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Research and Life in Japan by a JSPS Fellow (8)Series

Hailing from United Kingdom, Dr. Kieran 
Lee started his JSPS postdoctoral fellowship 
at Tokyo University of Agriculture (Nodai) in 
September 2004. Dr. Lee met his lab col-
league Dr. Yoichi Sakata when the latter 
was doing research in the US under a JSPS 
Postdoctoral Fellowship for Research 
Abroad. Dr. Sakata told us, “Dr. Lee is very 
attentive of the people around him and has 
adapted quickly to the Japanese environ-
ment. His coming to our lab has exposed 
the students to English culture and stimu-
lated them through contact with ways of 
thinking that differ from ours as Japanese.”

What are you currently researching under 
the JSPS fellowship?

I work in the field of Plant Cell Biology; 
my research uses a moss called Physcomitrella 
patens. I am currently investigating a group 
of proteoglycans known as arabinogalactan 
proteins (AGPs), which are found in plant 
cell walls and associated with plasma 
membranes. AGPs belong to a large 
and heterogeneous gene family and are 
thought to function in many aspects of plant 
development. 

How did you become interested in your 
research field?

My interest in plants began at the end 
of my undergraduate degree course at the  
University of Leeds. I found the dynamic 
nature of the cell wall and its importance in 
controlling plant development to be intrigu-
ing. In the last 20 years a major break-
through was made in elucidating the pro-
teins responsible for the construction and 
modification of the cell wall. In fact, up until 
about 100 years ago scientists had a fairly 
static view of plant cells with rigid walls. We 
now know that plants possess a huge 
amount of cell wall-related genes, reflecting 
the importance of cell wall assembly and 
regulation. I decided that I wanted to go into 
this research field because it would be a 
real challenge. 

What do you think of the state of research 
and the research environment in Japan, and 
what do you consider to be the merits of 
conducting your research in Japan?

I think Japan is well respected globally 
for its quality of science in many different 
fields. There are more research groups 
working with Physcomitrella in Japan than in 
the UK, so from my point of view this is an 
excellent environment for me to work in. 
Japanese labs are always well equipped, 
and to a high standard. The lab here at 
Nodai is always busy, but it is a friendly 
working environment and well organised 
with rotas and booking systems so every-
thing runs smoothly. 

As I just mentioned, there are many 
labs here in Japan working with Physcomitrella. 
Being in this kind of intensive environment 
is a good thing for all concerned because it 
stimulates scientific discourse between the 
groups. Furthermore, residing in Japan not 
only puts me in one of the leading countries 
for science, it allows me to have contact 
with some very talented and experienced 
plant scientists who I can always turn to for 
advice or suggestions regarding my research. 

By the way, you gave a lecture under JSPS’s 
Science Dialogue Program at Yamanashi 
Prefectural Tsuru High School, didn’t you? 
What do you think of that experience? 

I think it is good for academics to get 
out of the lab from time to time and explain 
what they are doing to the public. Raising 
public awareness about science is some-
thing that all people involved in the field 
should be concerned with. In fact, one of the 
most challenging aspects of being a scien-
tist is being able to translate difficult con-
cepts into readily understandable language 
in explaining one’s research to the public. 
Giving a lecture to Japanese high school 
students therefore gave me a unique and 
incredibly useful experience in this tech-
nique. I was particularly happy to be so 
warmly received by the high school, both 
teachers and students alike. I had a great 
day, which was made more enjoyable by the 
fact that the students seemed genuinely 
happy to have met me and also seemed to 
understand my lecture. Overall, I felt the day 
was a great success.

I think that one aspect of having a fel-
lowship here in Japan is of course to 
conduct research, but I also feel my role 
here is to inspire the people I encounter, to 
be enthusiastic about science, and to help 
forge new collaborations between scientists 

around the globe. To JSPS fellows consid-
ering participating in the Science Dialogue 
Program, I would strongly recommend that 
they take part. I feel that it is a thoroughly 
rewarding experience for both the JSPS 
fellow and the students alike! 

What do you usually do outside of your 
research activities?

I have an active social life outside of 
my research. I am a musician and spend a 
lot of time composing electronic music in my 
studio, which I brought with me from the UK. 
I have played a couple of gigs at nightclubs 
and have also done some DJing at cafes 
and bars. Whenever I have the opportunity I 
also love to get out and see more of Japan. I 
feel that there is so much to see in this 
wonderful country, and relatively speaking, 
so little time for me to do it all. Actually, 
recently I have taken up a new hobby; 
I have embarked on a quest to find the best 
ramen shop in the Kanto district! Although, I 
may have to start doing more exercise to 
counteract the deleterious calorific conse-
quences associated with this pastime.  

Before coming to Japan, what kind of image 
did you have of the country? Has your 
perception changed after coming here?

Yes, my image of Japan has changed 
since I got here. Before I arrived my only 
images of Japan came from tourist guides 
or movies. When you say “Tokyo” to a 
westerner, they tend to think of big buildings 
and neon lights. Of course, this isn’t an 
accurate portrayal of life in Tokyo. I live and 
work in Setagaya-ku, which feels more like 
a suburb. It is a very peaceful place to work 
and live—not at all like the hectic scenes Performing an experiment
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TOKYO

Introducing Japan: TokyoIntroducing Japan: Tokyo

JSPS fellow Dr. Kieran Lee has favored 
us with an article on his impressions of 
the neighborhood where he lives in Tokyo.

Pick up any tourist guide about Japan, turn 
to the section describing Tokyo and you will 
most probably see pictures of downtown 
Shinjuku, archetypal images of Japan’s 
most affluent metropolis. Densely packed 
with both people and skyscrapers, come 
nightfall each building burns with neon while 
sense-assaulting video billboards proclaim 
their messages to the masses. It is a pow-
erful image. But is it truly representative of 
Tokyo? 

What makes Tokyo fascinating is the jux-
taposition of colossal scale and meticulous 
detail. It is not uncommon to see archaic 
noodle shops with shoji-screen doors selling 
their wares from the shadows of a modern-
ist architects dream of steel and glass.  

Tokyo has 23 wards, or “ku’s” 
each with their own personality. 
Jump aboard one of the exqui-
sitely timed trains then step off 
into another city. I live in Seta-
gaya-ku, a sprawling suburban 
district southwest of Shinjuku. Life 
here is a sharp contrast to that 
observed on postcards of Tokyo. 
Here people are free to experi-
ence Japanese culture at their 
own pace. 

Abundant parks and tree-lined avenues 
minimise the feelings of confinement people 
often experience when living in a big city. 
Near my apartment people grow their own 
vegetables, a sight that I found both sur-
prising and also enchanting. 

I am by no means a connoisseur; however, 
in my humble opinion the best sushi in 
Tokyo is available at Midorizushi in 
Umegaoka. That is, if you can endure the 
long queues whilst catching the occasional 
glimpse of the gastronomic delights from 
within when the doors slide open and a 
customer leaves. 

For people with a penchant for 
kitsch, or an interest in the 
counterculture styling of the Tokyo 
new-wave bohemia, a visit to 
Shimokitazawa should be top of 

your list. A super-trendy area in Seta-
gaya-ku, Shimokitazawa offers everything 
from bars, cafes, second-hand clothes and 
antiques all from aged shops in labyrinthine 
streets. 

Tokyo is a city with many facets and, if you 
know where to look, a wealth of culture is 
waiting to be found amongst its hidden 
depths. I found a lot more here than I 
imagined existed. I feel an affinity to the 
people of Setagaya-ku who have managed 
to fashion a life of peace and harmony with 
nature whilst living 20 minutes away from 
the unfaltering beat of the heart of Tokyo.  

JSPS Fellows Plaza Website

JSPS Fellows Plaza is continually in the process of updating its website, which provides information 
for present, past and prospective JSPS fellows. Please give us a visit at:
http://www.jsps.go.jp/english/e-plaza/

You’ll find pages on “How to Apply,” “Experiences and Messages from JSPS Fellows,” “Program 
Guidelines,” “e-Orientation,” and “Find Nearby Fellows.” The site also carries current and back 
copies of our newsletter “JSPS Quarterly” and the booklet Life in Japan for Foreign Researchers. 

If you have any opinions or impressions you wish to share regarding our website, please contact us 
at the JSPS Fellows Plaza.                                                                                      - JSPS Fellows Plaza

from Shibuya or Shinjuku for which Tokyo is 
renowned.  

What advice would you give someone about to 
begin a JSPS fellowship?

If you are about to begin a fellowship 
my advice would be: try to dispel your 
preconceptions of Japan before you arrive 

and be ready to experience a rich culture and 
stimulating work environment in an amazing 
country! You may miss your friends and 
family at first, but the people you will meet 
here are very friendly, kind and always 
willing to help if you have a problem.
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