
Japanese Foods Near You 

Foods that Have a Nickname

Hi. I went to the dried goods section in the 
supermarket the other day and found packages of 
dried cuttlefish labeled “atarime” and “surume.”
What’s the difference? 
They’re the same. Long ago, merchants started 

calling the dried cuttlefish atarime instead of 
surume, because the “suru” part of surume is a 
homonym with terms associated with misdeeds and 
was considered bad luck. “Suru” could mean “to use 
up,” as in using up one’s money on gambling. It 
could also mean “to pickpocket,” as in pickpocketing 
someone’s wallet.  

Tofu is also sometimes called by a different name: 
“yakko.”
During the Edo Period, yakko was the person who 
headed a feudal lord’s procession. Because the yakko
typically wore a hanten (a short coat worn over a 
kimono) that had an emblem resembling tofu, the 
term yakko came to be used as another name for 
tofu. In summer, tofu is especially delicious chilled 
and garnished with dried bonito flakes, ginger and 
shoyu. This is called “hiya-yakko,” which literally 
translates to “chilled yakko.”

There are many more examples. In Osaka, puffer 
fish is also called “teppo (gun),” because its poison 
can kill a man. 

I suppose the Japanese people in olden days gave 
nicknames to delicious foods and foods that need to 
be eaten with caution, because eating is such an 
essential part of daily life. 




