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Dear Reader,

We would like to express our sincere appreciation for your continued readership of the TD NEXUS
Transdisciplinary Research Newsletter.

Hidetaro Sugimoto: Carrying the Spirit of Zhiyin into the Future
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Hakugayama, one of the celebrated yamahoko floats of Kyoto's Gion Festival, derives its name from the
well-known Chinese story of Bo Ya (Boya), the master gin musician of the Spring and Autumn period,

and Zhong Ziqi, the only person who truly understood the profound beauty of his music. According to
tradition, after Zhong Ziqi's death, Boya lamented, "There is no one left who understands the sound of

my qin," whereupon he cut the strings of his instrument and never played again for the rest of his life. This
episode, recorded in classical Chinese texts such as the Lishi Chunqiu(Master Li's Spring and Autumn
Annals) and the Liezi, has for centuries been transmitted throughout East Asia as the quintessential
expression of zhiyin (Japanese: chiin), literally "one who knows the sound." More than

friendship, zhiyinsignifies a profound communion of character, spirit, and artistic sensibility —a relationship
in which two souls resonate with one another at the deepest level. For this reason, Hakugayama has also
been known as Kotowariyama ("the Mountain of the Broken Qin"), and has long been revered as one of
the most spiritually significant floats of the Gion Festival.

The culture of Kyoto's townspeople (chdshd bunka) is far more than a system for maintaining traditional
festivals. It embodies a distinctive aesthetic in which history continues to breathe within everyday life and
art is elevated into the very fabric of human existence. The true essence of the Gion Festival lies not merely
in its magnificent procession of floats, but in the civic autonomy cultivated by the townspeople, the careful
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preservation of cultural treasures handed down through generations, and the spirit symbolized by

the Byobu Matsuri ("Screen Festival")—the conviction that beauty comes alive only when it is shared with
others. Among the foremost custodians of this living tradition stands the Sugimoto family of Hakugayama-
cho.

Since the Edo period, the Sugimoto family has served as the guardian of Hakugayama. Their residence,
one of the largest surviving machiya townhouses in Kyoto, has been designated an Important Cultural
Property of Japan. During the evenings preceding the Gion Festival, ancestral folding screens, paintings,
calligraphy, furnishings, and works of decorative art are displayed throughout the house, transforming the
residence itself into a living stage of cultural expression. This is not simply an exhibition of historical
objects; it embodies the Kyoto ideal that beauty flourishes only through being shared.

The person who inherited this cultural legacy and brought its significance to wider public recognition

was Professor Hidetaro Sugimoto—distinguished scholar of French literature, essayist, and one of the
foremost interpreters of Kyoto's cultural heritage. Although internationally renowned as a leading authority
on Western literature, Professor Sugimoto remained deeply rooted in the cultural landscape of Kyoto
throughout his life. His essays repeatedly evoke the changing seasons, the soft light filtering through the
lattice windows of traditional townhouses, the breeze passing through garden trees, the songs of birds, and
the quiet beauty of the moon and falling snow. These were never mere descriptions of nature; rather, they
expressed an East Asian worldview in which humanity and nature, art and daily life, exist in harmonious
unity.

For Professor Sugimoto, Hakugayama was never simply one of the festival floats. It represented a cultural
heritage embodying the spirit of zhiyin. The story of Boya and Zhong Ziqi is not fundamentally about
extraordinary musical talent. lts deeper message concerns the capacity to understand art, to listen to
another's heart, and to receive another's existence with profound empathy. Boya's breaking of his gin was
therefore not an act of despair, but a symbol of an artist's integrity after losing the one person who truly
understood him. This same spirit has resonated through the centuries with the people of Kyoto, who have
faithfully preserved Hakugayama as an embodiment of that ideal.

Professor Sugimoto's cultural achievements extend far beyond literary scholarship and essay writing. His
preservation of the traditional townhouse, his stewardship of the Gion Festival, his continuation of the
Byobu Matsuri, and, above all, his lifelong commitment to transmitting Kyoto's way of life as a living culture
to future generations constitute his enduring legacy. Through the example of his own life, he demonstrated
that culture is not a collection of artifacts preserved within museum walls, but a living organism that
continues to breathe through the everyday lives of ordinary people.

Looking back, | consider myself deeply fortunate to have enjoyed the privilege of knowing Professor
Hidetaro Sugimoto. We first met while | was a research fellow at the International Research Center for
Japanese Studies (Nichibunken) in Kyoto. From our very first encounter, Professor Sugimoto extended to
me his generous understanding of my research and, over the years, graciously offered thoughtful guidance,
wise counsel, and warm encouragement. His gentle countenance and quiet, measured manner of speaking
remain vividly engraved in my memory to this day.

Among the many memories | cherish, one remains especially unforgettable. In March 2010, Professor
Sugimoto kindly invited me to his home. While sharing cups of tea in the tranquil atmosphere of his
traditional townhouse, he spoke quietly of the beauty of Kyoto's moon, the stillness of winter snow, the birds
that visited his garden, and the Gion Festival. His words were never delivered as an academic lecture;
rather, they allowed one to experience culture itself breathing silently through everyday life. The gentle
spring sunlight filtering through the windows, the steam rising softly from the teacups, and the breeze
stirring the garden trees all seemed to harmonize with his voice. In that quiet afternoon, | came to feel
profoundly the spiritual depth of Kyoto—a city whose cultural traditions have been cultivated over countless
generations.

Looking back now, | realize that those precious moments taught me the true meaning of zhiyin. To be
a zhiyin is not merely to understand another through language; it is to share the same silence, to perceive
the same beauty, and to cherish the same cultural spirit. Just as Boya broke the strings of his gin after
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losing Zhong Ziqi, encounters with those who truly understand us are among the rarest blessings in life.

In an age increasingly marked by division and conflict, the philosophy of zhiyin has acquired ever greater
significance. Rather than rejecting cultures or ideas different from our own, peace begins with the
willingness to understand the spirit that lies beneath them. Throughout his life, Professor Hidetaro
Sugimoto devoted himself to preserving the culture of Kyoto's townspeople and transmitting the spirit

of zhiyin embodied by Hakugayama to future generations. That spirit continues to live quietly today—in the
breeze passing through Kyoto's historic townhouses, in the melodies of the Gion Festival musicians, and in
the hearts of those who continue to inherit this cultural legacy.

Ultimately, culture is humanity's continual endeavor to understand one another. The true legacy Professor
Hidetaro Sugimoto left behind was neither merely a historic residence nor a festival tradition, but the
enduring spirit of zhiyin—the invisible bond that unites one human heart with another. So long as that spirit
continues to be passed from generation to generation, the silent music of Boya's gin will continue to
resonate beneath the skies of Kyoto.

Sayuri Chen
Editor-in-Chief, TD NEXUS Interdisciplinary Research Newsletter
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