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Research and Life in Japan by a JSPS Fellow (10)Series

Dr. Pablo Perez Goodwyn came to Japan 
from Argentina in November 2004 under a 
JSPS Postdoctoral Fellowship after having 
received his PhD in Argentina and conduct-
ing research in Germany as a postdoc. He is 
currently doing biomechanical research with 
Prof. Kenji Fujisaki at the Graduate School of 
Agriculture in Kyoto University.

Holding him in high esteem, Dr. Perez 
Goodwyn’s colleagues told us, “He’s very 
friendly and always easy to talk with in either 
English or Japanese, which he speaks very 
well. He’s a good natured person, so much 
so as to not have any noticeable flaws.” 

After finishing his JSPS fellowship this year, 
Dr. Perez Goodwyn will stay at the same 
laboratory for another three years, as Prof. 
Fujisaki has offered him a postdoc position in a 
project under the 21st Century COE Program. 

What are you currently researching under 
the JSPS fellowship?

I am researching the functional 
morphology and biomechanics of water 
striders. I use a multiple approach to study 
the ecology and physics of these wonderful 
insects. I measure the force they produce, 
their speed and other factors, and apply 
these data to answering ecological ques-
tions. Also, the morphological adaptations I 
find through observing these insects with an 
electron microscope have a potential for 
industrial applications, which is a field 
known as bionics or biomimetics. 

How did you become interested in your 
research field?

When I was a kid, I collected bugs, paid 
attention to their lives, and, of course, got 
bitten several times. Nature, which has 
always attracted me, guided my career path 
from the beginning. My first research field 
was the systematics of giant water bugs, 
which gave me insights into functional 
morphology. Then, I did a postdoc in Ger-
many at the Max Planck Institute for some 
years, where I learned biomechanics. At 
that time, considerable taxonomic, ecologi-
cal and physiological research had been 
conducted on water striders, but little had 
been done on their functional morphology or 
biomechanics. I am now applying this 
knowledge and my passion for water bugs 
at Kyoto University. 

Why did you choose Japan as the place to 
pursue your research? How did you get to 
know your Japanese host researcher?

I’ve had an interest in Japan since I 
was a kid. In front of my house lived a 
Japanese family, and the man taught me 
how to make very basic bonsai. Since then, 
I’ve always enjoyed connections with 
Japanese friends in Argentina. When in 
Germany, I was suddenly presented with an 
opportunity through Tuebingen University in 
Germany and Doshisha University in Kyoto 
to take a two-semester course in Japanese 
language and culture, one semester being 
in Germany and the other in Japan. Under 
this program, I studied Japanese culture 
and language for five months at Doshisha in 
2003. During that stay in Kyoto, I made 
contact with my present host researcher, 
Prof. Fujisaki, whom I looked for through the 
Internet, and developed a joint research 
plan with him. 

What do you consider to be the merits of 
conducting research in Japan?

Japan has in its culture the will to pro-
gress and improve, and this is reflected in 
the way science is pursued here too. The 
facilities, including experimental equipment, 
and the human resources, such as re-
searchers and students, in Japan are 
among the best in the world. 

You delivered a lecture under the JSPS 
Science Dialogue Program. What did you 
find participating in this program to be like?

I gave a lecture in English titled “Walk-
ing on water: let’s learn from the water 
striders!” to the students at Ritsumeikan 
High School in Kyoto under the Science 
Dialogue Program. I am very happy and 
satisfied with this program. It gave me an 
opportunity to make contact with high 
school students, and to see with my own 
eyes what they are like, how they think, and 
what they have in mind. I hope my talk 

motivated the students and raised their 
curiosity. I was pleased to see them try to 
interact with this researcher, as after all they 
are going to be researchers themselves 
some day. I hope the experience also 
helped them to lose a little bit of the fear 
they naturally have to speak to a foreigner!

What do you usually do outside of your 
research activities?

I do kyudo, Japanese archery, three 
times a week. I practice it very intensively, 
and believe that I’ve found in it a way to 
develop both my body and soul. I will soon 
take the test to earn my fourth-dan. I also like 
to go sightseeing, shopping and fishing 
and to make short trips on weekends.

Before coming to Japan, what kind of image 
did you have of the country? Has your per-
ception changed?

It has indeed. I had thought the people 
to be more closed minded or unfriendly to 
foreigners. I found the reality to be different, 
having had so many nice experiences here. 
Of course not everybody but most people 
are friendly and without prejudice towards 
foreigners. I had also expected the people Dr. Perez Goodwyn with his host Prof. Fujisaki
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KYOTO

Introducing Japan: KyotoIntroducing Japan: Kyoto
Kyoto as seen from my perch
Dr. Pablo Perez Goodwyn

Kyoto was founded in 794, over a thousand 
years ago. In earlier times, Japan’s capital 
moved with the succeeding reigns of each 
emperor, finally settling in Nara for the most 
part of the eight century. It’s relocation to 
Kyoto—or Heian-kyo (Capital of Peace and 
Tranquility) as it was initially called—
marked the turn from the Nara to Heian 
Period. Modeled upon the capital Ch’ang-an 
of the T’ang Dynasty, Kyoto was built in 
checkerboard fashion. Located in a basin of 
surrounding mountains and between 
north-to-south running rivers, the capital 
was well protected not only geographically 
but by a pantheon of guardian deities en-
shrined in strategically placed temples around 
the city. 

The capital’s long history was marked by 
numerous battles between samurai clans or 
warring monks who raided and torched the 
city’s temples and other wooden structures. 
Fires and other natural calamities also took 
their toll on the city’s buildings, which were 
destroyed and rebuilt over and over again. 
Through it all, however, Kyoto has remained 
a repository of Japan’s traditional culture, 
both tangible and intangible. Perhaps this 
can be credited to those guardian deities, 
who have remained faithfully on duty over 
these many centuries; and who working in 
mysterious ways, may have even influenced 
the decision to spare Kyoto of American 

bombing during the Second World War. 

For me, walking in Kyoto is like going on a 
treasure hunt. In every corner, small or 
large, can be discovered a memorial stone 
or some other artifact that harkens back to 
an event in eras long past, each reminding 
you of where you stand: The Ancient Capi-
tal. Everywhere are Buddhist temples and 
Shinto shrines, which share the glory of the 
city’s sacred legacy. Among them, I am 
rather partial to Kiyomizu-dera, the stilted 
temple with a fountain of “pure water”; 
Heian Jingu, the shrine dedicated to 
Emperor Kammu who founded 
Heian-kyo; the zen temple Nanzen-
ji, situated in a pine grove just 
east of the shrine; Higashi and Nishi 
Hongan-ji, two main temples of Pure 
Land Buddhism, both located within 
a short walk from Kyoto Station; and 
Yasaka Jinja where the famous 
Gion Matsuri (festival) is held. 

The ambience of the old city can also 
be enjoyed by just taking a stroll 
down Pontocho alley lined with little 
bars, restaurants and teahouses of 
classical wooden architecture, along 
the bank of the Kamo River to Shijo 
Bridge, and across it to the famous 
geisha quarters of Gion, with its 
Minamiza Theater where Kabuki is 
performed. Some say that trying to 
snap a photo of a kimono-clad 
geisha walking down the street in 

Pontocho or Gion is akin to a sport. 

If one should get a sudden craving for the 
modern globalized world, fortunately or 
unfortunately, there are plenty of cinemas, 
game centers, fast food joints, bars, and 
even pachinko parlors to be found in town.  

After living for several years here, I can say 
that it would take an entire lifetime to seek 
out all of Kyoto’s secret places, hidden as 
they are in every nook and cranny of this 
wonderfully mysterious city.  

to be more conservative, but was surprised 
to see how deeply the globalized culture 
has spread among them. Everything from 
the language, cuisine, aesthetics, movies, 
and even attitude is strongly influenced by 
today’s popular Hollywood culture.  

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

I would recommend that they enjoy 

their time here—not to just work like a ma-
chine for one or two years, but to take every 
opportunity to get to know the country and 
its culture. Learning Japanese language is 
highly recommendable if one wants to enjoy 
life here. Forming a group of friends is the 
doorway to nice experiences, and taking 
part in group activities, such as sports, 
recreation or culture, is a very convenient 
way to do so. So, don’t stay home at night!

In doing their research and living in 
Japan, I would recommend that they take 
advantage of the human resources avail-
able to them, such as the university’s advisors 
and secretaries, laboratory pals, and of 
course JSPS itself. Good contacts in Japan 
can last forever, so it is a perfect place to 
make colleagues and build networks. 

Interview by JSPS Fellows Plaza
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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,” “Find Nearby Fellows,” “Science Dialogue,” and “Alumni Associa-
tions.” 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


