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Reviewed by Steven E. Gump 

 

What would an English-language love letter to Japanese cuisine, in 

monograph form, by an American food and travel writer not fluent in 

Japanese, look like? Might it opine on seasonality, connoisseurship, 

regionalism and the Japanese sense of terroir, the bounty of the land (ocean, 

waterways, forest, orchard, rice paddy), and the years of training and 

perfectionism that epitomize culinary practice? Might it offer 

mouthwatering photographs and amatory textual descriptions of both 

multicourse feasts and individual dishes or ingredients, sublime in their 

essential perfection? Might it attempt to use Japanese culture as an 

explanation for all that is unique and wonderful and rhapsodic about the 

food and foodways of this island nation? And might it be thoughtfully 

designed and produced, as if embodying the depth of its affection? 

If such is your idea of a billet-doux to Japanese cuisine, you can 

well imagine Matt Goulding’s Rice, Noodle, Fish: Deep Travels through 

Japan’s Food Culture. The first in an ongoing series of Roads & Kingdoms 

books endorsed by none other than the late celebrity chef, food writer, and 

adventurer Anthony Bourdain – the second is Grape, Olive, Pig (2016), 

Goulding’s similarly indulgent take on food in Spain – as Rice, Noodle, 

Fish seems geared toward the twenty-first-century reader who craves detail 

about food in context and also appreciates sound bites and listicles. The 

language is hip, befitting an author who was formerly an editor at Men’s 

Health magazine; yet the book leaves an overall pleasant impression about 

the power of food and foodways to serve as windows into the very soul of a 

people. Goulding would undoubtedly agree with epicure Jean Anthelme 

Brillat-Savarin (1755–1826), who wrote in his 1825 Physiologie du gôut, 

“Dis-moi ce que tu manges: je te dirai ce que tu es” (Tell me what you eat: I 

will tell you what you are). 

Seven geographically focused chapters, each approximately 45 

pages, form the heart of the book: Tokyo, Osaka, Kyoto, Fukuoka, 

Hiroshima, Hokkaido, and the Noto Peninsula. For readers familiar with 

Japanese cuisine, chapters include commentaries on the expected: Tokyo, 

on the Tsukiji fish market and the sheer number of restaurants (300,000 

versus the mere 30,000 of New York City); Osaka, on okonomiyaki, 

takoyaki, and “informal” food; Kyoto, on formal kaiseki cuisine; Fukuoka, 
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on tonkotsu (pork-broth) ramen and outdoor food stands called yatai; 

Hiroshima, on okonomiyaki (a different style from that in Osaka); Hokkaido, 

on seafood; and the Noto Peninsula, jutting into the Sea of Japan, on 

fermented and foraged foods. Indeed, this book is not one to be read on an 

empty stomach. 

Each chapter goes deeper, as the subtitle accurately suggests. 

Throughout the book, Goulding profiles individuals – sometimes 

unexpected ones – in search for the essence of the shokunin 職人. Goulding 

explains: “The concept of shokunin, an artisan deeply and singularly 

dedicated to his or her craft, is at the core of Japanese culture” (6). One 

master of grilled chicken (yes, specialization is an important component of 

the shokunin approach) in Tokyo, who has earned a Michelin star, 

“embodies the qualities that all shokunin share: unwavering focus, economy 

of motion, disarming humility, and a studied silence that never betrays the 

inner orchestra his life’s work inspires” (21). Goulding displays tremendous 

respect and even awe for the artisans he profiles, perhaps occasionally 

forgetting that similarly disciplined experts exist in various manifestations 

around the world. Unexpected profiles include those of a 101-year-old 

coffee shop owner in Tokyo, a Guatemalan-born okonomiyaki chef in 

Hiroshima, and an Australian-born ryokan (Japanese-style inn) owner and 

Italian-fusion chef on the Noto Peninsula. 

Conspicuously absent is any substantive discussion of gender. If 

Goulding’s sampling is representative, rare is the female Japanese chef: 

men dominate the public food scene in Japan. (Conversely, though 

unmentioned, women dominate Japan’s domestic and institutional – think 

school cafeterias, for example – food world). Two of the Osakan proprietors 

Goulding mentions are women, and they fall at opposite ends of the 

spectrum: one makes dumplings, and the other hosts guests at an ichigen-

san okotowari (invitation-only restaurant). But Osaka is more relaxed, more 

real, its own world. Wives, though, are unilaterally important; they stand by, 

supporting and assisting their chef-husbands, who receive the limelight and 

the accolades. Japanese wives, in fact, play a prominent role in Goulding’s 

portrayals of both the Guatemalan okonomiyaki chef and the Australian 

ryokan owner and chef. 

In addition to the awe and respect he affords shokunin, Goulding 

demonstrates appreciation verging on wonder for the seasonality and 

regionalism of Japanese cuisine as well as for the concept of mottainai, the 

abhorrence of waste. But love has its ups and downs: “Not everything is so 
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beautiful in Tokyo” or anywhere else in Japan, for that matter (25). 

Goulding’s chapter on Hiroshima includes feelings of regret and guilt 

(obligatory for Americans?); he refers to okonomiyaki, sometimes described 

in English as a “thick, savory pancake” (55), as “the second most famous 

thing that ever happened to Hiroshima” (188). He even expresses concern 

for the future – particularly the future of marine life – in his chapter on 

Hokkaido: “one can’t help but get the sense that if the Japanese preserved 

ecosystems as carefully as they preserve tradition, the future of the fishing 

industry might not look so grim” (252). These emotions Goulding navigates 

deftly, contributing to the feeling that he realizes the essentializing that 

occurs throughout the book. 

Less clear are certain elements of Goulding’s method, particularly 

the original language of any of the quotations offered, although some of the 

Japanese individuals profiled can presumably speak English. Goulding 

acknowledges a frequent reliance on “guides” and “hosts,” whom I imagine 

functioned as translators and interpreters, yet these individuals are often 

absent from the episodes recounted. Even in journalism one can 

unobtrusively articulate the filters of translation, so I would worry if 

undergraduate students were to replicate this linguistically ambiguous style 

in their academic work. Sprinkled throughout are various history lessons in 

miniature, most of which do no harm. Goulding shares the story of William 

S. Clark (1826–86) of Massachusetts, who came to Hokkaido in 1876 and 

established the Sapporo Agricultural College (now Hokkaido University), 

returning to the USA with this famous parting epigram: “Boys, be 

ambitious!” He describes the transfer of Japan’s capital from Naniwa 

(Osaka) to Asuka to Nara to Heian (Kyoto) to Edo (Tokyo). He further 

explores the forced assimilation of the Ainu in Hokkaido without, 

remarkably, drawing a parallel to the plight of Native American Indians. 

Goulding does mistakenly refer to funerals in Japan as “Shinto 

ceremon[ies]” (283), offering that rationale as explanation for why funeral 

food on the Noto Peninsula is vegetarian. In fact, death in the Shintō 

worldview is polluting, so Japanese funerals are typically Buddhist affairs 

(hence the vegetarianism). 

Chapters end with two to four highly illustrated stand-alone 

profiles of cultural matters (some clearly food-related, others less so) that 

serve as photo essays or typologies: four “rules” for eating sushi, photos of 

four knife-makers from Sakai, seven key regional styles of ramen, five 

types of fried food, photos of five famous train-station bentō 弁当 (to-go 



4  STEVEN E. GUMP 

 

meals known as ekiben 駅弁), and so on. Although the paper is matte and 

the dimensions of the book are comfortable for handholding, these 

interludes give the book the feel of a coffee-table tome – or of a volume 

intended to be perused casually instead of read sequentially. These 

segments also contain the majority of errors with Japanese characters or 

Romanization (I counted eight, not including missing glottal marks or 

macrons, neither of which are used). Although I appreciate the inclusion of 

the Japanese characters – this is the twenty-first century, after all – I also 

understand what Katherine Chouta of UC Berkeley’s Institute of East Asian 

Studies recently told a colleague of mine about the difficulty of finding 

copy editors who are capable of navigating Asian text. When mistakes 

creep in – with izakaya 居酒屋 (Japanese pub) rendered as agemono 揚げ物 

(fried food); itadakimasu いただきます (I receive this food) rendered as oishii 

美味しい (delicious); and wagyū 和牛 (Japanese beef) appearing at the head of 

a profile of a one-table Michelin-starred restaurant on Sado Island where 

beef is not otherwise mentioned – the errors suggest both that the characters 

themselves are mere embellishments and that individuals who cannot read 

Japanese form the target audience. Yet using characters as ornaments is, 

one could argue, befitting of a book on Japan, where Romanized foreign-

language words decorate everything from apparel to zabuton (seat cushions).  

Nevertheless, even individuals who can read Japanese or who have 

lived in Japan should be able to appreciate Goulding’s book. They, like I, 

will likely begin searching travel websites for airfare specials soon after 

reading Goulding’s descriptions of his food finds in the foreword. 

Conceivably, such readers will not be daunted by the fact that Goulding’s 

work, dubbed on the back cover as “not your typical travel guide” and the 

“first-ever guidebook for the new age of culinary tourism,” includes neither 

addresses nor contact information for the venues he profiles. They may note 

the accompanying website (http://roadsangkingdoms.com/japan), or they 

may venture out on their own, to old haunts and promising new spots, 

savoring the richness of the cuisine and culture to be found in Japan. 
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