what’s in a name – the shinkansen (Part two)

Dr Christopher P. Hood

As new lines of the shinkansen, including the ‘mini shinkansen’, were opened the public continued to be invited to take part in the selection of the name of the service. In the previous article, the names for the pre-privatisation line’s names were discussed, this article brings the story up to date.

The ‘mini-shinkansen’ to Yamagata (Iater extended to Shinjō) and Akita gained the names Tsubasa and Komachi respectively. Tsubasa had previously been used as a name for tokkyū trains, and the new shinkansen had a wing (the meaning of tsubasa) logo adorned on the side. Komachi, on the other hand, was chosen for its local feel – the term being used to refer to the fabled beautiful women from the region (as well as a variety of rice from the region).

The next ‘full’ shinkansen service to be introduced was the Hokuriku (a.k.a. Nagano) shinkansen service to Nagano. In the public vote, the most popular names were Shirakaba (‘white birch’), Asama, Chikuma , Shinano, Yamanami (‘mountain range’) and Alps. Olympia – reflecting the opening of the line being in time for the 1998 Nagano Olympics, and Zenkōji (the famous shrine in Nagano) also gained some votes. Asama was selected by JR East claiming it had more of a Nagano image (the line passes Mount Asama), although it had also been used before for a tokkyū service. 
December 2002 saw the opening of the Tōhoku extension to Hachinohe. Although it only placed 19th on the list of most popular choices, Hayate was chosen as JR East liked the name due to its feeling of speed – which was important given the long distance that is being covered by the service. In fact, Hayate had featured in most previous votes (and even a subsequent vote!), so it was probably its turn. JR East, as in previous votes, had made it clear from the beginning that the decision would not be based on the number of votes… One has to wonder whether the US Presidential elections should also carry the same disclaimer!
Since the last article was written JR Kyushu have now announced the name of the Kyushu Shinkansen that will start in 2004. The top 10 were: Hayato, Satsuma, Mirai, Sakura, Tsubame, Shiranui, Minami, Hibiki, Hayate, Hayabusa. All of the top 18 gained more than 1,000 votes. JR Kyushu had said that they would always go for a very symbolic name, and despite the high placing of Sakura (‘cherry blossom’), which I know would have been popular with some JR Kyushu staff, Tsubame (‘swallow’) was selected due to the high speed imagery linked with the name – becoming the 5th service to carry the name, with the present holder being the tokkyū on the route to Kagoshima which the Kyushu shinkansen will partly replace. Other suggested names included Kibiaiyanse (a Kagoshima dialect word for gambare (‘try hard’)), Wazzeka (Kagoshima dialect word for ‘very’), Monosugoi (‘extremely’), Pegasasu (‘Pegasus’), and Maguma (‘Magma’ – Kagoshima is famous for its volcanoes). 61% of the votes came from people in Kyushu, with 133,863 votes being made in total.

Only two shinkansen service names have been selected with no public consultation – Railstar, which is a type of Hikari service rather than a completely new service, and Nozomi. The Nozomi service was originally to be known as Super Hikari, but it was later decided that it would cause less confusion if a new name was designated. With the changes to be implemented with the timetable and the opening of Shinagawa terminal in October 2003, the Nozomi will become more like a fast Hikari service (since there will even be some unreserved seating) rather than a special service – or, to put it another way, like the original Hikari service.

At least the Japanese system allows for the public to get involved. In an apparent attempt to recoup some of the estimated $1.2bn cost of the Shanghai city centre to airport maglev, an auction was held for the right to name the train. The winning company will pay out approximately $2.5 million… and they only get the rights to name the train and advertise in it for two years!
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