they had cast into the nearby Sumida River. It is said that the golden object still resides in the temple, but it remains hidden from sight.

The temple was mostly razed during World War II, but it has been fully reconstructed. Its current iteration is made of concrete rather than wood, but the atmosphere remains intact. Enter the grounds via the imposing Kaminari-mon (Thunder Gate), recognizable by its giant red lantern and flanked by statues of Fujin and Raijin, the rather wrathful-looking deities of wind and thunder. Crossing the threshold, amble along Nakamise-dōri, a row of shops and food stalls hawking charms, traditional crafts, and rice crackers and red bean cakes.

At the far end of Nakamise-dōri, where the shops end, stands a second large gate called Hozo-mon, and just beyond it is the temple’s main hall, Kannon Hall. Worshippers gather around a large cauldron to bathe in the smoke, believed to impart good health. If you’re inclined, buy a bundle of incense sticks to light and place in the cauldron yourself. Looming to the left of Kannon Hall is a five-story pagoda. And to the east of Kannon Hall is Asakusa-jinja, a shrine built in 1649 to commemorate the two fishermen who snagged the golden statue of Kannon almost 1,400 years ago.

With more than 30 million annual visitors, the temple is jam-packed any day of the week. Avoid visiting on weekends, and instead try to go in the late afternoon or after dusk when crowds are thinner.

Tokyo Skytree

東京スカイツリー

1-1-2 Oshiage, Sumida-ku; tel. 03/5302-3470; www.tokyo-skytree.jp; 10am-8pm daily (last entry 7pm); Tembo Deck ¥2,100 Mon.-Fri., ¥2,300 Sat.-Sun. and holidays, Tembo Galleria ¥1,000 Mon.-Fri., ¥1,100 Sat.-Sun. and holidays, combination tickets ¥3,100 Mon.-Fri., ¥3,400 Sat.-Sun.; take Hanzōmon line to Oshiage Station, Tokyo Skytree exit

The world’s tallest freestanding tower, Tokyo Skytree rises 634 meters (2,080 ft) above the east bank of the Sumida River. The only human-made structure taller is the 830-meter (2,723-ft) Burj Khalifa in Dubai (which is considered a skyscraper rather than tower). It opened in 2012 to serve as the capital’s new and improved television broadcasting tower. The structure itself, a central pillar enmeshed in a giant steel frame, incorporates principles of traditional Japanese and temple architecture in its delicate balance of both convex and concave curves.

But the tower’s real draw are the 310 restaurants and shops situated around its base in a complex called Tokyo Skytree Town, and the two dizzyingly high observation decks. Reaching these fantastically high perches isn’t cheap. A ticket to the Tembō Deck—standing 350 meters (1,148 ft) with 360-degree views, a glass-floor paneled section, and a snack bar—sets an adult back ¥2,100 on weekdays (¥2,300 on weekends). Another ¥1,000 on weekdays (¥1,100 on weekends) gives you a combination ticket that sends you via high-speed elevator to the Tembō Galleria, which is 100 meters (328 ft) higher and includes a 110-meter-long (360-ft-long) glass floor. Daytime views from either platform are stunning and reach all the way to Mount Fuji when the sky is clear. Arriving just before dusk ensures an awesome view, as the vast blanket of Tokyo’s twinkling lights is seemingly endless.

Purchase tickets on the fourth floor, where current wait times are indicated in English. Try showing up in the morning or at night on weekdays to avoid the crowds.

If you’re approaching from Asakusa Station and Sensō-ji, Skytree is located about 20 minutes on foot to the east, on the opposite (east) side of the Sumida River.

Japanese Sword Museum

刀剣博物館

1-12-9, Yokoami, Sumida-ku; tel. 03/6284-1000; www.touken.or.jp; 9:30am-5pm Tues.-Sun., closed Tues. if Mon. falls on holiday; ¥1,000 adults, ¥500 students, free for ages 15 and under; take Sōbu, Ōedo lines to Ryogoku Station, west exit (JR station) or exit A1 (subway station)

If you enjoy geeking out on history or samurai cinema, the Japanese Sword Museum is well worth visiting. Its collection of blades came into being thanks to the Ministry of Education’s creation of a society and museum dedicated to keeping Japan’s rich tradition of sword-making alive after katana seized by U.S. occupation forces were returned to Japan in 1948. Dozens of steel specimens, displaying exceptionally high levels of craftsmanship and decorative flourishes, as well as a large collection of handles and sheaths, are on display with clear English signage. Armor and other artifacts from the Heian and Edo periods are also on show.

From the third floor, step out on the landing to look over the neighboring Former Yasuda Garden, which dates to the late 17th century and is free to enter.

If you’re approaching on foot from Asakusa’s more popular sights, it’s about a 20-minute walk south of Sensōji and 30-minute walk south of Tokyo Skytree.

Edo-Tokyo Museum

江戸東京博物館

1-4-1 Yokoami, Sumida-ku; tel. 03/3626-9974; www.edo-tokyo-museum.or.jp; 9:30am-5:30pm Tues.-Sun., closed Tues. if Mon. is a holiday; ¥600 adults, ¥480 college students, ¥300 high school and junior high school students, free for elementary school students and younger; take Ōedo line to Ryogoku Station, exits A3, A4, or Sōbu line, west exit

Visit this museum for an engaging overview of Tokyo’s history from feudal days to modern metropolis. Behind an exterior resembling a massive spaceship, the museum illustrates the dramatic ups and downs of the city’s past, from the 1923 Great Kanto Earthquake to incineration by American B-29 bombers during World War II. All of this, followed by the dramatic transformation that swept the city during post-World War II “economic miracle,” and the subsequent popping of the bubble economy, have molded the city into what it is today. These traumas and transformations are powerfully illustrated through a wide range of displays, including miniature models of entire city districts, a reconstruction of a typical post-World War II apartment, and a hodgepodge of items from daily life, such as vehicles and household objects.

English signs are ubiquitous, and English-speaking volunteer guides are available 10am-3pm daily, reservable on the spot at the sixth-floor Permanent Exhibition Volunteer Guide Reception Center or by phone two weeks in advance. It’s also possible to take a self-guided tour with an English-language audio guide, available for a ¥1,000 deposit. Choose your course and leave the museum with a deeper appreciation for the historical journey of the multilayered city around you.

Like the Japanese Sword Museum, it’s located a bit of a hike south of Asakusa (25-30 minutes, depending on where you’re starting from). Unfortunately, the museum is scheduled to be closed for renovations from 2022 until 2025 or 2026.

WESTERN TOKYO

S Ghibli Museum

三鷹のジブリ美術館

1-1-83 Shimorenjaku, Mitaka-shi; tel. 0570/05-5777; www.ghibli-museum.jp; 10am-5:30pm Wed.-Mon.; ¥1,000 adults, ¥100-700 children; take Chūō line running west from Shinjuku’s JR Station to reach both Mitaka Station and Kichijōji Station, which sit beside each other, Chūō, Sōbu lines to Mitaka, south exit, or Kichijōji, park exit

If you’re only going to visit one sight outside downtown, make it the Ghibli Museum. Arriving at the whimsical facade of the complex on the edge of the heavily wooded Inokashira-kōen, you’ll fittingly feel as if you’ve just wandered into the imagination of legendary anime director Hayao Miyazaki. It’s a must-see for fans of Studio Ghibli and doesn’t disappoint even those with only a passing interest. The museum, located west of downtown, is a seamless ode to Miyazaki’s vision, which has produced classic films such as Spirited Away and Princess Mononoke.


[image: image]

1: Tokyo National Museum 2: Nezu-jinja 3: Sensō-ji 4: Ghibli Museum



[image: image]

The first floor showcases animation techniques, original Ghibli drawings, and a richly illustrated history of the art form; there’s also a theater playing short Ghibli flicks that are only viewable at the museum. Special thematic exhibitions, such as the placement of food in Ghibli films, are featured on a rotating basis on the second floor. The rooftop boasts a garden inhabited by Ghibli characters, including a towering robot soldier from Castle in the Sky, and there’s even a giant cat bus brought to life from Miyazaki’s hallmark My Neighbor Totoro, and both adults and kids can hop aboard.


Nakano Broadway: An Akihabara Alternative

If you’re seeking a less touristy slice of otaku than Akihabara (click here), consider heading to Nakano Broadway (5-52-15 Nakano, Nakano-ku; https://nakano-broadway.com; store hours vary, roughly noon-8pm), a huge collection of shops hawking otaku goods just north of Nakano Station on the Chūō line, less than 10 minutes from Shinjuku Station. The area has become more popular in recent years, but hasn’t yet succumbed to the deluge of duty-free shops catering to the tourists now flooding Akihabara. And at Nakano Broadway, all the shops you would want to see are located under one sprawling roof, rather than scattered around a hectic neighborhood.

• Make a beeline for the flagship Mandarake store (click here), spread across several floors; Mandarake Henya (4F) specializes in vintage collectibles.

• You’ll also find four establishments owned by artist Takashi Murakami, famous for his collaborations with Louis Vuitton, among other things: pastry shop Tonari no Kaidako (2F; https://zingarokk.com/tonarinokaikado/); manga and anime-focused gallery Animanga Zingaro (2F; https://zingarokk.com/gallery/animangazingaro/); contemporary art gallery Hidari Zingaro (3F; https://zingarokk.com/gallery/hidarizingaro/); and goods shop Tonari no Zingaro (4F; https://zingarokk.com/tonarinozingaro/).

• Sing karaoke with maids at Anison Karaoke Bar Z (301 No. 2 Sankyō Bldg., 5-57-9 Nakano, Nakano-ku; tel. 03/6454-0790; www.anisonkaraokebar-z.com; 6pm-11:30pm daily), or visit the Daikaiju Salon (1F Lions Mansion Nakano, 1-14-16 Arai, Nakano-ku; tel. 03/5942-7382; http://daikaijyu-salon.com; 3pm-11pm Mon.-Fri., 1pm-11pm Sun.), a bar/café revolving around Japan’s pantheon of monsters, located about 5 minutes’ walk north of Nakano Broadway. Patrons must order at least one food or drink item per hour.



The museum is extremely popular and limits the number of its daily visitors. Tickets are only valid for the date and time you book and can be purchased up to three months in advance—for example, tickets for October would be sold from July 1. Reserve as early as you can within that timeframe.

Ghibli Museum can be reached either via bus from Mitaka Station (¥320 round-trip, ¥210 one-way; 10 minutes one-way), or a 20-minute walk from Kichijōji Station through leafy Inokashira Park, which greatly enhances the experience.

Entertainment and Events

From kabuki and elegant, traditional Noh theater to edgy forms of dance and theater such as butō, Tokyo has a flourishing performance arts scene.

For more information on other Japanese performing arts, go to the Performing Arts Network Japan website (www.performingarts.jp/index.html). Another useful resource is the official site of the Japan Arts Council (www.ntj.jac.go.jp), where it’s also possible to get tickets for performances at Japan’s national theaters.

THEATER

Ginza and Marunouchi

KABUKI-ZA

4-12-15 Ginza, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3545-6800; www.kabukiweb.net; full performance ¥3,000-20,000, one act ¥800-2,000; take Hibiya, Asakusa lines to Higashi-Ginza Station, exit 3

Kabuki-za is the place to see kabuki in Tokyo. The building itself evokes a drama that is decidedly Japanese: the sweeping curves of its roof, pillars dotting its exterior walls, and an arched entryway reminiscent of a shrine over which paper lanterns hang. Even if you don’t have time to watch a kabuki performance, pay a visit to this marvelous Ginza landmark.

It’s good to be aware that kabuki moves at a slow pace. Showtimes tend to run either from 11am to around 3:30pm or 4:30pm to 9pm. If sitting through a full performance sounds daunting, it’s also possible to watch just one act; 90 seats and 60 standing positions at the back of the theater are reserved on the day of each performance for this purpose.

Booking tickets is simple thanks to the official English-language website, which offers a clear breakdown of the various plays and showtimes. If you prefer to reserve tickets over the phone, just dial 03/6745-0888. There is usually an English-speaking member of staff available 10am-5pm daily. At the time of writing, tickets could only be booked by phone. Check the theater’s official website for any potential updates. For a full performance, it’s best to book a few months in advance to snag a good seat. When you reserve your place, be sure to rent a headset if you’d like a running interpretation of the performance in English (¥500 with ¥1,000 refundable deposit for one act, ¥1,000 and personal ID for full performance). And if you plan to see a full performance and think you’ll get hungry, bring something to snack on, or perhaps even a bento box meal. On the fifth floor of the complex behind the theater, you’ll find a gallery showcasing kabuki-related memorabilia and outfits, and an excellent café.

NATIONAL THEATRE

4-1 Hayabusa-chō, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/3265-7411; www.ntj.jac.go.jp; ¥3,500-12,800, headsets with English-language interpretation ¥700 with refundable ¥1,000 deposit; take Hanzōmon line to Hanzōmon Station, exit 1

Tokyo’s top traditional performance space stages not only kabuki, but also bunraku, a form of theater using oversized puppets that originated in Osaka, as well as gagaku (imperial court music) concerts. Check the website for performance schedules and to reserve tickets in advance.

KANZE NŌGAKUDŌ

Ginza Six B3F, 6-10-1 Ginza, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/6274-6579; www.kanze.net; take Ginza, Hibiya, Marunouchi lines to Ginza Station, exit A3

Found in the third-level basement floor of Ginza Six, this is the new incarnation of the Kanze association, which performed at a renowned theater in Shibuya from 1901 until 2017, when they relocated. In its current home, you can catch performances featuring just the final acts of three Noh plays. This is a good way to receive an enjoyable, not overwhelming introduction to this highbrow form of dance theater, but unfortunately performances at Kanze Nōgakudō are often sold out months in advance, and there is no English-language website for booking tickets.

To see a show, call at least two months in advance to talk with an English speaker; there are a few on staff. Tickets usually start from around ¥4,000, and performances, which last two to three hours, tend to be held on weekend afternoons from 1pm. It’s also possible to catch the last act of a play from the unreserved seating section by purchasing a special ticket on the day of a performance (¥3,000).

TOKYO TAKARAZUKA THEATER

1-1-3 Yurakuchō, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 0570/00-5100; https://kageki.hankyu.co.jp; ¥2,500-12,500; take Yamanote line to Yurakuchō Station, or take Chiyoda, Hibiya, Mita lines to Hibiya Station

The Tokyo outpost of the Takarazuka Revue, based in the town of its namesake near Kobe, features all female performers. The performers fit into one of five troupes of around 80 members each—hana (flower), tsuki (moon), yuki (snow), hoshi (star), sora (cosmos)—and a sixth group of superstars known as senka who rotate in and out of the other five troupes. Think: grand, flamboyant, musical, dance, extravaganza. Check the website for the performance schedule. Arrive at the theater early to get in line, as tickets go fast. Worst case, there are nosebleed seats with slightly obstructed views that tend to be easier to snag.


“The Floating World” and Japanese Theater

The performing arts have a rich history in Tokyo, stretching back to the hedonistic ukiyo (floating world) that took shape during the Edo period, in which samurai and sumo wrestlers gathered with geishas in teahouses. This cultural movement, loaded with extravagance, transgression, and ennui, also produced a great deal of art, from poetry and music to painting and woodblock prints known as ukiyo-e.

This was the heyday of kabuki, a traditional form of theater with flamboyant costumes, riveting music, and extravagant stage sets. Today, the art form continues to thrive in the capital, the best place in the country to see it, as well as traditional arts like the more rarefied Noh dance theater, known for its music and poetry.

KABUKI

A kabuki play is visual spectacle above all else: elaborate, billowing costumes of varying hues; dramatic mask-like makeup; a troupe of traditional musicians who provide an evocative soundtrack; elaborate set design including revolving stages and trap doors through which actors appear and disappear; and of course, the fine-tuned gestures, poses, facial expressions, and vocalizations of the highly trained, male-only actors, who command serious presence and occasionally even zip through the air on wires.

When watching kabuki, the audience is often well-heeled and vocal, shouting out in support of their favorite actors at key moments—a practice that had been curtailed at the time of writing due to coronavirus. If you can, try to get a spot near the hanamichi (“flower path”), along which actors make their dramatic entrances and exits and act out key scenes. The stories depicted often involve star-crossed lovers or samurai of yore. Kabuki-za is the best place to see kabuki in Tokyo.

NOH

A Noh play is even slower-paced than a kabuki performance. Originating in the 14th century, this stark form of dance theater is a highly standardized art form, largely due to the fact that it was deemed the shogunate’s ceremonial art of choice during the Tokugawa Period (1603-1868). This background explains why the origins of Noh are commonly viewed as “higher” than kabuki’s “low culture” pedigree.

Today, five troupes continue to perform the austere form of theater, portrayed through slow movements, poetic archaic language, flamboyant costumes, and famously minimal masks. Story lines usually involve incidents from history, literature, legend, and even recent events, and sometimes have a supernatural thread. The shite (main character) wears an array of masks made from Japanese cypress, artfully carved to portray anything from old women to demons and ghosts. These masks evoke a range of emotions and facial expressions. Complementing the actors is a chorus that gives vocal assistance to the lead actor as the story unfolds, as well as a four-piece ensemble that provides a soundtrack of drums and flute. See a Noh performance at the National Noh Theatre.



Harajuku and Aoyama

NATIONAL NOH THEATRE

4-18-1 Sendagaya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3423-1331; www.ntj.jac.go.jp; ¥3,000-5,000; take Sōbu line to Sendagaya Station or Ōedo line to Kokuritsu-kyogijō Station

At the National Noh Theatre, Noh performances are acted out on a beautiful stage crafted from cypress wood. All action takes place on the square wooden stage supported at its four corners by pillars, entered by actors along a bridge that leads into the stage. Noh has a mysterious air that may not be everyone’s cup of tea, but it’s a singular art form that will prove fascinating for those who like to explore rarefied forms of traditional culture. Shows are sporadic, but when they take place, this is a great venue, as it offers English-language translation on a screen provided at each seat. Check the English-language website for details on show times and prices, which vary by performance, and to book tickets in advance.

ART GALLERIES

Tokyo provides ample choices for gallery-hopping for art lovers. The following galleries stand out for their cutting-edge work by artists both Japanese and international. For extensive gallery listings, exhibition information, and more, Tokyo Art Beat (www.tokyoartbeat.com [URL inactive]) is an excellent resource. And if you’re really keen to dive deep into Tokyo’s art world, it’s worth looking at the Grutt Pass (www.rekibun.or.jp/grutto/english.html), a coupon booklet for more than 70 museums around the city.

Ginza and Marunouchi

GINZA GRAPHIC GALLERY

1F DNP Ginza Bldg., 7-7-2 Ginza, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3571-5206; www.dnpfcp.jp/gallery/ggg/ [URL inactive]; 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat.; free; take Ginza, Hibiya, Marunouchi lines to Ginza Station, exit A2

Run by a Japanese printing giant, the Ginza Graphic Gallery focuses on the best in design and graphic arts.

Roppongi and Around

TAKA ISHII GALLERY TOKYO

3F Complex 665, 6-5-24 Roppongi, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6434-7010; www.takaishiigallery.com; noon-6pm Tues.-Sat.; fee varies by exhibition; take Hibiya line to Roppongi Station, exit 3

Taka Ishii Gallery showcases work by big-name Japanese and international photographers. Past exhibits have included Nobuyoshi Araki, Daido Moriyama, and Thomas Demand.

TAKE NINAGAWA

2-12-4 Higashi-Azabu, Minato-ku; tel. 03/5571-5844; www.takeninagawa.com; 11am-7pm Tues.-Sat.; fee varies by exhibition; take Namboku, Ōedo lines to Azabun-Jūban Station, exit 6

This gallery often features pioneering young Japanese artists. The work on display runs the gamut, from drawings and mixed-media paintings to collages, sculptures, and experimental films. Works tend to be built on foundations laid by earlier, post-war experimental Japanese artists and seek to address contemporary issues.

Harajuku and Aoyama

DESIGN FESTA GALLERY

East Bldg.: 3-20-2, West Bldg.: 3-20-18, Jingū-mae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3479-1442; www.designfestagallery.com; 11am-8pm daily; free; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit, or take Chiyoda, Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-Jingūmae Station, exit 5

Design Festa Gallery is the brainchild of three local artists who had a vision for a dilapidated apartment block in Harajuku’s backstreets. Spread across three floors, some of the rooms are overseen by the creators themselves, who rent space from the gallery. The gallery space offers a glimpse into Tokyo’s art scene at the young, grass-roots level, and is connected to Design Festa, the country’s largest art and design fair held twice a year. If you’re thirsty or hungry after perusing the eclectic offerings, there’s also a funky café and an okonomiyaki (savory pancake) restaurant on-site.

ESPACE LOUIS VUITTON TOKYO

7F Louis Vuitton Omotesandō, 5-7-5 Jingū-mae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5766-1094; www.espacelouisvuittontokyo.com [URL inactive]; noon-8pm during exhibitions; free; take Ginza, Hanzomon, Chiyoda lines to Omotesandō Station, A1, or Chiyoda, Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-Jingūmae Station, exit 4

On the seventh floor of the Omotesandō Louis Vuitton store is an airy, well-lit space that has hosted shows by artists from Japan, as well as from Finland, India, the United States, and Brazil.

Akihabara and Ueno

3331 ARTS CHIYODA

6-11-14 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; tel. 03/6803-2441; www.3331.jp; 10am-9pm daily (last entry 8:30pm); fee varies by exhibition; take Ginza line to Suehirocho Station, exit 4, or take Yamanote, Sōbu lines to Akihabara Station, Electric City exit

This experimental art space is housed in a former junior high school. The facility includes private galleries, a large exhibition space, and recording studios, and the schoolyard is now a public park. As with many of Tokyo’s galleries, it also has an attractive café and a gift shop stocked with locally created pieces. If you want to feel the pulse of Tokyo’s creative world, be sure to pay a visit to this inspired hub.

ART SANCTUARY ALLAN WEST

1-6-17 Yanaka, Taitō-ku; tel. 03/3827-1907; www.allanwest.jp; 1:30pm-4:30pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat., 3pm-4:30pm Sun.; take Chiyoda subway line to Nezu Station, then walk 10 minutes northeast

Set in the heart of the charming Yanaka neighborhood, in a beautifully renovated wooden building with handsome sliding doors, exposed beams, and tatami mats throughout, this is the gallery and studio of artist Allan West. Originally hailing from Washington DC, West moved to Tokyo in 1982 to study under master painter Kayama Matazo at Tokyo University of the Arts. Today, he paints brilliantly in the traditional Nihonga style, from prints and scrolls to screens. He is a strict traditionalist, even making his own paint. You can just look or even buy his work. Prices start from as little as ¥5,000 but shoot to upward of ¥5 million from there. It’s a great reason to meander into this charming local side of town.

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

This list of Tokyo events, from celebrations of contemporary art to centuries-old rites, is by no means comprehensive, but covers some of the city’s biggest and best. Though all major events and festivals were canceled in 2020 and many were also called off in 2021 due to the coronavirus, hopes are high that they will be reinstated in 2022. Check websites and local restrictions for confirmation.

Spring

ART FAIR TOKYO

Citywide; https://artfairtokyo.com; early Mar.; 1-day pass ¥4,000 for one, ¥6,000 for two

Art Fair Tokyo provides a great chance to dive into Tokyo’s art scene, with some 150 galleries participating every March, normally for about a week during the first half of the month. It is a four-day event that requires purchasing a ticket to attend. Participating galleries and museums offer discounted admission for those holding an Art Fair pass.

TOKYO RAINBOW PRIDE

Yoyogi-kōen and around; http://tokyorainbowpride.com; first week of May; free

Thousands suit up in fancy attire for a parade with floats to celebrate LGBTQ pride at Tokyo Rainbow Pride. The parade goes from Yoyogi-kōen toward Shibuya Station. A festival is also held in Yoyogi-kōen.

DESIGN FESTA

Tokyo Big Sight; http://designfesta.com; May, Aug., and Nov.; ¥800 one-day tickets bought in advance, ¥1,000 one-day tickets bought day of entry, ¥1,500 two-day tickets bought in advance, ¥1,800 two-day tickets bought day of entry; take Rinkai line to Kokusai-Tenjijo Station or Yurikamome line to Kokusai-Tenjijo-Seimon Station

Taking place three times a year in May, August, and November, Design Festa is a massive event showcasing the work of the city’s newest crop of artists and designers. As the name indicates, it’s linked to the Design Festa Gallery in Harajuku. It takes place over a weekend at Tokyo Big Sight (3-11-1 Ariake, Kōtō-ku; tel. 03/5530-1111; www.bigsight.jp), a massive exhibition space in Odaiba made of four upside-down pyramids on massive pillars resembling something out of Star Wars. There’s plenty of food and amenities, but the point is the performances, workshops, and artwork on display.

KANDA MATSURI

Kanda Myōjin and around; closest weekend to May 15 in odd-numbered years; free

Kanda Matsuri is one of Tokyo’s three biggest festivals. Thousands flood the streets all the way from Kanda to Nihonbashi and Marunouchi, with hundreds of floats and omikoshi (portable shrines) carried by sweaty participants to the great shrine of Kanda Myōjin. It’s a spectacle to behold. Held in odd-numbered years, the festival begins Friday afternoon before the weekend closest to May 15 and goes until around early evening. Saturday’s festivities begin from around noon and last till late afternoon. Sunday starts around 6am and goes all the way through evening.

SANJA MATSURI

Asakusa-jinja and around; www.asakusajinja.jp/en/sanjamatsuri; third weekend of May; free

The largest festival in Tokyo, drawing a crowd of almost two million, this three-day bash takes place the third weekend of May each year, beginning from Friday afternoon. It celebrates the three founders of Tokyo’s most famous Buddhist temple, Sensō-ji in Asakusa, which sits next to the Shinto shrine of Asakusa-jinja, where the three founders are enshrined. The most visually stunning aspect is about 100 elaborate mikoshi (portable shrines), which symbolically house deities, being paraded through the nearby streets by men and women decked out in Edo-period attire in the hopes of bringing prosperity to the area. The neighborhood around Sensō-ji is overflowing with yatai (food stalls), games, and plenty of locals beating drums, playing bamboo flutes, and milling around in yukata (lightweight kimono). The festivities culminate on Sunday, when three massive mikoshi owned by Asakusa-jinja make their rounds.

ROPPONGI ART NIGHT

Roppongi; www.roppongiartnight.com; last weekend of May; free

During the last weekend of May each year, Roppongi, where three major contemporary art museums are clustered, hosts a two-day overnight event showcasing art, design, film, music, and live performances. Walk through the district, from Roppongi Hills to Tokyo Midtown to The National Art Center, and explore. Stalls selling food and drinks dot the area, too, giving it a lively, even rowdy atmosphere as the night wears on.

Summer

SUMIDAGAWA FIREWORKS

Asakusa; www.sumidagawa-hanabi.com; 7pm last Sat. of July; free

The Sumidagawa Fireworks is Tokyo’s largest fireworks show, on the banks of the Sumida River. Crowds of up to one million around Asakusa, the center of the action, are intense, and the displays awesome. To get a good spot, plan on arriving several hours before of the show. Even then, be prepared to jostle for a decent position.

ASAKUSA SAMBA CARNIVAL

Asakusa; www.asakusa-samba.org; last Sat. of Aug. or late Sept.; free

You’d think you were in Brazil at the Asakusa Samba Carnival, a huge celebration with music, floats, and flamboyantly costumed dancers with the requisite tail feathers. The event serves as a reminder of the deep historic ties between Brazil and Japan: Brazil is home to the biggest Japanese diaspora of any country in the world. In celebration, around 20 teams parade down Asakusa’s major thoroughfare of Umamichi-dōri, moving past the Kaminarimon gate of Sensō-ji temple in the direction of Tawaramachi. The lively festival draws some 500,000 spectators.

KŌENJI AWA ODORI

Kōenji; www.koenji-awaodori.com; last weekend of Aug.; free

Kōenji Awa Odori is a pulsating, fun, and rowdy festival, by far Tokyo’s best awa-odori dance festival. These take place in August during O-bon season, when Buddhist tradition holds that the ancestors return to the world of the living. The festival’s roots are actually in Tokushima, Shikoku, where the festival has been going strong for more than 400 years. Each year, more than one million people flock to the suburb of Kōenji to watch troupes of musicians and dancers weave through the neighborhood’s streets. This is one of my personal favorites. The street parade begins around 5pm and ends around 8pm or 9pm, although people stick around to eat and drink into the night. All you have to do is ride the Chūō line west of Shinjuku to Kōenji (about 7 minutes); you will be immediately propelled into the action as you exit the station.
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Twice-Yearly

TOKYO JAZZ FESTIVAL

Multiple venues; www.tokyo-jazz.com; May or Aug./Sept.; from ¥3,800 depending on seat class and event, free performances also held

Tokyo Jazz Festival brings together a world-class lineup of jazz stars from Japan and abroad for Japan’s biggest jazz event. It’s definitely recommended for serious devotees of the art. It takes place over a weekend, usually around May or the end of August or early September, mostly in Shibuya and Harajuku, with some outdoor performances in Yoyogi-kōen and some indoor performances at NHK Hall (2-2-1 Jinnan, Shibuya-ku), among other venues in Shibuya and around (see website). Tickets go on sale starting around late June and sell out relatively fast, so keep an eye on the website if you’re keen to attend. Note that there are some free performances in Yoyogi-kōen.

COMIKET

Tokyo Big Sight; www.comiket.co.jp; early Aug., late Dec.; free

This one’s for the otaku out there. Comic Market, or Comiket, is Tokyo’s largest manga sale, held twice a year, in August and December. Each edition takes place over the course of four days at Tokyo Big Sight (3-11-1 Ariake, Kōtō-ku; tel. 03/5530-1111; www.bigsight.jp), which also hosts Design Festa. Hordes of cosplayers and manga fans, with numbers reaching around 200,000, gather for the event, so be prepared for serious crowds.

Sports and Recreation

Tokyo’s sights, food, nightlife, and shopping will probably be more than enough to keep you busy during your time in the city, but if you feel the need for some recreation, a number of great parks can be found throughout the city. There’s also a classic amusement park, Asakusa Hanayashiki, in the heart of the old part of town.

PARKS

Ginza and Marunouchi

CHIDORIGAFUCHI

千鳥ヶ淵

From 2-chōme Kudanminami to 2-chōme Sanbanchō; tel. 03/5211-4243; www.city.chiyoda.lg.jp/shisetsu/koen/chidorigafuchi-ko.html; 24 hours daily; free; take Hanzōmon, Shinjuku, Tōzai lines to Kudanshita Station, exit 2

Just beyond the Imperial Palace, Chidorigafuchi runs along the western side of Hanzo Moat. The park is divided into three sections. The Chidorigafuchi Greenway, lined by cherry trees, is one of Tokyo’s quintessential hanami (cherry-blossom viewing) spots. It runs south to the Chidorigafuchi National Cemetery, burial site of 352,297 unidentified casualties of World War II, including civilians who died from air raids and the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. South of the cemetery is the park area, Chidorigafuchi-kōen, complete with a boathouse where you can rent paddle-boats between April and November and ply the palace moat (30 minutes; ¥500, ¥800 during hanami season in spring). During hanami season, when the trees lining the moat explode into a riot of pink, expect considerable wait times for boat rentals and limited space to snap pictures amid the legion of photographers.

Tokyo Bay Area

ODAIBA KAIHIN-KŌEN

お台場海浜公園

1 Daiba, Minato-ku; tel. 03/5500-2455; www.tptc.co.jp/en/c_park/01_02; 24 hours daily; free; take Yurikamome line to Odaiba Kaihin-kōen Station

Across the Rainbow Bridge from the rest of the city, you’ll find Odaiba Kaihin-kōen. This seaside park reminds you that Tokyo is in fact a maritime city—something that’s easy to forget. Take in some of the best views of Tokyo from across the bay from this 800-meter-long (2,624-ft-long) human-made beach, complete with walking paths, a promenade, and even a Statue of Liberty knockoff. This popular date spot is especially romantic at dusk, as the Rainbow Bridge and city light up and petite cruise boats fill the bay. Windsurfing and kayaking are permitted, and the necessary equipment can be rented at the boathouse next to the beach, but swimming is forbidden.

Shibuya and Around

YOYOGI-KŌEN

代々木公園

2-1 Yoyogi Kamizonocho, Shibuya-ku; www.yoyogipark.info; 24 hours daily; free; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit; Chiyoda line to Yoyogi-kōen Station, exit 3

Perhaps Tokyo’s most popular public park, there are often large weekend festivals held here during spring and summer, and the place is absolutely jam-packed during hanami (cherry-blossom viewing), when the sprawling green space erupts in color as the park’s myriad cherry trees blossom. The park is also known as a place for street performers of all kinds, including the famed rockabilly dancers who congregate every Sunday to bust a move to 1950s rock tunes at the park’s main entrance near Harajuku Station.

Akihabara and Ueno

UENO-KŌEN

上野公園

5-20 Ueno-kōen, Taitō-ku; tel. 03/3828-5644; www.kensetsu.metro.tokyo.lg.jp/jimusho/toubuk/ueno/index_top.html; 5am-11pm daily; free; take Yamanote line to Ueno Station, Ueno-kōen, Shinobazu exits

This sizable public park is dotted with shrines and temples. It contains Shinobazu Pond, stocked with abundant lotus flowers and waterfowl, and Japan’s oldest zoo. Ueno-kōen is also blessed with a large proliferation of cherry trees that burst colorfully to life each spring to make the park one of the city’s most popular spots for hanami. The park’s real draw is its abundance of museums, with Tokyo National Museum (click here) at the head of the pack.

Western Tokyo

INOKASHIRA-KŌEN

井の頭恩賜公園

1-18-31 Gotenyama, Musashino-shi; www.kensetsu.metro.tokyo.lg.jp/jimusho/seibuk/inokashira/index.html; 24 hours daily; free; take Sōbu, Chūō, Keio-Inokashira lines to Kichijōji Station, Kōen exit

If you want to get outside a bit downtown, Inokashira-kōen is highly recommended. This lovely park is located in the bustling suburb of Kichijōji, which always hovers near the top of any list of Tokyo’s most desirable places to call home. The park has a central walking loop that circles a large pond, where you can rent paddle boats shaped like large swans (30 minutes; ¥700 for swan-shaped boats, ¥600 for regular paddle boats and rowboats). On weekends, performers attract crowds and locals sell their wares, from jewelry to photographs and paintings. On an island at the western edge of the park’s large pond, you’ll find Inokashira Benzaiten, a shrine dedicated to Benzaiten, patron of the arts. In the southern part of the park, you’ll find the immensely popular Ghibli Museum (click here). There are also some excellent cafés and restaurants in and around Inokashira, so take your time and enjoy this special place.


The Lowdown on Sumo

There aren’t too many sports more deeply associated with Japan in the popular imagination than sumo. The sport is deeply rooted in ancient Shinto rites meant to entertain the gods in hopes of a good harvest. And in many ways, it remains more ritual than action even today. Ryogoku, south of Asakusa and east of Marunouchi, across the Sumida River, is the center of sumo in Tokyo.

If you’re lucky enough to attend a match, upon entering the arena, look up. The roof suspended above the ring is the roof of a Shinto shrine. The bulk of the activity taking place under this sacred cover consists of the referees intoning chants and the wrestlers cleansing their mouths with water, throwing salt to symbolically purify the ring (where women are, controversially, not allowed to enter), and repeatedly performing the choreographed show of strength known as shiko, in which they squat, clap their hands, raise each leg, and stamp each foot. The matches themselves sometimes last only seconds, but in rare cases can stretch to around a minute. The first man who leaves the ring or touches its earthen surface with any part of his body but the soles of his feet loses the match. Hence the effort to pack on the pounds by alternating calorie-rich meals with long naps.

Here are the best ways to catch a glimpse into the fascinating world of sumo during your time in Tokyo.

CATCH A MATCH

The best place to see a sumo match is at Ryogoku Kokugikan (1-3-28 Yokoami, Sumida-ku; tel. 03/3623-5111; www.sumo.or.jp/kokugikan; take Sōbu line to Ryogoku Station, west exit) in Tokyo. Fifteen-day tournaments are held at this stadium three times a year (Jan., May, and Sept.). The day kicks off around 8am, but it gets interesting around 3pm when the top wrestlers begin to enter the ring. The tournaments usually end around 6pm.

Buy your tickets a month in advance (http://sumo.or.jp, http://buysumotickets.com [URL inactive], or http://sumo.pia.jp/en; around ¥4,000-48,000, average ¥18,000 around tournament time). There’s also a box office near the station’s main entrance that sells a few hundred tickets for nosebleed seats (around ¥2,000) on the day of each match, but you’ll need to arrive no later than 5:30am or 6am to have a shot at landing one. You can rent a headset that provides English-language commentary (¥100 with ¥2,000 deposit).

Tournaments are also held in Osaka in March. Advance tickets (book a month beforehand; around ¥2,500-20,000) can be purchased online: http://sumo.or.jp, http://buysumotickets.com [URL inactive], and http://sumo.pia.jp.

WATCH A PRACTICE

If you’re not in town during tournament season, it’s also possible to watch the wrestlers colliding up close on an intimate visit to a stable, or beya, where asa-keiko (morning practice) can be observed through a window.

Arashio Beya (2-47-2 Hama-chō, Nihonbashi, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3666-7646; www.arashio.net/tour_e.html; 7:30am-10am daily Dec.-Feb., Apr.-Jun., Aug.-Oct.; free; take Tōei Shinjuku line to Hamachō Station, exit A2), west across the Sumida River from Ryogoku Kokugikan, accommodates guests who are willing to respect some rules: no talking, filming, flash photography, eating, drinking, or chewing gum. Note that the stable’s doors are closed during tournament time as well as one week after each grand tournament. Reservations aren’t possible, so it’s wise to call the day before sometime between 4pm-8pm to confirm practice will be held the next morning. There’s a Japanese-language script on the website, written in romaji (Roman alphabet) with an English translation, that you can use in the call.

There are also sporadically held stable tours with knowledgeable locals offered through the websites Voyagin (www.govoyagin.com [URL inactive]) and Magical Trip (www.magical-trip.com).

EAT CHANKO NABE

The calorie-dense hot pot loaded with vegetables, seafood, and meat is scarfed down by wrestlers daily. Try Tomoegata (2-17-6 Ryogoku, Sumida-ku; tel. 03/3632-5600; www.tomoegata.com; 11:30am-3pm, last order 2:30pm, and 5pm-10pm, last order 9pm, Tues.-Fri., 11:30am-3pm, last order 2:30pm, and 4:30pm-10pm, last order 9pm, Sat.-Sun., holidays), located in the heart of sumo territory in Ryogoku. Alternatively, you can get a small bowl of the stuff (¥300) in the basement of the Ryogoku Kokugikan on a tournament day.

LEARN MORE

The Sumo Museum (1F Ryogoku Kokugikan, 1-3-28 Yokoami, Sumida-ku; tel. 03/3622-0366; www.sumo.or.jp; 10am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., sporadically closes to change exhibitions and on national holidays; free) houses memorabilia and woodblock prints related to the sport. It also holds special exhibitions six times a year. Note that the museum closes between special exhibitions and is only open to tournament ticketholders during the grand tournaments held at the Ryogoku Kokugikan three times a year (Jan., May, and Sept.) in Tokyo. Before making the trip, check the museum’s schedule online (http://sumo.or.jp/EnSumoMuseum/schedule) to be safe.

At the Tomioka Hachimangu Shrine (1-20-3 Tomioka, Koto-ku; tel. 03/3642-1315; www.tomiokahachimangu.or.jp; 24 hours daily; free; take Ōedo, Tōzai lines to Monzen-nakachō Station, exit 1), southeast of Ryogoku Kokugikan, sumo bouts were held for about 100 years during the Edo period. Monuments bearing the names of wrestlers who became yokozuna (grand champions) and ozeki (second-highest rank) dot the grounds. Look to your right as you enter and find the humblingly massive handprints in stone of some sumo superstars. It’s also an impressive shrine in its own right.



TOURS

The most rewarding discoveries in Tokyo often come through serendipity and wandering on your own, but sometimes a tour can help unlock facets of the city. Having someone to guide you through Tokyo’s labyrinthine food and nightlife options can be particularly helpful; for some recommendations, see click here and click here.

Walking Tours

For basic walking tours, try the following:

• Tokyo Metropolitan Government Tours (www.gotokyo.org/en/guide-services/index.html; average 3 hours; free or only covering costs incurred by guides)

• Tokyo Systemized Goodwill Guide (SGG) Club (http://tokyosgg.jp/guide.html; average 1.5-2 hours; free)

Bike Tours

If you’re interested in combining a tour with a bike ride, try some of the following providers.

• Tokyo Bicycle Tours (www.tokyobicycletours.com; 3-6.5 hours; ¥6,000-9,800)

• Tokyo Great Cycling Tour (tel. 03/4590-2995; www.tokyocycling.jp; 1.5-6 hours; ¥5,000-13,000 adults, ¥2,500-6,500 ages 12 and under)

BAY CRUISES

Stand at the banks of the Sumida River in Asakusa during the evening and you will most likely see a number of low-slung boats festooned with paper lanterns gliding in both directions on the river. These are traditional houseboats known as yakatabune. It’s possible to ride one of these crafts up and down the Sumida River, and around the contours of Tokyo Bay, eating and drinking as you go. While the food is hit-or-miss, the views of the city from the water are romantic.

Thoroughly modern compact cruise boats also sail the waters around Tokyo. Choosing a cruise provider can be daunting, given the sheer number of them and the language barrier (some do have English-language reservation services). To get a sense for what your options are, visit the website of the Tokyo Yakatabune Association (www.yakatabune-kumiai.jp/en/index.php).

FUNASEI

1-16-8 Kita-Shinagawa, Shinagawa-ku; tel. 03/5479-2731; www.funasei.com; 2.5 hours; from ¥10,800 adults, ¥4,000-8,000 children

This yakatabune (traditional houseboat) cruise provider operates six traditional boats and one private charter yacht, seating 20 to 120, depending on the craft. The boats depart from Shinagawa (located south of Ginza and the Tokyo Tower, on the west side of Tokyo Bay) and sail northward, up the Sumida River to Tokyo Skytree in Asakusa, before returning via Odaiba. The meals served on board are Japanese—tempura, sashimi, and more—and booze is unlimited. Note that the liaison by phone is an English-speaking travel agency. Inquire directly with them about cruise schedules and availability.

BASEBALL

An interesting counterpoint to deeply indigenous sumo, the relatively recent import of baseball reveals many of the nation’s cultural quirks. Although Tokyo’s baseball fans are less fervent than the rabid supporters of Kansai’s Hanshin Tigers, the capital boasts two major teams, the Yomiuri Giants and Yakult Swallows. Stadium capacity was reduced over the course of the coronavirus pandemic, but it has been possible to catch a game for the most part.

TOKYO DOME

1-3-61 Koraku, Bunkyō-ku; tel. 03/5800-9999; www.tokyo-dome.co.jp, tickets sold at www.giants.jp; tickets ¥2,300-6,500; take Marunouchi, Namboku lines to Korakuen Station, exit 1, or JR Chūō, Sōbu to Suidōbashi Station, west exit, or Mita subway line to Suidōbashi Station, exit A5

Home to Japan’s winningest team, the Yomiuri Giants, this center in the geographic heart of the city is a great place for the authentic Japanese baseball experience. More popular than Tokyo’s second team, the Yakult Swallows, tickets sell out well in advance. Plan and purchase as far ahead as you can.

MEIJI JINGŪ STADIUM

3-1 Kasumigaoka-machi, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 0180/993-589; www.jingu-stadium.com; tickets ¥1,600-5,900; take Ginza line to Gaienmae Station, exit 3

This historic (built in 1926), 37,000-seater stadium is home to the Yakult Swallows. If the Giants are akin to New York’s Yankees, the Swallows are the Mets. Nicely located near Aoyama, Harajuku, Shibuya, and Shinjuku, this is a convenient place to experience Japan’s true national pastime.

THEME PARKS

Tokyo has its fair share of theme and amusement parks, with Tokyo Disneyland and Tokyo DisneySea, located just east of town in Chiba Prefecture, firmly atop the list.

ASAKUSA HANAYASHIKI

2-28-1 Asakusa, Taitō-ku; tel. 03/3842-8780; www.hanayashiki.net; 10am-6pm daily; admission ¥500 ages 7-12, ¥1,000 ages 13 and up; free ride pass ¥2,000 ages 6 and younger, ¥2,200 ages 7-12, ¥2,500 ages 13 and up; individual ride ticket ¥100, coupon book of 11 tickets ¥1,000

This old-school amusement park in Asakusa has been running since 1883. While the park’s 20 or so rides won’t wow you with thrills, they will certainly inspire a sense of nostalgia. Among them are Japan’s oldest rollercoaster, which runs on a steel track, and an old-fashioned haunted house. This is by no means a must-see, but if you feel like doing something offbeat, are traveling with kids, or need a break from temples and shrines, Hanayashiki is a fun option.

ONSEN

Shinjuku

ONSEN THERMAE-YU

1-1-2 Kabukichō, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 03/5285-1726; www.thermae-yu.jp; 11am-9am daily, irregular closings; ¥2,405 Mon.-Fri., ¥1,100 surcharge from midnight-9am daily, ¥880 surcharge on Sat.-Sun. and holidays; take Marunouchi, Fukutoshin, Shinjuku lines to Shinjuku-Sanchōme Station, exit E1, or Chūō, Sōbu lines to Shinjuku Station, east exit

Besides the spic-and-span sex-separated indoor and outdoor pools at this impressive new onsen complex, there are also saunas, a beauty salon, and various exfoliation scrub-downs, as well as a bar, café, and eatery on-site. The water is pumped in daily from Izu Peninsula, southwest of Tokyo. It’s a good choice in the heart of Kabukichō. Uncovered tattoos aren’t permitted, but coverings can be purchased for ¥300.

Akihabara and Ueno

SPA LAQUA

5-9F Tokyo Dome City, 1-1-1 Kasuga, Bunkyō-ku; tel. 03/5800-9999; www.laqua.jp; 11am-9am daily (last entry 8am); ¥2,900 adults, ¥2,090 children ages 6-17, ¥1,980 surcharge from 1am-6am, ¥550 surcharge Sat.-Sun. and holidays; take Marunouchi line to Kōrakuen Station, exit 2

Real onsen water is piped into the stylish indoor and outdoor pools at this hot-spring complex not far from Koishikawa Korakuen, west of Akihabara, from 1,700 meters (5,577 ft) beneath the earth, said to bestow health benefits such as improved circulation. This huge complex is spread across five floors, which also house facilities for treatments ranging from Thai massages to Korean body exfoliation scrubbing sessions. No tattoos allowed.

Shopping

GINZA AND MARUNOUCHI

銀座, 丸の内

Ginza is home to an array of shops dedicated to high-end fashion and luxury goods, both produced in Japan and overseas. Think world-class brands in sophisticated boutiques and swanky, sprawling emporiums offering an entire city’s worth of consumer opulence under one roof.

Fashion

DOVER STREET MARKET GINZA

6-9-5 Ginza, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/6228-5080; http://ginza.doverstreetmarket.com; 11am-8pm daily; take Ginza line to Ginza Station, exit A2

If this seven-floor complex feels like a shopping mall as seen through the eyes of a design renegade with avant-garde sensibilities, that’s because it is. Legendary designer Rei Kawakubo, whose label Comme des Garçons exploded onto the world’s runways in the 1980s, has revived Ginza’s fashion cred with Dover Street Market Ginza, a bleeding-edge, high-concept shopping mall brimming with top-end brands from Japan and overseas.

GINZA SIX

6-10 Ginza, Chūō-ku; http://ginza6.tokyo; 10:30am-8:30pm daily; take Ginza, Hibiya, Marunouchi lines to Ginza Station, exit A3

Ginza’s largest shrine to commerce is enormous, with 241 brands under one very exclusive roof. You’ll also find an exquisitely designed Tsutaya Books on the sixth floor and even a Noh theater in the basement. Splash out some serious cash and you can even hire a personal stylist to advise you on your shopping spree. And it’s not just clothes. If you’re in search of that perfect bottle of booze made in Japan (nihonshū, shōchū, whisky, gin), a fantastic choice in this complex is Imadeya (B2F Ginza Six; tel. 03/6264-5537; www.imadeya.co.jp/shops/ginza [URL inactive]; 10:30am-8:30pm daily).
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women in yukata shopping in Ginza



Souvenirs

MUJI

3-3-5 Ginza, Chūō-ku; tel. 03/3538-1311; https://shop.muji.com/jp/ginza; 11am-9pm daily; take Ginza, Marunouchi, Hibiya subway lines to Ginza Station, exit B4, then walk 3 minutes northeast, or take JR Yamanote line to Yūrakuchō Station, central exit, then walk 5 minutes southeast

This is the seven-floor global flagship of Muji, a brand that has developed a reputation beyond Japan for its classically minimal, affordable, practical, and smartly designed products, from kitchenware and furniture to stationery, clothing, and snacks. There’s also a diner and bakery on-site.

EBISU AND AROUND

恵比寿

There’s a hip pocket of town located upon a hill between Ebisu and Shibuya called Daikanyama. The streets, lined with trendy boutiques and cafés, beg to be strolled. This is one of many places where stylish locals shop.

Fashion

OKURA

20-11 Sarugaku-chō, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3461-8511; www.hrm.co.jp/okura; 11:30am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-8:30pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays; take Tōkyū Tōyoko line to Daikanyama Station

Situated on a fashionable street behind T-Site, Okura (オクラ) is a great place to get acquainted with Japan’s centuries-old indigo-dyeing tradition. The threads here are all made using old-school indigo-dyeing techniques. A mix of old and modern-style attire are sold, from tabi (split-toed socks) to jackets, jeans, T-shirts, and scarves. The tastefully rustic building that houses the shop is a pleasure to explore, too. As there’s no English sign, look out for the squat, traditional-style shopfront, which normally has some indigo-dyed specimen on display out front.


Purikura

Purikura, a shortened form of “print club,” is a massive industry in Japan, attracting giggling teens en masse to take cutesy photos with friends. They are essentially photo booths, but the photos can be souped up with various digital enhancements. Often located in game centers, purikura booths are popular nationwide, although major cities like Tokyo and Osaka command a particularly large number.

HOW IT WORKS

Many of the booths have a preset theme; for example, a dessert-themed booth may add little digital slices of cake to your photos. Insert money in the slot and step inside. After you’ve input the settings of your choice—doe eyes and rosy cheeks, perhaps—strike a silly pose and let the camera do its work. After the images have been taken, you’ll have the option to do further editing with a stylus in an editing booth outside. Once you’ve modified your photos to your liking, simply press the “end” button on the screen to print them out. Voilà: a cheap, quirky souvenir.

WHERE TO TRY IT

A few good bets to try out a purikura booth include Purikura no Mecca (3F, 29-1 Udagawachō, Shibuya-ku; open 24/7; take JR, Ginza, Inokashira, Fukutoshin, Hanzōmon, Tōkyū Tōyoko lines to Shibuya Station, Hachikō exit) and Purikura Land Noa (1-17-5 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3401-7655; 8am-11pm daily; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Takeshita exit) on Takeshita-dōri. Here you’ll find collections of purikura booths to snap away to your heart’s content. Note that some purikura spots loosely enforce a rule that prohibits men, whether solo or in a group, from entering without at least one woman accompanying them. You’ll be less likely to face an issue in an arcade than in a place solely dedicated to the booths.



Bookstores

T-SITE

17-5 Sarugaku-chō; tel. 03/3770-2525; https://store.tsite.jp/daikanyama/; 7am-2am daily; take Tōkyū Tōyoko line to Daikanyama Station

This has to be among the world’s coolest bookstores. The design of the complex, which appears to be enmeshed in a knit exterior of countless letter Ts, has won awards for architecture firm Klein Dytham. There’s a solid selection of books and magazines on travel, art, architecture, food, and culture, including some in English, and Anjin, a chic café and lounge-bar, is on the second floor. It’s a great place to chill for a few hours.

SHIBUYA

渋谷

A number of large, eclectic shops carrying quirky lifestyle goods, as well as a number of youth fashion retailers, can be found in Shibuya. Teenybopper fashion emporium Shibuya 109 (www.shibuya109.jp), housed in an iconic multi-floor tower just west of Shibuya Crossing, is the neighborhood’s most recognizable fashion landmark. Affordable designer items can be found, too, if you know where to look.

Souvenirs

TŌKYŪ HANDS SHIBUYA

12-18 Udagawachō, Shibuya-ku; 03/5489-5111; https://shibuya.tokyu-hands.co.jp; 10am-9pm daily; take JR, Ginza, Inokashira, Fukutoshin, Hanzōmon, Tōkyū Tōyoko lines to Shibuya Station, Hachikō exit

It’s all about household items at Tōkyū Hands Shibuya, from the useful to the downright bizarre. The eight-floor Shibuya branch of this quirky purveyor of miscellaneous goods is Tokyo’s largest, with everything from sundry materials for DIY projects to kitchenware shaped like cartoon characters, light fixtures, and more than 400 types of toothbrushes. If you can dream it, Tōkyū Hands likely has it.

D47 DESIGN TRAVEL STORE

8F Shibuya Hikarie, 2-21-1, Shibuya, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/6427-2301; www.hikarie8.com/d47designtravelstore; noon-8pm Thurs.-Tues.; take Yamanote line to Shibuya Station, east exit

As the name suggests, the D47 Design Travel Store features the unique flavors, arts, and specialties of the 47 prefectures that comprise the Japanese archipelago. Japan may not be a huge country geographically speaking, but a trip to this store will likely impress you with the true extent of its diversity.

S HARAJUKU AND AOYAMA

原宿, 青山

These neighborhoods are home to the highest concentration of trendsetting shops in the city. Funky Harajuku caters to the young. But if you head down Omotesandō toward Aoyama, you’ll be dazzled by some of the most bleeding-edge high fashion anywhere, artfully displayed in stunning boutiques. On an even grander scale, Omotesandō Hills (4-12-10 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3497-0310; www.omotesandohills.com; 11am-8pm daily) is a sleek, high-end mall built around a cavernous central atrium.

Another great place for urban strolling is the jam-packed pedestrian shopping street of Takeshita-dōri, Harajuku at its most youthful and saccharine, directly in front of Harajuku Station’s Takeshita exit. Some of the hippest boutiques are located along Cat Street, near the intersection of Meiji-dōri and Omotesandō, about a 7-minute walk southeast of Harajuku Station’s Omotesandō exit, and in the tangle of backstreets to the north of Omotesandō and east of Meiji-dōri.

Fashion

LAFORET

1-11-6 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3475-0411; www.laforet.ne.jp; 11am-8pm daily; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit

For a quick introduction to youth fashion trends, come to LaForet in Harajuku. Inside you’ll find a smorgasbord of boutiques hawking brightly colored clothes for hip young things, as well as various exhibitions and events. Check out the goth-lolita offerings and local labels Monomania and H>Fractal, all found in the basement, and the legendary, bleeding-edge GR8 on floor 2.5, incongruously fronted by a traditional garden with stone lanterns and bonsais.

CHICAGO

2F Mansion 31, 6-31-15, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/6427-5505; www.chicago.co.jp; 11am-8pm daily; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit

A fixture in Harajuku’s always evolving fashion landscape, Chicago has the largest selection of vintage threads of any branch in the chain. The strong suit here is vintage kimonos and lighter cotton versions called yukata, which are sold at prices that won’t break the bank.

6%DOKIDOKI

2F TX101 Bldg., 4-28-16 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3479-6116; https://6dokidoki.com; 1pm-6pm Thurs.-Fri., noon-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit

Vivid clothing and accessories, adorned with unicorns, hearts, and ice-cream cones, assault your vision at 6%Dokidoki, which translates to “6% Excitement.” It’s no shock to learn the shop’s founder Sebastian Masuda often works with Kyary Pamyu Pamyu, a J-Pop starlet who is kawaii (cute) incarnate. Come here for the full Harajuku experience. Seeing is believing.

SOU-SOU

1F A-La Croce Bldg., 5-4-24 Minami-Aoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3407-7877; http://sousounetshop.jp; noon-8pm daily; take Ginza, Hanzōmon lines to Omotesandō Station, exit B1

This Kyoto brand injects modern flare into classic Japanese fashions. At its outpost in trendy Aoyama, you’ll find a range of excellent souvenir options from cool T-shirts and split-toe trainers to yukata designed with a modern twist.


Japan’s Big Three of Fashion

As you walk down Omotesandō, you’ll pass architecturally stunning designer shops including Dior (5-9-11 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5464-6260; 11am-8pm daily), Louis Vuitton (5-7-5 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 0120/264-115; 11am-7pm daily), Bottega Veneta (5-1-5 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/5962-7630; noon-8pm daily), and Prada (5-2-6 Minamiaoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/6418-0400; 11am-8pm daily). In addition to these, look out for the flagships of the designers that make up Japan’s big three names in fashion when you reach the Aoyama area on the southeastern end of the avenue.

ISSEY MIYAKE

3-18-11 Minami Aoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3423-1408; www.isseymiyake.com; noon-7pm Wed.-Mon.

Crossing the large four-way intersection with Aoyama-dōri, you’ll come to the Issey Miyake shop on the first corner on the left. Exploding on the scene in the late 1980s, the designer became famous for his experimental approach, involving fresh uses of fabric, geometric forms, and materials ranging from rough and natural to brightly colored plastic.

COMME DES GARÇONS

5-2-1 Minami Aoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3406-3951; www.comme-des-garcons.com; 11am-8pm daily

Cross the street at the crosswalk and enter the flagship of legendary fashion label Comme des Garçons. Launched in the early 1980s by renowned designer Rei Kawakubo, here you’ll find her renegade-chic style on full display. Fashion aside, the striking building, with its dramatic lines and spare interior, is worth a visit in its own right.

YOHJI YAMAMOTO

5-3-6 Minami Aoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3409-6006; www.yohjiyamamoto.co.jp; 11am-8pm daily

Finally, continue up the right side of the street to see the flagship of the third name in Japan’s high-fashion trinity, Yohji Yamamoto, who is renowned for his tailoring, which incorporates Japanese techniques onto distinctive black flowing garments.



Souvenirs

ORIENTAL BAZAAR

5-9-13 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3400-3933; www.orientalbazaar.co.jp/en; noon-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit, or Chiyoda, Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-Jingūmae Station, exit 4

Harajuku’s Oriental Bazaar is a one-stop souvenir shop with English-speaking staff and reasonable prices. If you have limited time and want to take home a few items, they have it all: origami earrings, sake cup sets, tableware, antiques, yukata, ukiyo-e prints. The store was under renovation at the time of writing, but is set to reopen sometime in 2022.

SPIRAL MARKET AOYAMA

5-6-23 Minamiaoyama, Minato-ku; tel. 03/3498-1171; www.spiral.co.jp; building opens 11am daily, shop closing hours vary; take Ginza, Hanzōmon, Chiyoda lines to Omotesandō Station, exit B1

This arts complex, beautifully designed by Pritzker Prize-winning architect Fumihiko Maki, is built around an ascending spiral at the core of its interior. You’ll find shops selling homeware, accessories, stationery, ceramics, and various handmade crafts from around Japan, complemented by an art gallery, café, restaurants, and more.

JAPAN TRADITIONAL CRAFTS AOYAMA SQUARE

1F Akasaka Oji Bldg., 8-1-22 Akasaka, Minato-ku; tel. 03/5785-1301; http://kougeihin.jp; 11am-7pm daily; take Ginza, Hanzōmon lines to Aoyama Itchōme Station, exit 4 north

Another excellent one-stop shop east of Harjuku and Aoyama is Japan Traditional Crafts Aoyama Square, a showcase for traditional crafts from all over Japan that receives funding from the government. The crafts incorporate a wide range of materials, from lacquer and textiles to bamboo, metal, ceramics, and glass. Artisans practice their craft in the store, which features their work on a rotating basis. Items sold here are of a uniformly high quality. Check the artist schedule online.


Youth Fashion

Harajuku has been a center of fashion and youth culture since at least the 1990s. Its heyday was well documented in the legendary magazine FRUiTS, when creativity flourished in the neighborhood’s then-pedestrian-only smaller streets. Although recent years have seen FRUiTS cease publication (resulting in declarations of the demise of Harajuku as a global fashion hub) and car traffic flowing through those streets that were once youth hangouts, the neighborhood’s fashion landscape is far from dead, but rather, in a state of flux.

A host of new fashion leaders are establishing themselves in the scene, such as Peco and Aiba Runa, whose brand RRR By Sugar Spot Factory and social media imprint have made her one of Harajuku’s new stars. Similarly, new magazines, such as Fanatic and Melt Magazine, are popping up. For an easy-to-access look down the rabbit hole that is Japan’s fashion subcultural universe, as well as other quirky bits of obscure travel, peruse the blog of writer and TV host La Carmina (www.lacarmina.com/blog).

HARAJUKU SUBCULTURES

Although not as prevalent as they once were, many lively fashion subcultures continue to be visible in Harajuku’s streets:

• Cosplay: “Costume play” is about dressing as an anime, manga, or video game character, and is the most widely recognizable of Harajuku’s subcultures.

• Kawaii: The “cute” aesthetic extends far beyond the realm of fashion; perhaps no other country has placed such emphasis on the culture of cuteness. The most universally recognizable manifestation of this aesthetic is the iconic character Hello Kitty.

• Lolita: Another major trend with roots in Harajuku, this genre sees mostly young women donning knee-high stockings and knee-length skirts with petticoats, sometimes adding a corset or headdress, Victorian-style. There are numerous spins on this style, from Gothic Lolita to Punk Lolita and beyond.

• Gyaru: Based on the English word “gal,” the key elements include hair dyed blond or brown, heavy makeup, provocative clothing, and a bit of a devil-may-care attitude to go with it.

• Visual kei: The “visual style” trend has roots in a Japanese rock movement akin to glam rock. Young male followers suit up in loud outfits and sport flashy hairstyles and makeup.

• Fairy kei: It doesn’t get much more saccharine than this: pastel hair bows, decorative stars, babies, angels and polka dots, leg warmers, tights, baggy shirts, oversized glasses, and more. Stop by Spank! (4F Nakano Broadway, 5-52-15 Nakano, Nakano-ku; tel. 08/03404-3809; http://spankworld.jp; 12:30pm-7:30pm Thurs.-Tues.), the store that hatched this trend.

• Dolly kei: This style is inspired by European fairy tales and religious symbols, filtered through a Harajuku lens.

• Genderless kei: A relatively new development, this style draws on flourishes of kawaii to blur the boundaries of gender. Boys have been the predominant force in this movement, which idealizes a slim figure, bright eyes, makeup, expertly coifed hair, painted eyebrows, showy clothing, and plenty of kawaii accoutrements from hats to handbags.

• Decora: In this style, accessories, leg warmers, and knee socks are layered over each other to the point of overpowering the rest of an already quirky outfit, funky dental mask and tutu included.



Toys

KIDDY LAND

6-1-9 Jingūmae, Shibuya-ku; tel. 03/3409-3431; www.kiddyland.co.jp/harajuku; 11am-7pm daily; take Yamanote line to Harajuku Station, Omotesandō exit, or Chiyoda, Fukutoshin lines to Meiji-Jingūmae Station, exit 4

Kiddy Land is a monument to toys. The enormous shop is chockablock with characters from Studio Ghibli and Disney films, Doraemon dolls, Godzilla models, Star Wars figures, and Sanrio mascots. If you’re buying gifts for kids, this shop ticks all boxes.

SHINJUKU AND AROUND

新宿

While Shinjuku has a hodgepodge of everything, from vinyl records to punk-rock fashion shops, department stores are the defining feature. A number of mammoth electronics stores also dot the area.

Souvenirs

BEAMS JAPAN

3-32-6 Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; tel. 03/5368-7300; www.beams.co.jp/global/shop/j; 11am-8pm daily; take Yamanote line to Shinjuku Station, east exit

The Beams Japan flagship carries some of Japan’s best designs, from fashion to art and housewares. It also houses a gallery that exhibits works by photographers and artists. If you get hungry while browsing the shop’s six floors, head to the basement, where you’ll find a restaurant serving Japanese takes on Western staples and curry, as well as a café.

Vinyl Records

DISK UNION SHINJUKU

3-chōme Shinjuku, Shinjuku-ku; tel. differs for each shop; https://diskunion.net; noon-8pm daily

Tokyo is legendary among record collectors—“crate diggers”—as one of the best cities in the world to find vinyl treasure. Sprawling across a tightly knit cluster of five shops, some with up to eight floors, this legendary record shop chain’s prominent position in Shinjuku’s hectic core covers any genre under the sun. Note that there is a heavy emphasis on the old compact disc here, but there’s a decent selection of vinyl, too. To see a map breaking it all down in English, from soul to heavy metal and jazz, visit https://diskunion.net/pdf/shop/e_shop_areamap.pdf.

AKIHABARA AND UENO

秋葉原, 上野

Akihabara is the preeminent place to experience the wonderful and wacky world of otaku culture. Here you’ll find all manner of electronic products and parts, multistory complexes filled with anime and manga, video game emporiums, maid and butler cafés, a shocking number of vending machines, and plenty of cosplayers milling about.

Pop Culture

RADIO KAIKAN

1-15-16 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku; www.akihabara-radiokaikan.co.jp; 10am-8pm daily; take Yamanote, Sōbu, Hibiya lines to Akihabara Station, Electric Town exit

A 10-story tower to geekdom with deep historical roots, stretching back to the years immediately following the war when radios were a premium item, Radio Kaikan carries a hodgepodge of figurines, dolls, manga, trading cards, and much more. Even if you don’t plan to buy anything, it’s worth stopping to peruse the merchandise to get a sense of the jaw-dropping extent of the depth and breadth of hobbies catered to in Akihabara.


Top Souvenirs

If you can dream it, you can likely buy it in Tokyo. What follows should give you a starting point for thinking about what to take home from your trip.


[image: image]

lacquerware being painted



FUNKY FASHION

Try Beams Japan (click here) in Shinjuku or any boutique in Harajuku’s youth fashion mecca LaForet (click here).

KIMONOS AND YUKATA

Head to Chicago (click here) in Harajuku for vintage options, Jotaro Saito in Ginza Six (click here) for high-end, and Sou-Sou (click here) in Aoyama for traditional items with a contemporary twist.

CRAFT AND DESIGN

For traditional crafts like lacquerware, folding fans, and ceramics, check out Oriental Bazaar (click here) or Japan Traditional Crafts Aoyama Square (click here). For great contemporary design, try D47 Design Travel Store (click here) or 2K540 Aki-Oka Artisan (click here).

HOUSEWARES

Tokyo is home to a number of multi-floor “lifestyle goods” emporiums like Tōkyū Hands Shibuya (click here), where everything under the sun is on sale. The famed shopping street Kappabashi-dōri (click here) has a huge selection of knives, kitchenware, and crowd-pleasing fake plastic food samples.

POP CULTURE PICKS

For items like manga and anime merchandise, head to Mandarak
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