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Introduction
Kyoto in Four Seasons: A Cultural Journey Through Japan’s Ancient Capital invites you
to step into a city where time moves at the gentle rhythm of nature and heritage.
Here, centuries-old temples rise among neighborhoods humming with the present, and
every turn down a narrow street might reveal a hidden garden, an artisan’s workshop,
or a whisper of history. As the former imperial heart of Japan, Kyoto is much more than
a collection of beautiful sites—it is the living soul of Japanese tradition, art, and
seasonal celebration.

What sets Kyoto apart from any other city in the world is the seamless harmony
between the ancient and the modern, the sacred and the everyday. Throughout its
streets and hills, generations have protected rituals, architecture, cuisine, and crafts,
even as the city adapts to contemporary life. Nowhere is this cultural resilience more
evident than in Kyoto’s attunement to the four seasons. Each period brings not just
changes in scenery, but profound shifts in festivals, flavors, and the daily patterns of
life, revealing a city reborn again and again in tune with nature’s cycles.

Experiencing Kyoto through spring, summer, autumn, and winter is to witness a
symphony of transformation. In spring, delicate cherry blossoms blanket the city in
blushing hues, a fleeting wonder celebrated with gatherings and poetry. Summer
arrives with passionate energy, its famous festivals, riverside dining, and crafts
providing vibrant relief from the heat. Autumn renders the city a canvas of fiery maple
and ginkgo leaves—a season of reflection, artistic revival, and culinary harvests. And
in winter, Kyoto retreats into contemplative quietude, temples shimmering under snow
and the city’s spiritual heart beating with a gentle, mindful calm.

Beyond picturesque scenery, the seasons in Kyoto shape lives, passions, and histories.
From geisha performing dances set to the soft fall of petals, to monks meticulously
tending moss gardens, to families crafting New Year decorations or sharing stories
over steaming nabe, the traditions of Kyoto are lived and felt. Through interviews with
local chefs, artists, monks, and families, this book captures voices and anecdotes that
reveal Kyoto’s true nature: deeply communal, fiercely creative, and perpetually
inspired by the passing of time.

Kyoto in Four Seasons is both a guide and an invitation. For travelers, it offers practical
recommendations and sensory suggestions to enrich every visit, from well-known
festivals to hidden hanami spots, timeless crafts to seasonal kitchens. For dreamers
and culture lovers everywhere, it opens windows onto the philosophy of Japanese
living—teaching the art of savoring the moment, embracing impermanence, and
carrying a sense of Kyoto’s grace into daily life.
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Journey with us through the pages of this book and the seasons of Kyoto. Whether you
come in search of history, art, taste, or quiet reflection, you will find a city whose
beauty grows richer with each cycle of nature—and whose lessons linger long after the
last cherry petal or snowflake has fallen.
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CHAPTER ONE: Hanami: The Art and Meaning of
Cherry Blossom Viewing
Spring in Kyoto is not just a season; it is a profound cultural event, heralded by the
ephemeral bloom of the sakura, or cherry blossoms. From late March to mid-April, the
city transforms into a dreamscape of delicate pink and white, drawing millions of
admirers from across Japan and around the world. This isn't merely about beautiful
flowers; it’s an ancient practice known as hanami, or "flower viewing," that carries
deep symbolic meaning, reflecting on the transient nature of life itself.

The tradition of hanami dates back to the 8th century, during the Nara period, though
at that time, the focus was primarily on plum blossoms, influenced by Chinese culture.
It wasn't until the Heian period (794-1185) that cherry blossoms began to capture the
hearts of the Japanese aristocracy, with Emperor Saga being one of the first to
organize grand hanami parties at the Imperial Court in Kyoto. For centuries, these
elaborate viewing parties remained a luxury enjoyed only by the imperial family and
the elite. However, a pivotal moment arrived in 1594 when the powerful warlord
Toyotomi Hideyoshi orchestrated several colossal hanami gatherings, ordering
hundreds of sakura trees to be planted, making the custom more widespread. By the
Edo period (1603-1868), hanami had truly become a popular festival for everyone,
with cherry trees planted in public spaces for the enjoyment of all citizens.

Today, hanami continues to be a cherished communal activity, inviting people to
gather in parks and gardens for picnics, sharing food and drink beneath the
blossoming trees. It’s a time when friends, families, and colleagues come together,
transforming tranquil spots into lively hubs filled with joy and laughter. The scent of
sweet blossoms mingles with the aroma of seasonal treats, creating an atmosphere of
festive celebration. Beyond the joyous gatherings, hanami also serves as a moment of
quiet contemplation, a poignant appreciation of the impermanence of beauty, a
concept known as mono no aware. The blossoms, so stunning yet so fleeting, serve as
a gentle reminder of life's transient nature.

One of Kyoto’s most iconic hanami locations is Maruyama Park, particularly famous for
its majestic weeping cherry tree, which becomes illuminated in the evenings, casting a
magical glow. This park, adjacent to Yasaka Shrine, buzzes with activity, featuring
numerous food stalls and temporary restaurants set up under the trees, creating a
vibrant scene. Here, the air is alive with chatter and the clinking of glasses, as people
toast to the arrival of spring and the fleeting beauty around them.

For a more serene experience, the Philosopher's Path, or Tetsugaku-no-michi, offers a
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tranquil stone path winding alongside a canal, densely lined with hundreds of cherry
trees. Named after the philosopher Nishida Kitaro, who was said to meditate while
walking this route daily, it's a perfect spot for a contemplative stroll, especially as
petals drift onto the water, forming what locals affectionately call a "flower raft." The
path stretches for approximately two kilometers, connecting Ginkakuji Temple (Silver
Pavilion) with the vicinity of Nanzenji Temple, and is renowned for its Yoshino cherry
trees. The cherry trees along this path were largely donated in 1921 by Japanese
painter Kansetsu Hashimoto, who lived nearby and wished to express his gratitude for
his artistic success.

Arashiyama, a picturesque district in western Kyoto, is another spectacular destination
for cherry blossoms, boasting a timeless beauty that has captivated visitors since the
13th century. Around the Togetsukyo Bridge, which spans the Katsura River,
approximately 1,500 cherry trees create breathtaking views, especially along the
riverside Nakanoshima Park. From the bridge itself, the sight of the sakura-covered
riverbanks and surrounding mountains is truly stunning, resembling a traditional ukiyo-
e painting during peak bloom. Visitors can even rent boats for a unique perspective of
the blossoms reflected on the water. The Sagano Scenic Railway also provides an
excellent way to see the blossoms adorning the mountainsides.

Kiyomizu-dera Temple, a UNESCO World Heritage site, provides a dramatic backdrop
for the blossoms, particularly from its famous wooden stage, which cantilevers 13
meters over the hillside. With over a thousand cherry trees on its grounds, the temple
becomes a "pink paradise" in spring. The view from this vantage point, looking out
over a sea of cherry blossoms, is truly unforgettable, especially during the special
nighttime illuminations when the blossoms glow against the dark Kyoto skyline. The
temple's grounds feature various cherry blossom varieties, including Somei Yoshino
and Yamazakura, along with the rare Jishu-zakura, which produces both single and
double blossoms on the same branches.

Heian Jingu Shrine, a majestic Shinto shrine built in 1895 as a tribute to Kyoto’s
imperial past, is celebrated for its weeping cherry trees, known as shidarezakura. The
shrine's grand vermilion architecture offers a striking contrast to the delicate pink
hues of these cascading blossoms. The garden behind the main buildings is
particularly notable, with its many weeping cherry trees blooming slightly later than
other varieties, extending the sakura season into mid-April. This serene garden, with
its ponds reflecting the blossoms, provides a tranquil setting for contemplation.

Daigo-ji Temple, another UNESCO World Heritage site, is renowned for its diverse
cherry tree varieties and its historical connection to hanami. In 1598, Toyotomi
Hideyoshi held his famous "Daigo no Hanami" here, a magnificent cherry blossom
viewing party with approximately 1,300 attendees, for which he had around 700
cherry trees transplanted. This grand event is recreated annually on the second
Sunday of April with a parade, allowing visitors to experience the splendor of
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Momoyama period hanami. The temple grounds boast around 700 to 1,000 cherry
trees, including weeping, Yoshino, and double-flowered varieties, creating a vibrant
spectacle.

Beyond the iconic viewing spots, spring in Kyoto brings with it vibrant cultural events.
The Miyako Odori, or "Capital City Dances," is one of Kyoto's four great spring shows,
taking place throughout April at the Gion Kobu Kaburen-jo theatre. This traditional
geisha dance performance showcases the exquisite artistry of geiko (Kyoto geisha)
and maiko (apprentice geisha) in elaborate, matching costumes, performing in unison.
The dances, accompanied by traditional shamisen music and narrative joruri, tell
stories from classical Japanese culture and daily life, often depicting the changing
seasons. The Miyako Odori was first celebrated in 1875 to revive Kyoto's reputation
after the imperial court moved to Tokyo, attracting international visitors who had
previously not been welcomed to the city.

Spring's arrival also ushers in a new array of culinary delights, emphasizing fresh,
seasonal ingredients. Sakura mochi, a sweet rice cake wrapped in a pickled cherry
leaf, is a quintessential spring treat, its delicate flavor embodying the season. 
Takenoko, or fresh bamboo shoots, are another spring delicacy, in season from March
to May. These young shoots, known for their crisp texture and subtle flavor, are often
simmered with soy sauce and dashi, a traditional Japanese soup stock, or enjoyed in
dishes like takenoko gohan (bamboo shoot rice) or takenoko no tosani. While raw
bamboo shoots can be bitter, proper preparation, often involving boiling, removes this
bitterness and makes them safe and delicious to eat.

For those planning a visit, Kyoto's cherry blossom season typically spans from late
March to mid-April, with peak bloom usually occurring in early April. However, the
exact timing can vary each year depending on weather conditions, so it's wise to
check forecasts closer to your travel dates. To truly experience the magic of hanami,
consider visiting popular spots during both daytime and evening illuminations, as
many temples and parks offer special light-up events. When enjoying hanami,
remember to respect the customs: avoid walking or sitting on the tree roots, shaking
branches, or picking the flowers. Instead, allow yourself to be fully present, savoring
the beauty and reflecting on the profound connection between nature and culture that
defines Kyoto in spring.
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