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Japan 365 : Postcard Project

Before coming to Japan, I was watching tons of Miyazaki
films, reading books like Tale of Genji, studying ukiyo-e
masters, and telling friends and family about the possibility of
participating in the prestigious JET Program. My grandmother,
as old as she is wise (at 89 years young), had many insights
due to her being so well-read on Japan, and considering my
grandfather visited Tokyo numerous times on business back in
the 1950s!

Upon receiving my acceptance letter from JET and
placement in Kyotango City, I went to share the good news
with my grandparents. “Learn all you can from the Japanese,”
Granny told me, “They are some of the most refined, resilient,
educated and inspired people on the planet. It is sure be a grand
adventure!”

Then comes grandpa, the great (long-winded) storyteller
that he is, “You know, back in 1956...”

Needless to say, I was eager and inspired to seek out what
my grandparents encouraged me to find. My JET program
placement in a rural, for maximum cultural immersion, has
facilitated my pursuit in infinitely rewarding ways.

Fall of 2010, as the Year of the Rabbit approached, I learned
about the proliferation of New Year’s greeting cards in Japan.
Nengajo, are sent to friends, family and colleagues to express
gratitude and maintain friendship and good relationships. Since
starting the Nengajo postal system in 1899, the tradition has
grown, and now more than 4 billion otoshidama-tsuki nenga
hagaki are printed and sent each year!

I wanted to personally take part in the Nengajo experience,
so I began sketching some scenes from Taiza, the small fishing
village where I live, in order to print my own custom Nengajo.
Famous foods, such as delicious Taizagani (winter crab), historic
figures, and other notable geologic formations and landscapes
from culturally rich and naturally beautiful Tango provided
an abundance of subject matter. I already had plenty ideas
about things to draw because local people here are so proud
of where they live, they always tell me stories, teach me local
history, invite me for dinner, take me fishing, etc. This intimate
connection with a rural community is a privilege that no other
foreigners outside of JET may ever have the opportunity to
experience. I am very thankful to JET for placing me this far
out, making it possible to get that much closer within.

I printed 1000 postcards at first, ten different designs about
Taiza and the surrounding Tango region. I made gift sets for my
JET co-workers, friends, neighbors, my landlord, Taiko group,
etc. and gave them as Christmas presents, in time for everyone
to send out as Nengajo. I also sent postcards to my own friends
and family in the USA and around the world.

Upon gifting the postcards locally, I established a common
ground, and took part in a tradition that is specifically Japanese.
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Suddenly, my new acquaintances, through my work for JET
as well as volunteering with the Kyotango City International
Organization, saw my genuine interest in their country, and
more importantly their own unique local culture.

As the postcards were so warmly received, I realized the
powerful gesture my artwork communicated. Even though I
did not yet have the Japanese language proficiency to express
certain feelings, my effort and attention-to-detail, depicting
images famous and everyday, allowed my students and
colleagues at work to see my dedication to learning their history,
culture and language. Thus, my students became more motivated
to listen to my English lessons, to teach me about Japan, and to
have interest in other countries. My communication with JTE
co-teachers also became more open, with warm conversations
revealing new personalities, inspiring future drawings, and
improving our chemistry teaching English together.

The postcards made such a positive impact on my life here,
I decided to “ride the wave” and make a (challenging) New
Year’s Resolution for 2011 to draw a picture-a-day for Japan,
starting January Ist.

Ultimately, the JET program brings us here to shine as
the unique foreigner that we are, giving Japan an authentic
experience of the diversity of our home countries. But by
assimilating a little, we can share a lot, and by giving students
and others chances for English conversation practice, we
coincidentally have golden opportunities to learn about Japan
for ourselves. Whether we as JETs disseminate our Japanese
experiences, by way of a blog perhaps, is not required, but I
think we naturally become ambassadors of Japan and Japanese
culture to our friends and family back home. This is a mutually
beneficial and balanced cultural exchange, made possible and
encouraged by the long-standing successful history of the JET
Program, and especially the placements, like mine, far out in the
mysterious and enchanting “Inaka.”

I am continually seeking new ways to promote
internationalization that are humanistic, educational and
visually interesting. To date, I have printed and distributed
7000 postcards (out-of-pocket), blogged all 365 drawings
(http://jmuzacz.posterous.com), presented at the Kyotango City
International Organization annual meeting, exhibited at the
2011 International Exchange Festival in Kyoto City, and I am
now compiling all 365 drawings with informative additions in a
bilingual book titled, JAPAN365.

Now more than ever, in the wake of disasters last March, 1
hope my artwork reminds people in other countries that Japan is
still a beautiful, dynamic and safe place to visit.



