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Nanzen-ji Temple and Garden, Kyoto 

 

 

In order to comprehend the beauty of the Japanese garden it is necessary to understand the beauty 
of stones. Not of the stones quarried by the hand of man, but of stones shaped by nature only. Until 

you can feel, and keenly feel, that stones have character, that stones have tones and values, the 

whole artistic meaning of a Japanese garden cannot be revealed to you. 
Lafcadio Hearne, Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan, 1894. 
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Japan’s Hidden Garden Gems 
 

15 - 29 September, 2022 

 
Accompanied by Hannah Gardner 

 
 

 

Travel to Japan next autumn accompanied by 

landscape designer and writer, Hannah Gardner on 
a journey specially designed by her for the  readers 

of Garden Illustrated. 
 

During this far reaching fourteen-day itinerary, 

venture north to Hokkaido, Japan’s majestic most 
northerly wilderness island. Discover the abundant 

native flora and walk through dramatic mountain 

scenery, the first location in Japan to be saturated 
with autumn colour.  

 

The party will visit the internationally celebrated 
contemporary gardens of Tokachi Millennium 

Forest designed by Dan Pearson, learning about the 
spirit of nature, sense of place and how to embrace 

this energy in one’s own gardening from head 

gardener and international speaker Midori Shintani. 
At Tokachi, a cultural workshop has been planned 

and the party will enjoy a foraged forest lunch prepared by the gardeners.  

 
Return to the mainland and delve into the traditional gardens, culture and the unforgettable architecture 

of Tokyo, Kanazawa, Kyoto and Nara. Kyoto’s gardens provoke thought and delight in equal measure. 
Meet with the gardeners of the Chion-in Temple who will demonstrate the fine art of Niwaki pruning. 

These varied landscapes meld the intimate essence of nature with the disciplines of cosmology, poetry 

and meditation. Kyoto’s gardens display an enormous range of forms from dry landscape gardens 
displaying extreme minimalism and subtle hues, to stroll gardens of luscious proportions with 

sophisticated textures and vibrant colours. Through Hannah’s formal and informal instruction, unpick 

the complexity and seek to understand the history and meaning of these serene and spiritual 
landscapes. The party will visit both renown gardens and discover lesser known hidden cultural gems 

including the beautifully preserved historic Sumiya Pleasure House in Kyoto.  

 
Exhilarating days balancing experience with relaxation are complemented by nights in comfortable 

hotels. 
  

Hannah Gardner 

 

Hannah Gardner is an experienced and established garden designer and horticulturist based in Bath. 

Hannah founded her own design practice New British Landscapes in 2010  and continues to pursue 

interests in botanical travel, design, writing, consultancy, plantsmanship and practical horticulture. 
Having initially trained with the RHS and at Waterperry Gardens in Oxfordshire she won a place on 

the highly regarded three year Diploma course at Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, going on to win 'Best 
student’ in her year. 
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She has since worked on several gold medal RHS Chelsea show gardens with  Christopher Bradley-

hole, and with Charlotte Harris in her all female design team in 2018. She exhibited ‘The Anton 

Chekhov Garden’ with a colleague Anna Benn at Hampton  Court 2018, winning a Silver medal. She 
consults on numerous ecological landscape projects and travels extensively studying gardens and plant 

communities. 

 
Having first visited Japan as a student whilst studying at Kew, Hannah spent a further year in Japan as 

a Daiwa Scholar working with Shunmyo Masuno, Tsujii Landscape architects  and gardeners in Kyoto, 

and with botanists from The University of Hokkaido. 
 

Trip Price: £6280 per person includes all hotel accommodations based on double-occupancy, meals 
as listed in the itinerary (B,L,D), all domestic transportation as described, all tours, excursions,  

sightseeing and porterage.   In Japan the custom is that no tips to local guides or bus drivers are given.  

The single room supplement is £1170 per person. Please note the cost does not include the 
international airfare to Hokkaido at the beginning of the trip and Osaka at the end of the trip.  

 

Party size is limited to 20 travellers  
Itinerary 
(B- Breakfast, L – Lunch, D- Dinner) 

 

Day 1. Thursday. 15 September. Own arrangements to depart the UK or other destinations   

 

Day 2. Friday. 16 September. Hokkaido.  Own arrangements to arrive at Obihiro Airport today (well 
served from Tokyo’s Haneda airport) on Hokkaido Island. Depending on people’s arrival times today 

we will look to arrange one or two transfers from the airport to the hotel though it is also very easy to 
take a taxi to the Hokkaido Hotel in Obihiro. Rooms will be available from 14:00 today. The hotel is 

ideally situated in Obihiro and provides a relaxing oasis in the town and is known for its plant-derived 

hot spring baths (onsen). 
 

A Welcome Dinner has been planned for this evening. D. 

 
Day 3. Saturday. 17 September. Hokkaido. This morning drive to Tokachi Millennium Forest, 

designed by Dan Pearson. The park is an ambitious environmental conservation project, intended by 
entrepreneur Mr Mitsushige Hayashi as a 1000-year sustainable vision to offset the carbon footprint of 

his national newspaper business. 

 
The park is spread out across a plateau and the wooded foothills of Hokkaido’s central Hidaka 

mountain range. Hayashi’s vision for the park was intended to arrest the loss of natural habitat on 

Hokkaido and foster a deeper 
appreciation of nature for Japan’s 

mainly urban population by 

offering the chance to engage with 
the landscape, forest, gardens and 

farms. Dan Pearson’s design has 
three main features; the Earth 

Garden creates a connection 

between a family restaurant and the 
wonderful mountains beyond, with 

undulating landforms that create a 

series of dynamic waves in the 
grassland. These are intended to 

arouse visitors’ curiosity, provide a 
soft playscape for children and 

invite them to explore the wider 
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landscape. The ornamental Meadow Garden offers bold sweeps of colourful massed perennials, many 

of which are Japanese natives found growing in the Entrance Forest. This last garden provides a 

landscape of delight introducing visitors to the region’s native flora and fauna in a heightened aesthetic 
environment. 

 

As well as exploring the garden, a cultural workshop led by head gardener, Midori Shintani, has been 
organised in which the party will learn more about the blended plantings, imitating the pattern of 

plants in natural environments and the mix of indigenous and ornamental plants in a matrix of intense 

colours. 
 

A special lunch has been planned for the party based on wild foraged foods from the park.  
 

In the afternoon, party will continue to explore the forest gardens and the recently renovated, thatched 

Gassho-zukuri traditional house in the forest. The party will also visit a series of massive earth forms, 
which Dan Pearson based on re-interpretations of the spectacular horizons. These wave-like forms rise 

up and sweep across the valley, drawing visitors out into the landscape. The overall effect is a vista of 

long, rolling seas. 
 

After a fascinating day return to the hotel and relax in one of the hotel’s onsen baths . B,L. 

  
Day 4. Sunday. 18 

September. Hokkaido. This 
morning, drive to Ginsendai 

trailhead at the foot of Mt 

Akadake National Park and 
begin a 2 – 3 hour walk 

through  wide expanses of 

wonderful autumn colour. At 
this time of the year the 

autumn colours should be 
particularly intense and this 

area of Daisetsuzan National 

Park is famous for being one 
of the first places in Japan to 

see the autumn colours. 

Ginsendai is located at 
around 1500 meters above 

sea level on the eastern side 

of the national park.  
 

From the Ginsendai trailhead, the party will follow a path onto Mount Akadake which can be steep in 
places. The path will pass a famous slope which is almost completely covered by nanakamado bushes 

and other vegetation which turn into vibrant colours around this time. 

 
This afternoon transfer to the Sounkaku Grand Hotel. Sounkaku literally means "the river with many 

waterfalls" and it flows through Ainu, home to Hokkaido's indigenous people.  Sounkakyo hot spring 

resort is surrounded by stunningly tall cliffs, huge waterfalls, and grand mountain landscapes.  This 
evening experience a traditional Japanese-style dinner in a private banquet room and for those who 

wish enjoy the restfulness of a hot spring bath after the fascinating exertions of the day . B,L,D. 

 

Day 5. Monday. 19 September. Tokyo. This morning, visit Ueno Farm in Asahikawa with its 

wonderful garden designed to suit the unique nature and climate of Hokkaido. Designed by the famous 
garden designer Ms. Sayuki Ueno, the garden is divided into ten different themed areas which bloom 

with over 2,000 varieties of perennial plants and flowers from spring to autumn. One popular area is 

the Mirror Border, which features flower beds planted in mirror-like symmetry on either side of a 

https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2014_trees.html
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stylish red brick walkway. Schedule permitting, we are hoping the party will be able to meet Ms Ueno 

who also designed the Kaze no Garden. 

 
Later this morning transfer to Asahikawa Airport for the short flight to Tokyo. Arrive in Tokyo this 

afternoon and transfer to New Otani Hotel. B,D. 

 
Day 6. Tuesday. 20 September. Tokyo. This morning, visit the immaculately manicured, Imperial 

Palace (Kōkyo) Gardens which house Edo castle’s impressive, ruined keep. The historical beginning 

of Tokyo's capital, originally called Edo, can be traced back to 1457 when Ota Dokan built this first 
castle around which 

the beginnings of 
the present city 

started to develop.  

 
With its broad 

moats spanned by 

bridges and its 
ramparts covered by 

pines, one is 

reminded of the 
presence, albeit 

discreet, of a 
royalty which in the 

past used to be 

considered divine. 
At the time Ota 

Dokan built the 

castle of Edo its buildings were surrounded by several miles of walls with 25 fortified gates, which 
could only be reached via the bridges across the moats. Enjoy a leisurely stroll through the Higa shi- 

Gayoen (East Gardens of the Imperial Palace). This is a beautiful modern stroll garden laid out around 
a pond. A path divides the pond in two, crossing a small island at its centre. On its shores there are 

pines stunted by years of careful pruning, and in autumn the water is fringed by the brilliant colours of 

the cherry trees that extend their branches gracefully across it.  
 

Later this morning visit Koishikawa Korakuen garden which dates back to the early 17 th century. The 

garden is one of Tokyo’s most spectacular gardens. Designed by Mito Yorifusa, a feudal lord, and 
completed by his successor, Mito Mitsukuni, the gardens were specifically designed to recreate famous 

Chinese scenes; Mitsukuni being a strong follower of Confucian ideas. Even the name, Korakuen 

(which translates as “enjoying afterwards garden”), is taken from the Chinese teaching that an emperor 
“should feel sorrow before his people do but feel enjoyment only after them”.  

 
Like many traditional Japanese gardens, 

Koishikawa Korakuen attempts to reproduce 

famous landscapes in miniature, using ponds, 
stones, trees and manmade hills to replicate 

both Japanese and Chinese scenery. A 

network of walking trails leads to several 
prescribed viewpoints from which there are 

wonderful views of the garden framed 
against the relatively unobtrusive modern 

backdrop of of the Tokyo skyline. 

 
This afternoon visit Rikugien Garden which 

along with Koishikawa Korakuen, is often 

https://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2099.html
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considered one of Tokyo’s most beautiful 

Japanese landscaped gardens. Built around 1700 for 

the 5th Tokugawa Shogun, Rikugien literally means 
"six poems garden" and reproduces in miniature 88 

scenes from famous poems. The garden is a good 

example of an Edo Period strolling garden and 
features a large central pond surrounded by 

manmade hills and forested areas, all connected by a 

network of trails. 
 

Unlilke Koishikawa Korakuen, Rikugien is quite 
spacious, with its extensive network of walking 

paths which wind around the gardens, through 

forests and open lawns. Dotted around the gardens 
are several teahouses.  

 

Finish today at Kiyosumi Teien Garden, the 
landscape gem of Tokyo's Koto ward in 

the Kiyosumi-Fukagawa district. It is a wonderful 

example of an ancient daimyo's (feudal lord's) 
pleasure ground. Kiyosumi Gardens are superbly 

laid out in sukiya style: i.e. a pond inhabited by 
birds and with three small islands. It is one of 

Tokyo’s impeccably kept jewels of Japanese landscaping.  

 
The land is said to originally have been part of the property of an  Edo period 18th century merchant 

which was then bought by a founder of the Mitsubishi group, Yataro Iwasaki. In 1878 Iwasaki 

developed it into a garden for entertaining guests and favoured employees, importing 55 massive 
stones from all over Japan for the landscaping. Mitsubishi donated it to Tokyo in 1932, in which year 

it was opened to the public.  
 

The garden features a large artificial pond with a rest house in the middle. It is surrounded by finely 

manicured lawns with steppingstone paths. The great slabs of stone that form the bridges make for a 
closer view of the multitude of various species of bird life, huge multi-coloured carp, and turtles that 

inhabit the gardens. Because they are fed so liberally by visitors, the wildlife here is exceptionally 

tame, giving it all the more the feel of a tiny ‘oriental Eden’. 
 

At the north end of the gardens is the 

Taisho Memorial Hall, which played a 
part in the funeral of the Emperor Taisho 

in 1926.  The flora of the gardens is at 
least as diverse as the fauna, and 

includes cherry trees, plum trees, black 

pines, hydrangeas, irises, azaleas, 
daphnes, camellias, and more. 

 

The Gardens merge with the adjacent 
Kiyosumi Koen Park, just beyond the 

main pond and behind a stone memorial 
to the great haiku poet Basho, inscribed 

with his most famous poem. B.L.  

 
Day 7. Wednesday. 21 September. Kanazawa. This morning check out of the hotel and take the 3 

hour bullet train to Kanazawa (please note suitcases will be ‘couriered’ separately to Kanazawa). 

Taking the train in Japan is an amazing experience in itself – travelling so smoothly at such a speed. 
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Watching the rapidly changing landscape, one realises how mountainous Japan is, and how this 

inaccessibility has protected the flora and fauna from human impact. Incredibly, despite Japan’s huge 

population and the small size of the country, nearly two thirds of the land is still forested  
 

After Kyoto, Kanazawa is one of the few remaining towns in Japan, where it is still possible to get ‘a 

pre-modern view’ of the country. Just like Kyoto, the capital of Ishikawa prefecture has managed to 
preserve many aspects of its long and rich history. Taken over in 1583 by Maeda Toshiie, a comp anion 

of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the war lord who was finally able to unify politically Japan under his rule, the 

castle town of Kanazawa would remain the centre of a feudal domain blessed with an enduring 
prosperity. 

 
Within the town, the Nagamachi district still retains a few of its grandiose samurai residences, estates 

provided to their vassals by the Maeda lords, places that once covered up vast areas of the town.  

 
When the feudal system collapsed at the end of the 19 th century, samurai privileges were soon 

abolished, and many of their houses were destroyed. It was the class of the merchants who finally took 

a leading role in the crucial transformations of modern Japan, and the wealthiest of them were soon 
able to acquire the remaining parts of those grandiose estates, symbolic marks to demonstrate their 

position in the Meiji restoration aftermath.  

 
Today the party will visit 

the Nomura clan’s 
residence, originally owned 

by Nomura Denbei 

Nobusada at the end of the 
16th century. Today the 

house gives a good idea of 

the lifestyle of samurai 
during the Edo period, 

when Japan was secluded 
from the outside world. 

This is particularly evident 

in the estate’s drawing 
room, which enlightens the 

elegance of cypress wood 

frameworks, allied with 
exquisite motives designed 

in rosewood and ebony. 

Sculpted persimmon wood motifs are used to keep the framework’s nails out of sight, and the doors 
show masterfully painted landscapes by Sasaki Senkei, a highly reputed artist from the end of the 17 th 

century. The Nomura sought for further refinement by using paulownia for the design of alcove panels 
and Indian ironwood frames, features which were fairly unusual for the time, for the sliding thick-

paper doors that open up the room to the garden. 

 
Perhaps of most interest though is the Normua House garden which many believe is one of the finest 

private gardens in Japan. It contains all the usual characteristics of a classic garden: a waterfall, a small 

pond hosting Koi carps, and various stone features such as a bridge, lanterns, and storied towers. Some 
unusual flowers also fit well in this delightful setting filled with peace and harmony. The Nomura 

lords truly placed everything that could serve and enhance the pleasure of the scene  from the exquisite 
tea ceremony room to the beautiful wooden nightingale box in which caged birds would entertain the 

lord’s visitors with their singing. 

 
This afternoon, explore Higashi Chaya-gai, a beautifully preserved historical area of Kanazawa with 

many traditional wooden buildings. This area was established in 1820 as an entertainment district for 

rich merchants and nobility. The name Higashi Chaya-gai literally means “Eastern Teahouse District,” 
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because the chaya, or 

teahouses, were where the 

wealthy would be entertained 
by geisha with traditional 

music, dancing, and drinking 

games. The ‘teahouse’ serves 
as a memorable introduction 

to the arts, dances and culture 

of the Geisha though the ‘tea’ 
houses usually served more 

sake rice wine than tea!  
 

The house has two levels, and 

features guest rooms on the 
upper floor, and the owner’s 

living area on the ground 

floor with an internal garden. 
There is also a dressing room for the geisha on the ground floor. Today the interiors appear much as 

they did when the house was first built with lacquered wooden surfaces and elegant furnishings. One 

can still view displays of accessories once worn by the geisha, tea ceremony utensils, and the musical 
instruments that the geisha played.  

 
Later today transfer to the Sai no Niwa Hotel. B,D. 

 

Day 8. Thursday. 22 September. Kanazawa.  This morning visit Seisonkaku Imperial Villa, a large 
structure with a number of expansive tatami matted rooms on two floors. 

  

Nearby is Kenrokuen which is 
often (and justifiably) 

classified as one of Japan's 
"three most beautiful 

landscape gardens”. The name 

Kenrokuen literally means 
"Garden of the Six 

Sublimities", referring to 

spaciousness, seclusion, 
artificiality, antiquity, 

abundant water and broad 

views, which according to 
Chinese landscape theory are 

the six essential attributes that 
make up a perfect garden.  A 

stroll around Kenrokuen is a 

wonderful lesson in understanding this landscape theory as the grounds are teeming with water 
features, bridges, teahouses, trees, flowers, stones, viewpoints and hidden nooks to discover.  

 

Water is diverted from a distant river by a sophisticated water system constructed in 1632 to feed 
Kenrokuen's various streams and ponds including the two main ponds in the garden, Kasumigaike and 

Hisagoike. The over two-metre tall Kotojitoro Lantern, uniquely built with two legs instead of one, 
stands at the northern bank of Kasumigaike Pond and is an iconic symbol of Kenrokuen. In addition, 

a fountain below Kasumigaike Pond is one of Japan's oldest, and is powered by the drop in elevation 

from the pond which causes water to shoot out 3.5 meters high. Meanwhile, nearby Hisagoike Pond 
features a small waterfall. 
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This afternoon visit Oyama Shrine, a microcosm of Kanazawa’s transitions from old to new town. In 

Shinto belief, anything and anyone has the potential to become a kami, a kind of god. Only faith is 

required for Shinto’s form of animism. As a well-established Warring States general, Toshiie Maeda 
was recognised and enshrined as kami. At his shrine’s establishment in 1873, it was granted the name 

“Oyama,” the name of Kaga’s governing body just prior to Toshiie’s victorious march into the castle 

town. The massive gate at Oyama Shrine’s entrance is infamous for its design. Kanazawa’s 
contemporary master carpenter was commissioned to design the gate, which was completed in 187 5. 

 

The gate incorporates three different 
cultural influences in its design: Japanese, 

Chinese, and Dutch. The rounded corners 
are reminiscent of Chinese architectural 

depictions of the mythological Dragon 

Palace. The diamond cut stained glass on 
the top tier is Dutch, as is the lightning rod 

atop the roof, believed to be the oldest in 

Japan. Locals considered the gate an 
eyesore when it was first built. (Kanazawa 

Station received a similar reception upon its 

construction.) Many believed it was not 
Japanese enough, and therefore 

inappropriate for the shrine.  The shrine is 
littered with meaningful statues and art installations, dedicated to everything from the Maeda family 

and Kanazawa history to parenthood and long life. 

 
Of particular interest is the Garden of Musical Instruments. Formerly the private garden of guest 

houses for the nobility, the shrine garden pond has its own beauty and nuance. The shape of the bridge 

and islands are fashioned after the traditional musical instruments used in gogaku, the predecessor 
to Noh Theatre. Because of this, it is given the moniker Gakki no Niwa, “(Musical) Instrument 

Garden.”  
 

Later this afternoon, explore Omicho market. B,L 

 
Day 9. Friday. 23 

September. Kyoto. This 

morning drive to Kyoto but 
en route stop at Hikone to 

see its beautiful and 

spectacular Edo-era castle 
and the adjacent Genkyu-en 

and Rakuraku-en gardens. 
The castle is one of only 

twelve original Japanese 

castles still standing and is 
beautifully set on the shores 

of Japan's largest 

lake, Biwako, Historically 
the castle has guarded the 

approach to Kyoto and 
control the water traffic on 

Lake Biwa. 

 
The castle was completed in 1622 and is an ornate, black and white fortress that was the base of the 

local Ii family daimyo (feudal lords) of the area, ardent supporters of the Tokugawa. The top of the 

keep has wonderful views over the surrounding countryside. The structure of the castle is well known 
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for its impressive wooden beams and the teppo-zama (openings or embrasures for firing guns) and ya-

zama (openings for firing arrows). The castle’s wooden stables (umaya), just outside the castle's main 

gate, are the only surviving example of a castle's stables in Japan. Horses were kept ready here for 
riders to take messages to neighbouring provinces and along the Tokaido highway via change of horse 

to Edo (present-day Tokyo).  

 
The castle’s Genkyu-en strolling garden is built around a large, ornamental pond in the Chinese style 

in the late 17th century. There are islets in the pond and nine bridges. The tea house in the garden is a 

particularly beautiful example from which there are wonderful views of the castle. As is often the case, 
the garden is designed to reflect famous poetic stanzas and scenes. In this case, the Genkyuen Garden 

is a replica of the Eight Views in Omi or Omi Hakke, which refer to the Chinese Imperial Villa that 
has the Eight Views of Xiaoxiang. This daimyo garden belongs to the ancient Hikone lords, is an Edo-

style garden that is located next to a number of other historic sites like the Hikone Castle, as well as 

the Rakurakuen Palace – which stands next to the garden. The palace served as the residence of the 
lord's family.  

  

After lunch continue on to Kyoto and transfer to the centrally located Okura Hotel.  
 

Kyoto is the most traditional of all Japan’s major cities and has a spectacular collection of temples and 

shrines, dating back to its days as the country’s capital city. There are about 2000 temples in total, 
many having national significance, which give the city a relaxed and traditional atmosphere. Kyoto is 

where the Japanese go to see Japan, and is well known for its exquisite Zen gardens, the most famous 
of which is the raked gravel and fifteen stones at Ryōan-ji, as well as its iconic Geisha, best glimpsed 

in the early evenings in the Gion district. Kyoto is also renowned for its elegant kaiseki cuisine and is 

the original home of the tea ceremony. Like nearly all of Japan’s cities, modernisation has left its mark 
in Kyoto, and often the most beautiful of the traditional buildings stand cheek by jowl with less ele gant 

post-war constructions and modern architecture. B,L,D. 

 
Day 9. Saturday. 24 September. Kyoto. Explore some of Kyoto’s most renown temples and gardens 

today. Kyoto was the capital of Japan for over 1000 years (794-1867). It is famous for its temples and 
gardens, of which there are three main types (although some gardens combine styles); 

 

• The Dry Garden (Karesansui) use rocks and sand for the expression of water often best viewed 
from a room. 

• A Strolling Garden (Kaiyu) usually with walks around a pond and designed so at various 

points during walks there are attractive views.  

• Abstract Style Garden (Kansho) usually more modern but incorporating various gardening 
traditions and styles. 

 
The first visit this morning is 

Daitoku-ji temple in western Kyoto, 

important to the Rinzai sect of Zen. 
It was founded in 1324, but the 

original buildings were destroyed 

during the Onin War in the 15 th 
century. They were replaced in 

1479, with further additions during 
the 16th and 17th centuries in 

accordance with the practice of 

moving buildings from one location 
to another. Presented to the temple 

by the empress Meisho, the Imperial 

Messengers' Gate was moved here 
from the Imperial Palace in 1640; 



10 

the Chinese gate, featuring carvings by the great sculptor Hidari Jingoro, came from the shogun 

Toyotomi Hideyoshi's Fushimi castle. 

 
Continue on to the sub-temple within the Daitoku-ji complex, Daisen Temple and learn more about the 

philosophy of Zen Buddhism. At Daisen-in, the influential tea master Sen no Rikyu underwent strict 

Zen training to become an accomplished tea master. He held tea ceremonies for the Shogun within the 
temple complex, one of the five most important Zen temples in Kyoto. It has five small extraordinary 

well-maintained gardens which are all connected, and trace life’s journey as described by the Buddha.  

 
Within the temple complex and gardens, Daitoku-ji, the Daisen-in holds a particularly high-ranking 

position and is one of the few examples of Zen temples of the period that still retains its original form. 
The temple was founded in 1509 and legend has it, that Soami, the great landscape designer, zen 

monk, and ink painter, built the garden with his own hands. Learn more of the hidden meanings of 

stone arrangements, gravel patterns and the use and position of particular plants.  
 

Continue on to Kinkaku-ji, 

the Golden Pavilion, (often 
referred to as Rokuon-ji) a 

gilded, floating palace built 

for Ashigawa Yoshimitsu at 
the end of the 14th century. 

This is one of the most 
famous and spectacular 

temples in Japan that 

appears to float over the 
mirror pond framed by 

numerous islands and pine 

trees and encircled by 
densely wooded hills. The 

style of the Golden Pavilion 
was inspired in part by the 

landscape paintings of the 

Chinese Song Dynasty that 
had begun to filter into Japan in the mid-13th century, and in part by memories of the simple but 

brilliantly coloured buildings of the Heian era. The garden covers only four-and-a-half acres, but it is 

cleverly designed to seem very much larger 
 

The garden is a wonderful 

example of a Japanese 
strolling garden of the 

Muromachi period. A path 
leads around the pond, 

offering great viewing points. 

  
This afternoon visit Ninna-ji is 

one of Kyoto's oldest temples. 

It was founded in 888 (Heian 
period) by emperor Oda. From 

that time on until the end of 
the Edo period in the 19th 

century, the position of the 

temple's head priest was 
always held by a son of a 

reigning emperor. It was 

destroyed during the Ōnin war and then rebuilt between 1641 and 1646.  
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The garden in front of the Shinden was rebuilt in 1914. It has a pond and can be viewed from the 

veranda. The buildings are all connected with covered walkways that are characteristic for Shinden 
style architecture, the architecture of palaces and aristocratic residences in the Heian period (8th to 12th 

century). The garden represents the transition from the Kaiyu (stroll) to the Kansho (abstract) style of 

garden. The temple, a glorious five tiered pagoda, is home of the Omura School of Ikebana (flower 
arranging),  

 

Later this afternoon, visit Ryōan-
ji, a sparse composition of gravel 

and rocks that has long been the 
most famous garden in Japan. It 

is the quintessential Karesansui, 

a garden without water, plants or 
trees. The ground is covered in 

pale, quartzite grit. This is raked 

into perfectly parallel lines that 
run along the length of the 

garden, breaking into ripples 

when they encounter the rocks.  
 

Apart from the small amounts of 
moss around the stones, this 

garden has no plants at all though the surrounding mud walls are framed by the adjoining trees making 

the light grey sand seem even brighter.  Though at first glance the garden design looks simple, on 
closer appreciation it is more complex. For example is it impossible to view all 15 stones at once 

wherever the viewer is positioned on the terrace. The composition is also a delicate balance of mass 

and void and relies on a skilful use of numbers and groups. B,L. 

 

Day 10. Sunday. 25 September. Kyoto. Today is a chance to leave the city and drive through 
dramatic mountain scenery around Arashiyama, on the edge of Kyoto. Visit Tenryu-ji, which is 

surrounded by one of the oldest gardens in Japan.  

 
It is generally said that Muso Soseki, the most important Zen priest of the 14 th century, lent his own 

muscle power to the restoration and partial redesign of the garden. The still water of  the ponds reflects 

the colour of the cherries and maples that line their mossy shores. The most important feature of the 
layout is a dry waterfall that cuts through the steep, shining, moss-clad surface of the hill opposite the 

hojo. Stones tumble down towards the water in a dramatic curve, and two vertical rocks flank the base 

of the waterfall, where it meets the pond. Paths ascend the hill above the pond garden, climbing 
through a haze of autumn leaves to a 

magnificent view across the roofs of the 
temples and sub-temples to the 

mountains that unroll across the skyline. 

 
After visiting the temple and garden 

continue on foot through the magnificent 

and towering giant moso bamboo grove. 
Wooden paths weave through the dense 

thicket of tall bamboo stalks that reach 
over a hundred feet into the sky, creating 

an almost surreal canopy of green As the 

wind passes through the tightly packed 
bamboo, the wood bends and creaks, the 

leaves rustle, and the trunks knock 
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together, creating a peaceful almost meditative sound.  

 

After walking through the forest 
continue onto one of Kyoto’s 

hidden gems, the nearby Okochi 

Sanso villa and gardens. These 
were created by the late great 

silent movie actor Denjiro 

Okochi who was a major star 
from the 1920's until his death in 

1962. His legacy today however 
is as much related to his films as 

to his beautiful villa and garden 

in western Kyoto. The villa and 
gardens cover approximately 20 

thousand square meters. They 

include several buildings, 
dramatic gardens, a sweeping 

view of the entire city of Kyoto, and on the other side a view down into the Hozu River below. The 

garden which took some 30 years to complete is planted to highlight all four seasons: cherry blossoms, 
azaleas, Japanese maple trees, and many pines. 

 
This afternoon, visit. Taizo-in a sub-temple of Myoshin-ji complex. A fine example of a Showa period 

with a Karesansui (dry) garden and serene pond garden. A designated national treasure, Josetsu’s 15th 

century ink painting Hyonenzu (catching a Catfish with a Gourd) hangs here. A small Zen Buddhism 
temple is located on the quiet and spacious grounds of Myoshin-ji. With its beautiful gardens and 

treasures of Japanese art, Taizo-in is the oldest and most famous of the sub-temples of the Myoshin-ji 

complex. It was founded in 1404 and the gardens are said to have been designed by the painter Kano 
Motonobu in the Muromachi period. At the garden learn more on Zen meditation, the tea ceremony 

and calligraphy. Time permitting, we hope to plan a visit to Gio-ji Temple, a quiet temple surrounded 
by trees and a luxuriant moss garden. B,L,D. 

 

Day 11. Monday. 26 

September. Kyoto. This 

morning visit Ginkaku-ji 

Temple (Silver Pavilion) 
with its Stroll Garden. A 

sybarite and aesthete, the 

shogun Ashikaga 
Yoshimasa built Ginkaku - 

ji in 1482 as a luxurious 
country retreat. He filled 

the villa with paintings 

collected over a lifetime 
and made it a hub for all the 

different arts inspired by 

Zen. It stands on the edge 
of the Brocade Mirror 

Pond, a convoluted network 
of ponds and islands linked 

by stone bridges and decorated with rocks, dwarfed pines and azaleas.  

 
A magnificent structure, nonetheless, this is one of Kyoto's greatest sights. The central concept of the 

temple design is the juxtaposition of a dry Zen garden of raked sand and minimal form with the 

verdant miniature landscapes of a Chinese-style paradise garden. The garden is noted for its Zen-style 
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features (such as the ‘Sea of Silver Sand’ - an unforgettable field of raked gravel. and the volcano-

shaped ‘Moon-viewing platform’), which were added in the 1600s,  and may well have been inspired 

by the Saiho-ji and Kinkaku-ji gardens. 
 

The surrounding garden, with its tall pines, raked sand, and pond of exquisite carp, was designed by 

the great landscape architect Soami with Yoshimasa's autumn moon-viewing parties in mind. The little 
tea room in the Togudo Hall (1482), the oldest in Japan, is believed to be the prototype for many other 

tea houses in the country. A tree-lined path winding up the hill affords a splendid view of the grounds 

and the city. 
 

Continue on to Nanzen-ji by walking along the picturesque philosopher’s path that leads there from 
Ginkaku-ji to Nanzen-ji, one of Japan’s most important Zen temples, located at the base of the forested 

Higashiyama Mountains and one of the most important Zen temples in all of Japan. It was built in the 

Heian period on the grounds of Tennō Kameyama's detached palace. Begin the visit with the garden of 
the Hōjō, the abbot’s house, where large and particularly characterful rocks, a red pine, carefully 

pruned to expose its elegant structure, clipped camellias and azaleas are arranged against the garden’s 

back wall. Moss softens the edges of the rocks, lapping at their sides like water and creeping 
incorrigibly up the trunks of the trees. Over the centuries the garden has been given several poetic 

titles. It is often known as Toranokowatashi, ‘young tigers crossing the water’. One can gaze long and 

hard at the rocks in the composition and still find it hard to discern this image among them. However, 
other things emerge from this long gazing. The profiles of the two largest rocks seem to echo the shape 

of the domed hill behind the garden. Sometimes, it is possible to see how the moving light and the 
shadows of the trees enhance their fissured, sculpted forms. 

 

It’s a short walk from the Hōjō to the sub-
temple of Konchi-in, which has one of the very 

few gardens that can be attributed with 

absolute certainty to Kobori Enshu (1579-
1647), the most influential garden  

designer and tea master of his day. The 
garden’s foreground is a dazzling sea of white 

gravel. On sloping ground beyond it there is a 

tightly packed screen of trees, their domed 
canopies precisely clipped to create an 

undulating mass of different shades and 

textures of green. In autumn this green 
backdrop flares up with the fiery colours of 
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maples. There are three groups of rocks between the pale gravel and the dense green backdrop of trees. 

To left and right the rocks form the abstract shapes of a crane and a turtle.  

 
After lunch visit Tofuku-ji. 

noted for its Hōjō Garden 

whose designer Shigemori 
Mirei, called them, in 1939, 

‘concept gardens containing 

abstract expression'  The 
South Garden depicts a world 

based on Chinese 
Mythology: the white sand in 

the front is the sea, four rocks 

are legendary islands, and 
five hillocks are five 

important Zen temples in 

Kyoto or China. The West 
Garden is in a checkerboard 

pattern with azaleas. It 

represents rice fields. The 
North Garden depicts 

abstractly the idea that 
Buddhism spread from India to Eastern Asia: Moss-covered checkerboard patterns gradually fade into 

green. The East Garden was designed to represent the ‘Big Dipper’ (a star constellation in Zen 

Philosophy) with seven stone columns. In Zen rituals, priests use ‘Big Dippers’ for purification. All 
four gardens are deeply related to Buddhism and the Asian lifestyle, and so to the plants, stones, and 

sand in the gardens. 

 
Perhaps the most impressive thing about Mirei's gardens are the interesting stone settings and layout of 

the grounds. They are unique and modern. He set the stones like statues, planted in a checkerboard 
(rice field) pattern, and designed graphic layouts for the grounds. Different from other garden 

designers, he quickly decided to set the locations and the angles of huge numbers of stones, never 

change the settings later, and no stones were left over. His approach to the garden design was also 
sustained by the rich culture of the Art of Flower Arrangement. 

 

Continue by foot to Tentoku-in temple that has seasonal openings to view its flowers, from June-
November this is primarily the 

Japanese Bellflower (kikyo) one 

of the ‘Seven Autumn Flowers’. 
B. 

 
Day 12. Tuesday 27 

September. Kyoto.  This 

morning visit Chion-in temple 
with its marvellous collection of 

soaring buildings, spacious 

courtyards and gardens, Chion-
in serves as the headquarters of 

the Jōdo sect, the largest school 
of Buddhism in Japan. It's 

probably the most popular 

pilgrimage temple in Kyoto. 
Chion-in was established in 

1234 on the site where Hōnen, 
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one of the most famous figures in Japanese Buddhism, taught his brand of Buddhism (Jōdo – or Pure 

Land – Buddhism) and eventually fasted to death. 

 
The oldest of the present buildings date to the 17 th century. The two-storey San-mon temple gate is the 

largest in Japan. The immense Miei-dō Hall (Main Hall) contains an image of Hōnen  and is connected 

to another hall, the Dai Hōjō, by a 'nightingale' floor (that sings and squeaks at every move, making it 
difficult for intruders to move about quietly). Miei-dō Hall is currently under restoration and closed to 

the public and it is not sure if the work will be finished by this September. Up a flight of steps 

southeast of the main hall is the temple's giant bell, which was cast in 1633 and weighs 70 tonnes. It is 
the largest bell in Japan. The bell is rung by the temple's monks 108 times on New Year's Eve each 

year. 
 

The temple has two gardens – the Hōjō garden designed around a pond in the  chisen kaiyūshiki style, 

and the Yuzen-en featuring a karesansui (dry landscape garden). Through Hannah’s contacts here, we 
are planning a talk from one of the Temple Garden masters on Niwaki pruning a distinctive set of 

pruning techniques that coax out the essential characters of their garden trees.  Learn more about 

gardening in the temple and the tools they use. 
 

This afternoon visit Shugakuin Rikyu, 

this superb imperial villa was designed 
as a lavish summer retreat for the 

imperial family. Its gardens, with their 
views down over the city, are exquisite. 

Construction of the villa was begun in 

the 1650s by Emperor Go-Mizunō, 
following his abdication. Work was 

continued by his daughter Akeno-miya 

after his death in 1680. 
 

The villa grounds are divided into three 
enormous garden areas on a hillside – 

lower, middle and upper. Each has 

superb tea-ceremony houses: the 
upper, Kami-no-chaya, and 

lower, Shimo-no-chaya, were completed in 1659, and the middle teahouse, Naka-no-chaya, was 

completed in 1682. The gardens’ reputation rests on their ponds, pathways and impressive use 
of shakkei (borrowed scenery) in the form of the surrounding hills. The views from Kami-no-chaya are 

particularly impressive. 

 
Continue on to Sumiya Pleasure House,  the last remaining ageya (pleasure house) in the old 

Shimabara pleasure quarter. Built in 1641, this stately two-storey, 20-room structure allows a rare 
glimpse into Edo-era ‘nirvana’. With its delicate latticework exterior, Sumiya has a huge open kitchen 

and an extensive series of rooms (including one extravagantly decorated with mother-of-pearl inlay). 

 
At its peak during the Edo period (1603–1868) the area flourished, with more than 20 

enormous ageya – magnificent banquet halls where artists, writers and statesmen gathered in a  

‘floating world’ ambience of conversation, art and fornication. Geisha were often sent from 
their okiya (living quarters) to entertain patrons at these restaurant-cum-brothels. By the start of the 

Meiji period, however, such activities had drifted north to the Gion district and Shimabara had lost its 
prominence.  

 

Balance of day at leisure and may be a good opportunity for an optional visit to an onsen in the hills 
outside Kyoto or enjoy a traditional Tea Ceremony, perhaps the most enigmatic of the traditional arts. 

Unlike the more familiar daily brew of steeped green tea, or o-cha, tea for the ceremony is made from 

bright green powdered matcha and served with the utmost care during an elaborately restrained 
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ceremony. Chanoyu, however, is more than a simple serving of food and tea. The tea ceremony rests 

on the fundamental principle of wabi, a refined and subdued aesthetic. Great attention is paid to the 

precise and delicate movements of the host, the instruments used to serve the tea, as well as to the 
ikebana flowers and shodō calligraphy displayed in the tea room. B,L 

 

Day 13. Wednesday. 28 September. 

Nara.  This morning, depart Kyoto and 

drive to Nara which is about an hour’s 

drive from Kyoto. En route visit Joruri-ji, 
often known as “Kutai-ji” (Nine-body 

Temple) due to the nine Amitabha 
Tathagata statues kept in the main hall. The 

garden, which represents the world of 

paradise, is a Jodo-style garden with 
Yakushi to the east, Amida to the west, and 

a pond in the centre. The main hall has clay 

tiles laid laterally, and the interior pagoda 
houses a statue of Bhaisajyaguru. It is one 

of the few remaining examples of a 

paradise garden of the early Heian period. 
The large pond was dug in 1150 by priests 

from Kofuku-ji. Ponds in temples of the Pure Land school symbolise the ocean between birth and 
death, with a central island that depicts earth.  

 

Continue on to Yoshikien Garden is located on the Yoshigawa River, it has three separate areas, the 
pond garden, a moss garden and tea ceremony garden. Next door is the Isuien garden. A perfect stroll 

garden from the Meiji era with a distinctive and famous steppingstone path.  

 
After lunch begin exploring Nara at  

Todai-ji (Great Eastern Temple) one of 
Japan's most famous and historically 

significant temples and a landmark of 

Nara. Todai-ji was constructed in 752 as 
the head temple of all provincial Buddhist 

temples of Japan. Not only does Todai-ji 

house Japan's largest Buddha statue, but it 
is also the world's largest wooden 

building, even though the present 

reconstruction of 1692 is only two thirds 
of the original temple's size. The adjoining 

Isui-en garden is particularly pleasant.  
 

The Kasuga Shrine which was originally the 

clan shrine of the powerful Fujiwara family. The 
Kasuga Grand Shrine was founded in 768 and, 

according to Shinto concepts of purity, was torn 

down and rebuilt every 20 years in its original 
form until 1863. Since virtually all empresses 

hailed from the Fujiwara family, the Kasuga 
Shrine enjoyed a privileged status with the 

imperial family. In the latter half of the Heian 

period (794-1185), Kasuga Shrine was united 
with Kofukuji Temple under the new theology 

of Kami-Buddha Fusion. This interfaith alliance 

lasted until the Meiji restoration (1868-1912), 

http://www.sacred-destinations.com/japan/nara-kofukuji.htm
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when the government established Shinto as the state religion and ordered the separation of Buddhism 

and Shinto.  

 
Enjoy a farewell dinner tonight. B,L,D. 

 

Day 14. Thursday. 29 September. The journey ends after breakfast today. Own arrangements to 
transfer to Osaka’s Kansai International Airport.  

 

 
 

 
Comments from previous travellers on similar journeys to Japan organised by Distant Horizons  

 

‘I thought the whole trip was terrific and the arrangements were exceptionally good. I thought the 
balance of content between ancient and modern art and culture was excellent and I can hardly find a 

single thing to suggest any material change’. 

 
‘The trip really exceeded my expectations in all respects. I felt the restaurants selected were extremely 

good.’ 

 
‘We enjoyed the trip very much. It was extremely well organised. The food was wonderful.’ 

 
‘This was an absolutely first-rate tour in every respect. I cannot think of a single criticism. The shape 

of the tour was superb. The guides were hardworking and super-efficient. I shall run out of 

superlatives!’ 
 

‘Food of course was amazing – thoughtful choices and great variety.’ 

 
‘I know Distant Horizons put a lot of time and effort into the planning of this trip and I want to thank 

you for making the trip one of a lifetime for me.’ 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Distant Horizons have over twenty years’ experience of organising expert led visits for many of 
the world’s major museums and organisations. They have been organising garden visits for 

Gardens Illustrated since 2001 including visits to the gardens of India, Iran, Pakistan, China, the 
USA and many countries in Europe. 

 
They are fully licensed through the CAA (Civil Aviation Authority) and hold an ATOL license (Air 
Travel Organisers License) No. 4688. The financial bond lodged with the CAA ensures that any 

payments made are completely secure and guaranteed by the CAA. 
 

If you have any questions or would like more information please do not 
 hesitate to contact Distant Horizons on  

tel: +44 (0) 151 625 3425, 

e-mail:info@distanthorizons.co.uk or  
write to them at 13 Melloncroft Drive, Caldy, Wirral CH48 2JA. 
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