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A pretty office worker with long 
glossy hair waves her fingers 
in the air. “I’ve wanted to do 
this for ages. It’s really popu-

lar among my friends. And today’s my 
21st birthday so I thought I’d give it a go.”

Yuka is in the midst of a marathon 
four-hour session in an edgy Tokyo  nail 
salon that specializes in painting nails 
with cartoon and comic characters.

Her friend Suzu, 20, a fashion worker, 
is a regular. “I’ve been here five times 
now,” she smiles, as her fingers are 
buffed under bright lights. “Today, I’m 
getting 10 characters from a Japanese 
basketball manga – one for each finger.”

Welcome to Tokyo, the world’s trendi-
est city. If you are wondering what will 
be the next big thing in technology, fash-
ion or food, then the town that gave us 
karaoke, Hello Kitty and sushi probably 
has the answer.

Some say this fashion-forwardness is 
a legacy of Japan’s postwar powerhouse 
years when it steadfastly rebuilt itself 

from the ashes of defeat to propel itself 
to the forefront of the global economy. 
Another theory is that the national zeal 
for newfangledness is a form of creative 
release from its famously complex and 
disciplined social codes.

Whatever the reason, Tokyo has 
always been one of the world’s most 
indefinably, effortlessly cool cities.

“Tokyo is different from any other city 
in the world,” says Mio Yamada, the art, 
life and style editor at The Japan Times. 
“If you walk down the street, you can see 
its innovations straightaway – the smart-
phones, the street fashion, the vending 
machines. It’s an experimental city with 
a quirky sense of humor.”

Tokyo isn’t just about the new, as can 
be seen from the generations-old sushi 
stores, ancient Shinto shrines and the 
quiet time-warp neighborhoods found in 
the shadows of skyscrapers. Indeed, part 
of its charm is its deep-rooted respect for 
its cultural heritage. But more often than 
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it feels like another planet. In Akihabara, 
aka Electric Town, the streets are lined 
with heaving, buzzing, flashing multi-
story electronics stores offering the 
world’s most high tech retail therapy, 
from the latest cameras and household 
robotics to flashy smartphones.

Japan has a knack for leaving the rest 
of the world lagging. Many of its gadgets 
are so clever they don’t work elsewhere, 
a problem dubbed Galápagos syndrome 
(and worth bearing in mind before in -
vest  ing in an all-singing, all-dancing 
techno-toilet to impress the neighbors).

Akihabara is also a magnet for manga 
and anime otaku, or “geeks” – as embod-
ied by Yuka and Suzu at Ita Nail Salon 
Yellow on the main drag.

And then there are the Maid cafés, 
where girls dressed up as comic book 
characters serve tea (occasionally with 
a song and dance) to devoted fans. The 
faux-rustic confines of Akihabara Cul-

ture Café Schatzkiste provide a gentle 
introduction to this surreal world – the 
perfect spot for tea and a cake with a 
twist: smiling maids in Victorian outfits 
and cross-dressing butlers.

Like so much else in this city, the food 
scene manages to be innovative without 
sacrificing quality. Tokyo has 160,000 
restaurants and enough three-star 
Michelin restaurants to eclipse Paris 
and New York (14 at the last count). 
Take Toshio Tanabe, aka the Soil Chef, 
who fuses French haute cuisine (he 
spent years working at Michelin-starred 
restaurants  in Paris) with, well, mud.

Mixed in with the truffles, oysters and 
soups at his restaurant Ne Quittez Pas 
are generous scoops of soil (top quality 
soil, no less, meticulously heated three 
times to kill bacteria).

Tokyoites’ adventurous palate is 
evident in the city’s konbini convenience 
stores, where the shelves are stacked 
with everything from chocolate-dipped 
tomatoes to turmeric drinks, a popu-
lar hangover cure. The world’s first 
gourmet KitKat store opened this year 
in Ikebukuro’s Seibu department store, 
with flavors ranging from purple potato 
to wasabi, in collaboration with pâtissier 
Yasumasa Takagi.
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A soccer match is underway 
in the square, with a couple 

of dogs watching impatiently

as the rest of us haven’t caught up yet, a problem 
dubbed Galápagos syndrome (and worth bearing in 
mind before investing in an all-singing, all-dancing 

techno-toilet to impress the neighbors).
Akihabara is also a mecca for manga comic and anime 

cartoon otaku, or geeks – as embodied by Yuka and 
Suzu, who are stationed at Ita Nail Salon Yellow on its 
main drag.
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If you want to know what’s hot fol-
low the lines of people shepherded by 
white-gloved chaperones. Just now it’s 
popcorn. On fashionable Omotesando  
well-dressed youngsters wait for hours 
outside KuKuRuZa Gourmet Popcorn 
for a batch of the snack du jour, popcorn 
in fancy flavors such as brown butter and 
sea salt or truffle fromage porcini.

Omotesando and neighboring Harajuku 
are perhaps the world’s most entertain-
ing places to stand in line, with an end-
less parade of street fashion to distract 
you, from rainbow-bright teen tribes eat-
ing strawberry crepes to Gothic Lolitas 
hunting for vintage Vivienne Westwood 
in lace petticoats and platform shoes.

Admittedly, some trends may never 
catch on elsewhere, such as the men 
currently stomping around Harajuku in 
skirts, a look perhaps only the Japanese 
can pull off with avant-garde aplomb. Or 
Jean Paul Gaultier. One of Lady Gaga’s 
favorite labels, Christian Dada, recently 
opened a flagship store in Harajuku 
showcasing designer Masanori Mori-
kawa’s luxury punk creations, from stud-
ded leathers to winged shoes.

It doesn’t take long to register that the 
city’s pets are every bit as chic as their 
fashion-conscious masters. This is not 
altogether surprising when you realize 
that Japan is home to more cats and dogs 
than children under the age of 15, with 
a sophisticated pet industry replicating 
almost every aspect of human life, from 
fashion shows and cat cafés to four-
legged  yoga and dog aromatherapy.

A walk around fashionable Daikany-
ama and nearby Nakameguro reveals 
some seriously well-dressed pets, with 
designer-clad poodles frequently pushed 
around in “doggy buggies.” Pet hot spots 

Ita NaIl SaloN Yellow
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx xxxxx 
xxx xxxxx xxx xxx
1F Don Quikote Akihabara,  
4-3-3 Sotokanda, Chiyoda-ku.
Tel: 070 6467 4693. www.
colors-beautysalon.com
 
akIhabara Culture  
Café SChatzkISte
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx
6-11-2 Hasegawa Building 1F, 
Soto-Kanda, Chiyoda-ku.

Ne QuIttez PaS
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxx 
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx
Higashi Gotanda 3-15-19,  
Shinagawa-ku. Tel: +81 3 
3442 2382.  
www.nequittezpas.com
 
the kItkat ChoColatorY
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxx
Seibu Department Store. 
1-28-1 Minami-Ikebukuro, 
Toshima-ku.

kukuruza PoPCorN
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxx
Omotesando Hills Annex 1F, 
4-12-10 Jingumae, Shibuya-
ku. www.kukuruza.jp
 
ChrIStIaN DaDa
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx
NS-T Building B1F 3-26-2 
Jingumae, Shibuya-ku.  
www.christiandada.jp
 
GreeN DoG
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx xxx xxx 

xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx
Daikanyama T-Site Garden, 
16-15 Sarugakucho.
 
SNobbISh babIeS
Dog café and boutique 
on Nakameguro’s 
cherry tree-lined canal.
Aobadai 2-16-8, Meguro-ku.
 
tokYo SkYtree
xxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxx xxx xxxxx 
xxx xxx xxxxx xxxxx
1-1-2 Oshiage, Sumida-ku. 
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include Green Dog, the ultrachic canine 
beauty salon in Daikanyama’s swishy T-
Site retail complex.

Dominating the skyline since its com-
pletion two years ago, Tokyo Skytree is 
the most visible symbol of the city’s far-
sightedness. The world’s tallest and, with 
its latticed facade, sleekest freestanding 
tower is the perfect spot to visit at sun-
set. Its viewing decks offer panoramic 
views of the city and an ideal opportu-
nity to contemplate the intangible urban 
enigma that is Tokyo – a metropolis 

grounded in the past but with a visionary 
grasp of the future that, it seems, other 
cities will always strive to follow.

Sunshine and snow: Pär Lundberg and 
Mats Åkesson enjoy aKnettsetra, one of 
20-plus restaurants that can
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