
SNACKS, etc.

Sembei
or rice crackers are crackers usually made from a dough of 
rice flour and water, though wheat flour or dried mochi 
(glutinous rice cakes) may also be used. To make sembei, the 
dough is shaped in a mold, dried in an oven, grilled over a low 
fire, and then basted with soy sauce, wrapped in nori (a type 
of dried seaweed), or sprinkled with sugar. The types of 
sembei common today originated in the Edo period (1600 - 
1868). (Japan, an Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1343)

Takoyaki
is a snack consisting of octopus (tako), chopped 
scallions, and pickled ginger cooked in wheat flour 
batter. It is often sold at outdoor stalls. To make 
takoyaki, batter is poured into hemispheric cavities in a 
special griddle and the other ingredients added. A pick is 
used to turn the hemispheres so that the uncooked batter 
falls to the bottom of the cavity. The resulting spheres 
are topped with a Japanese version of Worcestershire 
sauce and sprinkled with green nori (a type of dried seaweed). (Japan, an Illustrated 

Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1517)

Tokoroten
chilled is agar-agar jelly, cut into short spaghetti-like 
noodles, served with a vinegar-soy sauce dressing and often 
seasoned with togarashi (hot peppers) and/or wasabi 
(Japanese horseradish). Tokoroten is a traditional summertime 
treat, and can be found on the menu of traditional Japanese 
restaurants and is sold in supermarkets already prepared or in 
a block, reading to be pushed through a form which cuts it into 
the desired noodle-like shape. Tokoroten is a very low calorie, 
refreshing summertime treat.

Yakiimo
are sweet potatoes (satsumaimo) that are baked in the skin and eaten 
as a snack. In autumn and winter vendors sell sweet potatoes cooked 
among heated stones from small trucks or hand-pulled carts. Passing 
from neighborhood to neighborhood, the vendors call out “ishi 
yakiimo” (stone-baked potatoes) to draw customers. (Japan, an 
Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 1720)
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CONFECTIONS

Wagashi
The development of what are now considered 
“traditional” Japanese confections was affected by a 
series of stimuli from abroad, beginning in the Nara 
period (710 - 794) with the introduction of Chinese 
confections by Japanese scholars studying in China, then 
the spread of Zen Buddhism (also from the continent, 
where wagashi were an integral part of the priests’ 
vegetarian diet) during the Kamakura period (1185 - 
1333), and later by such namban-gashi (“southern 

barbarian” confections) as kasutera (castella), brought to Japan by Portuguese 
missionaries during the Muromachi period (1333 - 1568).
   The popularization of the tea ceremony during the Edo period (1600 - 1868), 
especially in the Genroku era (1688 - 1704), saw a dramatic increase in wagashi 
varieties, many of which have remained unchanged into the present. Around this time 
the first stores specializing in confections (kashiya) began to appear in Edo (now 
Tokyo), in Osaka, and particularly in Kyoto, where confections called kyogashi were 
developed as religious offerings and to be presented to the imperial household.
   In the Edo period an expanding network of castle towns, temple towns, and 
transportation routes brought with it the development of regional varieties of wagashi. 
Throughout Japan there emerged wagashi made from local products, their forms 
reflecting the history and traditions of each locality.
   Among the defining characteristics of wagashi are their distinctive ingredients. The 
principal ingredients is an, a sweet paste made of red azuki beans or white bush beans, 
sugar, and water, which was first developed in the Kamakura period. Wheat and rice 
flours are also used, but dairy products and vegetable oils are not. Instead, sparing use 
is made of such ingredients as walnuts, peanuts, or sesame seeds, which have their 
own natural oils. Artificial flavoring is not added, and even natural flavorings with 
strong aromas are avoided. Another characteristic is the way seasonal change is 
incorporated in the shapes and colors of wagashi, as well as in the names chosen for 
each variety. For instance, sakuramochi (“cherry” rice cakes) are the color of cherry 
blossoms (white and light pink) and are wrapped in pickled cherry leaves. Until 
recently, many varieties were available only during specific seasons.
   Wagashi can be roughly divided into three categories: namagashi (moist 
confections), han-namagashi (semi-moist confections), and higashi (dry confections). 
Namagashi include manju, yokan, daifuku, dango, and ohagi. Han-namagashi, also called 
yakigashi (grilled confections), include chatsu (made from a green tea and flour dough 
filled with black sesame-flavored an and lightly grilled), dorayaki (bean paste 
sandwiched between flour pancakes), kasutera, and monaka (an encased in wafer-like 
rice cakes). Higashi include rakugan (a sugar and flour mixture pressed into various 
shapes), okoshi (dry cakes made of puffed rice and starch syrup), and karinto (logs of 
dough deep-fried until crisp and coated with melted brown sugar).
   Although some wagashi are associated specifically with the tea ceremony, other 

2



varieties are widely enjoyed with Japanese tea on less formal occasions. (Japan, an 

Illustrated Encyclopedia , 1993, p. 220-221)

Dagashi
refers to the kinds of sweets and savory treats that Japanese 
children all love. A trip to a “dagashiya” is an education in the 
huge variety of candy and “junk food” available. While many 
supermarkets these days also sell many of the same items, only 
a dagashiya will have the full range. Snack food sold at a 
dagashiya represents the other end of the spectrum of Japanese 
confections. You won’t find any of the elegant and curiously 
flavored manju and cakes used for tea ceremony here!

Kakigori
is finely shaven ice, served in a bowl (or 
paper/plastic cup for take-out) and flavored with a 
variety of syrups. Strawberry, lemon, melon, 
“matcha” (green tea) and “Blue Hawaii” are the 
traditional flavors. 
Often, sweetened 
condensed milk is 

poured over the top for a richer, 
milky flavor. Kakigori is also 
sometimes served with azuki bean 
paste or other traditional Japanese 
sweets. This summer treat appears 

in restaurants and coffee shops at the start of the hot 
season and is a characteristic favorite at all street 
festivals. Traditionally, huge blocks of ice were shaven 
by hand with a “kakigori” machine, however, these hand 
manipulated machines have been replaced by motorized 
ones in recent days. Red, white and blue “noborihata” 
(vertical flags), waving in front of coffee shops and 
restaurants, announce to patrons that shaved ice is 
available.
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