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My personal journey to Japan

Jean Marc Jallon (## « ZEBEA )

When I heard about Japan for the first time, I was probably six or seven years

old.

rice field, around which a few peasants were busy.

A picture of my first geography book showed the Fuji mountain mirrored in a

A simple picture, but in the
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early fifties audio-visual means of communication were still poor, and for a non-
specialist French, the only interest in the remote Asia was concerned about news
of our Indochinese defeats... In the sixth grade of the lycee, important economic
countries were to be studied but the programme was so heavy that this very year
Japan was passed over untouched. In the early sixties, I started to develop my
curiosity about other nations and devoured a few monographs concerning Asian
countries. An important part of my interest in Japan crystallized from an Alain
Resnay's movie "Hiroshima, my love". The attempt to hold an intimate dialogue
between a girl from Nevers and a survivor from the terrible bomb shocked my
adolescence. At the same time French soldiers were killing Algerian patriots
without trying to understand these different men and their own aspirations. I
spent a few hours in the Paris Guimet Museum where, in spite of the confusion of
that time, sobriety and harmony of Japanese objects seduced me.

But my first true contact with Japan started in February 1967. Looking for a
laboratory where I could obtain a master's degree in biochemistry, I met Prof.
IWATSUBO in a dark room filled with optical machines. He offered me an opportunity
to work with him and during the following seven years, in the CNRS lab he is lead-
ing, he initiated me to enzyme mechanistics, that he himself had learnt in the
Biophysics laboratory of the school of Medicine, Osaka University. I was always
very impressed by the great ingenuity of the techniques he was introducing to trap
fugitive intermediates and the subtle structural changes involved in the function-
ing and regulation of enzymes. We have then been face to face for seven years with
good as well as bad days. Our common work demanded a permenent dialogue between us.
Through these biochemical conversations, I tried to understand our similarities as
well as our differences and wondered about our cultural prejudices, the differences
in our ways of thinking, without mentioning small irritations common in everyday
life. At the same time I was eager for translations of contemporary Japanese
novels and films arriving from Tokyo.

Once my doctorate had been cleared, I tried to plunge into the mystery of biology,
mainly in a direction capable of mobilizing all my intellectual interests together.
Then I took notice of Prof. HOTTA's work and the new approach he was setting up to
gtudy animal behaviour. I wrote to him asking if I could work with him. He kindly
invited me to come to TODAI and since last October he has been continuously helping
me with lessons and advice.

In the laboratory as well as outside, from the Noh theater to the popular sakura
festival in the Ueno park, from the flies' room to the fish market and to Akihabara
electronics fair, I have been opening my eyes as large as possible, and also my
ears... But the Japanese language I try to learn offers much resistance. Moreover
I have been shaped during thirty years by the ways and customs of France and my
behaviour is dependent on this conditioning, which provokes anxieties, gaffs,:
nisunderstandings, inhibitions, not only of my stomach, but also of others' as well,

in spite of the thoughtful generosity of my hosts. It has been already seven months
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since I arrived... My anchoring to the European world is becoming looser and looser.
I am recreating here a new routine of life, a new affective environment; my inner
landscépe has become now more serene and thus more favorable to discover Japan.

I want to finish with a few remarks of more general interest. As most French and
Japanese people will never be as lucky as I am to live such an exciting intellectual
and human adventure, let me hope that our teaching in our respective countries does
favour the deepest understanding between human beings. We must have everybody become
conscious that besides his own culture and way of thinking, there are other cultures,
other ways of thinking, very different indeed, difficult to penetrate, but the
contributions of which to the universal heritage are of comparable richness. The

history of scientific discoveries witnesses the complementary contributions from all

countries and all races. Such a consciousness may help to build a world of peace

and equally distributed prosperity.
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