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Research and Life in Japan by a JSPS Fellow (13)Series

Hailing from Denmark, Dr. Kim Richard 

Larsen has been doing research under a 

JSPS postdoctoral fellowship at the Kita- 

kyusyu Museum of Natural History & Hu-

man History since April 2006. He was 

introduced to his host, Dr. Michitaka 

Shimomura, by a colleague in his personal 

network. Dr. Shimomura praises Dr. Larsen, 

saying that he is a researcher of out-

standing ability, who is working diligently to 

advance his studies under the fellowship. 

After his 2-year tenure ends, Dr. Larsen 

plans to continue to pursue his career in 

science as a lecturer or curator.

What is the nature of your research under 

the JSPS fellowship?

As a marine biologist my project runs 

along two lines: traditional taxonomy and 

ecology of a group of small benthic 

Crustaceans. The diversity of these animals 

around Japan is very high but very sparsely 

studied, mainly due to lack of funding. I 

hope that my project will help redeem that 

situation. I am also trying to create more 

funding for taxonomic studies by coupling 

the taxonomic investigation with an eco-

logical experiment assessing the value of 

these animals as bio-indicator species for 

habitat recovery.

That’s a fascinating field of research. Could 

you tell us a little more about your work?

Among the Crustaceans, my research 

is mainly focused on tanaids. Using a mi-

croscope, I dissect them and observe the 

shape of their legs and other parts, which I 

draw in order to identify differences between 

species and to classify them. As tanaids are 

extremely small creatures, measuring about 

3 millimeters in length, dissecting them is 

precise, exhaustive work. As it entails mak-

ing very accurate drawings and annotating 

them with comments, descriptions or de-

scriptive analyses to preclude misclassifica-

tions, the work is highly detailed and re-

quires intense concentration. That said, I 

believe it to be very important work as it 

helps to generate new knowledge related to 

biodiversity. I have so far published two 

papers on some new species of tanaids I 

discovered around Okinawa, and now I’m 

busy preparing for a conference that will be 

held here in June. 

How did you become interested in your 

research field? 

During my master’s program, which 

focused on faunistic research, I became 

aware of the great shortcomings in the 

current level of invertebrate taxonomy. It 

struck me as highly unfortunate and a waste 

of good science that ecological and faunistic 

researchers had to do their work without 

being able to identify the species used in 

their studies. This is particularly problematic 

in biodiversity studies, which are next to 

useless if not based on solid taxonomical 

knowledge.

Why did you choose Japan to pursue your 

research? 

The deficiency in taxonomical knowl-

edge of Japanese fauna made Japan an 

interesting place to study. When so little is 

known about these animals around Japan, it 

increases the chances of making plenty of 

new discoveries. I have to admit that the 

high level of financial support (both personal 

and for research) provided by the JSPS also 

makes Japan an interesting place to work. 

What other merits are there to conducting 

research in Japan? 

The merits of conducting scientific 

research in Japan under the JSPS fellow-

ship are that it allows for more experimental 

(thereby risky) projects, which might be 

difficult to obtain funding for in the EU or the 

US. The fellow is given a high degree of 

independence and the research funding is 

better than most, if not all, other places.

What do you usually do outside of your 

research?

I sleep, eat, exercise, and go out with 

friends. Pretty much the same things I 

would be doing any other place, although I 

seem to spend an unreasonably long time in 

sushi bars. As Kitakyushu is near the sea, it 

has good makings for sushi. I’m particularly 

fond of mackerel and yellowtail. Their 

names saba and buri were among the first 

Japanese words I learned when I came 

here. I also enjoy viewing the cherry blos-

soms in April. I have to admit, however, that 

my research does not permit a lot of time 

out of the laboratory.

Before coming to Japan, what kind of image 

of Japan did you have? Has it changed after 

coming here?

I had heard that one had to be very 

careful not to insult anybody in Japan. I was 

rather worried about this before coming here, 

as I am not reputed to be a very diplomatic 

person. I was afraid I might inadvertently 

insult somebody due to a cultural difference. 

Happily this problem turned out to be almost 

non-existing. My Japanese colleagues are 

of course aware that I am not accustomed 

to Japanese culture. They don’t take of-

fence if I should behave less correctly, like 

for example, forgetting to change slippers 

when going into the bathroom. 

You have given a lecture under the JSPS 

Science Dialogue Program, haven’t you? 

What do you think of the program?

Last December, I gave an English 

lecture, entitled “Biological Science: The 

Work and the Wonders,” to high school 

students in Kagoshima. I think this kind of 

program is extremely valuable in the long 

term. In fact, I am kind of surprised that 

initiatives like this are not compulsory in all 

research programs. The biggest problem in 

science is a lack of funding, and we scientists 

are largely at fault. How can we expect to 

get funding from the community if people 

are not aware of what we are doing nor do 

they know why it is important? We have to 
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KITAKYUSHU

Introducing Japan: KitakyushuIntroducing Japan: Kitakyushu

JSPS fellow Dr. Kim Larsen has favored 
us with an article on his impressions of 
the city where he is conducting his 
research at the Kitakyushu Museum of 
Natural History & Human History.

Kitakyushu is located on the northern tip of 
Kyushu Island, the southernmost of Japan’s 
main islands. As the gateway to Honshu, 
Kitakyushu is connected to Shimonoseki by 
both a bridge and a tunnel as well as nu-
merous ferries and water taxis. 

Kitakyushu is a fairly large town (a little under 
a million inhabitants) by western standards. 
This size provides all the comforts and 
entertainments of city life on one side, while 
on the other, does not give an impression of 
swallowing up the individual like the huge 
metropolises of Tokyo and Osaka. 

Kitakyushu is the birthplace of Japan’s 
heavy industries, and was the chosen site 
for the Nippon Steel Mill. Nowadays, Kita-
kyushu is in a state of transition towards 
attracting more high-tech and international 
industries. Despite its reputation as an 
industrial city, Kitakyushu provides easy 
access to nature. Within a 15-minute bus 
ride from the center of the city (Kokura 
Station), one can reach nature trails leading 
up into the surrounding hill country. Among 
other attractions are the large limestone 
caves and the Kokura Castle. One of the 
most popular pastimes is to stroll along the 
river in the center of the city. It is also pos-
sible to take a cable car from Yahata up to 

the 622-meter summit of Mt. Sarakura, 
where the views of the city and harbor are 
spectacular. There is also a hiking trail up 
the mountain for the more energetic visitors. 
Popular particularly with the younger audi-
ence are the large dinosaur skeleton collec-
tion at the Kitakyushu Museum of Natural 
History & Human History and the Space 
World amusement park with its daredevil 
rollercoaster rides. 

Early spring and autumn are the best sea-
sons to visit Kitakyushu, as summer is hot 
and humid. Snow may fall in winter but will 
not last throughout the day. Kitakyushu’s 
surrounding mountains provide good shelter 
from typhoons. Earthquakes are also very 
rare here. 

Kitakyushu is famous for its sea-
food, which is mostly consumed as 
sushi in one of the many sushi bars. 
Particularly popular are the kaiten 
sushi bars with their revolving con-
veyers that constantly tempt the 
guest with a never-ending stream of 
fresh fish, prawns and other shell-
fish, not to mention squid and oc-
topus. Grilled and fried fish dishes 
are also popular, and a deep-fried 
meal of the poisonous-if-not-properly-
prepared puffer fish in one of the 
many small restaurants at Moji-ko 
harbor is a ‘must try’ experience for 
the intrepid visitor.

In addition, there is a small island in 

the Kanmon Straits that is known for a fa-
mous samurai duel. The local hero Kojiro 
Sasaki had a sword fight with the more 
famous Musashi Miyamoto (the guy with the 
wooden sword) but lost. Local historians 
are inclined to suggest that foul play was 
involved.

inform the community about these things. If 
we cannot do so in a reasonable manner, 
then we ought to rethink our research.

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

Be prepared to spend a lot of time ini-
tially learning Japanese. It is a hard lan-

guage to learn and one should not expect 
English to be spoken widely outside aca-
demic circles. Also be prepared for difficult 
and expensive library services. Specialized 
literature can be hard, expensive and 
time-consuming to obtain in Japan, particu-
larly if the fellow is not based at a major 
university.

One of the really good things about 
working in Japan is that security is a 
non-issue. As Japan is one of the safest 
places on earth, female researchers or 
researchers with children will have little to 
worry about here security-wise.

Interview by JSPS Fellows Plaza

At kaiten sushi bar

Dinosaurs at Natural History Museum

JSPS Alumni Associations
At present, alumni associations with homepages have been 
established in Germany, the UK, Sweden, France, the US and India.

● JSPS Club (German alumni association)
http://www.jsps-club.de/

● UK JSPS Alumni Association
http://www.jsps.org/alumniassociation/aboutus/index.html

● JSPS Alumni Club in Sweden
http://www.jsps-sto.com/site.aspx?id=548

● French Alumni Association
http://assoc-jsps.u-strasbg.fr/

● US JSPS Fellows Alumni Association
http://www.jspsusa.org/Alumni_association/alumni.htm

● Indian JSPS Alumni Club
http://www.indianjspsalumni.org/

JSPS Fellows Plaza’s Alumni Association homepage: 
http://www.jsps.go.jp/english/e-plaza/20_alumni.html


