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A First Japanese Professional in Bohemia
Prof. Dr. Zdenék Slanina

Department of Knowledge-Based Information Engineering

( Laboratory of Molecular-Design Engineering)
Toyohashi University of Technology

Czech Republic, the western part of the former
Czechoslovakia (also known as Bohemia, Czech countries
or lands, Czechia, Tschechei) has had two Nobel laureates:
Jaroslav Heyrovsky (1890-1967) in chemistry, 1959, for
“his discovery and development of the polarographic
methods of analysis”, and Jaroslav Seifert (1901-1986) in

literature, 1984, for “his poetry which endowed with
freshness, sensuality and rich inventiveness provides a
liberating image of the indomitable spirit and versatility of
man”. (These two great Czechs also share their given
names—Jaroslav can be translated as celebrating spring).
The national ratio of one Nobel per 5x10fcitizens is
somewhat below the world average of more than 10 x 106
citizens per one Nobel. There are also other three Nobel
laureates with a Czechoslovak link: V. Prelog (chemistry
1975; studied and worked in Prague 1924-1935), D.C. Ga-
jdusek (physiology or medicine 1976; Slovak father), T.R.
Cech (chemistry 1989; Czech grandparents). The Czechs
believe they missed two another Nobels in literature owing
to a premature death of J. Hasék and K. Capek.

Jaroslav Heyrovsky made his crucial discovery the
same year he was appointed professor of physical
chemistry at Charles University of Prague. On Jan. 1, 1922,
a national holiday, he triedV to measure how electric cur-
rent in a salt solution has changed with the voltage applied
to a dropping mercury electrode. The galvanometer he us-
ed was not sensitive enough. However, on Feb. 10, 1922,
when he finally borrowed the best device available at the
university (with light beam and mirror), he could observe
nice S-shaped dependencies. He immediately recognized
importance of the discovery—from the curves he could
read composition of solutions and even their concentra-
tion. Moreover, he could record and explain various
changes of chemical species. He published? his discovery
in October 1922, and the next year presented before the
Faraday Society. The new technique had soon been ap-
plied to a variety of chemical systems by his students and
younger colleagues.

In 1923 a first foreigner visited his lab to learn the new
tool of chemical research. Masuzo Shikata (1895-1964)
graduated from the Department of agricultural chemistry
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of the Imperial University of Tokyo in 1920. In 1921 he was-
sent abroad by the Ministry of education. First, he studied
surface chemistry with I. Traube at the Technical
University in Berlin. In 1923 he joined Heyrovsky’s group
in Prague and applied the new technique to an organic
substance® (nitrobenzene). In 1924 Shikata visited Prague
for the second time. At that time the measurements were
quite tedious and they decided to built a machine for their
automation. They generated the variable voltage by a
rotating wired drum powered by a clock-work, and the
curves were recorded on a photographic paper by the light
beam reflected by the mirror. The measurement could be
completed in a few minutes without a hand touch. The new
automatic device was named polarograph? and the techni-
que polarography. The polarograph was one of the first
completely automatic devices in scientific research.
Heyrovsky and Shikata patented only the device name; the
device was produced by several companies as the system
Heyrovsky-Shikata. The technique spread into various
fields of chemistry, biology and medicine, and has served
for decades as a very sensitive analytical method. In
medicine it was the first laboratory test for cancer
diagnosis from blood. Even at present it has often been us-
ed for example in environmental protection for detection
of even trace levels of heavy metals in water or living
bodies.

In 1924 Shikata was appointed professor of wood
chemistry at the Imperial University of Kyoto. He had con-
tinued with the polarographic studies of organic
substances, especially of relationships between the
polarographic behavior and their structure®, but applied it
also to food products, and built a recognized scientific
school. In 1942 he moved to north-east China as the vice-
president of a research institute there. Since 1954 he had
served as professor at Nagoya University. In 1954 he was
awarded® the Japan Academy Prize for his outstanding

contribution to polarography. He also had more practical
interests in wood chemistry and studied manufacturing of
woods and grasses. Still, I could not find his name in
Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan (though, I could in
McGraw-Hill Modern Scientists and Engineers, or in
Great Soviet Encyclopedia).

Heyrovsky and his school thoroughly developed the
polarographic method and explained various its features.
Heyrovsky was nominated several times for the Nobel
Prize—and finally in 1959 indeed awarded. Heyrovsky’s
discovery is a particular illustration of Pasteur’s statement
that chance only favors those minds which have been
prepared. He always tried to grasp the essence and to
eliminate disturbing details. He insisted on a fast publica-
tion. There was one condition for M.A. degree at his
department—the results had to be at least accepted for
publication in a journal with a referee system. Argument
that something was interesting was not enough for him to
start a research. He always replied ‘only the legs of a
ballerina are interesting’ , and insisted on a clear indication
of possible deeper consequences. It is also instructive to
note the cross-cultural differences—such a sentence from a
university professor would be unappetitlich in the German
academic community, perhaps even harassing in America,
but it is perfectly all right in France or Bohemia. Last but
not least, his construction of the polarograph with Masuzo
Shikata can also serve as an illustration of the idea ascrib-
ed to G.B. Show—if I have an apple and you have an apple
and we exchange them, each of us will have two apples.

1)]. Koryta: Jaroslav Heyrovsky, Melantrich, Prague 1990.
2) J. Heyrovsky, Chem. Listy 16, 256 (1922). 3) M.
Shikata, Trans. Faraday Soc. 21, 42 (1925). 4) ]. Heyrovsky
and M. Shikata, Rec. Trav. Chim. Pays-Bas 44, 496 (1925). 5)
M. Shikata and I. Tachi, Collect. Czech. Chem. Commun. 10,
368 (1938). 6) 1. Tachi, Rev. Polarography 12, 137 (1964).
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Beauty in Kyoto

Ignacio Aristimuno

(Lab. of Landscape Architecture)
Venezuela

Natural beauty is quite present in Kyoto. The city offers well-
preserved landscapes for the enjoyment of seasons, cultural
treasures, and old architecture and gardens made of natural
materials. Living here for several years as a foreign student of
Kyoto University made me delight in the natural beauty of Kyoto.
Of course as many other foreign students, I had to adapt to the
Japanese way of life, which was not easy due to difficulties such as
language, customs and lack of space. Nevertheless, living and stu-
dying here helped me to understand many things from a different
cultural point of view. One of those things is my appreciation of
beauty.

Beauty is defined as “a quality that delights the senses or exalls
the mind.V” The notion of “delight” is central to this definition,
because beauty is pleasing. The word is used to express a sensory
experience. We may think first about visual images, the beauty of
a sunset, a flower, a painting, but we know beauty just as well
through our other four senses; the beauty of a song, the pleasing
aroma from a flower, the taste of a favorite food, the beauty of a
touch. Beauty is also intellectual. We speak of the beauty of an
idea when it promises to overcome an obstacle or when it com-
municates the essence of a complex fact. Nevertheless, the most
distinctive characteristic of the experience of beauty is that it is
personal, because it involves oneself in an attractive charming.
The experience of beauty is engaging.

Walking in the streets of Kyoto [ was engaged in such a kind
of experience. It was Spring and there were many “Sakura” or
Cherry Blossoms. People went out to celebrate a Japanese custom
called “Hanami” or flower viewing. Everybody was under the
trees trying to delight in that moment. When 1 took out my
camera and started to take some pictures, I saw that there were
people in a state of great enjoyment when contemplating the
flowers. What were they looking for? Why does it take such a long
time? These questions were very interesting for me, because
although I come from a country also represented by a great diversi-
ty of flowers, this kind of public sensitivity is not known, and even
may not be understood. Therefore, I decided to enjoy this custom
and to contemplate only flowers, not even taking pictures. The ex-
perience of beauty attracted my attention and engaged me in a
sublime experience.

Cherry blossoms are not the only flowers to be appreciated by
people of Kyoto. They also delight in Plum flowers and have a
special pleasure to enjoy red maples or “Momiji” in Autumn. A
refined aesthetic experience is quite reveled in spaces devoted to
“Tkebana” flower arrangement, which I have enjoyed in cultural
events dedicated to foreigners. According to my impressions, the
aesthetic vision developed in Kyoto is more contemplative than
any other place in the world. There is an effort by the observer to
penetrate into the object, so that both become one. This kind of at-
titude can easily be referred to as meditative, which is a part of the
cultural appreciation of Japanese people. Therefore, 1 realized

that our appreciation of beauty not only depends on our personal
point of view, but also on our cultural point of view.

Living in Kyoto let me taught the importance of perceiving
beauty around us. This Beauty is constantly changing, and for this
reason difficult to perceive, but has an essence that needs to be
discovered through observation. This observance has a con-
siderable importance for us. For example, if we ohserve the
natural design that embraces a tea ceremony, we will be affected
in a special way by that atmosphere. Observance can improve our
perception in order to discover a deep identification with the sur-
rounding. One of the core concepts of Japanese culture, “wabi-
sabi” suggests this kind of appreciation, referring to the beauty of
things imperfect, impermanent, and incomplete. A beauty that
needs to be observed. Throughout the seasons changing, the
observation of many events such as the flowers in spring, the cry-
ing of cicadas, red maples and snowfalls express a transitory feel-
ing making us sensitive and to be identified. Kyoto is a city where
everybody seems to search for beauty through such kinds of ex-
perience. A knowledge that can not be learned through intellec-
tual terms.

Beauty in Kyoto can only be known subjectively, because its
essence is personal emotional involvement. It can not be
discovered through reasoning, comparison, or analysis. The
modern science of today has not been guided by this awareness of
beauty because it is based on a dispassionate attitude, detached
from emotional involvement with the materials of life. As a resear-
cher on environmental issues, I think that current environmental
problems can only be solved by people employing an ethical ap-
proach based on a deep understanding of nature. Throughout
history, Japanese people have been emotionally oriented towards
this awareness, because their appreciation of beauty is experienc-
ed subjectively. Kyoto is a great city for this subjective enjoy-
ment. Here are many places such as the dry-landscape garden of
Ryoan-ji Temple (photo), that invite us to deeply contemplate
nature. To engage in contemplation is to mediate, and through
meditation we can discern the true nature of our own reality.
Truth comes from the contemplation of beauty in nature.

! The American Heritage Dictionary (1970) .

A

Contemplative visitors experiencing beauty in Kyoto
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