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The Journey Begins Here

[image: jpg]

Geisha | TEKINTURKDOGAN/GETTY IMAGES ©

Kyoto’s well of culture and artistry runs deep. Everywhere is rich with symbols and allusions – the particular arrangement of rocks on raked sand, the choice of flower motif upon a kimono. And while that ought to make the place inscrutable to travellers, such is Kyoto’s beauty that everyone can drink deeply. From the wabi-sabi rusticity of a tea ceremony to the exquisite framing of a garden through open screen doors, Kyoto is where Japan’s traditional high culture lives and thrives. And just next door you’ve got Osaka, the perfect foil with its bright lights, bars and big-city energy. I can’t think of a better pairing.
Thomas O’Malley
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Thomas O’Malley

tomfreelance.com

An inveterate traveller and incurable Japanophile, Thomas has written over a dozen guidebooks for Lonely Planet and other publishers.
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Tom Fay
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Tom is a guidebook author and travel/outdoors writer based in rural Kyoto.
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Rob Goss
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Rob is a Tokyo-based writer and author focusing on travel and culture in Japan for media around the world.







THE BEST

Temple Experiences

It can seem like you’re never more than a few feet from a temple in Kyoto. Steeped in 12 centuries of history, Kyoto’s 1600 Buddhist temples embody many of Japan’s greatest achievements in art, architecture, aesthetics and philosophy.
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Blink at the gilded brilliance of Kinkaku-ji, a Zen temple clothed from head to toe in gold leaf.
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Drink from the sacred waterfall at Kiyomizu-dera, then ascend to the mountainside terrace for dreamy Kyoto views. (pictured)

Stroll through the hallowed precincts of Nanzen-ji, a hillside haven of Zen temple halls and exquisite gardens set in a forest.
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Let the hypnotic chants of monks soothe your soul at Chion-in, a monumental religious site boasting Japan’s largest temple gate. (pictured)

Gaze in repentant awe at 1001 statues of Kannon, the Buddhist goddess of mercy, holding court in Sanjūsangen-dō.

Flit between moss gardens, bamboo groves, wooden halls and austere raked sand at Ginkaku-ji, Kyoto’s most aesthetically sublime temple.






THE BEST

Garden Experiences

From moss-fringed landscapes to walled-in rectangles of raked sand, Kyoto’s gardens are like miniature worlds, intricately detailed, that speak to what humans and nature can achieve when they work in harmony.
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Ponder the unfathomable mystery of 15 rocks plonked on raked sand at Ryōan-ji, Japan’s most famous Zen garden.

Marvel at how Tenryū-ji uses Arashiyama’s mountains as the background of its landscape garden, almost like a living painting.

Cross the ‘bridge to heaven’ over a maple-filled gorge at Tōfuku-ji, then stroll past a quartet of modern Zen gardens. (pictured)
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Trace a path through the exquisite strolling garden of Ōkōchi Sansō, the hillside home of an early Japanese film star.

Imagine you’re a royal guest at Katsura Rikyū, an imperial garden estate of ponds, miniature landscapes and antique tea houses.

Copy a sutra to calm the mind before contemplating the serene garden at Saihō-ji, carpeted in pale green moss. (pictured)






THE BEST

Culture Experiences

From the studied grace of geisha to the rustic simplicity of the tea ceremony, Kyoto defines traditional Japan. What was once a deeply private city now offers up its cultural treasures for all to enjoy.
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Be entranced by a geisha presentation in Gion, a timeless whirl of intricate dance routines and traditional music recitals.

Enjoy the spectacle of a kabuki play at Minamiza, known for its vibrant costumes, stylised makeup and elaborate stagecraft.

See oversized puppets perform tales of love, duty and politics at the National Bunraku Theatre in Osaka.

Get acquainted with the Kyoto pastime of sadō, the ‘way of tea’, with a traditional tea ceremony at Camellia Garden.

Level up your sightseeing by renting a kimono or yukata for the day at Okamoto – they’ll even style your hair.






THE BEST

Foodie Experiences

Kyoto’s chefs draw from an abundance of local, seasonal produce to create veg-centric dishes that are a feast for the eyes as much as the stomach. Down south, Osaka cooks up Japan’s best-loved soul-food snacks.
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Nishiki Market | MARCOBRIVIO.PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK

Lose yourself amid sellers of tsukemono (pickles), sticky rice cakes, local heirloom veggies and samurai-sharp Japanese knives at Nishiki Market.
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Savour the pinnacle of Japanese haute cuisine at Roan Kikunoi, where seasonal kaiseki dishes pose as edible artworks. (pictured)

Take your taste buds to tofu town at Yudōfu Sagano, and discover the singular Kyoto pleasure of a beancurd banquet.
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Taste the refined vegetarian cuisine of Buddhist monks at temples like Tenryū-ji with their own on-site restaurants.

Graze on gooey tako-yaki (octopus dumplings) and okonomiyaki (savoury pancakes) as you roam the neon-clad streets of Osaka’s Dōtombori. (pictured)

Head to Osaka’s Shin-Sekai district to feast on kushikatsu, a pick-n-mix of delectable fried skewers served with a tangy sauce.






THE BEST

Outdoors Experiences

Surrounded on three sides by forested mountains, Kyoto is blessed with a fringe of sublime nature just begging to be explored. Beautiful in any season, Kyoto radiates under spring’s cherry blossoms and autumn’s ruby-red maples.
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Hike through a tunnel of flame- red torii (Shintō shrine gates) at Fushimi Inari-Taisha, a sprawling hillside shrine complex.

Jostle with the crowds through a forest of towering bamboo culms at Arashiyama Bamboo Grove, Kyoto’s Instagram hotspot.

Spot wild deer and monkeys as you float through a steep- sided valley on the Hozu-gawa river trip.

Take it slow with a thoughtful stroll along the Philosopher’s Path, a canal-side promenade famous for cherry blossoms.






THE BEST

After-Dark Experiences

Night in Kyoto is a moonlit realm of twinkling lanterns, discreet bars and clip-clopping geisha, while in Osaka the city turns on the lights and cranks up the music. It’s party time.
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Wander down lantern-lit Ponto-chō, Kyoto’s most atmospheric alley, and keep an eye out for geisha scurrying between teahouses.

Join Osaka’s after-work crowd for beers and snacks in Tenma, a labyrinthine hive of pint-sized alleyway dives.

Take in the night-time hustle of Osaka’s Dōtombori district, a riot of giant neon billboards and outlandish restaurant signage. (pictured)
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Go through the rabbit hole in Amerika-Mura as you hop between eclectic underground bars and music venues.

Visit in spring or autumn to see some of Kyoto’s most beautiful temples illuminated at night, such as Kiyomizu-dera. (pictured)






THE BEST

History Experiences

The capital of Japan for over 1000 years, and spared the destruction meted out in WWII, Kyoto is a living museum of history, both physical and intangible, which no other Japanese city can match.
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Listen for the squeak of the ‘nightingale’ floors at Nijō-jō, mighty castle of the Tokugawa shoguns. (pictured)
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Tour the hallowed precincts of Kyoto Imperial Palace, once the official residence of Japan’s emperor.

Climb the ivory-white keep of Osaka-jō, then cruise the castle moat by boat between monumental stone walls.
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Explore elegant Murin-an, a garden villa instrumental in shaping the politics of Japan during the early 20th century.

Feel the weight of history at Heian-jingū, a replica of the original Imperial Palace built in 794. (pictured)






THE BEST

Art Experiences

Some of the greatest of Kyoto’s art treasures belong to its temples, but often these are only put on public view once a year or so. At all other times, these places will scratch your art itch.
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Visit the National Museum of Modern Art for outstanding collections of 20th-century paintings, ceramics, lacquerware and textiles.

Gallery-hop between art museums on Naka-no-shima, a slender urban island flanked by two Osaka rivers.

Swot up on Japanese arts and craftsmanship, from medieval painting to samurai armour, at the Kyoto National Museum.

Browse a collection of Edo-era byōbu (folding-screen paintings) at the beautifully designed Fukuda Art Museum.

Check out the Kyocera Museum of Art for visiting exhibitions that have featured the likes of Banksy and Andy Warhol.






Best for Kids

Line up for a Mario Kart race at Universal Studios Japan, then go on a broomstick adventure with Harry Potter and co.

Check out the penguins and otherworldly jellyfish at Osaka Aquarium Kaiyukan, and say hi to Kai, a humongous whale shark.

Go loco for trains at the hi-tech Kyoto Railway Museum, featuring full-sized engines, miniature railway shows, train simulators and steam train rides.

Mess around with macaques at the Arashiyama Monkey Park, where over a hundred roam wild. Kids can feed them from the safety of a hut.

Take to the skies on the bright red Hep Five Ferris Wheel, which erupts out of the roof of a teen fashion mall.





Best for Free

All of Kyoto’s Shintō shrines are free to enter; seek out lively Yasaka-jinja while exploring Southern Higashiyama.

Boasting one of Japan’s biggest all-wood buildings, the main temple hall at Higashi Hongan-ji is a sea of tatami mats.

Planted with a huge variety of flowering trees, Kyoto Imperial Palace Park is a lovely place for a picnic.

The main exhibits at Osaka’s Instant Ramen Museum are free, though you have to pay to design your own noodle pot.

Nestled under a grove of trees, Osaka’s Sumi-yoshi Taisha is the city’s most atmospheric shrine.






Three Perfect Days

From rainy-day ideas to city side trips, here are some brief itineraries to help you experience the best of Kyoto and Osaka no matter how short your stay.
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DAY ONE

Only Have One Day?

Morning

Spend a few hours hitting the big sights in southern Higashiyama, starting with Kiyomizu-dera, before strolling along Sannen-zaka and Ninen-zaka streets.

Afternoon

After lunch, visit Kennin-ji for its dragon ceiling painting and landscaped gardens, then head north to Yasaka-jinja and Chion-in.

Evening

As night falls, take a walk through the old Gion geisha district (pictured) and you might spot kimono-clad geisha on their way to appointments. Then splurge on one of Kyoto’s top kaiseki ryōri dinners at Kikunoi – just book well in advance.
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DAY TWO

A Weekend Trip

Morning

Start the day with a bus to north- west Kyoto for two of the city’s standout temples – the gilded Kinkaku-ji and the cryptic garden at Ryōan-ji, where you could stop for a yudōfu (simmered tofu) lunch at Seigen-in.

Afternoon

From there, stroll south to the quieter Myōshin-ji and Ninna-ji temples (pictured), making sure to check out the gardens in Myōshin-ji’s peaceful Taizo-in sub-temple.

Evening

The northwest is quiet at night, so for dinner head into Gion, where you'll find everything from the unpretentious teppan-yaki of Gion Danran to the Michelin-starred grilled eel of Gion Uokeya U.
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DAY THREE

A Short Break

Morning

Get to Arashiyama early to see its uber-popular bamboo grove before the pathways get too crowded, then pay a visit to Tenryu-ji (pictured) and Ōkōchi Sansō villa.

Afternoon

If the weather is good, have a post-lunch boat ride on the Hozu-gawa, a two-hour trip that depending on the season takes in scenic views of cherry blossoms, lush greenery, fiery foliage, or maybe even a smattering of snow.

Evening

After Arashiyama, head downtown for sushi. Tai Sushi and Isami Sushi are both great options that won’t break the bank.
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If You Have More Time
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Morning

Explore the peaceful far north of Higashiyama, beginning with a free guided tour of Shūgaku-in Rikyū Imperial Villa, before a spot of temple hopping between Manshu-in, Enkō-ji, and Shisen-dō.

Afternoon

After that, reward yourself with a bowl of ramen on Ichijōji Ramen Street – there are almost 20 ramen joints to choose from. Then head south to the magnificent Ginkaku-ji, aka the Silver Pavilion. If you have any energy left for walking, you could add a stroll down the Philosopher’s Path.

Evening

If you are visiting in autumn, stop by Eikan-dō at the southern end of the Philosopher’s Path to see its stunning maples illuminated at night. From there, it’s a short taxi ride into either the downtown for dinner, where one option is Giro Giro Hitoshina for a casual and affordable riff on kaiseki ryōri.




A City Day Trip
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Japan’s third-biggest city, Osaka, is just 23 minutes from Kyoto on the JR Kyoto Line’s Special Rapid Service, and it delivers an unforgettable contrast to all Kyoto’s traditional attractions.

With just one day, start with a look around the multi-faceted modern attractions of Umeda in the Kita area, but then go south to spend most of the day in Minami, beginning with the sprawling city view from Abeno Harukas (pictured), Osaka’s tallest building. Next, visit the retro Shin-Sekai district and then Shitennō-ji, before hitting the neon-lit Dōtombori for dinner, drinks, and a taste of Osaka’s famous energy.



On a Rainy Day
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Morning

Unless it’s a Monday (when museums tend to close), spend a few hours at the museums of Okazaki Park – start with the Kyocera Museum of Art, and then pop into the National Museum of Modern Art, then Kyoto Museum of Crafts and Design.

Afternoon

Grab a bus to downtown Kyoto and wander the covered Nishiki Market, where you’ll find ample snacking and lunching opportunities. Visit the adjoining Shinkyogoku and Teramachi arcades, then bus over to Nijō-jō.

Evening

The narrow streets of Ponto-chō (pictured) offer some protection from the rain, while its bars and restaurants offer something for all budgets.






Get Prepared


Book Ahead

Three to six months before… book your hotels if travelling in the spring (late March–mid-April) and autumn (November) high seasons.

One month before… make a reservation for any Michelin-starred restaurants or other popular restaurants you want to try.

Two weeks before… book online tickets for one of Kyoto’s free imperial tours to Shūgaku-in Rikyū Villa or Kyoto Sentō Imperial Palace.



Manners Matter

You’ll see manner posters all over Osaka and Kyoto, many aimed at reducing the growing tensions related to overtourism. Most rules are common sense – don’t litter, don’t be loud in quiet places, don’t smoke outside of designated zones, don’t bring big luggage on the buses. In places like temples, you’ll also find guidance for specific rules when it comes to where to remove your shoes and whether photography is permitted.

Chopsticks

Nobody will mind if you inadvertently send something flying when using chopsticks, but it’s bad manners to use them to point, and (because of a connection to funeral services) you shouldn’t stick them upright in your rice or pass food from chopsticks to chopsticks. It’s also poor form to rest chopsticks crossed one over the other in an X shape. Keep them side by side on a chopstick rest or dish.

Things to Know

Breakfast Beyond chain cafes, it can be hard to find anywhere for breakfast before 9am or 10am. For convenience, it’s worth booking a hotel breakfast, but to save a few yen grab something the night before from a bakery or convenience store.

Crowds In Kyoto, the most famous attractions (and buses serving them) can get extremely busy, but you will also find many uncrowded attractions in the city. Hit the famous places early morning to avoid the worst crowds, then focus on the less famous places for the rest of the day.

Monday closures Many museums and galleries close on Mondays. However, if a Monday is a public holiday, they will likely remain open and instead close on the subsequent Tuesday. It’s worth double-checking before going.



TIPPING

Whether it’s a taxi, restaurant, hotel, or anywhere else, there is no need to tip when travelling in Japan. People don’t expect to be tipped and would most likely feel uncomfortable to be offered. A sincere thank you is good enough.




DAILY BUDGET

Budget Less than ¥15,000

• Dorm bed: from ¥3,000

• Bicycle rental: from ¥800 per day (more for e-bikes)

• Chain izakaya dinner and drinks: ¥3,000–5,000

• One-day bus-subway pass: ¥1,100

Midrange ¥15,000–30,000

• Double room: from ¥15,000

• Lunchtime kaiseki sampler course: from ¥5,000

• Guided group tour: ¥3,000–7,000 per person

• Group tea ceremony: from ¥3,000 per person

Top End More than ¥30,000

• Double in top-end hotel: from ¥25,000

• Multi-course kaiseki dinner: from ¥20,000

• Half-day private guide with car: from ¥25,000

• Private tea ceremony: from ¥6,000 per person




Currency

Yen

Language

Japanese

Time

Japan Standard Time (GMT plus nine hours)




TIP

In Tokyo and the Kanto region, people stand on the left side of escalators and walk up the right. Osaka does things the opposite way around. In Kyoto, it isn’t always clear cut, but the majority stick to Osaka rules: stand right, walk left.
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When To Go

There’s never a bad time to visit Kyoto and Osaka, but whether there’s a best season for you comes down to personal preference.


Kyoto’s traditional sights look especially magical with spring’s cherry blossoms and the foliage of autumn, and the mild, sunny weather is perfect for being out and about – even if these seasons also draw crowds and inflated hotel rates.

In summer it can be hard to be active in Osaka and Kyoto’s high heat and humidity, though that’s the best time of year for festivals. While the winter off-season can be chilly, it’s also the least crowded, and there’s a chance of seeing iconic sights like Kinkaku-ji Temple coated in snow.

[image: jpg]

Tenjin Matsuri | JASONYAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Big Traditional Events

May Starting from the Imperial Palace, a kilometre-long procession dressed in Heian-era (794–1185) clothing parades for the Aoi Masturi, the annual festival of Kamigamo and Shimogamo shrines.

July Held throughout July, the Gion Matsuri sees an array of events and street parties, with highlights including parades of traditional floats between Shijo and Kawaramachi on the 17th and 24th.

July Over in Osaka, the biggest summer event is the Tenjin Matsuri, dating all the way back to 951, famed for its pulsating mix of fireworks and traditional processions on land and water.

October The third of Kyoto’s ‘big three’ festivals, the Jidai Matsuri features costume parades representing different periods of Japanese history, from the 700s to the Meiji Restoration of 1868.

Kyoto Weather
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Contemporary Colour

May Anime, manga, and movie fans flock to the Intex exhibition centre for the recently launched Osaka Comic Con, which also attracts a host of cosplayers and a smattering of VIP guests from Hollywood.

July For three days in July, Miyako Messe exhibition centre in Kyoto is the venue for Bit Summit, where Japan’s indie computer game developers show off their latest creations to a legion of fans.

August Music fans brave a weekend of intense heat and humidity in Osaka (and sister venues in Tokyo) for the Summer Sonic festival, which in recent years has attracted international performers like Blur, Kendrick Lamar, Post Malone, and Liam Gallagher.

October Over a weekend in October, the Kansai region’s biggest and most vibrant Pride festival, the Rainbow Festa, unfolds in Osaka with parades, parties, and more.


ACCOMMODATION LOWDOWN

Room rates spike and availability drops during Kyoto’s high seasons: for the cherry blossom in late March to mid-April and the autumnal foliage in November. The Golden Week holidays (29 Apr–6 May) and O-bon holidays (mid-August) are also busy. For any of these periods, book months in advance.







Getting There

Travellers flying directly to the Kansai region arrive at Osaka’s Kansai International Airport (KIX), from where buses and trains connect to Kyoto and central Osaka. Arriving from other parts of Japan, you’ll most likely come by train.


From the Airport to the City Centre

By Rail

JR Haruka Express

Runs from KIX to Kyoto Station in 80 minutes, with services twice an hour between 6.31am and 10.16pm (5.45am to 8.30pm in the opposite direction). The service also stops at Tennoji, Osaka, and Shin-Osaka stations. The Kyoto journey costs ¥3640 one-way, although that is often heavily discounted. More information at westjr.co.jp.

By Bus

Kansai Airport Limousine Bus

Has services between the airport and Kyoto Station, leaving from Terminal 1 roughly every 30 minutes from 6.45am to 11.05pm (from 9.47am from Terminal 2). The trip takes 90 minutes (depending on traffic) and costs ¥2600 one-way. The same company also has services between the airport and Osaka Station, which take an hour. More information at kate.co.jp.

By Taxi

A private fixed-rate taxi from KIX to Kyoto Station costs ¥21,000 with MK Taxi (mktaxi-japan.com). For a cheaper option, Yasaka operates a shared minivan service from Terminal 1 for ¥4,300 per person. Book at least two days in advance via yasakataxi.jp/english/shuttle.

Other Points of Entry

Shinkansen (Bullet Train) to Kyoto

The Tokaido Shinkansen’s Nozomi service connects Tokyo with Kyoto in just over two hours, with trains every 10 to 15 minutes between 6am and 9.30pm. However, the Nozomi isn’t covered by the JR Rail Pass. To use that, catch the slower Hikari and Kodama services. All three services stop at Nagoya before continuing to Osaka’s Shin-Osaka Station. Heading further west, the Sanyo Shinkansen connects Kyoto with Kobe, Hiroshima and Fukuoka.


Kyoto–Osaka Trains

The shinkansen does Shin-Osaka to Kyoto in 13 minutes (¥3080), but it’s far cheaper to take the JR Kyoto Line’s Special Rapid Service. It takes 23 minutes, costs ¥580, and also stops at Osaka Station (28 minutes from Kyoto).







Getting Around

Be it bus, subway, or rail, both Kyoto and Osaka have highly efficient transport networks that connect all the key sites. Throw into the mix a selection of convenient money-saving passes, bicycle-sharing systems, and city centres that are eminently walkable, and there are numerous ways to easily get around.


Kyoto City Bus

The City Bus network and its light green buses reach most parts of Kyoto, with almost all journeys a flat ¥230 fare. To ride, you get on at the doors in the middle of the bus, then get off at the door by the driver, where you also pay. That’s done by either dropping the exact change in the fare machine, scanning an IC travel card, or showing the driver your (date-stamped) bus-subway pass. To navigate the network, pick up a bus route map from the bus station office on Kyoto Station’s north side.

Bicycles in Kyoto

Kyoto is a lovely city to cycle around. There are two options: rental or bike sharing.

The website kyoto-bicycle.com details the procedures and prices for both in English and lists rental shops, parking areas, and road rules. For bike sharing, Koto Bike (kotobike.jp/en/kyoto) has flexible options, from 15 minutes to three days of use.
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ESSENTIAL APP

Download the Japan Travel app by Navtime for its public transport route planner (in English).
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Kyoto’s Subway & Rail Lines

Kyoto has two municipal subway lines that cross in the heart of downtown. The Tozai runs east to west, reaching spots such as Nijō-jo and Heian-jingū, while the Karasuma runs north to south, connecting with Kyoto Station. These are augmented by Japan Rail (JR) lines and four privately operated railways – Hankyu, Keihan, Kintestu, and Randen – which tend to be of most use for visiting sights in the suburbs or further afield.

Osaka Metro

Osaka has buses and rail lines, but the easiest way to get around is on its network of eight subway lines. Of particular use is the Midosuji Line, which runs north-south, connecting major stops such as Shin-Osaka (where the shinkansen stops), Umeda (near JR Osaka Station), Namba, and Tennoji. For information on other lines and various discount passes, see subway.osakametro.co.jp/en.

Walking

Kyoto and Osaka are both rela- tively safe and excellent for walking. If you are used to walking a lot, most of the neighbourhoods in this book can be explored in full (or almost in full) on foot – you just need to use public transport to travel between neighbourhoods.

Public Transport Essentials

Prepaid IC Travel Cards

For convenience, grab an ICOCA card. You can use these rechargeable prepaid cards to pay for subways, trains, and buses in Kyoto and Osaka, just by scanning them on ticket gates and fare machines. They are also accepted for payment in convenience stores and some other shops. For a refundable ¥500 deposit, you can buy an ICOCA card at any subway or rail vending machine displaying the ICOCA logo and then recharge them at any machine with an IC charge (ICチャージ) option. Tokyo’s Pasmo and Suica cards are also fully usable in Kyoto and Osaka.

Bus Matters

With large numbers of tourists visiting Kyoto, the bus system often feels like it’s creaking under the weight of overtourism, creating a degree of animosity toward travellers. To help ease the burden, you could avoid the peak travel times for locals – the morning work and school rush hours (7-9am and 6-7pm). Also, to help prevent delays, be ready to pay the fare when you get off, either with an IC travel card or the exact amount of coins. The fare machine only accepts the correct fare, though you can use it to break change first.

Hands-Free Sightseeing

A regular request on manner posters in Kyoto is to not bring large luggage on the buses and trains. With that in mind, the city government has a website dedicated to hands-free sightseeing (hands-free.kyoto.travel) listing coin lockers, large luggage storage and luggage delivery services. At Kansai International Airport, you can have luggage delivered to your hotel in Kyoto or Osaka with JAL ABC (https://www.jalabc.com/en.html).



TRAVEL COSTS

Koto bike share

¥60 15 mins, ¥1,300 24hrs

Average taxi fare

¥600 first 2km, ¥80 additional 400ms

One-day coin locker

¥300 small, ¥700 large




TIP

Only park bicycles in designated areas or risk it being impounded. Reclaiming a bicycle costs ¥3500.




TICKETS

Kyoto and Osaka both have a selection of handy one-day passes. Here are a few standouts.

Kyoto 1-Day Bus-Subway Pass Can be used on all subway lines and city bus routes for ¥1100.

Osaka 1-Day Pass For ¥820 (¥610 on weekends/holidays) gives unlimited rides on Osaka Metro and buses.

Osaka Amazing Pass For ¥2800 offers unlimited subway, bus, and rail access within most of the city, plus free admission or discounts to 40 popular attractions.
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A Few Surprises

Japan’s cultural capital is a mind-bending mix of old and new, while Osaka has a devil-may-care personality all its own.


Beds for Eels

It wouldn’t be Kyoto without machiya, those old-timey wooden townhouses concentrated in areas like Gion. Narrow but deceptively deep, machiya functioned as both home and workplace for Japan’s burgeoning bourgeoisie in the Edo period, with a slatted storefront and living quarters deeper within. Their skinny shape came about because homes were once taxed on the width of their street frontage, earning machiya the nickname ‘unagi no nedoko’ (bed for an eel). Despite their cultural value, machiya are costly to maintain and some are still being demolished. Recently, growing numbers are being repurposed as holiday lets, bookable on sites like Airbnb and machiya-inn-japan.com.
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Machiya (townhouses), Gion | DEKITATEYO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Spiritual Stamp-Collecting

Chances are you’ll visit dozens of temples and shrines in Kyoto, so why not gamify the experience and get yourself a goshuincho (book of seals)? Essentially a blank notebook, you pay a small donation and the temple or shrine will paste in an elegant, calligraphic stamp that serves as proof of your pilgrimage. You’ll end up with a beautiful (if unreadable) souvenir – the book itself can be purchased at spots like Kinkaku-ji and Fushimi Inari-Taisha.
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Kuidaore Tarō, Dōtombori | TAYAWEE SUPAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Eat Yourself to Ruin

Snack-happy Osaka’s unofficial slogan is kuidaore, from the phrase ‘Kyo no kidaore, Osaka no kuidaore’, meaning Kyoto-ites bankrupt themselves buying kimono while Osakans do it with food. Look out for Kuidaore Tarō throughout Dōtombori, a drum-bashing, slightly creepy clown who has served as a mascot for Osaka’s eating culture since the 1950s.



OFFBEAT KYOTO & OSAKA

Make your own custom pot noodle from 5460 flavour combinations at the Instant Ramen Museum.

Look upon the thousand statues of Kannon at Sanjūsangen-dō – it’s said you’ll find the face of your ideal soulmate among them.

Try your luck at shooting galleries and archery games in Shin-Sekai. Can you win a prize?

Challenge your liver to a tasting flight of 18 sakes at Fushimi Sake Village, or play safe with a bowl of sake-infused ramen.







Explore Kyoto



Kyoto Station & South Kyoto

Downtown Kyoto

Imperial Palace & Around

Gion & Southern Higashiyama

Northern Higashiyama

Northwest Kyoto

Arashiyama & Sagano



Kyoto’s Walking Tours


Kyoto Station

Downtown Kyoto

The Imperial Palace Park & Surroundings

Gion & Southern Higashiyama

Northwest Kyoto

Arashiyama
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Explore

Kyoto Station & South Kyoto


Whether you glide in on the shinkansen or arrive squeezed among suitcases on the Kansai Airport express, Kyoto Station will probably be your first encounter with Japan’s fabled city of culture. A colossal beast of glass and steel, it’s perhaps not the vibe youwere anticipating, but fear not! Kyoto has many faces, and here is where new and old collide. Before you race off to those hillside beauty spots, don’t overlook the neighbourhood’s own gems, starting with the sister temples of Higashi Hongan-ji and Nishi Hongan-ji. Climbing the Kyoto Tower is a great way to get your bearings, while down south are two unmissable sights in Fushimi Inari-Taisha and Tōfuku-ji. With time on your hands, the sake breweries of Fushimi and the matcha merchants of Uji make for rewarding side trips.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Higashi Hongan-ji | COWARDLION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting Around

[image: train] Train

The Keihan and JR train lines link Kyoto Station to Tōfuku-ji (one stop) and Fushimi Inari-Taisha (three stops). Keep going south for Fushimi Sake Village and Uji. Take the Kyoto Line (Kintetsu) from Kyoto Station to To-ji (one stop), and the JR San-In Line for Kyoto Railway Museum (also one stop), though both places are walkable from the station.

[image: bus] Bus

Kyoto Station is also the city’s main bus hub, where you can catch a ride to all corners of the city. That said, many of the sights orbiting Kyoto Station, like Higashi Hongan-ji and Nishi Hongan-ji, are best reached on foot.


THE BEST

Hike through a tunnel of red torii at FUSHIMI INARI-TAISHA, Kyoto’s most mesmerising shrine.

Ponder the modern Zen gardens of TŌFUKU-JI, a temple complex in a sublime setting.

All aboard for family fun at the KYOTO RAILWAY MUSEUM, a tribute to Japan’s love of trains.

Pad across a sea of tatami in the main hall of HIGASHI HONGAN-JI, one of the world’s largest wooden buildings.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Kyoto Station


There’s more to the Kyoto Station area than hotels, food courts and crowds of commuters. This looping walk, much of it along residential lanes and backstreets, knits together grand Buddhist temples, a secret strolling garden, Kyoto’s largest machiya (traditional townhouse) and the fun and fabulous Kyoto Railway Museum.



START

Kyoto Station

END

Kyoto Station

LENGTH

4km; 2½ hours
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1 Kyoto Up High

Take a moment to drink in the scale of the futuristic and divisive Kyoto Railway Station. Escalators lead to a 15th-floor roof garden and elevated ‘skyway’ corridor with views north to the lighthouse-styled Kyoto Tower and its 100m-high observation deck.

2 Tatami Sea

Keep going north past the tower to Higashi Hongan-ji, a monumental Buddhist temple complex. Remove your shoes to enter the Founder’s Hall (Goei-dō), so enormous that it takes 927 tatami mats to cover the floor.

3 Garden Stroll

Exit through Goei-dō-mon, one of the grandest temple gates in Kyoto, cross the road and continue west to the garden sanctuary of Shōsei-en. A strolling path leads to teahouses and a scenic lake; exit the way you came in and take the second right up Higashinotoin-dōri where you’ll find Kyosendo, a shop selling exquisite folding fans.

4 Light the Incense

Go around the north wall of Higashi Hongan-ji and then head south along Shimmachi-dōri before turning right (west) when you hit Shomen-dōri. Continue past shops selling accessories for butsudan (household altars) until you reach Higashi Sōmon, an ornate gate. Turn right to find the wonderful Kungyokudo, Japan’s oldest incense shop.

5 Religious Rift

Cross the main road and enter Nishi Hongan-ji, almost a facsimile of Higashi Hongan-ji (nishi means west and higashi east). Though both temples belong to Jōdo Shin-shū, Japan’s most popular branch of Buddhism, they fell out and diverged in the 16th century.

6 Old Pleasure Quarter

Exit the temple via the north gate and head west around the sturdy outer wall. Keep going along Hanayacho-dōri and you’ll reach the gate that marks the boundary of Shimabara, a former pleasure district. Here you’ll find a beautifully preserved wooden ageya (pleasure house), now the Sumiya Cultural Art Museum (closed on Mondays).

7 & 8 All Aboard

Head south for a pit stop at Kobushi Ramen before finishing up at the Kyoto Railway Museum. Admire the retired locos, from venerable steam trains to the first shinkansen (bullet train). You can then stroll through peaceful Umekoji Park and back to Kyoto Station.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Fushimi Inari-Taisha


Chances are you’ve seen photos of the flame-hued torii tunnel at this shrine to Inari, the god of rice and prosperity. But Fushimi Inari-Taisha (伏見稲荷大社) is more than just a selfie op – it’s a world unto itself, with magical fox guardians and hillside sub-shrines woven together by wooded trails.

map Google map
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Arcade of torii | COWARDLION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PLANNING TIP

Allow two to three hours if you plan to hike to the smaller shrines on paths that wind up Imariyama. To sidestep the selfie-stick crowds, come early or late – technically the shrine never closes.

[image: barcode]

Scan for maps, history and a month-by-month guide to festivals and events.



Thousands of Torii

Torii (Shintō gates) are said to mark the boundary between the physical and spiritual, so passing through hundreds of them in a row is perhaps the ultimate spiritual trip. Every gate you see has been donated as an offering to Inari. The price for good fortune? Up to ¥1 million a piece.

Ascending Mount Inari

Some 4km of trails rise up from the main shrine halls to the summit of Inariyama (233m). Along the way are sub-shrines, tea houses, rest stations and panoramic Kyoto views. Fushimi Inari-Taisha dates from the 8th century, before Kyoto became the capital. Its origins are associated with the powerful, semi-legendary Hata clan. Nowadays it serves as the head shrine for over 30,000 Inari shrines nationwide.

Fantastic Foxes

What’s with all the fox statues? In Japanese folklore, kitsune (foxes) are believed to be intelligent and magical, and in the Shintō faith they are considered messengers of Inari. The key in the fox’s jaws unlocks the rice granary, signifying agricultural fertility and abundance.


If you want to make a wish, buy a fox-shaped ema (votive tablet) – write whatever you desire on one side and draw a fox face on the other.
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1Top Experiences

 Fushimi Inari-TaishaH6




1Experiences

1Tōfuku-jiH5

2Kyoto Tower Observation DeckE3

3Higashi Hongan-jiE2

4Nishi Hongan-jiC2

5Shōsei-enF2

6Kyoto Railway MuseumA3

7Tō-jiB4

8Gekkeikan Sake Ōkura MuseumF6

9Kizakura Kappa CountryE6

10Byōdō-inH6




5Eating

 Kyoto Tower Sando(see 2)

11Kobushi RamenA2

12Kyoto Rāmen KōjiD3

13SonobaF1

14Kyoto Takabashi Honke Daiichi AsahiF3

15Tachinomi InaseyaE2

16ArataD4

17ToriseiF6

18Tsuke-yasai IsoismE2

19Lorimer KyotoE1

20Kyoto WakudenD3

21IharadaA2




6Drinking

22Kyoto Beer LabF2

23Ebisu BarE3

24Kyoto Brewing CompanyA6

25Roots of all EvilE3

26High CentralE2

27KurasuD3

28Davada Coffee & RecordsF2

29Vermillion Espresso BarH6

30Walden WoodsF1




7Shopping

31Kungyoku-dōC2

32Kyōsen-dōE2

33KaikadōF1

34Yodobashi CameraE3

35JR IsetanE3









EXPERIENCES

Cross the Bridge to Heaven at Tōfuku-ji Buddhist temple

map Google map

One of the Kyoto Gozan (Five Great Zen Temples of Kyoto), Tōfuku-ji (東福寺) charms with a three-pronged assault – the sublime architecture of its halls, gates and bridges; intriguing Zen gardens by a modern master; and the manner in which the complex flows across a maple-filled gorge that blazes red and gold in autumn. The covered Tsūten-kyō (Bridge to Heaven) is the prime spot for autumn foliage viewing, and joins the main temple precincts to the hōjō (abbot’s quarters), around which are dry landscape gardens by Shigemori Mirei, a freethinking artist of the 20th century. In the south-facing garden you’ll see clusters of rocks on raked gravel representing the mythical Islands of the Immortals, while the east garden has antique stone pillars arranged like the Big Dipper constellation. Another highlight is the spectacular San-mon (main gate), one of the oldest temple gates in Japan. Tōfuku-ji is one stop south of Kyoto Station on the Nara Line.

Reach New Heights in Kyoto Tower Observation deck

map Google map

Too modern for an ancient capital? That’s been the criticism of the 131m-tall Kyoto Tower since it was built in the boom years of the 1960s. From the observation deck, Kyoto’s horseshoe of surrounding mountains reveals temple roofs nestled on green hillsides, and you can see the skyscrapers of Osaka on a clear day. Head to the 3rd floor for the Kansai Tourist Information Center and down to the basement for a street-food-style food court.

Seek out the Secrets of Kyoto Station Architecture

You might feel compelled to flee the orbit of Hiroshi Hara’s jarring spaceport of a station, or you could surrender to this glass and steel vision of Kyoto’s future by the same architect who built Osaka’s Umeda Sky Building. Ride the escalators up through the central hall for soaring views, shop for goodies at Isetan Department Store, grab noodles at Kyoto Ramen Koji, then walk the Skyway, a viewing tunnel suspended 45m above the ground. The station was built in the 1990s to mark 1200 years since Kyoto’s founding. A century earlier, Kyoto marked its anniversary by building the stately Heian Shrine…how times change.

Marvel at Monumental Higashi Hongan-ji Buddhist temple

map Google map

Unlike other Buddhist sects that demanded endless meditation and study, Jōdo Shin-shū (True Pure Land) Buddhism, practised at Higashi Hongan-ji (東本願寺) just north of Kyoto Station, opened its gates to all who could convey their faith by chanting a simple mantra: namu amida butsu – a prayer to the Amida Buddha. Unsurprisingly, this proved highly popular. Enter the cavernous Amida-dō with its sea of tatami mats and gleaming gold altar and you’ll see it was built to accommodate massed ranks of worshippers. Things get even more monumental in the Goei-dō, one of the largest wooden buildings in Japan. Such mighty structures exude a sense of permanence, but look for the display between halls that hints at the human toil in their construction. A python-like coil of rope was made from the donated hair of worshippers – hemp ropes weren’t strong enough to raise the 90 massive timber pillars that hold up the Goei-dō’s roof.


Temple Tantrums

What’s the deal with this neighbourhood’s identikit temple neighbours? Higashi Hongan-ji and Nishi Hongan-ji (map Google map) both belong to Jōdo Shin-shū, founded in the 13th century and the most widely practised branch of Buddhism in Japan today. In 1591, the warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi granted land in Kyoto for the building of Hongan-ji to serve as the sect’s headquarters. But just 11 years later, a breakaway faction emerged and founded Higashi Hongan-ji a few blocks away (higashi means east; nishi west). The internal schism, in part doctrinal, was encouraged by the new shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu in a divide-and-conquer tactic to weaken the growing power and popularity of Jōdo Shin-shū.




Stroll the Secret Walled Garden of Shōsei-en Garden

map Google map

A little-visited gem, Shōsei-en (渉成園) was created in the 17th century as a retirement villa for the 13th abbot of Higashi Hongan-ji. The traditional strolling garden, winding between reception halls, teahouses and pond, is brought to life by an excellent free guide booklet. Garden views designed to incorporate the hills of Higashiyama as shakkei (borrowed garden scenery) have long since been tainted by encroaching buildings and power lines, but in a modern twist, the Kyoto Tower does a similar job, providing a fine backdrop in photos.

Go Loco at the Kyoto Railway Museum Museum

map Google map

A fitting tribute to Japan’s enduring love affair with rail travel, the Kyoto Railway Museum (closed Wednesdays) showcases over 50 full-size locos, from vintage steam spewers to the first iteration of the shinkansen, circa 1964. Kids will love the miniature railway displays, train simulators and the chance to take a 10-minute jaunt on a real steam train. Older trainspotters can take a deep dive into the history of rail travel and learn how, in the early days, Japanese passengers would remove their shoes before boarding.


Dig for Flea Market Finds at Tō-ji Market and temple

map Google map

Boasting Japan’s tallest pagoda and a kō-dō (lecture hall) crammed with muscled Niō statues and enlightened Buddhas, the impressive temple complex of Tō-ji (東寺) is the main reason to explore the streets south of Kyoto Station. On the 21st of each month, Tō-ji hosts Kōbō-san, a festival-like flea market that marks the passing of Kobo Daishi, the founder of Shingon Buddhism to which Tō-ji belongs. Haggle gently for Japanese crafts, curios and secondhand kimonos, or graze at the many food stalls on offer.

Savour Sake at the Source in Fushimi Sake culture

map Google map

Ten minutes from Kyoto by train, the area of Fushimi Ward north of Chushojima Station is a time warp of tree-lined canals, wooden sake warehouses and multiple invitations to knock back a cup of Japan’s famous fermented rice drink. Thanks to its river port location and sweet-tasting spring water, Fushimi became a major sake hotspot and still hosts 20 or so sake breweries, including industry giant Gekkeikan, founded here in 1637.

The Gekkeikan Okura Sake Museum introduces the history of the craft and offers tastings. Canal cruise boats ply the waterways just south of the museum (lovely in cherry-blossom season), while nearby Kizakura Kappa Country is a sake and beer brewery with on-site bar-restaurant and shop.

Find your way to Fushimi Sake Village (map Google map), a sake-themed izakaya cluster, forhead-spinning tasting flights of 18 sakes (with accompanying English explanations) and steaming bowls of sake-infused ramen.

Meet your Perfect Matcha in Uji Japanese tea

map

The small city of Uji, 20 minutes south of Kyoto on Nara-bound trains, is a pleasant spot to escape the crowds, taste the area’s esteemed matcha (powdered green tea), and visit a first-rate temple in Byōdō-in (平等院), whose shapely Hoo-do (Phoenix Hall) is depicted on the ¥10 coin.

The Omotesandō (approach road) to Byōdō-in is lined with matcha merchants where you can buy high-grade tea, wooden whisks and matcha bowls, or snack on matcha-infused ice-cream, mochi and donuts.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey
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Eating

Superior Ramen & Soba Noodles

Kobushi Ramen ¥

map Google map

Broth pepped up with duck and sea bream elevates the ramen at this neighbourhood joint by the Railway Museum. Enhance with a splash of yuzu vinegar. 11.30am-2.30pm, 6-10pm

Kyoto Ramen Koji ¥

map Google map

Take your taste buds on a ramen tour of Japan at this themed food ‘street’ on the 10th floor of Kyoto Station. Order at the vending machines. 11am-10pm

Sonoba ¥ ¥

map Google map

Handmade soba is the star at this calming, minimalist hangout on a quiet side street. An attached pottery studio provides some of the gorgeous tableware. 11.30am-3pm Fri-Tue

Kyoto Takabashi Honke Daiichi Asahi ¥

map Google map

A Kyoto fixture since 1947, this no-frills ramen joint east of the station is known for its clear, clean-tasting yet umami-rich broth. Expect to queue. 6am-1am Fri-Wed

Lively & Local

Tachinomi Inaseya ¥

map Google map

None of your Kyoto airs and graces at this friendly standing bar; just delicious nibbles, cheap drinks and an English menu. Smoking permitted. 11.30am-11pm

Arata Okonomiyaki ¥

map Google map

Between Kyoto Station and To-ji, this okonomiyaki (savoury pancake) joint is perpetually crammed and lively with locals. Book ahead by phone. 5-11pm

Torisei ¥

map Google map

Gorge on charred yakitori (chicken and other tidbits grilled on skewers) paired with house-brewed sake at this traditional restaurant in the Fushimi sake district. 11am-10pm

Creative & Contemporary

Tsuke-yasai Isoism ¥ ¥

map Google map

Creative and delicious izakaya-style fare with an emphasis on pickled vegetables sourced from the restaurant’s own farm. Call ahead to book. 11.30am–3pm, 5-11pm

Lorimer Kyoto ¥ ¥

map Google map

Breakfast or brunch in style with a beautifully presented Japanese set meal that features grilled fish, miso soup and fresh veggies. 8am-3pm Mon-Fri, from 7.30am Sat-Sun

Kyoto Tower Sando ¥ ¥

map Google map

All bare concrete and buzzing neon, this food court beneath the Kyoto Tower mixes Japanese counter dining with burgers, Vietnamese banh mi and cocktails. 10am-11pm
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Kyoto Luxe

Kyoto Wakuden ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Splurge on seasonal set menus with a view at this outpost of a noted Kyoto kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) restaurant chain on the 11th floor of Kyoto Station. 11am-3.30pm, 5-10pm

Iharada ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Savour a kaiseki set of at least 10 dishes made with premium ingredients like aged Tajima beef and matsutake mushrooms. Reservations via the website (iharada.jp/en). 5-11pm Mon-Sat

[image: img]
Drinking

Time for a Beer

Kyoto Beer Lab

map Google map

Facing a tree-lined canal, this Australian–Japanese brewpub makes all its beers on-site, and they lean towards the strong and punchy (think double IPAs). 3-11pm Mon-Fri, from 1pm Sat-Sun

Ebisu Bar

map Google map

Sink a few glasses of frothy Ebisu beer, or a bright green matcha beer cocktail, at this unassuming joint behind the Kyoto Tower. 11am-10pm

Kyoto Brewing Co.

map Google map

Some of Kyoto’s best beer is brewed at this meticulous facility adrift in the sprawl of southern Kyoto. The on-site brewpub opens weekends only. 5-9pm Fri, noon-6pm Sat-Sun


Something Stronger

Roots of all Evil

map Google map

Try innovative gin-based cocktails and unusual gin infusions at this fun and friendly counter bar in the Kyoto Tower Sando basement. 11am-11pm

High Central

map Google map

Smartly attired bar-tenders mix signature and bespoke drinks at this pint-sized hideaway with a civilised, low-key vibe. English spoken. 7.30-2am Tue-Sun

For Coffee Connoisseurs

Kurasu Kyoto Stand

map Google map

Skip the chain cafes around Kyoto Station and seek out Kurasu for perfect espresso drinks and pour-overs. Also sells its own line of coffee homewares. 8am-6pm

Davada Coffee & Records

map Google map

Thumb through racks of vinyl records while you wait for your lovingly crafted latte at this hip little hangout in a retro brick storefront. 11am-7pm

Vermillion Coffee Bar

map Google map

Fuel up at this cool cafe before taking on the crowds at Fushimi Inari- Taisha. The name refers to the colour of Japan’s torii (Shintō gates). 7.30am-2.30pm

Walden Woods

map Google map

Pay homage to the stunning all-white interiors and Instagram-worthy coffee at this backstreet cafe space. 9am-6pm
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Shopping

Traditional Kyoto Crafts

Kungyokudo

map Google map

Japan’s oldest incense store is a unique olfactory adventure. Shop for incense sticks, hand creams and candles infused with cherry-blossom, yuzu and other Kyoto-inspired scents. 9am-5.30pm

Kyosen-dō

map Google map

Delicate, elegant and all handmade on-site, the Kyoto-style paper or silk fans at this long-established shop east of Higashi Hongan-ji make lovely gifts. 9am-5pm, 10am-6pm Sun

Kaikadō

map Google map

Tiny store selling covetable tin, copper and brass chazutsu (tea caddies) hand-crafted by a family of artisans for over 130 years. 9am-6pm Tue-Sat

Department Stores

Yodobashi

map Google map

It’s not just cameras at this gigantic emporium; there’s a bicycle track, golf club testing range, every gadget going, fashion on the 5th floor and food up top. 9.30am-10pm

JR Kyoto Isetan

map Google map

Department store attached to Kyoto Station with eleven floors of shopping, restaurants and a basement food market with tempting bento (boxed lunches) for superior shinkansen dining. 10am-8pm






Explore

Downtown Kyoto


Slap bang in the middle of the city, Kyoto’s downtown district packs a lot into its relatively compact area. For shoppers, there are contemporary brands, boutique shops and luxury department stores to rival anything Tokyo or Osaka have to offer, while at the other end of the spectrum, Nishiki Market has been selling traditional wares, local produce and street food under the same roof for generations. If shopping is not your thing, there are countless restaurants covering the whole spectrum of Japanese cuisine and foreign tastes, while the choice of cafes, bars and drinking holes caters to all crowds. With plenty of accommodation options and cultural heavyweight attractions such as Nijō-jō, plus a number of excellent museums and art galleries, Downtown Kyoto has it all.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: sub] Subway

Make use of the subway; the Karasuma Line connects downtown to Kyoto Station, while the Tōzai Line runs east–west across the neighbourhood, including a stop next to Nijō-jō.

[image: train] Train

The Hankyū Line stops at Karasuma and Kawaramachi Stations, with direct trains to Osaka Umeda. For western downtown, JR Nijō Station is just two stops from Kyoto Station.

[image: bus] Bus

Many Kyoto city buses have stops in the downtown area, but taxis are a better option if you have heavy luggage.


THE BEST

Discover hidden castle alcoves and traipse along squeaking ‘nightingale’ floors at NIJō-Jō.

Wander around and marvel at the huge variety of produce and wares at NISHIKI MARKET.

Go for an evening stroll down the lantern-lit PONTO-CHŌ, one of Kyoto’s most atmospheric drinking spots.

Lose yourself in the shopping heaven and gourmet food floor of TAKASHIMAYA, Kyoto’s finest department store.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Downtown Kyoto


This walking course takes in the best of Downtown Kyoto’s vibrant shopping scene, with ample opportunity to take breaks for food and refreshments. Starting with the interesting sensory surprises of Nishiki Market, there are visits to luxury department stores, before taking respite from the crowds for a relaxing lunch and cafe stops.



START

Nishiki Market

END

Ippōdō Tea

LENGTH

2.5km; 2 to 3 hours
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1 Traditional Wares

Start the day early to beat most of the crowds at Nishiki Market, Kyoto’s biggest and most famous food market. There is a huge variety on offer, from gourmet goods, local speciality snacks and wonderful fresh produce. Try tako-tamago, tiny glazed octopuses stuffed with a quail egg – a local street-food delicacy.

2 Window Shopping

After the fascinating sights of the market, it is a short hop to Daimaru, Japan’s best-known department store. There is a tremendous amount on offer, but the highlight for many is the basement food section, where the cakes, breads, fruit and bentō boxes are all of the highest quality.

3 Life of Luxury

You’re not done shopping just yet though, as a 10-min walk down Shijō-dōri brings you to Takashimaya, Kyoto’s most luxurious department store. Browse the many high-end brands and then make a beeline for the basement food area, where you can pick up the finest sweet and savoury snacks, or just really whet your appetite for lunch.

4 Lunch Spot

By now you will surely be hungry, and just across the road is Tagoto Honten, a lovely restaurant offering exceptional yet affordable kaiseki (Japanese haute cuisine) meals, in a peaceful setting. The use of seasonal ingredients and the chef’s creative skill will ensure this is a lunch to remember.

5 Sweet Tooth

Following that feast, it’s a pleasant walk north to a cafe which is a favourite for locals, Karafuneya. It does nice lunches and coffee, but for those with a sweet tooth, try one of the huge selection of sundaes on offer – Japanese-style varieties include matcha (green tea) or azuki (sweet red bean) with black sesame.

6 Tea Time

Finish your walk with a spot of tea; at the Kaboku Tearoom you can enjoy a fresh cup of matcha, or pop in next door to Ippōdō Tea, where you can shop for a host of tea-related products and souvenirs.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Nijō-jō


Just a short distance northwest of the shops and crowds of downtown is a mighty monument that has stood for centuries as a symbol of shogunal might and power. Nijō-jō (二条城) is a fascinating place to visit, with its sublime feudal-era palace architecture and extensive gardens and grounds.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Open from 8.45am to 5pm (last entry 4pm), it is worth arriving late or early to beat the crowds. For added richness, an English audio guide can be rented for ¥500.

[image: barcode]

Scan for background information.



Deep History

Nijō-jō was built in 1603 as the Kyoto residence of the first Edo-period shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu. It was expanded in later years with additional palace buildings and the five-storey castle keep. At the end of the Edo period and the fall of the Tokugawa shogunate in 1867, the castle was briefly used as an imperial palace, before being opened to the public as one of Kyoto’s key historical sites.

Outer Defence

Nijō-jō is entered through a large gate to the east; go here to pick up an audio guide. Further in is the magnificent Karamon Gate with its exquisite woodcarvings and metalwork, and beyond here is the Ninomaru, the castle’s outer defensive structure. Here you can find the castle’s main draw, Ninomaru Palace, the residence and office of the shogun when he visited. Its numerous connected buildings are full of intriguing features, such as squeaking ‘nightingale’ floors which were designed to alert the inhabitants of intruders, and there are finely decorated ceilings and painted fusuma (sliding doors). Originally, access to the palace’s inner rooms required a high rank, but they can now be entered simply by paying an extra fee.


The Honmaru and Grounds

This was the main circle of defence, and used to be the site of a second palace complex and the castle keep, but both burned to the ground in the 18th century and were never rebuilt. The remaining Honmaru Palace has served as an imperial residence since after the fall of the shogunate, but is rarely open to the public. You can however wander around the gardens and take in the views from the top of the old keep’s stone foundations.

Nijō-jō’s grounds form an extensive oasis of green in the heart of the city, and with its various types of cherry blossoms, the hanami (blossom-viewing) season stretches from late March and throughout April. The Ninomaru Garden should not be missed – it is one of the finest landscaped gardens in the city.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Nishiki Market


A highlight of any foodie itinerary, Nishiki Market (錦市場) is a narrow and always lively pedestrian shopping street, crammed with over 100 shops, stalls and restaurants. Known as ‘Kyoto’s Kitchen’, it is the place for seeing and sampling the many unique ingredients of Kyoto cuisine.

map Google map
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Barrels containing tsukemono | PICTURE PARTNERS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PLANNING TIP

The market is narrow and can get busy, so aim to visit early or later in the day for a bit more personal space. Ask vendors before taking photos too.

[image: barcode]

Scan for the lowdown on the market vendors.



Historic Market

Nishiki Market stretches for five blocks across the centre of town; it runs one block north of Shijō-dōri, from Teramachi shōtengai (covered shopping street) in the east to Takakura-dōri in the west, just a short hop from Daimaru department store. Records suggest that locals were selling their wares here from the 14th century, and it was certainly a fully fledged commercial district by the early Edo period, when the shogunate established it as a wholesale fish market. These days it has a mix of traditional stores – many of which have been run by the same family for generations – and more modern vendors, but it is this eclectic mix of wares and produce that makes the market such an interesting place.

Food & Wares

This is the city’s one-stop shop for traditional food items and local ingredients, showcasing unique Kyoto cuisine. Sample the sweet or sour crunch of tsukemono (Japanese pickles), fresh tofu made using age-old processes, delicately flavoured wagashi (traditional Japanese sweets), Kyo-yasai (Kyoto vegetables), tea, fresh seafood and almost anything else you can imagine. It is a real assault on the senses, and can be a genuine culinary adventure; some shops have spaces for eating any purchased products and there are a smattering of proper sit-down restaurants. A few vendors sell takeaway items such as yakitori (skewered chicken), but be warned – walking and eating at the same time is strictly frowned upon. Over the years the market has evolved somewhat, with kitchenware and craft stores, and you will now find souvenir shops nestling alongside much older and more rustic shopfronts.


QUICK BREAK

You’re spoilt for choice for refreshments around the market, but forsome of the city’s best ramen, Ippūdo is just around the corner.




Don’t Miss

One real highlight of the market is Aritsugu, a legendary knife shop with a huge selection of blades, and the place where some of the city’s top chefs come to do their tool shopping. After selecting your knife, you can watch as the artisans engrave your name on the blade (if you like) and hone it on a huge, round whetstone.
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EXPERIENCES

Take in Ponto-chō’s After-Dark Ambience Scenic spot

map Google map

Possibly the most atmospheric street in the whole of Kyoto, Ponto-chō (先斗町) is a long and narrow paved alleyway lined by traditional wooden buildings. Here you can find a mixture of enticingly upmarket and exclusive restaurants and bars, but there are also a few much more affordable eateries and drinking holes tucked away, such as the cosy craft-beer spot Beer Bar Miyama 162. The street is fairly quiet and unremarkable during the daytime – it is at night when it comes alive, with the soft light of lanterns creating a magical ambience like the dreamy Kyoto of many people’s imaginations.

Succumb to Temptation at Takashimaya Department Store Department store

map Google map

Founded in 1831, Takashimaya (高島屋) is one of Japan’s most famous luxury department stores, and the Kyoto branch is probably the most elegant large store in the city. Located on Shijō-dōri, Takashimaya is the place to go for high-end luxury items, from clothes and electronics to kimonos, jewellery and homeware – it is easily feasible to spend a whole day here. A new Nintendo store on the 7th floor has proved incredibly popular too. Best of all however is the enormous food court in the basement; here you can buy the highest quality sweets, cakes, bentō boxes, fruit and almost anything your heart desires. Just don’t go there on an empty stomach unless you want to leave with a big dent in your wallet. For a proper sit-down meal, there are good restaurants on the 7th floor as well.

[image: jpg]

Yukata display, Takashimaya Department Store | ROBERTO FUMAGALLI/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


Pore over Comics at Kyoto International Manga Museum Museum

map Google map

Situated in a wonderfully evocative old elementary school building, the Kyoto International Manga Museum (京都国際マンガミュージアム) houses a compre-hensive collection of comic books covering all eras and genres, with a small but ever-growing selection of foreign-language titles too. More than just a large manga library, there are displays chronicling the historical development of this ever-popular storytelling form, and portrait drawings by manga artists on weekends and holidays. Hardcore manga fans can easily spend an entire day here flicking through the comics – for most people, an hour or so is enough time to see everything.

Appreciate Traditional Crafts at Kyoto Shibori Museum Museum

map Google map

A small family-run museum a short walk from Nijō-jō, Kyoto Shibori Museum (京都絞り工芸館) showcases the under-appreciated art of shibori (Japanese tie-dye). This is the only museum in Japan specialising in the craft, and the English-speaking guides are only too happy to help explain the intricacies of the process. There are many beautifully patterned fabrics on display, including kimonos and smaller cloths and garments; some items even have so much intricate detail that they resemble paintings. You can also participate in a dyeing lesson for an additional fee, a fun, hands-on way to learn about shibori and leave with your own personalised art piece.


CLUB NIGHTS

Kyoto may not have quite as raucous a nightlife scene as the likes of Tokyo or Osaka, but there are a few clubs downtown – mostly around the Ponto-chō area – should you feel the urge to get your groove on. World Kyoto (map Google map) is a friendly multifloored club frequented by locals and foreigners, with occasional big name DJs. Kitsune Kyoto (map Google map) is a lively spot boasting three floors and a good sound system and tunes. Kyoto Chambers (map Google map) offers hip-hop, house and club hits, and tends to be busiest on Fridays.




Delve into Cultural History at the Museum of Kyoto Museum

map Google map

A decent option on a rainy day, the Museum of Kyoto (京都文化 博物館, or more correctly, the Cultural Museum of Kyoto) has exhibits spread across two buildings and multiple floors; the red-brick Meiji-era original building is architecturally interesting in its own right. The upper floors house temporary exhibits that can vary by theme tremendously – recent ones have included Studio Ghibli artwork and a surrealism exhibition. Touring exhibits require an additional entry fee, so choose wisely. There is not a great deal of English around, but the amiable volunteer staff try to explain things as best they can.

Indulge in Fine Dining at Roan Kikunoi Restaurant

map Google map

The exquisite multicourse refinement of a kaiseki meal is more than just a fancy (and admittedly pricey) dinner out – it is a complete sensory experience, and one which, if your budget allows, should be tried at least once during your time in Kyoto, the city where this culinary art form has been honed to near-perfection.

Located not far from the banks of the Kamo-gawa, Roan Kikunoi (菊乃井 露庵) is one of the best places to sample kaiseki dining in Downtown Kyoto. It is a cosy, intimate establishment, where the chef uses traditional techniques in a creative manner to construct delicate masterpieces using the finest seasonal ingredients. Each dish is a treat for the eyes and mouth, and the staff do their best to explain everything in English. Advanced bookings are pretty much essential, and set aside three hours for a full course.


summer festival

The Gion Matsuri is Japan’s most famous summer festival, with an incredibly long history dating back to 869 CE. It takes place during the whole month of July and features many events, including a spectacular procession of floats on 17 July called the Yamaboko Junko. While the festival originates at Yasaka-jinja (map Google map) in Gion (hence the name), the main events mostly take place in Downtown Kyoto; roads are closed to traffic and the floats are displayed on the street for a few nights, before the grand procession along a 3km downtown course. Not to be missed!



Enjoy the Spectacle of Kamo-gawa Odori Dance

map Google map

If you are visiting Kyoto in the spring, then it is worth heading to the Ponto-chō Kaburen-jō Theatre in Ponto-chō to see the Kamo-gawa Odori, one of Kyoto’s famous seasonal geisha dances. During most of the month of May, the intimate theatre hosts this elegant geisha dance show, which has origins going back to 1872. Performances are held three times a day and last just over an hour; tickets can be booked online.

[image: jpg]

Riverside promenade, Kamo-gawa | TOTORORO/GETTY IMAGES ©


Relax on the Banks of the Kamo-gawa Scenic spot

map Google map

The Kamo-gawa (鴨川), Kyoto’s best-known river, flows down from the mountains through the eastern end of the city, dividing Downtown Kyoto from Gion. If all the shopping and crowds of central Kyoto start to wear you down, then take a breather on the bank of the river – there are walking paths on either side, but the western riverbank has more places to sit.

This is a popular place for couples, runners and locals to stroll, and can be great for a spot of people-watching. In the summer, children splash about in the shallows, and it is quite easy to see wildlife such as herons ducking for fish in the water. On warm evenings it is a lovely place to enjoy a riverside bentō or convenience-store beer.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey
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Eating

Noodle Dishes

Ippūdo ¥

map Google map

Popular ramen place (there is often a queue), serving noodles in a rich, pork-based broth; the gyoza set is good value and delicious. 11am-9.30pm

Honke Owariya ¥ ¥

map Google map

Soba noodle shop in a wonderful historic building. The house special is hourai soba – stacked small plates of soba with various toppings. Expect to queue. 11am-3pm Wed-Mon

Quick Bites & Cheap Eats

Nishiki Warai ¥

map Google map

This casual okonomiyaki (savoury pancake) place near Nishiki Market is cheap and cheerful, although non-smokers be warned that smoking is permitted. 11.30am-3pm, 5pm-10pm Mon-Fri, 11.30am-10pm Sat-Sun

Independants ¥

map Google map

Quirky cafe/restaurant with an international vibe in the basement of an art deco building, serving up large salads, curries, pasta, paella and other non-Japanese fare. Midday-11pm

Yasubee ¥

map Google map

One of the more affordable places to eat on Ponto-chō, this lively okonomiyaki restaurant with hot-plate tables is warm and welcoming, and the food is unassumingly good. 4pm-10pm Wed-Mon

Coffee & Cafes

Cafe Bibliotic Hello! ¥

Google map

Hip cafe in a converted machiya (traditional townhouse) with bookshelves lining the walls. Popular with locals and tourists. Good coffee plus sweet and savoury light bites. 11.30am-11pm

Tribute Coffee ¥

map Google map

Quiet and relaxed space offering carefully made hand-drip coffee, best enjoyed with a simple plate of biscuits or Japanese sweets. Midday-7pm Tue-Sun

Smart Coffee ¥

map Google map

Wooden-panelled coffee shop in the Teramachi shopping district. A great brunch spot – try the excellent pancakes or French toast; coffee is very good too. 8am-7pm

Karafuneya ¥

map Google map

While the coffee is good, this cafe’s real pull is the selection of delicious sundaes on the menu, with Japanese twists including red bean and black sesame. 9am-10pm, to 11pm Sat


Fine Dining

Yoshikawa ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Possibly the best tempura in Kyoto, this intimate restaurant is part of Yoshikawa ryokan; counter seats allow you to see the chef at work. Lunch menu is recommended. 11.30am-1.30pm, 5.30pm-8pm

Mid-Range Meals

Giro Giro Hitoshina ¥ ¥

map Google map

Delicious kaiseki cuisine stripped of any formality, making for a far more laid-back (and cheaper) dining experience; chat with the energetic chefs as they prepare dishes. 5.30pm-11pm

Menami ¥ ¥

map Google map

Friendly establishment specialising in obanzai-ryōri – homestyle cooking using local and seasonal ingredients. Plenty of small fish, vegetable and meat dishes. 3pm-9.30pm Thu-Tue

Mishima-tei ¥ ¥

map Google map

At the intersection between two shopping arcades and established in 1873, this restaurant serves sukiyaki – thin slices of beef cooked in a sweet broth, then dipped in raw egg. 11am-8pm

Sushi & Seafood

Tai Sushi ¥ ¥

map Google map

Take your shoes off at this cosy and traditional sushi restaurant, where the portions are generous and outstandingly fresh. Choice of grilled fish dishes too. Cash only. 5pm-10pm Fri-Wed

Isami Sushi ¥ ¥

map Google map

Small family-run establishment with bar seating and a couple of tables; extremely high-quality sushi and sashimi but very reasonably priced. Reservations are a must. 11.30am-2pm, 5pm-8.30pm Fri-Tue

Vegetarian & Vegan

Cafe Phalam ¥

map Google map

Great choice of vegetarian and vegan dishes (gluten-free options too) at this homely and relaxed cafe; excellent coffee sourced from Africa and South America. 9.30am-5pm

Mumokuteki Cafe ¥

map Google map

Popular vegan restaurant above a shop. Excellent tofu hamburgers and satisfying set meals are large. Queue system can be confusing, but the staff are helpful. 11.30am-4.30pm Thu-Tue, to 5.30pm Sat & Sun
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Drinking

Craft Beer

Bungalow

map Google map

Great drinking hole with a regular rotation of ten Japanese beers on tap and tasty side dishes. Japanese chalkboard menu can be difficult to decipher! 3pm-10pm, from midday Sat & Sun

Beer Bar Miyama 162

map Google map

Intimate little dive-bar on Ponto-chō, with a good selection of Japanese craft beers; chatty bartenders make for an extremely friendly vibe. 5pm-1am


Bars & Cocktails

Bee’s Knees

map Google map

Cosy speakeasy-style cocktail bar with great, friendly service; innovative drinks and flavour combinations include matcha tiramisu. Arrive early to avoid queuing. 6pm-1am Mon-Sat

Nokishita 711

map Google map

Reservations only at this cool, one-of-a-kind gin and cocktail bar, serving a sensory and creative drink-and-snack course with unusual but tasty flavour pairings. From 2.30pm, 5pm, 7pm, 10pm

Bar K6

map Google map

Fashionable modern bar overlooking the pretty Kiyamachi-dōri and a favourite of locals and visitors. Enjoy a tipple from the impressive whisky selection or the many excellent cocktails. 6pm-2am Wed-Mon

Atlantis

map Google map

Classy Ponto-chō bar with an outdoor terrace overlooking the Kamo-gawa. Attentive service and English-speaking staff make it a great spot for late-night cocktails. 6pm-1am
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Shopping

Luxury & Gourmet Goods

Takashimaya

map Google map

Kyoto’s most luxurious department store, with seven floors of designer and high-end goods; the basement food section is vast and rivals the quality of any restaurant. 10am-8pm

Daimaru

map Google map

Known throughout Japan, Daimaru is an upscale department store with almost limitless choice, and the food area is a great place to pick up items for lunch or a picnic. 10am-8pm

Crafts & Souvenirs

Aritsugu

map Google map

Some of the highest-quality and sharpest chef’s knives and kitchen tools around at this traditional knife store in Nishiki Market. Staff offer advice and a personalised engraving service. 10am-4pm Thu-Tue

Zōhiko

map Google map

Shop specialising in one of Japan’s most beautiful craftforms: lacquerware. Choose from a range of elegant and traditional items includings cups, bowls, trays and boxes. 10am-6pm Wed-Mon

Ippōdō Tea

map Google map

Old-fashioned tea shop selling some of the best matcha and other varieties of tea in Kyoto, plus tea-making accessories. Has a lovely tearoom in the neighbouring building too. 10am-5pm

Kyūkyo-dō

map Google map

Long-established shop in the Teramachi shopping arcade, offering a staggering range of traditional Japanese goods, from beautiful hand fans to washi paper. 10am-6pm

Paper & Stationery

Wagami no Mise

map Google map

Also known as Morita Washi, this store sells an excellent range of traditional Japanese washi paper and stationery products. 10am-6pm Mon-Fri

Hands Kyoto

map Google map

Formerly Tokyu Hands, this branch of the variety store is an Aladdin’s cave of affordable gadgets, homeware, cosmetics, souvenirs and stationery. 10am-8.30pm

Kamiji Kakimoto

map Google map

Historic traditional paper shop with a fine selection of handmade washi paper and other uniquely Japanese stationery such as ornately patterned notebooks and calligraphy sets. 9.30am-5pm Tue-Sun, from midday Sat

Fashion & Vintage

Mimuro

map Google map

There’s a huge range of high-quality kimono and yukata (light cotton kimono) on sale at this large store, with English-speaking staff to help you make your selection. 10am-6.30pm

Harajuku Chicago

map Google map

Used-clothing store where you can pick up numerous bargains, including contemporary fashion and secondhand kimonos and yukata for very reasonable prices. 11am-8pm






Explore

Imperial Palace & Around


Dominated by the Imperial Palace and its vast surrounding park and gardens, this area was once the political and ruling heart of Kyoto (and indeed Japan), but now it is known more as a tranquil and spectacularly green retreat in the centre of the city. There are plenty of things to see and do in the cluster of neighbourhoods here; to the west is Nishijin, Kyoto’s traditional textile-making district, while northwest is the Zen enclave of Daitoku-ji, a hidden sanctuary of mysterious temples and quiet paths. The two Kamo Shrines – Shimogamo-jinja and Kamigamo-jinja – are among the oldest and most important Shintō sites in the whole of Japan, and between them lie Kyoto Botanical Gardens, a relaxing oasis for when you need to refresh your senses.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: sub] Subway

The Karasuma Line provides decent access to most of the sights, including the Imperial Palace Park and Kyoto Botanical Gardens, and usefully connects directly to Kyoto Station. If you don’t mind walking a bit, then many other sights are within walking distance of a station.

[image: bus] Bus

City buses will tend to get you closest to the main attractions, especially those in the northwest such as Daitoku-ji and Kamigamo-jinja; tourist information centres will help you out with bus routes and timetables.


THE BEST

Discover the many temples and exquisite Zen gardens of DAITOKU-JI.

Relax and unwind in the luscious greenery of the IMPERIAL PALACE PARK.

Get in touch with your spiritual side and learn your fortune at SHIMOGAMO-JINJA.

Step back in time among the machiya and workshops lining the streets of the evocative Nishijin weaving district.






WALKING TOUR

Explore the Imperial Palace Park & Surroundings


The Imperial Palace Park is the verdant green heart of Kyoto, and a place where locals come to escape the bustle of the city. Explorations of the old-fashioned textile and artisan Nishijin district and the Shimogamo-jinja area will give you a taste of Kyoto’s rich history and its lasting spiritual significance.



START

Imperial Palace Park

END

Shimogamo-jinja

LENGTH

4km; 3 hours
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1 Park Views

Start bright and early with the runners and ramblers doing circuits in the Imperial Palace Park, but feel free to take a more leisurely stroll through the beautiful sculptured gardens and verdant forests, and past pretty ponds. For some culture and insights, book yourself onto a guided tour of either of the impressive palaces and their beautiful gardens.

2 District

Next head west to walk back in time through the streets of Nishijin, Kyoto’s old-fashioned, but still very much alive, weaving and indigo-dying district. The narrow streets are a rabbit warren of machiya (townhouses) and workshops with locals going about their daily business, so stroll around and take it all in.

3 Weaving Around

After getting a good feel for the area, do a deep dive into the history and craftsmanship of the textile industry at the Nishijin Textile Centre. There are weaving demonstrations and kimono shows, plus plenty of fabric-related items to admire – there is also a kimono rental service or a full maiko makeover experience if you really wish to get immersive.

4 Time for Lunch

The walk east past the park should build up your appetite for lunch at Grand Burger. This relaxed joint is a favourite of locals and expats for its delicious and juicy burger sets complete with chunky chips and coleslaw –fill yourself up with a tasty side dish too.

5 River Crossing

It’s then a short walk northeast to the confluence of the Kamo-gawa and Takano-gawa rivers; either cross by bridge or hop along the turtle-shaped stepping stones to Kamo-gawa Delta, where you can sit and people-watch, especially in the summer as they splash around in the river.

6 Get Spiritual

Amble northwards to reach the forested front approach of Shimogamo-jinja, one of Kyoto’s oldest and most important Shintō shrines. Pass through the bright- vermilion two-storied gate to enter the shrine proper; here you can buy an omikuji (fortune slip) to dip in the stream and reveal your luck for the year ahead.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Daitoku-ji


A secluded Zen sanctuary in the heart of the city, Daitoku-ji (大徳寺) is a joy for those willing to use their feet and explore a little, as this sprawling, walled temple complex is a haven of peaceful sculpted landscape and rock gardens, and exquisite Zen architecture.

map Google map



[image: jpg]
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PLANNING TIP

The main gate (Somon) is on the southeast side of the complex, but the most atmospheric and beautiful approach is along the 200m walkway from the south (Nammon) gate.
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Scan for practical information and background notes.



The Main Temple

Daitoku-ji is the head temple of the Rinzai sect’s Daitoku-ji school of Japanese Zen Buddhism. Located at the eastern end of the complex, the headquarters were founded in 1319, burnt down during the Onin War a century later, then rebuilt during the late 1400s. The temple later developed associations with the art of tea ceremony and infamous warlords such as Toyotomi Hideyoshi. The main buildings are not usually open to the public, but a number of the surrounding sub-temples are, making the district well worth a thorough exploration.

Daisen-in

Open year-round and adjacent to the main Daitoku-ji temple building, Daisen-in is particularly noted for its small and sublime rock gardens, which represent a high point of kare-sansui (dry landscape) design. Each detail is imbued with meaning: the dry river is a metaphor for life, emptying out into a flat expanse of white gravel that represents the void of death. The temple structure itself also features the oldest known tokonoma (alcove), a key feature of tatami rooms still to this day, while its highly-valued fusuma (sliding doors) are worth a peek too. You can sip green tea and eat sweets in the cosy tearoom afterwards.


Glorious Gardens

Clustered in the southeast corner of the complex are three more sub-temples you can enter. The first of these, Zuihō-in, has unusual origins in that it was founded by Christians in 1535. Its garden features pebbles raked into patterns resembling ocean waves; look carefully and you’ll spot rocks arranged in the shape of a crucifix. Next door is Ryōgen-in, a quiet temple with handsomely arranged gardens of both moss and stone varieties, one of which is said to be the smallest rock garden of its kind. The temple itself houses a few treasures, including a gun believed to be the oldest in Japan, dating to 1583. The last of this cluster is Ōbai-in, a temple with extensive and varied Zen gardens that are especially picturesque in the autumn and should not be missed.

Tucked away on the western side of the complex is Kōtō-in, home to arguably one of the finest Zen gardens in the country, although it is currently closed to visitors.
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1Top Experiences

 Daitoku-jiA2




1Experiences

1Kyoto Imperial Palace ParkD7

2Kyoto Imperial PalaceD6

3Sentō Imperial PalaceE7

4Shimogamo-jinjaF3

5Kyoto Botanical GardensD1

6Kamigamo-jinjaD1

7Nishijin Textile CenterB5

8Orinasu-kanA4

9Funaoka OnsenA3

10Old Mitsui Family Shimogamo VillaF5

11Kyoto Brighton HotelC6

12Kyoto Garden PalaceD7




5Eating

13Toraya Karyō Kyoto IchijōD6

14Papa Jon’sD5

15KazariyaA2

16Kamo Mitarashi ChayaF3

1713F CoffeeB6

18Wife & HusbandD2

19Tasuku CoffeeD2

20Grand BurgerE5

21KaneiA3

22Sarasa NishijinA3

23E-sanD5

24aBuC7

25MeirinB5

26DroitE7

27KiyamaD8




6Drinking

28Mayday Coffee & BarB3

29Bar Red TailsD4

30CavallettaC5




7Shopping

 Nishijin Textile Center(see 7)

31Aizen KōbōB5

32Sawai ShōyuC7

33Demachi FutabaE5









EXPERIENCES

Stretch your Legs in Kyoto Imperial Palace Park Park

map Google map

Also known as Kyoto Gyoen National Garden (京都御苑), this enormous site is located almost dead in the centre of the city, and is home to both Kyoto Imperial Palace and the Sentō Imperial Palace. A green oasis of calm, the park is a lovely place to take a walk, picnic or people-watch, with forested pathways, wide gravel boulevards, landscaped gardens and grassy lawns that are great for frolicking and games. Beautiful at any time of year, the park is particularly popular in early spring during the plum (late February) and cherry blossom seasons (late March/early April). History buffs should not miss the former Kaninnomiya residence in the park’s southwestern corner; this renovated and affluent old family home is often overlooked, but it and the wonderful gardens surrounding it are free to enter.

Roam Like Royalty at Kyoto Imperial Palace Palace and gardens

map Google map

Near the middle of Kyoto Imperial Palace Park is the Gosho, or Imperial Palace (京都御所); this was the residence of Japan’s imperial family until both the emperor and capital relocated from Kyoto to Tokyo in 1868. While the palace itself can’t be entered, it takes about an hour to freely wander around the grounds and admire the grand buildings and sumptuous gardens. There are English-language signs dotted around explaining some of the history and details, but it’s best to follow the free downloadable self-guided audio tour, or there are free guided tours in English twice daily. The entrance is at the Seishomon Gate on the west side of the palace grounds.

Join a Guided Tour at the Sentō Imperial Palace Tour

map Google map

Across from and slightly less grand than the Kyoto Imperial Palace is the Sentō Imperial Palace (仙洞御所). Originally built in 1630 as a retirement residence for Emperor Gomizuno, it was subsequently used as a retirement home for later washed-up emperors, although the current structure dates back to 1867.

The impressive strolling gardens do date back to the building’s original construction, however, and can be viewed by joining a free tour (in Japanese, but with English audio guide).

Tours take place twice a day (10am in the morning and 1.30pm in the afternoon), last just over one hour and must be applied for in advance online via the Kunaichō, the Imperial Household Agency (kunaicho.go.jp); there is also a booking office inside the northwest corner of the Imperial Palace Park. Visitors must be over 18, so bring your passport.



Peaceful Park Lodgings

This part of Kyoto doesn’t have a wealth of accommodation options and tends to be very low-key after dark, but that makes it a nice area if you seek peace and quiet while still not being too far from the centre of the city. Kyoto Brighton Hotel (map Google map) is a short walk from the Imperial Palace Park and offers large rooms and refined luxury, with a free shuttle service to and from Karasuma-Oike Station. Directly across from the park, Kyoto Garden Palace (map Google map) is a far cheaper budget option, with free bicycles for guests.



Purify Your Soul at Shimogamo-jinja Shrine

map Google map

A UNESCO World Heritage site, this Shintō shrine dating back to the 7th century is among the oldest and most important in Japan. Nestled close to the convergence of the Kamo-gawa and Takano-gawa rivers, the Shimogamo-jinja (下鴨神社) main shrine is best approached along a path through the atmospheric Tadasu-no-mori, a forest where 600-year-old trees grow and where it is said lies cannot be concealed. A number of smaller shrines dot the site, including an intriguing one dedicated to rugby called Sawata-jinja, while Kawai-jinja bestows visitors with beauty.

Nearby, Aioi-no-yashiro is the spot to go to find luck in love, and at the Mitarashi-sha during the summer, cool down with the locals by wading through the nearby stream for purification and respite from the heat. At any time you can dip your omikuji (fortune paper) in the water to reveal its hidden message too (decipher it with a translating app!). City bus 4 stops just outside the shrine, or it is a 15-minute walk from Demachi-Yanagi Station.

Refresh Your Mind at Kyoto Botanical Gardens Botanical garden

map Google map

A sprawling site covering 24 hectares and home to over 12,000 plants, trees and flowers, the wonderful Kyoto Botanical Gardens (京都府立植物園) are a must for those with green fingers, or anyone looking for a quiet few hours in a serene environment, all for only ¥200.

There are a wild variety of areas to explore, meaning whenever you go, something will be in radiant full bloom. The enormous flagship conservatory is well worth the additional ¥200 entry fee for its fascinating botanical displays, which take you on a whistle-stop tour around the world, from desert biomes to tropical rainforests and the alpine. The gardens tend to be be skipped by most visitors to the city, so this is a great place to escape the crowds.
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Kimono show, Nishijin Textile Centre | JOHN LANDER/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


Pay Homage at Kamigamo-jinja Shrine

map Google map

One of a pair of shrines in this part of the city (referred to as the Kamo shrines, along with Shimogamo- jinja) constructed even before Kyoto itself was founded, Kamigamo-jinja (上賀茂神社) is another celebrated UNESCO World Heritage site up in the city’s northwestern quarters.

Established in the year 679 and dedicated to Raijin, the deity of thunder, the numerous shrine buildings – including the impressive haiden worship hall – were built between the 17th and 19th centuries and are exact replicas of the original structures. Wandering around should take less than an hour and Kyoto city bus 4 has its final stop here, or Kitayama Station is a 15-minute stroll away.

Learn about Weaving in Nishijin Historic district

map Google map

This small district to the northwest of Kyoto Imperial Palace Park is famous as the city’s traditional textile-making quarter. Spread over several blocks, Nishijin (西陣) is filled with machiya (traditional townhouses) and have a real old-fashioned feel, making this a great place to wander.

There are a number of small museums and galleries which showcase the area’s long-standing weaving industry, but most tourists head to the Nishijin Textile Centre to watch weaving demonstrations and see how kimonos are created, and maybe make a purchase.

Orinasu-kan (map Google map) is a much quieter and more evocative workshop, museum and shop where you can see the elegant fabrics and craft-making process up close.


Soothe in the Waters of Funaoka Onsen Bathhouse

map Google map

Kyoto is not a city blessed with many hot springs, but Funaoka Onsen (船岡温泉) is one of the best places for a rejuvenating soak. This quaint old sentō (public bathhouse) gives bathers plenty of options, with an outdoor bath, a cypress-wood tub, herbal waters, an ice bath, an electric bath and a sauna among others. Open from 3pm until 11.30pm daily (8am on Sundays), with towels to buy or rent, and also tattoo-friendly; find it on Kuramaguchi-dōri nestled behind some large rocks.

Behold Old-Style Opulence at Shimogamo Villa Historic building

map Google map

Built in 1925 as a place to stay for the Mitsui family when they visited their nearby ancestral shrine, and later becoming the home of the chief of the neighbouring Kyoto Family Court, the wonderfully preserved Old Mitsui Family Shimogamo Villa (旧三井家 下鴨別邸) is set among stunning gardens, and ranks as one of the finest examples of a large classical-style residence in Kyoto.

The buildings incorporate a mix of Edo, Meiji and Taishō- era architecture, and the main structure was relocated from another property the family owned in Kiya-machi; its charming little third-floor watchtower offers fantastic views, although the upper floors are only open to the public occasionally. But you can still get an idea of the lavish lifestyle once enjoyed here, and the beautiful sculpted gardens with large moss lawn and ponds look like they are straight out of a painting.


Bath-house Etiquette

Taking a dip in an onsen (hot spring bath) is more than a form of cleansing; it’s an activity deeply embedded in Japanese culture. There is a certain way of doing things, however, starting with entering the correct bath – it’s 男 for men and 女 for women. In the changing room, remove all your clothes, and use the showers or washbowls to wash, rinsing off any soap suds before entering the bath. Take a small towel to protect your modesty or to dry off a bit afterwards; balance it on top of your head while bathing!






LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey

[image: img]
Eating

Cafes & Sweets

Toraya Karyō Kyoto Ichijō ¥

map Google map

Traditional yet stylishly cool tearoom, west of the Imperial Palace Park. Tasty Japanese sweets and matcha options, plus picturesque garden views. 10am-5.30pm

Papa Jon’s ¥

map Google map

Light, airy cafe a short walk north of Imperial Palace Park. Reasonably priced and varied menu; the pizza and the cheese-cakes are exceptional. 11am-7pm Wed-Mon

Kazariya ¥

map Google map

One of two charming, rustic sweet shops at the eastern entrance of Imamiya-jinja; both have been serving skewered and sticky aburi-mochi for generations. 10am-5pm Thu-Tue

Kamo Mitarashi Chaya ¥

map Google map

Extremely popular cafe and the birthplace of mitarashi-dango, traditional treats of small and round skewered rice dumplings covered in a sweet soy sauce glaze. 9.30am-5.30pm Thu-Tue, to 6pm Sat & Sun

Coffee Shops

13F Coffee ¥

map Google map

Stylishly renovated and arty townhouse with a friendly feel; opens early, so good for your morning caffeine fix. 7am-6pm Tue-Fri, to 9pm Sat

Wife & Husband ¥

map Google map

Cosy out-of-the-way coffee shop like something straight out of a Ghibli movie, offering riverside picnic set rentals if you book in advance. 10am-5pm, closed irregularly

Tasuku Coffee ¥

map Google map

Minimalist and understated coffee joint brewing high-quality seasonal beans; a great stop-off or take-out if cycling along the Kamo-gawa. 7am-4pm Tue-Sat

Quick Meals

Grand Burger ¥

map Google map

Large juicy burgers on fluffy toasted buns, plus good sides. Quick, friendly service and quiet backstreet location make this a local favourite. 11am-8.30pm Tue-Sat

Kanei ¥

map Google map

Small traditional establishment serving up excellent handmade soba noodles. Little English, so ask for zaru soba (cold noodles) or kake soba (noodles in broth). 11.30am-2.30pm Tue-Sun

Sarasa Nishijin ¥

map Google map

This cafe is built inside an old sentō, and retains the original mosaic bath- tiles. Serves surprisingly hearty fare. 11.30am- 9pm, to 10pm Fri & Sat


Non-Japanese

E-san ¥ ¥

map Google map

One of Kyoto’s best Thai eateries, with a focus on cuisine from the northeast of the country. The very reasonably priced lunch buffet has lots of variety. 11am-3pm, 5pm-10.30pm Wed-Mon

aBu ¥ ¥

map Google map

A little-known gem, this modern and sleekly styled tandoori restaurant uses local Kyoto vegetables to create delicious curries; also has great naan. 11.30am-2.30pm, 6pm-10pm

Meirin ¥ ¥

map Google map

Intimate Chinese restaurant down an alley in the Nishijin district; popular with locals (so reservations recommended), it serves classic home-cooked Chinese dishes. 11.30am-2pm, 5.30-9pm Tue-Sun

Fine Dining

Droit ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Sophisticated French cuisine, possibly the best in Kyoto, with exceptional service in an intimate setting, just east of the Imperial Palace Park. 5-11pm Thu-Tue

Kiyama ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Michelin-starred kaiseki restaurant serving exquisite multicourse seasonal dishes; the more affordable lunch menu is no less divine. Reserve online. Midday-3pm & 6pm-10pm

[image: img]
Drinking

Casual Bars

Mayday Coffee & Bar

map Google map

Enjoy cocktails and Japanese whiskies at this relaxed and cosy establishment, where the bartender speaks good English. 7pm-1am Fri-Wed

Bar Red Tails

map Google map

Squeeze yourself into this intimate bar with a big drink selection, and sip on reasonably priced cocktails created by the amiable barman Hiroshi. 6pm-3am Wed-Mon

Cavalletta

map Google map

Civilised yet in no way pretentious wine bar; savour rare vintages in a calm atmosphere – the food is wonderful too. 6pm-1am Fri-Wed

[image: img]
Shopping

Clothing & Textiles

Aizen Kōbō

map Google map

Beautiful machiya work-shop offering indigo-dyed items crafted by the same family for generations. Pricey, but worth every penny. 10am-5.30pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm on Sat

Nishijin Textile Centre

map Google map

Slightly touristy but plenty to see, with kimono shows and crafting demonstrations, along with a shop on the 2nd floor. 10am-4pm Tue-Sun

Traditional Sweets & Condiments

Sawai Shōyu

map Google map

Historic soy-sauce maker based in a grand wooden building two blocks west of the Imperial Palace Park. Good for foodie souvenirs. 9am-5pm, Sun 10.30am-3.30pm

Demachi Futaba

map Google map

Expect queues at this traditional, popular confectionery shop, specialising in mochi. 8.30am-5.30pm Wed-Mon






Explore

Gion & Southern Higashiyama


For many visitors to Japan, Kyoto is synonymous with geisha, ancient temples and teahouse-lined streets, and Gion and southern Higashiyama are where these classic symbols of the city can all be found. Gion is Kyoto’s famed traditional entertainment quarter, where beautiful kimono-attired geisha and maiko may be spotted skirting along the backstreets before slipping into a teahouse for an evening of drinking and dance with guests. This is the Kyoto of picture books and postcards, where wonderfully preserved wooden machiya line the old-fashioned streets, and winding narrow alleyways reward impromptu strolls. Southern Higashiyama is crammed with some of the city’s best-loved temples such as Kiyomizu-dera, but there are also spots which are relatively little visited and so retain much of their serene charm.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Cherry blossom, Kiyomizu-dera | F11PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Getting Around

[image: train] Train

The private (non-JR) Keihan Line is a key artery in and out of the city, with stops all along the western edge of the district; Gion-Shijō Station is a great base for exploring the area.

[image: bus] Bus

If you’re not up for much walking, then Kyoto City buses go to all of the main sights, including Kiyomizu-dera.

[image: sub] Subway

The Tōzai subway line connects downtown Kyoto with the northern end of the district; hop off at Higashiyama Station.


THE BEST

Step back in time and immerse yourself in the geisha culture of GION.

Take in the views at KIYOMIZU- DERA, one of Kyoto’s most iconic temples.

Make a pilgrimage to CHION-IN, a vast temple complex and still-thriving Buddhist hub.

Escape the crowds at SHŌREN-IN, one of Kyoto’s finest yet blissfully quiet temples.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Gion & Southern Higashiyama


This is a long but attraction-packed tour visiting all the major highlights in the area – world-class temples and shrines such as Kiyomizu-dera and Yasaka-jinja, machiya-lined alleyways at Ninen-zaka, and more. If you can time it to finish around dusk in Gion, then you can enjoy a superbly atmospheric end to the day.



START

Gojō-zaka bus stop

END

Gion

LENGTH

6km; 5hrs
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1 Famous Landmark

From Gojō-zaka bus stop, amble uphill at Gojō-zaka slope, and when you reach the first fork in the road veer right, continuing up Chawan-zaka (Teapot Lane). You will soon arrive at Kiyomizu-dera, where you can soak in the views from the huge wooden verandah, and purify yourself at the sacred springs of Otowa-no-taki.

2 Rustic Teashop

Walk downhill along Kiyomizu-michi, and at the junction take a right down the paved steps of the quaint Sannen-zaka, leading onto Ninen-zaka. On the left (a few doors before Starbucks), you will find Kasagi-ya, a fantastically rustic old teashop where you can take a break with a cup of tea and a traditional sweet.

3 Stunning Gardens

Stroll on down to the end of Ninen-zaka, zigzagging left, then right and then north to Kōdai-ji. The main draw at this exquisite temple is the magnificent sculpted gardens – there are tea-rooms here if you want to spend some time admiring the views.

4 Sacred Shrine

From Kōdai-ji walk along the pretty Nene-no-michi north; follow it right and then take a quick left to stroll down to Maruyama-kōen, a pleasant park with an iconic shidare-zakura cherry tree at its centre. Make a quick detour west to the vivid vermilion gate and structures of Yasaka-jinja, one of Kyoto’s most recognisable shrines.

5 The Living Temple

Back at the park, head north to soon arrive at Chion-in; its extensive grounds are impressive and usually awash with religious activity. If time allows, pop in to Shōren-in next door; this serene temple is often overlooked, and so retains its Zen-like ambience.

6 Entertainment District

From Chion-in it is a 10-minute stroll down to the impossibly quaint cherry-tree-lined streets of Shimbashii. If you can arrive around dusk, the lanterns make the neighbourhood look magical. From there, it is a short walk south to the more bustling, but no less pretty streets of Gion, Kyoto’s traditional geisha district.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Gion


Kyoto’s famed and much-visited geisha district and traditional entertainment quarter, Gion (祇園), has atmospheric streets crammed with wooden-latticed machiya (townhouses), shops, restaurants and ochaya (teahouses). It is a place where there is always the chance of glimpsing geisha on the way to their next appointment.

map Google map
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Machiya (townhouses) | COWARDLION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PLANNING TIP

Early evening is the best time to experience the magic of Gion, when the roadside lanterns are lit up and geisha are more likely to be seen slipping by.

[image: barcode]

Scan for sightseeing tips.



Main Street

Hanami-kōji is Gion’s main pedestrian thoroughfare, running north–south a few blocks east of the Kamo-gawa – simply walk east from the bridge at Gion-Shijō Station (along Shijō-dōri/Route 186) and in a few minutes turn onto the paved street branching south. Immediately it feels like you’re in Edo-era Kyoto, with beautifulwooden machiya lining the streets, atmospheric roadside lanterns and even a conspicuous lack of overhead power cables. You can follow the foot traffic southwards (this is a popular approach to the temples of southern Higashiyama), but it is worth veering off the main road to explore some of the enchantingly pretty back alleys and side streets – just be sure not to enter prohibited spots.

Picturesque Scenes

There are a few spots in Gion which are arguably even prettier than Hanami-kōji, but which are usually far less crowded. Walk up the northern section of Hanami-kōji (on the north side of Shijō-dōri) and branch off at the third left – this leads to a remarkably picturesque area called Shimbashi (or Shirakawa Minami-dōri); here you can wander along the flagstone-paved streets lining the Shirakawa (‘White River’) and soak in the old-fashioned atmosphere. In cherry-blossom season, the streets are enveloped in bouquets of pastel pink and are stunningly pretty (although this does bring in the crowds). Most of the attractive machiya in this area house expensive restaurants and exclusive clubs, but it is a great place for an evening stroll without spending a yen.


Slightly further north are two narrow streets running east–west; Shinmonzen-dōri and Furumonzen-dōri. These are both lined with old houses, antique shops and art galleries, and are worth a look too.

Tourism Troubles

Many people are drawn to Gion in the hope of spotting a real-life geisha or maiko (geisha’s apprentice), but do remember not to hassle them, be polite and keep your distance. Also, following a well-publicised ‘tourist ban’, some streets and alleyways in Gion are now closed off to non-residents to protect the privacy of locals, so pay attention to any signs.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Chion-in


A sprawling hillside site of grand and imposing buildings and attractive courtyards, Chion-in (知恩院) is the head temple of the Jōdo school of Buddhism, the largest Buddhist sect in Japan. Always bustling with activity, Chion-in is the place to get a glimpse of Kyoto’s spiritual underbelly.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

For a more rewarding and atmospheric experience, aim to visit either early in the morning or late in the afternoon to avoid the tourist busloads.
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Scan for background information.



Buddhist Beginnings

The origins of Chion-in go back a long way; it was established in 1234 at a spot where the monk Hōnen, the founder of Jōdo Buddhism, taught and eventually died. Jōdo Buddhism (literally meaning ‘pure land’ Buddhism) is based on the premise that salvation can be had by anyone with faith in the Buddhist deity Amida – until that point, Buddhism was reserved for only literate monks and aristocrats, and so this new sect became very popular with the masses, and still has millions of adherents to this day.

Temple Structures

The scale and grandeur of Chion-in impresses on first sight, especially if you approach and pass through the two-storey Sanmon Gate, the largest wooden temple gate in Japan. The gate is so large in fact that its interior houses a worship hall, verandah and some fine Buddhist artwork, although they are only very occasionally open for viewing.

Beyond the gate and up the stone steps lies the immense Miei-dō (main hall) – dating back to 1639 and measuring 35m wide and 45m long, it houses an image of Hōnen, and at various times of the year is abuzz with worshippers. A path heading east leads to the Seishi-dō, the oldest building in the complex, built in 1530. The corridors connecting the main hall to various subsidiary buildings contain ‘nightingale’ floorboards which squeak when walked on, an ingenious design that alerts residents of intruders.


Around the Grounds

Chion-in’s 70-tonne, 3.3m-high bell was cast in 1636 and is one of the largest temple bells in Japan. It is only rung twice a year: in April during Hōnen’s memorial service, and on New Year’s Eve, when it is struck 108 times by a team of 17 monks as they ring in the new year across Kyoto.

Two gardens can be found in the temple grounds; the Hōjō Garden is in the abbott’s quarters and is a beautiful space centred around a pond; the more modern Yuzen Garden is next to the Sanmon Gate and contains rock and water features.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Kiyomizu-dera


One of the city’s most revered World Heritage sites, Kiyomizu-dera (清水寺) is a temple with over 1200 years of history. Founded at the site of a holy spring, it has long been a place of pilgrimage and is famed for its impressive 13m-high wooden verandah.

map Google map



[image: jpg]

Hondō and verandah | COWARDLION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PLANNING TIP

Three times a year (cherry-blossom season, autumn foliage season and during O-bon in August) there are evening light-ups when the buildings and trees are illuminated (last entry 9pm).
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Scan for notes and further details.



Historic Landmark

The temple dates back to 778 and was built at a spot known as the Otowa Waterfall, from where the name Kiyomizu-dera (‘pure water temple’) derives. Originally associated with the Hossō sect of Buddhism – one of the oldest schools of Japanese Buddhism – most of the buildings in this extensive temple complex have burned down numerous times, so the current structures are reconstructions dating back to 1633.

Main Hall

Kiyomizu-dera’s hondō (main hall) houses the temple’s most sacred object of worship, an 11- headed and thousand-armed figure of Kannon, the Goddess of Mercy. Outside the hall is the magnificent verandah that towers almost four storeys above the forested hillside; it is supported by enormous wooden pillars and the entire construction was built without using a single nail.

Sacred Sites

Just below the verandah is Otowa-no-taki (Otowa Waterfall); its sacred spring waters flow as three separate streams, with each said to bestow a different benefit, namely a long life, success at school and luck in love. Use one of the cups attached to a long pole to drink from them, but be warned; drinking from all three is considered greedy.


Up to the left and behind the main hall is Jishu-jina, a shrine where visitors come to pray to the deity of love and matchmaking. Here you will find two stones placed about 18m apart – walking from one to the other with your eyes closed is said to bring romantic success, but if you need assistance then you will also need help to find your true love.

It is worth spending some time to explore all corners of the temple complex; there is a small hall containing nearly 200 stone Jizō statues, a couple of brightly coloured pagodas, and the intriguing Zuigu-dō Hall, where for a small fee you can experience the unnerving sensation of wandering around in a pitch black underground space, said to represent a mother’s womb.
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1Top Experiences

 GionD3

 Chion-inD2

 Kiyomizu-deraD4




1Experiences

1Shōren-inD1

2Kōdai-jiD3

3Sanjūsangen-dō TempleB6

4Camellia Tea ExperienceC3

5Yasaka-jinjaC2

6Ninen-zaka & Sannen-zaka AreaC3

7Maruyama-kōenC2

8Rental Kimono OkamotoC2

9Kennin-jiB3

10Kyoto National MuseumB6

11Asahi-dōD4

12Miyako OdoriB3

13Kyō OdoriA3

14Gion OdoriC2

15Gion CornerB3

16MinamizaB2

17Yasui Konpira-gūB3




5Eating

18Kagizen YoshifusaB2

 Kasagi-ya(see 6)

19Shimizu IppoenB6

20Zen CafeB2

21YaguraB2

22MimikouC2

23HisagoC3

24Gion Duck NoodlesC2

25ChidoriteiB3

26Sushi HananoiB3

27Gion Uokeya UB3

28ChikumoB2

29Gion Tempura KoromoB2

30Gion DanranC3

31KikunoiD3

32Gion KaryōB3

33Sumibi Kappo IfukiB2

34Gion YukiB2

35BambooC1

36MamoriyaB3




6Drinking

37Beer KomachiC1

38YamanekoC2

39Shalara Craft BeerB3

40Tōzan BarB6

41Gion Finlandia BarB2

42Bar KohakuD3

43Rock Bar CrunchB2




7Shopping

44ImamuraD4

45Kyoto Jizō-dōC4

46YamashitaD4

47KurochikuB2

48Honke Nishio YatsuhashiD4

49Ichizawa Shinzaburo HanpuC1

50Ayanokoji GionC2









EXPERIENCES

Escape the Crowds at Shōren-in Temple

map Google map

A stone’s throw to the north of Chion-in and tucked away behind a wall of giant camphor trees, Shōren-in (青蓮院) is a peaceful temple and one of Kyoto’s most overlooked gems. Enjoy a meditative wander through the stunningly scenic Zen garden with its pond, moss lawns and bamboo grove. Its forested corners become a riot of colour in the autumn, although it is a delight in any season. For a truly memorable and calming experience, participate in a formal tea ceremony in the temple’s tearoom, held at certain times during the spring and autumn (see shorenin.com).

Admire the Exquisite Gardens of Kōdai-ji Gardens

map Google map

Lavish in design, Kōdai-ji (高台寺) is a temple of the Rinzai sect of Zen Buddhism, but it is the extensive and immaculate gardens, designed by some modern masters of the art, which draw most people here. One is a rock garden of raked gravel, said to represent the ocean; the other is a beautifully sculptured tsukiyama-style garden with pond, grassy knolls, decorative rocks and picture-perfect trees.

Up on the hillside you can find two tearooms, one of which was designed by the tea master Sen no Rikyū. Kōdai-ji was established in 1606 by Kita-no-Mandokoro, the wife of Toyotomi Hideyoshi, a powerful feudal lord known as the second ‘Great Unifier’ of Japan, and stood as a memorial to the great man.

Marvel at the Unique Wonders of Sanjūsangen-dō Temple

map Google map

One of Kyoto’s most remarkable sights and a definite must-see, Sanjūsangen-dō (三十三間堂) is a temple founded in 1164 and a place that impresses visitors from the off, with its 120m-long temple hall said to be the longest wooden structure in Japan. Inside is even more mesmerising, as 1001 statues of Kannon (the Buddhist goddess of mercy) line up to face you. In the centre of the hall sits a large, wooden 1000-armed statue of Senjū-Kannon, carved in 1254, and flanking her on either side are 500 smaller, but still human-sized statues – an awe-inspiring sight.

Drop in for Tea at Camellia Cultural experience

map Google map

The refined art of the tea ceremony, or sadō/chadō (literally ‘the way of tea’), is a deep-rooted cultural activity, with each element adding to the overall aesthetic experience. As the home of refined culture, Kyoto is the perfect place to try it.


Camellia is located in a beautiful old house just off Ninen-zaka, and here you can experience a simple, yet elegant ceremony with an English-speaking host who explains each element of the art form in clear detail. The price includes a bowl of matcha and a Japanese sweet.

Go for a Stroll Around Yasaka-jinja Shrine

map Google map

Also known as Gion Shrine, Yasaka-jinja (八坂神社) has mysterious origins, but was founded over 1000 years ago and is certainly one of Kyoto’s most famous shrines; its distinctive vermilion gate is impossible to miss just beyond the streets of Gion and below the wooded slopes of the Higashiyama hills. Yasaka-jinja is open 24 hours a day and is a pleasant and atmospheric place to wander around after dark or at sunrise, but has a more bustling feel most of the time, with nearby stalls making it a good spot for some Kyoto street food. In cherry-blossom season, it is particularly lively; likewise in July, when it plays host to Gion Matsuri, one of Japan’s most famous summer festivals.

Step into the Kyoto of Yesteryear at Ninen-zaka & Sannen-zaka Scenic spot

map Google map

Just down the hill from Kiyomizu-dera are two of Kyoto’s most quaint and scenic streets, Ninen-zaka (二年坂; Two-Year Hill) and Sannen-zaka (三年坂; Three-Year Hill), both named after the ancient imperial years when they were created. Lovingly preserved wooden machiya line both of these winding and narrow pedestrian walkways, with the rustic shop-fronts giving the whole place a charming ambience, even if it can get busy at times. Come for a late-night stroll to experience the district at its atmospheric best.

Take a Breather in Maruyama-kōen Park

map Google map

A favourite spot for locals and tourists alike, Maruyama-kōen (円山公園) is a pretty park up the hill behind Yasaka-jinja that offers plenty of green spaces, ponds and paths for ambling, and is one of the most popular places in the city for cherry-blossom viewing in the spring; the crowning glory is a tall shidare-zakura (weeping cherry tree), which is lit up at night. The park is a great place to munch on a few snacks and people-watch.

Wear Kimono Cultural Experience

map Google map

Renting a kimono and wandering around Kyoto like a geisha for the day is an increasingly popular activity for foreign visitors, and at Rental Kimono Okamoto you can do just that; located next to Yasaka-jinja, they have a wide selection of garments, and will dress you and do your hair for a reasonable price – there are traditional outfits for men too. Make a booking online.


Find Peace and Tranquillity at Kennin-ji Temple

map Google map

Located right next to the vibrant streets of Gion and all the worldly pleasures on offer there, Kennin-ji (建仁寺) is like a little oasis of calm. This temple was founded in 1202 by the monk Eisai (who introduced Zen Buddhism and the tea ceremony to Japan after his study trips to China), and it is the oldest Zen temple in Kyoto. The peaceful grounds are surprisingly extensive and mostly free to enter, but it is worth paying the small fee to see inside the main buildings, which feature some magnificent artwork including a striking image of twin dragons on the Hōdō Hall ceiling. The temple’s moss and gravel gardens are also a delight if you’re in a contemplative mood.

Appreciate Masterpieces of Art at Kyoto National Museum Art museum

map Google map

The city’s most illustrious art museum, Kyoto National Museum (京都国立博物館) was founded in 1895 as an imperial repository for the art and priceless treasures of Kyoto’s shrines and temples, and the original red-brick main hall building has recently been restored. It is a fantastic place to get an overview of the whole gamut of Japanese art throughout the ages, with collections encompassing everything from sculptures and handscrolls to ceramics, archaeological findings and feudal-era paintings – the temporary exhibits are always worth checking too (see kyohaku.go.jp/eng to find out what’s on).


GEISHA DANCES

If you don’t have the cash (or connections) for an evening’s entertainment with a geisha at an exclusive teahouse, then catching a geisha dance performance may be the perfect compromise.

Miyako Odori (map Google map) is probably the most famous, with dazzling 45min shows throughout April at Gion Kōbu Kaburen-jō Theatre. Kyō Odori (map Google map) is another option at the same time; Gion Odori (map Google map) can be watched at Gion Kaikan in November.



Delve into the World of Pottery at Asahi-dō Craftwork

map Google map

Kyoto is renowned for its ceramics, but if you want to do more of a deep dive than simply window-shopping, then head to Asahi-dō (朝日堂), a renowned pottery shop in the Kiyomizu pottery district. Founded in 1870, it specialises in hand-thrown and hand-painted ‘Kyo Ware’, and at the pottery salon on the second floor you can relax with a coffee as you admire their limited-time exhibitions. Just down the road at the Kura Art Salon, events are sometimes held where you can see master craftsmen demonstrate their skills – see asahizaka.kyoto/en for details.


Experience a Smorgasbord of Kyoto Culture at Gion Corner Theatre

map Google map

If a three-hour kabuki performance sounds like too much, but you still want to sample a slice of Kyoto’s rich cultural heritage, then a ticket for a show at Gion Corner may be just for you.

These one-hour evening performances are aimed at tourists, but include a mix of tea ceremony, bunraku (classical puppet theatre), ikebana (flower arranging), kyōgen (ancient comedy plays) and kyōmai (Kyoto-style dance) among others – tickets can be bought online in advance at kyoto-gioncorner.com.


QUIRKY KYOTO: YASUI KONPIRA-Gū

At the southern end of Gion lies one of Kyoto’s oddest sights, Yasui Konpira-gū (map Google map). In front of this small and ancient Shintō shrine is a large stone covered with paper slips, so that it resembles a shaggy mop of hair. Known as the ‘enriki/enmusubi stone’, it is customary to buy a slip of paper, write your name and wish on it, and then paper in hand, crawl through the hole in the stone from front to back to bind your current relationship stronger – go the opposite way if you want to end one.



Enjoy a Night of Theatre at Minamiza Theatre

map Google map

Located in the heart of Gion, Minamiza (南座) is Japan’s oldest kabuki theatre. The current building dates back to 1929, although there has been a theatre here since the 1600s, meaning it is regarded as the birthplace of this unique form of theatrical drama.

Even if you struggle to make any sense of the archaic spoken Japanese (most Japanese people won’t fare much better!), the performances are still an interesting spectacle, with colourful costumes, impressive stage-craft and dramatic, if mostly incomprehensible storylines – if possible, it helps to do a little reading up beforehand to add some richness to the experience. Tickets can be booked online in advance at kabukiweb.net.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey

[image: img]
Eating

Cafes & Sweets

Kagizen Yoshifusa ¥

map Google map

One of Kyoto’s best-known and oldest sweet shops, with a lovely tea-room out back. One of the specialities is not a sweet at all, but kuzukiri (transparent arrowroot noodles). 9.30am-6pm Tue-Sun

Kasagi-ya

map Google map ¥

Traditional Japanese sweets, desserts and matcha tea in a lovely rustic setting – suprisingly quiet given it’s right on the main thoroughfare to Kiyomizu-dera. 10am-5.30pm Wed-Mon

Shimizu Ippoen ¥

map Google map

Popular low-key establishment around the corner from Sanjūsangen-dō. Great for a mid-afternoon matcha parfait or fluffy kakigori (shaved ice) on a summer’s day. 11am-5pm Tue-Sun

Zen Cafe ¥

map Google map

Contemporary, minimal- istic cafe near the main Gion drag serving tradi- tional Kyoto refreshments. The wait on the electronic reservation system is rarely long. 11am-6pm Tue-Sun

Noodle Dishes

Yagura ¥

map Google map

Noodle specialist in Gion, across from Minamiza; choose from soba or udon bowls, or the omakase (chef’s choice) option – three small dishes from the daily specials. 11.30am-8.30pm

Mimikou ¥

map Google map

Relaxed udon restaurant with plenty of tasty variations including curry udon. The vegetarian and vegan options are veggie-packed and very good too. 11.30am-3pm, 5pm-8pm

Hisago ¥

map Google map

In the middle of the Southern Higashiyama sightseeing district, this is a great spot for a light lunch, with a choice of noodle or rice dishes. 11.30am-4pm Tue-Thur, Sat-Sun

Gion Duck Noodles ¥

map Google map

Hidden down a very non- descript narrow alley, this small ramen joint serves noodles with succulent duck meat in a duck-flavoured broth. 11am-9pm

Sushi Shops

Chidoritei ¥ ¥

map Google map

Family-run sushi rest-aurant tucked away among the Gion back-streets. Try the traditional saba-zushi – mackerel on a bed of lightly vinegared rice, wrapped in konbu (seaweed). 11am-6pm Fri-Wed

Sushi Hananoi ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Family-run omakase (chef’s choice) sushi restaurant in Gion; expect impeccable service and only the largest, freshest cuts. Reservations usually required. 5pm-10pm Tue-Sun


Speciality Restaurants

Gion Uokeya U ¥ ¥

map Google map

Sample succulent, sweet umami of grilled conger eel at this Michelin- star unagi (eel) restaurant – reservations are usually a must. 11.30am-2pm, 5pm-8pm Tue-Sun

Chikumo ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

A unique teppan-yaki restaurant where most items are skewered before serving. Courses include a range of meat, seafood and vegetables. 5.30pm-10pm Mon-Sat

Gion Tempura Koromo ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

High-end, intimate tempura restaurant with omakase menu and exceptional service; wash everything down with the pairing sake. 5pm-10pm Wed-Fri, 11.30am-3pm & 5pm-10pm Sat-Sun

Gion Danran ¥ ¥

map Google map

Unpretentious teppan-yaki restaurant run by a lovely couple, offering hearty and affordable Kansai favourites such as okonomiyaki and yakisoba. 5pm-10pm Thu-Tue

Fine Dining

Kikunoi ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Located in a secluded spot near Maruyama-kōen, this Michelin-starred kaiseki restaurant is one of the finest in Kyoto, with exemplary food and service. 11.30am-1pm, 5pm-8pm

Gion Karyō ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

High-quality, yet not overly expensive kaiseki cuisine – the classy counter seats enable you to see the chef crafting each delectable dish. 11.30am-2.30pm, 6pm-10pm Thur-Tue

Sumibi Kappo Ifuki ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Private and refined three-hour courses showcasing the best of Kyoto cuisine, located in a beautiful wooden machiya in the heart of Gion. 5pm-11pm Wed-Mon

Japanese Pubs

Gion Yuki ¥¥

map Google map

Look for the short red curtains signalling the entrance to this lively izakaya, where fish features heavily on the menu and sake is the tipple of choice. 4pm-9.30pm Mon-Sat

Bamboo ¥ ¥

map Google map

Relaxed izakaya on Sanjō-dōri with counter seating and serving a wide range of staples such as sashimi, tempura and nabe (hot pot). 5pm-11pm

Mamoriya ¥ ¥

map Google map

A stone’s throw from the Kamo-gawa, this welcoming izakaya has a large (English) menu and is a great place for some late-night food or drinks. 5pm-2am Mon-Sat

[image: img]
Drinking

Craft Beer

Beer Komachi

map Google map

Tiny casual bar dedicated to Japanese craft beer, with a rotating roster of seven beers on tap. Good food and sake on offer too. 5pm-11pm Wed-Mon, 3pm-11pm Sat-Sun


Yamaneko

map Google map

Stylish little standing bar with eight craft beers on tap, plus more than fifty varieties of sake. There is seating on the second floor. 5pm-11pm

Shalara Craft Beer

map Google map

A lovely relaxed spot for a beer or two after a day of sightseeing; brews on tap, plus ciders, and good food available too. Midday-10pm Wed-Sun

Bars & Cocktails

Tōzan Bar

map Google map

Soak in the warm ambi-ence of this wooden- beamed bar in the Hyatt Regency Kyoto. Specialises in cocktails, Japanese whiskies and premium Kyoto sakes. 5pm-11pm

Gion Finlandia Bar

map Google map

Stylish, minimalist bar in an old house in Gion; just tell the bartender what you’d like, whether that’s a high-end cocktail or a single-malt. 6pm-2am

Bar Kohaku

map Google map

Sophisticated cocktail bar at the Park Hyatt Kyoto with amazing views of the city. Slightly pricey. 4pm-11pm

Rock Bar Crunch

map Google map

Exceptionally friendly rock and metal bar; cheap drinks and patrons are encouraged to choose the playlist. 7pm-2am Mon-Sat, to 5am Fri & Sat

[image: img]
Shopping

Ceramics

Asahi-dō

map Google map

This specialist of Kyōyaki- Kiyomizuyaki (Kyoto-style) has been operating since 1870; as the main store, it has a huge selection. 9.30am-6pm

Imamura

map Google map

A treasure-trove of hand-painted pottery crammed into every corner, run by a lovely friendly lady; find it on an unassuming backstreet near Kiyomizu-dera. Hours vary

Kyoto Jizō-dō

map Google map

Pottery and ceramic store with affordable items. Directly across from Kyoto Higashiyama-sō on the street leading to Kiyomizu-dera. Cash only. 10am-6pm

Souvenirs & Snacks

Yamashita

map Google map

Rustic shop on Sannen-zaka selling cheap, tasty traditional Japanese pickles, ideal as a quick snack on the go or as a souvenir. 10am-5pm

Kurochiku

map Google map

Big store with a choice of modern and traditional items, including colourful stationery, ceramics, snacks and cute trinkets. 11am-6.30pm

Honke Nishio Yatsuhashi

map Google map

Traditional sweet shop; offers free green tea and samples of yatsuhashi (delicacy made from rice flour, sugar and cinnamon). 8.30am-5.30pm

Bags & Fabric

Ichizawa Shinzaburo Hanpu

map Google map

Bag-making specialist that’s been in business for over 100 years; wide range of canvas bags. 10am-6pm Wed-Mon

Ayanokoji Gion

map Google map

Not far from Yasaka-jinja. Lots of locally made and Kyoto-themed wallets, bags and other fabric items. 10am-6pm






Explore

Northern Higashiyama


Located east of the Kamo River and north of Sanjō-dōri, northern Higashiyama wears many faces – in places as bustling as Kyoto’s downtown, in others quiet and suburban, even semi-rural. With the Okazaki Park area in the south, you have a hub of museums and galleries, while closer to the foothills of the Higashiyama mountains come a mix of famous and almost-secret temples – from the UNESCO-designated Ginkaku-ji (aka the Silver Pavilion) to Eikan-dō and its stunning autumnal scenery. To that you could add a calming walk along the canal-side Philosopher’s Path or a tour of the sprawling Shūgaku-in Rikyū Imperial Villa, then take tea with garden views at Murin-an. If that all works up an appetite, northern Higashiyama is also home to the best congregation of ramen joints in Kyoto.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: bus] Bus

Most sights are served by Kyoto City Bus 5, which runs from Kyoto Station through downtown and stops at Okazaki Park, Nanzen-ji/Eikan-dō, Ginkaku-ji, and near Shūgaku-in Rikyū. Be aware the bus can get very busy around popular areas.

[image: sub] Subway and Rail

The Tozai subway line’s Higashiyama Station is handy for Okazaki Park and Heian-jingū. Keage Station is convenient for Nanzen-ji, Eikandō, and the southern end of the Philosopher’s Path. The Eizan Line stops at Ichijōji and Shūgaku-in.


THE BEST

Take in the Zen gardens and historic architecture at one of Kyoto’s most famed temples, GINKAKU-JI.

Stroll the cherry blossom-lined PHILOSOPHER’S PATH, a route that takes in cafes, galleries, and a collection of temples.

Check out the eclectic mix of contemporary and traditional art at KYOCERA MUSEUM OF ART.

Visit NANZEN-JI and its peaceful sub-temples for stunning landscaping and screen-door paintings.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Northern Higashiyama


This gentle stroll through northern Higashiyama starts and ends at UNESCO World Heritage sites, but in between meanders along the Philosopher’s Path (哲学の道), a canal-side route dotted with cafes and galleries, plus less-heralded temples such as Hōnen-in. It’s an especially lovely walk when the canal’s cherry blossoms are in bloom around late March to early April.



START

Ginkaku-ji-michi bus stop

END

Keage Station

LENGTH

4km; 3 hours
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1 The Silver(less) Pavilion

From the Ginkaku-ji-michi bus stop, it’s a well signposted walk five minutes east to Ginkaku-ji. Although called the Silver Pavilion (gin (銀) means silver), there has never been any silver on the buildings here, but this UNESCO site is nevertheless stunning thanks to its dry sand and moss gardens.

2 A Hidden Temple

Take the first left from Ginkaku-ji’s entrance and follow the side street for about five minutes until you see a sign pointing toward Hōnen-in. This tranquil (and free) temple doesn’t get anywhere near the number of visitors as Ginkaku-ji but is worth a look for its thatched gateway and the gnarly tree roots and moss taking over its garden.

3 Art Break

Heading south on the Philosopher’s Path, you’ll pass several small craft stores and galleries, including Plus 81 Gallery (closed Tuesdays), where the focus is cutting-edge contemporary art across a variety of genres.

4 Contemplation on the Canal

Retrace your steps to the Hōnen-in signpost, then go left (west) onto the Philosopher’s Path, a roughly 2km route along a cherry blossom-lined canal that takes its name from Nishida Kitarō, a philosopher who is said have strolled here in contemplation to and from his office at Kyoto University.

5 Coffee & Canines

Several hundred metres south, grab a coffee or pizza at the dog-friendly And Bull, which has seats overlooking the path and the possibility of a local pooch at the next table.

6 Fiery Foliage

At the southern end of the Philosopher’s Path, turn right – passing Breizh – then take the first left for Eikan-dō, one of Kyoto’s prettiest spots for autumn foliage, in addition to being home to a fine collection of painted sliding doors.

7 A UNESCO Finish

A few more minutes south is the UNESCO–designated Nanzen-ji. After checking out the 17th-century Zen garden and screen-door paintings in the main building, explore sub-temples like Konchi-in and its meditative garden. Then, follow the signs five minutes southwest to Keage Station.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Ginkaku-ji


Although Ginkaku-ji (銀閣寺), aka the Temple of the Silver Pavilion, has absolutely no silver on it, the temple’s striking raked sea of sand, mossy pond garden, and classic architecture make it one of northern Higashiyama’s shining lights.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

You’ll only need 30 minutes at Ginkaku-ji, but for a longer adventure you could then spend two or three hours walking on the Philosopher’s Path.

[image: barcode]

Scan for opening times and directions.



A Familiar Origin

This will sound repetitive if you’ve already read up on other Kyoto temples, but Ginkaku-ji was originally built as a retirement villa in 1482 by shogun Ashikaga Yoshimasa, before being converted into a Zen temple upon his death eight years later. Where Ginkaku-ji’s origin story adds a twist is that during Yoshimasa’s life the villa also functioned as a cultural hub, from where his patronage helped develop now-traditional arts and crafts.

Where’s the Silver?

Although officially called Jishō-ji, Ginkaku-ji is known primarily by its familiar name: the Silver Pavilion (Ginkaku). That might strike you as odd, when you realise there’s never been any silver on the temple. Why the name? There are a few theories. One is that Yoshimasa ran out of funding. Another is that Ginkaku-ji was a nickname of sorts to contrast it to Kinkaku-ji (Golden Pavilion;), which was built by Yoshimasa’s grandfather. Or perhaps it was because the Silver Pavilion was once coated in black lacquer that was said to emit a silvery shimmer.

While the lack of silver means Ginkaku-ji doesn’t deliver the initial wow factor of Kinkaku-ji, you could argue that the overall garden design and subtle architecture are just as impressive. That includes the garden at the start of the path that winds around the grounds – featuring a raked ‘silver sea of sand’ (Ginshadan) accented by a 2m mountain of sand called the Kogetusdai (moon-viewing mound).


Finally…the Kannonden

Though you can see it from around the grounds, the up-close view of the two-storey Silver Pavilion, aka the Kannonden, comes at the end of the looping pathway. Design-wise, it mimics its golden relative at Kinkaku-ji in several ways: both are next to ponds that catch their reflections, both are topped with a phoenix, and both employ a mix of architectural styles. In the Kannonden’s case, the first floor is a classical Japanese residential style, while the second incorporates bell-shaped windows and wood-panelled doors like a Chinese temple.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Nanzen-ji


A Zen temple laid out at the foot of the Higashiyama mountains, Nanzen-ji (南禅寺) was first built as a villa in the late 1200s by Emperor Kameyama, before he become a monk and donated it to Buddhism. Now a sprawling complex home to sub-temples, gardens, and traditional artwork, Nanzen-ji is one of northern Higashiyama’s must-sees.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Parts of Nanzen-ji are free to access; parts aren’t. The main attraction, the Hōjo, is well worth the admission. The same can’t be said about paying ¥600 to go inside the Sanmon gate for the view from its balcony.

[image: barcode]

Scan for opening times and directions.



The Hōjo

A visit to Nanzen-ji starts by passing under a 22-metre-high Sanmon gate, before most then head straight on to the Hōjo complex. Once the abbot’s residence, the Hōjo is home to a superb collection of screen door paintings and a famed landscaped rock garden. Tigers are a common motif in both, drawn on elaborate gold-leaf backdrops on the fusuma but also depicted crossing streams by the placement of rocks in the garden.

Bend Your Neck

Between the Sanmon and Hōjo, the Hōdo (main hall) is off limits to visitors. Almost. If you crouch down and peer upwards through the mesh wire blocking the entrance, through the dim light you’ll see the ceiling is decorated with a spectacular dragon painting.


Sublime Sub-Temples

For extra fees, Nanzen-ji also has some less-visited sub-temples to consider visiting. Of the 13, Tenju-an, directly south of the Sanmon, is known for its pond garden, dry landscaped garden, and vivid autumn maples – the latter the only time the temple gets busy. The highlight at Konchi-in, southeast of the Sanmon as you walk to Keage subway station, is a rock garden said to represent a turtle and crane.
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EXPERIENCES

Stroll the Gardens of Heian-jingū Shrine and garden

map Google map

A new kid on the block by Kyoto standards, Heian-jingū (平安神宮) was built in Okazaki Park in 1895to commemorate the 1100th anniversary of Kyoto’s establishment as Japan’s capital.

Without an admission fee you can quickly see a collection of vermillion-coloured buildings arranged around a vast court- yard – a smaller scale replica of Kyoto’s original imperial palace. If you are interested in traditional landscaping, however, it’s worth paying ¥600 for a 30-minute walk around the shrine’s gardens.

Designed in four sections covering a total of 8 acres, they combine carp-filled ponds, teahouses, and seasonal blooms such as irises, while in places using the wooded Higashiyama mountains in the background as shakkei (borrowed scenery).

Browse the Eclectic Collection at Kyocera Museum of Art Art museum

map Google map

Sandwiched between the main compound of Heian-jingū and its vermillion Grand Torii gateway, Okazaki Park has become a major cultural hub, home to a prefectural library, major exhibition centre, theatre, and several top museums and galleries.

You could easily spend half a day here, but if you are short of time, go straight to Kyocera Museum of Art (京セラ美術館), directly east of the Grand Torii. Arguably the best art museum in Kyoto, Kyocera’s strength is its size, eclecticism, and ability to show leading Japanese and international artists. In its multiple wings and airy annexes, recent exhibitions have ranged from the Icons of Urban Art retrospective (displaying work from Banksy, Kaws, and others) to a look at the influence of classicism on early Showa-era Japanese paintings.

Take Tea at Murin-an Villa Tea and sweets

map Google map

Built just to the southeast of Okazaki Park in 1896 as the private residence of statesman Yamagata Aritomo, Murin-an (無鄰菴) is a fine example of a Meiji-era house and garden, combining naturally styled landscaping with a traditional Japanese building, two-storey Western-style house, and teahouse. From the tatami mat floor of the traditional villa, you can take matcha and sweets, accompanied by an elongated view of the garden with the Higashiyama mountains functioning as borrowed scenery in the distance.

The garden itself offers a calming 10-minute stroll, taking in a babbling stream, stepping stones and lawns, before circling back to the Western-style house. The 2nd floor here has been preserved as it was in 1903, when Yamagata and other leading statesmen met to plan for the Russo–Japanese War.


Thanks to an admission limit of 15 people every hour, it’s all extremely peaceful. Reservations aren’t essential but are highly recommended. They can be done in English via murin-an.jp.

See Autumn Colours at Eikan-dō Temple

map Google map

Without doubt, Eikan-dō (永観堂) is one of Kyoto’s most picturesque temples when its maples turn red in November, or even as the fiery fallen leaves carpet the ground in early December. While that can mean crowds and a slow shuffle from photo op to photo op – especially if you come for the autumn evening illuminations – in Eikan-dō’s case it’s all worth the potential scrum.

That’s not to say you shouldn’t come at other times of year. Without the leaf-loving crowds, you can have a much more relaxing stroll of the pretty pond garden or visit to the two-storey hillside pagoda for views back over the city. You’ll also feel less rushed taking in the wonderfully creaking Shaka-do Hall, with its inner courtyard garden surrounded by rooms displaying priceless sliding door paintings, or the Amida-do Hall for its famed statue of the Amida Buddha.


MORE OKAZAKI ARTS & CRAFTS

Across the road from Kyocera Museum of Art, the National Museum of Modern Art (京都国立近代美術館; map Google map) features regularly rotating exhibitions that tend to focus on artists with a connection to Kyoto and the wider Kansai region. Immediately west of there, in the basement of the Miyako Messe Exhibition Centre, Kyoto Museum of Crafts and Design (京都 伝統産業ミュージアム; map Google map) only occupies a single floor, yet does an excellent job of highlighting 74 crafts traditionally produced in Kyoto, ranging from Kyo-shikki lacquerware to Kyo-yuzen fabric dyeing.



View the Gardens at Shisen-dō Garden

map Google map

Located in the residential far north of Higashiyama, Shisen-dō Temple (詩仙堂), aka the ‘hermit’s villa’, was built as a retirement home by samurai-scholar (and landscape architect) Ishikawa Jozan in 1641. Perhaps not surprisingly for a man dedicated to studying Chinese classics, the defining feature is a Tang Dynasty–style landscaped garden, which in spring and autumn attracts garden fans to this otherwise laid-back corner of Kyoto for its stunning seasonal views. Sat on the hermitage’s tatami-mat floor, you look over a carpet of white sand to azaleas (pruned to look like distant, rounded mountains) behind which is a lush wall of maples. In November, the latter take on a vivid orange hue.


To get there, it’s a ten-minute walk east of Ichijōji Station on the Eizan Railway or seven minutes from the Ichijōji Sagarimatsucho bus stop on City Bus number 5.

Meditate at Enkō-ji Zen experience

map Google map

A couple of minutes north of Shisen-dō, Enkō-ji Temple (圓光寺) falls firmly in the category of hidden gem, with a selection of small gardens offering a broad sampler of traditional landscaping. The first you’ll see is the Honryutei, a karesansui (dry landscaped garden) using raked white sand and rocks to depict a dragon swirling through clouds. In the inner courtyard beyond is the moss-covered Jyu-gyu no Niwa with its pond and maples. Then comes a bamboo grove, before steps lead up a hill to sweeping views over the neighbourhood.

Every Sunday, the temple also runs zazen meditation sessions at 6–8am (¥1000). They are conducted in Japanese, but open to anyone, and besides meditation include a simple breakfast in return for helping sweep the temple and weed the gardens – meditation in movement (samu) to complement the meditation in stillness (zazen). Call a day or more in advance (or have someone call in Japanese) to book a spot.

Tour Shūgaku-in Imperial Villa Guided tour

map Google map

Occupying 133 acres in the foothills of Mt Hiei, Shūgaku-in Rikyū (修学院離宮) was built in the 1650s as an imperial villa. Yet unlike many other Kyoto villas that became temples, Shūgaku-in is still an imperial residence – one that can be visited as part of a free, guided group tour.

Lasting 80 minutes, the tour visits three main areas, divided by pine-lined pathways dissecting terraced rice paddies. At the Lower Villa is a tea-ceremony house looking on to a garden that uses Mt Hiei as borrowed scenery, while the Middle Villa includes glimpses inside the thatched Kyakuden pavilion. The tour then finishes with the Upper Villa’s more modest Rinuntei and Kyusuitei pavilions, from where you get expansive views across an islet-studded pond to the northern suburbs and distant mountains.

To visit, you just need to book a spot online at sankan.kunaicho.go.jp, then follow the detailed procedures on the day (don’t forget to bring ID) before grabbing a free English audio guide at reception.



A Good Walk

The sights around Ichijōji and Shūgaku-in can all be combined for a day out. It makes sense to start with a morning reservation at Shūgaku-in Rikyu, then walk south to Manshu-in before another 15-minute trek south for the neighbouring Enkō-ji and Shisen-dō temples. From there, walk to Ichijōji Station and reward yourself with a bowl of noodles on Ramen Street. Including Shūgaku-in tour time, walking time, and stops at each temple, it will take a good four or five hours. The whole route is well signposted.



Take a Detour to Manshu-in Temple

map Google map

If you are visiting Shūgaku-in, consider also dropping by Manshu-in (曼殊院) 10 minutes to the south. Like many of northern Higashiyama’s temples, Manshu-in’s gardens become especially photogenic when the maples create a red and orange backdrop in autumn. However, the sight of raked sand, acting like a sea upon which float mossy islets, is worthy of a snap or two any time of year.

Inside the temple’s halls you’ll also be able to go from room to room checking out a collection of painted sliding doors, with artwork dating to the 17th century. Then there’s some VIP spotting to do, as the temple displays photos of past famous visitors. That includes multiple members of Japan’s Imperial family, but also the likes of Pope John Paul II and even a fresh-faced David Beckham in a Real Madrid training kit.

Slurp Ramen in Ichijōji Food experience

map Google map

If you are visiting Ichijōji for Shisen-dō or Enkō-ji, also check out Ramen Street (ラーメン街道) on the opposite side of Ichijōji Station. With roughly 20 cramped ramen joints dotting this otherwise plain suburban street, many rate this as the best place to go ramen hunting in Kyoto.

Where to start? At the southern end, Tsurukame is popular for a broth that incorporates local saikyō miso, while further up the street Tentenyu serves up a classic combination of thin noodles and chicken-rich broth that you can have topped with a mound of chāshū (sliced roast pork).

If you can’t decide, but don’t mind a wait, pick somewhere with a queue outside – that’s the universal sign of good ramen. You’ll find most places open for lunch and dinner.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey

[image: img]
Eating

Oodles of Noodles

Omen ¥

map Google map

Not far from the Ginkaku-ji-michi bus stop, stop here for thick udon (white wheat noodles), served with hot or cold broth and a range of sides. 11am-5.30pm Mon-Wed, 11am-8pm Fri-Sun

Sanmikouan ¥

map Google map

Stop by this old town-house with riverside seating for soba (buckwheat noodles) and side dishes like tempura. 11am-3pm, 5-8.30pm Tue-Sun

Tentenyu ¥

map Google map

One of Ichijōji Ramen Street’s most popular restaurants, this rough-and-ready place cooks up chicken broth ramen with a generous topping of chāshū (sliced roast pork). Noon-10pm, Thu-Tue

Tsurukame ¥

map Google map

This place at the southern end of Ramen Street uses local saikyō miso in its ramen broth. Also serves tsukemen dipping ramen. 11.30am-2.30pm & 6-9.30pm, Fri-Wed

Traditional Tastes

Hatsune Sushi ¥ ¥

map Google map

Run by a friendly couple, this counter-only sushi bar serves affordable sets and à la carte options in the backstreets near Heian-jingū. Cash only. 11am-8pm, Fri-Wed

Junsei ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Kaiseki ryōri courses centred around yudōfu (simmered tofu) and served in a traditional-style building with lovely gardens. On the approach to Nanzen-ji. 11am-2.30pm, 5-7pm

[image: img]
Drinking

Coffee (and Bites)

And Bull

map Google map

Coffee and pizza are the main draws at this dog-friendly café on the Philosopher’s Path. 10am-5pm, Tues-Sun

Blue Bottle

map Google map

Single-origin brews, brunch plates and pastries served in a charming 100-year- old building near Nanzen-ji. 9am-6pm

Breizh

map Google map

Between Eikan-dō and the Philosopher’s Path, a good spot for a quick coffee and dessert or more substantial French crepes. 9.30am-7pm Sun-Wed, 9.30am- 10pm Thu-Sat

Three Horses

map

Overlooking the Shirakawa Canal, just across the street from the National Museum of Modern Art, this tiny French-style cafe is a lovely spot to take a break when sightseeing in the area. Check out the delicious cakes on display, along with breakfast sets, sandwiches, salads, and excellent scones. 9am-5pm Tue-Fri, 9am-6pm Sat-Sun.
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Shopping

Traditional Goods

Kyoto Handicraft Centre

map

This tourist-focused store north of Heian-jingū stocks traditional products such as lacquer-ware, woodblock prints, kimono, and ceramics. 10am-7pm Tue-Fri, from 11am Sat-Mon

Tōzandō

map Google map

Sells equipment for martial arts, such as judo, karate and iaidō, as well as antique Japanese swords and armour. 11am-6pm






Explore

Northwest Kyoto


Northwest Kyoto is a tale of two cities. With Kinkaku-ji and Ryōan-ji – one temple lavishly gilded, the other a study in subtle Zen landscaping – the area is home to two of Kyoto’s biggest draws. Yet other parts of this mostly residential corner of the city offer a peaceful retreat from the hustle and bustle of Kyoto’s downtown, with less-heralded temples and gardens to explore, plus the rural surrounds of Takao on the neighbourhood’s doorstep. You could even break from tradition with some family fun at the TŌEI Kyoto Studio theme park. With a relative lack of hotels, bars, and restaurants, most people cover the northwest as a day out while based more centrally, although if you decide to linger you’ll be rewarded with glimpses of everyday Kyoto life.




[image: jpg]

See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: bus] Bus

The bus network is the easiest way to get to and around the area. From Kyoto Station, routes 101 and 205 go to Kinkaku-ji in about 40 minutes. Bus 59 runs between Kinkaku-ji, Ryōan-ji and Ninna-ji, and also connects to Kawaramachi and Sanjo in the downtown area. Bus 26 operates between Kyoto Station and Ninna-ji.

[image: tram] Tram

Once in northwest Kyoto, the trundling Keifuku Randen tram has stops near Kitano Tenmangū, Ryōan-ji, Myōshin-ji, Ninna-ji, and TOEI Kyoto Studio Park.


THE BEST

Visit one of Kyoto’s most iconic sites, the gilded KINKAKU-JI, aka the Temple of the Golden Pavilion.

Contemplate the cryptic Zen rock garden at RYŌAN-JI.

Browse the monthly flea market at KITANO TENMAN-Gū, also known for its autumn maples and plum blossoms of early spring.

Escape the crowds at the hidden gardens of the MYŌSHIN-JI complex.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Northwest Kyoto


Spend a few hours around northwest Kyoto and you can take in not just two of Kyoto’s star attractions – the UNESCO World Heritage–designated Kinkaku-ji and Ryōan-ji temples – but also discover a collection of less-visited temples, nihonga art and opportunities for immersive cultural experiences like the tea ceremony.



START

Kinkaku-ji Temple

END

Hanazono Station

LENGTH

5km; 3 hours
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1 The Golden Pavilion

Start with Kinkaku-ji Temple, where the main draw is the eponymous Kinkaku, a three-storey gilded pavillion set in the middle of a pond garden.

2 Art Break

Walk 10 minutes southwest along Kinkaku-no-Michi for Insho Domoto Museum of Fine Arts, dedicated to the work of Kyoto-born artist Insho Domoto. Working from the early to mid-1900s, Domoto’s work ranges from sketches of everyday life to abstract paintings and industrial art. He even designed the interiors and exterior of the museum.

3 A Moment of Zen

Another 10 minutes southwest comes Ryōan-ji. Originally a private villa with garden, it became a Zen temple in 1450. There are several features, but it’s the Zen rock garden that draws the crowds – a small rectangle of raked gravel with an arrangement of rocks that some say represents a tigress leading her cubs across a river.

4 Time for Tea

If you want to add an immersive cultural element to the walk, book ahead for a private, 50-minute tea ceremony at Camellia Garden (tea-kyoto.com). It’s just across the road from Ryōan-ji.

5 Spring Blossoms

Head five minutes southwest on Kinkaku-no-Michi and you’ll get to Ninna-ji. On a quick stroll around the grounds, you’ll see a five-storey pagoda and a cherry blossom grove that blooms in spring. For a fee, there’s also the Goten area with its near-palatial abbot’s residence and landscaped garden.

6 Secret Temple Gardens

From Ninna-ji’s Niomon Gate, head southeast down route 101 to the Myōshin-ji temple complex. Most of the sub-temples in this peaceful enclave are off-limits, but among those open to the public, Taizō-in is most worth the admission fee for its gardens: one dry landscaped and the other a small pond-stroll garden. Five minutes south of Myōshin-ji, Hanazono Station has trains back to Kyoto Station.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Kinkaku-ji


With its gilded facade and careful positioning behind a traditionally landscaped garden whose pond catches the temple’s golden reflection, Kinkaku-ji (金閣寺) has become one of Japan’s most recognisable sights. While that and UNESCO status can add up to crowds, it’s still a must-visit.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

If you want to explore north-west Kyoto on foot, start here at Kinkaku-ji, then follow the three-hour walking tour.

[image: barcode]

Scan for opening times and directions.



The Iconic View

A visit to Kinkaku-ji follows a set 15- to 20-minute route along a winding gravel pathway, starting with what’s become the temple’s defining image: a three-storey golden pavilion seen across a pond, accented by tree-clad islets, that’s designed to catch the pavilion’s reflection.

After that classic photo op, the pathway partially loops behind the pavilion, offering closer views of the shingled roof and the gold phoenix capping the temple like a star on a decadent Christmas tree. Look carefully at the three-storey building and you might also be able to tell that each floor employs a different architectural style. The unadorned first floor, called Hosui-in, uses shinden-zukuri, a style employed in 11th-century aristocrat villas. The second and third floors are both covered in gold leaf, with the second in a style called buke-zukuri, which is associated with warrior aristocrats, and the third employing the style of Chinese Zen temples.

The Origin

The garden and pavilion were originally part of the retirement villa of 14th-century shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, who requested it be turned into a Zen temple upon his death. Its official name, Rokuon-ji, was taken from part of Yoshimitsu’s posthumous Buddhist name, while Kinkaku refers only to the golden pavilion itself, with -ji (temple) added to create the temple’s familiar name, often translated as ‘Temple of the Golden Pavilion’.


A Golden Rebuild

Here’s the shocker. The golden pavilion is a replica. On a balmy summer night in 1950, a novice monk called Hayashi Yoken deliberately burned the Golden Pavilion to the ground, prompting a national state of shock, soon followed by a no-expenses-spared rebuild. As for Yoken, he fled to a nearby hill where he unsuccessfully attempted suicide before being caught by police. As the new Kinkaku-ji was unveiled in 1955, he was given an early release on mental health grounds but would die a year later from tuberculosis.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Ryōan-ji


Originally the private villa of a local lord, Ryōan-ji (龍安寺) was repurposed as a Zen temple in 1450. Now with UNESCO World Heritage status, it’s one of Kyoto’s standout sights, largely thanks to its enigmatic rock garden, which features a cryptic arrangement of 15 rocks on a rectangular patch of raked gravel.

map Google map




PLANNING TIP

To get more out of the visit, come for lunch. With tatami flooring overlooking a separate traditional garden within Ryōan-ji’s grounds, Seigen-in serves yudōfu, a silky tofu simmered with vegetables and herbs.

[image: barcode]

Scan for opening times and directions.



Hidden Meaning

Japanese gardens are full of symbolism, yet the meaning behind Ryōan-ji’s rock garden remains something of a mystery. One interpretation is that the clustered placement of rocks depicts a tigress leading her cubs across a stream, while other theories suggest they form a map of Chinese mountains and monasteries.

To cap that, nobody knows for certain who designed the garden in the first place. Some argue this is the work of legendary artist Sōami, who has been credited with the garden at Ginkaku-ji. However, there is no conclusive proof, and to confuse matters, researchers have found an unknown name carved into the base of one of the rocks.

A View to Enlightenment

One element people can agree on is that Ryōan-ji’s rock garden was also designed to function like a kōan (Zen riddle). From the wood-deck viewing area, it’s only possible to see 14 of the rocks from any given angle. Only those who have reached a state of enlightenment are said to be able to see all 15 – a number that represents completeness in Japanese Buddhism. For the rest of us, our inability to see everything merely reflects our human imperfection.
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1Top Experiences

 Kinkaku-jiD1

 Ryōan-jiB2




1Experiences

1Tōei Kyoto Studio ParkA4

2Kitano Tenman-gūE3

3Kōzan-jiA3

4Saimyō-jiA3

5Jingo-jiA4




5Eating

6HanamakiyaE1

7Seigen-inB2

8Soba SamonB4

9Kinkaku After the PointE1

10Okonomiyaki KatsuC3

11RakurakuC4




6Drinking

12KewC3

13SanowaB4

14Wonder CaféB4

15Camelia GardenB3

16KotoE1




7Shopping

17Gallery GadoD2

18Tenjin-san MarketE3









EXPERIENCES

Step into the Edo Era at Eigamura Theme park

map Google map

For a family-friendly break from northwest Kyoto’s temples, head to TŌEI Kyoto Studio Park (東映太秦映画村) near Uzumasa Station. More casually known as Eigamura (movie village), this small theme park is run by a film studio that produces many of Japan’s samurai dramas. Attractions include movie sets, a ninja house and an indoor maze – there’s plenty for smaller kids, as well as ninja shows, samurai costumes for rental and weekend samurai sword-fighting lessons. It’s a kitschy but fun way to spend two or three hours.
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Find Blossoms & Bargains at Kitano Tenman-gū Shrine and market

map Google map

Kitano Tenman-gū (北野天満宮), on the eastern end of the Randen tram line (Kitano Hakubaicho Station), was built in 947 to honour the scholar Sugawara no Michizane – prayed to today at some 12,000 shrines nation-wide as the god of agriculture, honesty, performing arts, but most importantly, academics.


For that reason, a steady stream of students (and parents) pass under Kitano Tenman-gū’s towering torii gateways hoping for divine assistance with exams, but the sprawling shrine also has seasonal attractions for travellers. In early spring come plum blossoms, while autumn brings fiery maples in the Momiji-en garden.

Then there’s the Tenjin-san flea market on the 25th of every month, with 1000 stalls filling the grounds and surrounding streets, selling antiques, crafts, food, and all sorts else.

Temple-Hop in Rural Takao Temple

Set in a wooded valley a 20- minute bus ride northwest of Ryōan-ji, a few hours of temple hopping in the village of Takao (高雄) is a lovely way to get a taste of Kyoto’s natural side.

Start at Kōzan-ji (高山寺; map Google map), a UNESCO temple that’s home to Japan’s oldest tea field and what some argue is the first manga – a replica of this 12th-century scroll of animal images is on display in the temple’s pretty Sekisui-in hall.

Then take the steep and winding walk (inaccessible for wheelchairs or strollers) into central Takao for two more temples: Saimyō-ji (西明寺; map Google map) has finely crafted wooden statues in its main hall, while some visitors to Jingo-ji (神護寺; map Google map) toss little ceramic plates into the valley below to fend off bad luck.

To get there, a JR Bus runs between Kyoto Station (Bus Stop #3) and Taganō (60 minutes), stopping at Ryōan-ji and Myōshin-ji.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey
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Eating

Local Lunches

Hanamakiya ¥

map Google map

The special here is Kyoto favourite nishin soba (buckwheat noodles with dried herring), though the menu includes other noodles and good donburi (dishes served over rice). 11.30am-5pm Fri-Wed

Seigen-in ¥

map Google map

Overlooking a traditional garden within Ryōan-ji Temple, this tatami-mat restaurant serves yudōfu, a silky tofu simmered with vegetables and herbs. 11am-3pm Fri-Tue

Soba Samon ¥

map Google map

Soba (buckwheat noodle) specialist near Ninna-ji’s Niomon gate, with chilled and hot options, including soba in curry sauce or topped with tempura. 11am-2.30pm

Dinner & Drinks

Kinkaku After the Point ¥ ¥

map Google map

Casual spot near Kinkaku-ji for local craft beers, Japanese whiskies, and a simple, but well-made range of pastas – vegan options included. 11am-5pm, Thu-Tue

Okonomiyaki Katsu ¥ ¥

map Google map

Lively local’s favourite specialising in okono-miyaki – savoury pan- cakes with multiple variations that you cook at your own griddle table. 11.30am-1.30pm & 6-9pm Sat-Wed, 6-9pm Fri.

Rakuraku ¥ ¥

map Google map

Funky little place near Myōshin-ji, where owner Akira-san cooks an eclectic lineup of dishes, and is happy to create something on the fly to meet dietary needs. 5.30-10.30pm, Tue-Sun

[image: img]
Drinking

Caffeine Stops

Kew

map Google map

Sleekly stylish cafe between Ryōan-ji and Myōshin-ji, known for its cream-filled dough-nuts and moreish cheese-cake. Reserve online to eat in. 11am-6pm, Wed-Thu and Sat-Sun

Sanowa

map Google map

Just southeast of Ninna-ji, Sanowa serves coffee and traditional Kyoto teas, plus desserts like matcha roll cake and hōjicha (roasted green tea) chiffon cake. 11am-6pm

Wonder Café

map Google map

Full of retro toys and bric-a-brac, this eccentric cafe north of Myōshin-ji feels like a 1950s throwback. 11am-8pm, Wed-Mon

Tea Ceremonies

Camellia Garden

map Google map

Private 50-minute tea ceremonies in a 100-year-old Japanese house a couple of minutes south of Ryōan-ji. Reservations required. 11am, 1pm, 3pm & 5pm Mon-Sat

Koto

map Google map

Located on the approach to Kinkaku-ji, Koto offers 45-minute group and private tea ceremony classes, plus options to wear kimono. Reservations required. 10.30am to 5.45pm
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Shopping

Art & Crafts

Gallery Gado

map Google map

On the road between Kinkaku-ji and Ryōan-ji, this store sells wood-block prints, largely of Kyoto, by local artist Masao Ido. 10am-6pm

Tenjin-san Flea Market

map Google map

Held at Kitano Tenman-gū Shrine, with close to 1000 stalls selling all sorts of arts, crafts, and potential souvenirs. 25th of every month, 7am-4pm





Explore

Arashiyama & Sagano


From the earliest days of Kyoto, emperors and courtiers would sojourn to this beauty spot in the city’s western reaches, where forested mountains part to reveal the rushing waters of the Ōi-gawa, a scene harmonised by the 155m-long ‘Moon-Crossing Bridge’ (Togetsu-kyō). Nowadays Arashiyama (嵐山) is one of Kyoto’s busiest areas, so arrive early to best experience the gardens, temples and famous bamboo grove – half a day is just enough time for the highlights. The wider district of Sagano (嵯峨野) offers the chance to embark on scenic jaunts by train and boat through the steep river valley, and wander up quiet rural lanes where sleepy temples grace the maple-strewn slopes. The area is particularly magical during autumn foliage season and in spring for the cherry blossoms.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: train] Train

The JR Sagano (San-in) line takes 30 minutes from Kyoto Station to Saga Arashiyama Station, or you can ride the Hankyū line from downtown to Arashiyama (change at Katsura).

[image: tram] Tram

Kyoto’s last remaining tram line (Keifuku Randen) connects Shijo Ōmiya Station with Arashiyama, and branches off to several major sights in Northwest Kyoto.

[image: bus] Bus

Take the bus to sights south of Arashiyama like Katsura Rikyū and the moss gardens of Saihō-ji.

[image: ric] Rickshaw

A half-hour rickshaw jaunt costs ¥10,000 for two, or slightly less if riding solo.


THE BEST

Contemplate the sublime landscape gardens at TENRYŪ-JI, a 14th- century Zen temple.

Escape the crowds at ŌKŌCHI SANSŌ, a delightful strolling garden and villa built by an early Japanese movie star.

Trundle through the river valley aboard the SAGANO ROMANTIC TRAIN.

Walk beneath towering culms of bamboo in the mysterious ARASHIYAMA BAMBOO GROVE.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Arashiyama


The main street outside Tenryū-ji is a scrum of sightseers and snack stalls, but make it past the famous bamboo grove on this walk and you’ll experience Arashiyama at its beguiling best. Winding lanes reveal thatched homesteads, intriguing temples and hidden gardens, while teahouses welcome wanderers with crackling irori fireplaces and tasty treats.



START

Tenryū-ji

END

Hiranoya

LENGTH

3km; 2 hours
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1 Heavenly Dragon

Take a moment to contemplate the 700-year-old pond garden at Tenryū-ji. Can you spot the ‘Dragon’s Gate Waterfall’ of weathered rocks, and the ‘carp stone’ depicting a fish transforming into a dragon?

2 Bamboozled

Exit the temple by the north gate and you’ll pop directly into the Arashiyama Bamboo Grove. Though barely 200m long, there is something otherworldly about the great height and uniformity of the bamboo, and the eerie filtered light.

3 Samurai Stroll

Just past the bamboo you’ll see the ticket booth for Ōkōchi Sansō, a hillside villa and garden built by an actor known for samurai films. It’s a gorgeous place to stroll, following a path that reveals new discoveries at every turn, and ending with a bowl of matcha and a sugary treat.

4 Temple Lookout

Take the lane north from Ōkōchi Sansō, pass the lotus-filled pond of Ogura-ike, and you’ll reach Jōjakkō-ji, a forested temple that blazes ruby-red in autumn. Climb past the main halls and pagoda for panoramic vistas east towards central Kyoto.

5 Double Buddhas

Go straight from the front gate of Jōjakkō-ji and take the second left (north), and you’ll soon arrive at Nison-in (‘two deities temple’). It was named for its pair of wooden Buddha statues (Shaka on the right and Amida on the left), which represent the beginning and end of life.

6 Moss Garden

Keep going north past Nison-in and the next temple you’ll reach is Giō-ji. A former nunnery, this quiet sanctuary has a small but perfectly formed moss garden. Another pint-sized temple opposite, Takiguchi-dera, has its own bamboo grove.

7 Tea Break

Continue along one of the loveliest lanes in Kyoto, past timber homes with gabled roofs, and after 1km you’ll reach Ayuchaya Hiranoya, a teahouse that feels like it belongs to a different century. Relax over a lunch set featuring locally caught ayu (sweetfish). Climb up to the main road for buses into town, or find your own way back through the quiet lanes.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Tenryū-ji


A fitting centrepiece for beautiful Arashiyama, the Zen temple complex of Tenryū-ji (天龍寺) is one of Kyoto’s 17 UNESCO World Heritage sites and boasts one of the city’s most esteemed gardens. A stroll here in the morning quiet is an experience not to be missed.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Aim to arrive when Tenryū-ji opens at 8.30am to avoid the crowds. The north exit/entrance at the rear of the complex connects directly with Arashiyama’s famous bamboo grove.

[image: barcode]

Scan for monthly temple events and to book Shigetsu, the on-site vegetarian restaurant.



Temple Origins

Established in 1339 by Shogun Ashikaga Takauji, Tenryū-ji was built to appease the spirit of Emperor Go-Daigo, an ally of Takauji he had later betrayed. Takauji appointed as founding abbot the Zen master Musō Soseki, a polymath who counted garden design among his talents along with poetry and calligraphy. Though the buildings have been lost to fire many times over the centuries, Sogenchi Teien, Soseki’s pond landscape garden, remains faithful to his almost-700-year-old design.

Garden Masterpiece

One of the first landscape gardens to employ the technique of shakkei (borrowed scenery), Sogenchi Teien blends the backdrop of Arashi-yama’s mountains into a living composition that centres on a pond sculpted to resemble the kanji (Japanese character) for heart. Rocks beyond the water denote a waterfall and mountain stream, and it is said that if a koi carp climbs it will turn into a dragon: enlightenment achieved.


Dragon Hunting

Tenryū-ji translates as ‘Temple of the Heavenly Dragon’, its founding relating to a vision Takauji’s brother had of the late emperor as a dragon who must be appeased. Pay to enter the hōjō (abbot’s quarters) and you can ogle an enormous fusuma-e (sliding door painting) of a cloud dragon. Another giant beastie glares down from the ceiling of the hattō (lecture hall), viewable on weekends and public holidays.
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1Top Experiences

 Tenryū-jiC4




1Experiences

1Togetsu-kyōD5

2Arashiyama Bamboo GroveB4

3Ōkōchi SansōB4

4Katsura RikyūD6

5Saihō-jiD6

6Sagano Romantic TrainD4

7Hozu-gawa River TripA2

8Seiryō-jiC2

9Daikaku-jiD1

10Giō-jiA2

11Takiguchi-deraA3

12Adashino Nenbutsu-jiA2

13Otagi Nenbutsu-jiA1

14Fukuda Art MuseumC5

15Arashiyama Monkey Park IwatayamaC6




5Eating

16Yudōfu SaganoC5

17ShigetsuC4

18Cafe Dining SeraC3

19INITYD4

20HiranoyaA1

21Kitcho ArashiyamaC5

22OkinaC3

23MUKUD5




6Drinking

24% ArabicaC5

25Sagano-yuD4

26Muni La TerrasseC5




7Shopping

27Saga Tofu MorikaC3

28Tsuruya KotobukiD4

29MoriC4









EXPERIENCES

Take in the River Scenery at Togetsu-kyō Bridge

map Google map

Arashiyama’s iconic centrepiece is Togetsu-kyō (渡月橋; Moon-Crossing Bridge), so called by a 13th-century emperor who, while indulging in a spot of tsukimi (the Japanese pastime of gathering to admire the beauty of the Harvest Moon), marvelled at how the moon in the night sky appeared to cross the low-slung wooden structure. A bridge has spanned the Ōi-gawa hereabouts since 836; the present 1934 structure is mostly concrete but clad in wood for period effect. A prime photo spot is on the north shore outside % Arabica (ideally a selfie with coffee in hand), or from a rowboat which you can rent upstream from the bridge.

Seek Serenity in the Arashiyama Bamboo Grove Forest

map Google map

Good luck getting those other-worldly vibes as you join the crush of nations jostling through the Arashiyama Bamboo Grove (嵐山竹林), one of Kyoto’s most hyped Instagram spots. Fortunately there’s nothing to stop you arriving at dawn or dusk to beat the crowds, and you’ll find quiet (albeit smaller) bamboo groves in the nearby temple grounds of Takiguchi-dera and Adashino Nenbutsuji. Across town, Fushimi Inari-Taisha is another bamboo-viewing hotspot.

Stroll the Hillside Paths of Ōkōchi Sansō Garden

map Google map

Like a Kyoto take on a Hollywood Hills mansion, this 1930s villa was built by the late Ōkōchi Denjirō, a star of the silver screen known for his samurai period dramas. Set against the steep slope of Ogura-san, it’s the gardens here that are the real star, meticulously crafted over 30 years and navigated by a marked strolling route that teases new vistas at every turn. The ticket price includes a bowl of matcha (frothy green tea) and sweet, taken in the teahouse at the end of the walk. Find the entrance to Ōkōchi Sansō (大河内山荘) just west of the Arashiyama Bamboo Grove.

Play as an Edo-era Emperor in Katsura Rikyū Garden

map Google map

Prince Toshitada (1619–62) conceived this sublime garden estate as a place for recreation, which for royals of the early Edo period meant moon-viewing, sadō (tea ceremony), boat rides and the appreciation of nature and art. The garden is a delight: paths narrow to appear longer; ‘screen pines’ block views to orchestrate a gradual reveal of the garden’s highlights; and famous landscapes are rendered in miniature, such as the ‘bridge to heaven’ sandbar of Amanohashidate. A quartet of teahouses reflect the wabi-sabi fashion of the time – fashioned from mud and wood, with sunken irori (charcoal hearths) and framed views of neighbouring rice fields, they embody an artistic vision that rejects grandiosity in favour of imperfection and impermanence.


About 5km southeast of Arashiyama, Katsura Rikyū (桂離宮) is easily reached by bus or train. Visits are by guided tour only, with several slots in English each day, and you should pre-book through the Imperial Household Agency (sankan.kunaicho.go.jp), though they might have a few same-day tickets on the door.

Rebalance Yourself in Serene Saihō-ji Buddhist temple

map Google map

Exclusive even by Kyoto standards, Saihō-ji (西芳寺) only opens for two hours each day (10am-noon), costs ¥4000 to enter, and for decades you could only apply to visit by postcard…thankfully now there’s an online form (intosaihoji.com/en/nichinichi/). It’s worth it, however, not just because the famous moss garden is a haven of near-fairytale beauty, but because the strict visitor limits are a boon to truly appreciating the atmosphere of a Zen temple. Visits begin by silently copying a sutra on paper in the hondo (main hall), a spiritual exercise that preps you to better contemplate the garden, which was created in 1339 by Zen master Musō Soseki, the founding abbot and garden guru of Tenryū-ji.

All Aboard the Sagano Romantic Train Train ride

map Google map

Sit back and enjoy the views on this 25-minute jaunt along the high valley walls of the Hozu-gawa gorge. Departing from Saga-Torokko Station (next to Saga-Arashiyama Station), the partially open-air Sagano Romantic Train trundles through forests, mountains and past heavy iron bridges on route to Torokko Kameoka Station, from where you can walk to nearby Umahori Station and catch a regular fast service through tunnels back to Saga-Arashiyama, or take the bus to the Hozu-gawa river boat ride terminal and return by water. It’s a good idea to book your train ticket as soon as you arrive in Arashiyama; you can reserve a slot for later in the day. Note that the train doesn’t run in January and February.

Mess about in a Hozu-gawa Riverboat River cruise

map

Many a temple in Kyoto was built using felled trees floated down the Hozu-gawa. In 1895, tourist boats took to the water and have been making the trip ever since. It takes two hours to float the 16km to Arashiyama, helped along by rapids, oars, bamboo poles and well-honed banter from the avuncular crew. On route you might catch sight of deer and monkeys, and you’re guaranteed to spot amusingly shaped rocks, which helps distract from the hard bench seats. Boats are heated in winter and covered when it rains. The departure terminal is a 10-minute walk from Kameoka Station.


Autumn in Arashiyama

One of Kyoto’s most famous spots for autumn foliage viewing, Arashiyama is ablaze from mid-November to early December as thousands of delicate Japanese maples turn ruby-red on hillsides and in temple gardens. The Sagano Romantic Train even runs an after-dark service at this time, with spotlights illuminating rows of trackside maple trees.




Go Temple-Hopping in Sagano Historic temples

You can spend a very pleasurable day in the area northwest of Saga-Arashiyama station simply by wandering about between temples. Seiryō-ji (map Google map) impresses with its grand scale and architecture, while Daikaku-ji (map Google map), long ago an imperial palace, retains a shapely garden pond still revered as a spot for moon-viewing. The temple neighbours Giō-ji (map Google map) and Takiguchi-dera (map Google map) feel like secret sanctuaries, while further north, Adashino Nenbutsu-ji (map Google map) has some 8000 nenbutsu – small stone statues honouring the souls of those who died without family. More moss-covered nenbutsu are on show at Otagi Nenbutsu-ji (map Google map), many with humorous faces – these were mostly carved in the 1980s to rejuvenate the temple after it was devastated by a typhoon.

Admire Edo-Era Art at the Fukuda Art Museum Museum

map Google map

Opened in 2019, the impressively designed Fukuda Art Museum has two galleries displaying a world-class collection of byōbu (decorative folding screens) and kakejiku (hanging scroll paintings), together with exhibitions on art from the Edo period to the present day. The museum cafe, reserved for gallery visitors, offers charming views of Togetsu-kyō.

Monkey Around at the Arashiyama Monkey Park Wildlife park

map Google map

Monkey-human relations are put to the test at this hillside nature park where visitors can get up close and personal with 100 or so snow monkeys (aka Japanese macaques), and even feed them from the safety of a hut. It’s a sweaty uphill slog to reach the simians but you do get a fine view for your efforts. The park entrance is just upstream from the southern end of Tōgetsu-kyō.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey
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Eating

Tofu Heaven

Yudōfu Sagano ¥ ¥

map Google map

Arashiyama is famous for yudōfu (tofu simmered in a pot), the centrepiece of tofu-themed lunch sets (¥4000) at this stunning restaurant with a garden to rival Zen temples. 11am-5.30pm

Tenryu-ji Shigetsu ¥ ¥

map Google map

Tofu plays a starring role at this vegetarian restaurant within the grounds of Tenryū-ji. The cuisine is shōjin-ryōri, the healthful fare of Buddhist monks. Book via the temple’s website. 11am-2pm

A Simple Lunch

Cafe Dining Sera ¥ ¥

map Google map

Pop in to this homely hidden gem for tasty and affordable Japanese home-cooking, or go for a burger or steak. Ask for the English menu. 11am-4pm, 5-9pm Thu-Tue

INITY ¥

map Google map

Jamaican jerk chicken and rice, plus reggae, Red Stripe beer and rum cocktails too. Find it next to the Arashiyama tram terminus. 11am-6pm Wed-Mon

Ayuchaya Hiranoya ¥

map Google map

The perfect way to round off a Sagano temple safari, this time-warp Kyoto teahouse serves meal sets of ayu (sweetfish) over rice, miso soup and seasonal veggies. 11.30am-9pm

Finer Dining

Kitcho Arashiyama ¥ ¥ ¥

map Google map

Splurge on the meal of a lifetime at this legendary Kyoto ryōtei (high-end Japanese restaurant). A parade of dishes resemble works of art, served in elegant private rooms. 11.30am-3pm, 5-9.30pm

Okina ¥ ¥

map Google map

Enjoy first-rate Kyoto cuisine, including locally made tofu, at this easy-going restaurant with a Michelin star. The lunch sets are great value for the quality. 11.30am-2pm, 5-8pm Thu-Tue

MUKU ¥ ¥

map Google map

On the south side of Togetsu-kyō, this contemporary hotel restaurant is a delicious ode to dashi, with set menus that cleverly showcase the stock fundamental to Japanese cuisine. 7.30am-3pm

[image: img]
Drinking

Coffee & Cake

% Arabica

map Google map

The second outpost of Kyoto’s now global craft coffee chain, it’s easily the most popular cafe in Arashiyama, so expect to queue. Killer river views. 9am-6pm


[image: jpg]

Late-autumn set menu, Ayuchaya Hiranoya | THOMAS O'MALLEY/LONELY PLANET ©

Sagano-yu

map Google map

Taking photos is a no-no at this cafe in a former bathhouse, which is a pity because the converted interiors are really something. Serves coffee, matcha and simple meals. 11am-6pm

Muni La Terrasse

map Google map

Enjoy fabulous river views at this smart-casual cafe serving upscale French patisserie. Pricier than % Arabica next door but you won’t have to queue. 7.30-10am, 11.30-4pm

[image: img]
Shopping

Tasty Treats

Saga Tofu Morika

map Google map

The best Kyoto restaurants buy their tofu fresh from this long-running shop just outside Seiryo-ji. Ideal if you’re staying somewhere with a kitchen. 9am-5pm Thu-Tue

Tsuruya Kotobuki

map Google map

This long-running sweet shop is known for its elegant sakura mochi – glutinous rice cakes wrapped in preserved cherry blossom leaves. A few minutes’ walk from Saga-Arashiyama Station. 9am-5pm

Mori

map Google map

Japanese pickles (tsukemono) make great gifts for foodies, and this shop sells a cartload of Kyoto-grown varieties, many of which you can taste in-store. 10am-6pm
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Explore

Kita


Hop a train at Kyoto Station and in just half an hour you’ll be in Osaka, a high-rise urban playground geared up for foodies, shoppers and party animals. Downtown Osaka is typically divided into Kita (北, Japanese for north) and Minami (south). Kita will likely be where you kickstart your adventure in Japan’s third biggest city, a hyperkinetic hive of offices, malls, department stores and thousands of restaurants, all centering on the aptly named Osaka Station City. Getting lost in the commuter crowds and commercial whirl is half the fun, but if it gets too much, you can escape to the green lawns and riverside rose gardens of Naka-no-shima, or out to breezy Osaka Bay for family-friendly theme parks and attractions.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: train] Train & Metro

All rails lead to Kita, a major hub where multiple train and subway lines converge. From Osaka Station, catch the Osaka Loop Line out to Universal Studios Japan, changing to the Chuo line for Osaka Aquarium. One stop north of Osaka Station is Shin-Osaka Station, where the shinkansen stop.

[image: taxi] Taxis

If you stay out past midnight you’ll need to rely on taxis. Flagfall is ¥700, which covers the first 1.3km; then it’s around ¥400 per additional kilometre.


THE BEST

Climb the iconic UMEDA SKY BUILDING for cityscape eye candy from the 39th-floor observation deck.

Steer your virtual Mario Kart to UNIVERSAL STUDIOS JAPAN, home of the impeccably designed SUPER NINTENDO WORLD.

Lose yourself in the alleyways of TENMA, a wickedly grungy enclave of bars and barbecue joints.

Escape the big-city hustle on NAKA-NO-SHIMA, sandwiched by rivers and home to museums and rose gardens.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Kita


Welcome to the labyrinth! This urban jaunt steers you through the multilevel matrix that is Osaka Station City, linking together department stores, iconic architecture, authentic eats and a secret shrine. You’ll end up on Naka-no-shima, Osaka’s breezy river island blessed with heritage buildings, a rose garden and grassy lawns perfect for a picnic.



START

Umeda Sky Building

END

Osaka-jō

LENGTH

4.5km; 2½ hours
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1 Blast Off

Begin the walk at Osaka’s iconic Umeda Sky Building. Look up at the open aperture in the skyscraper’s ‘floating garden’ that links both towers – does it look like a spaceship has just taken off?

2 Catch Pikachu

Head towards Osaka Station, cross Umekita Plaza and enter the station at the North Central Exit. Inside, follow the signs for the South Central Exit and Daimaru Umeda, with 17 floors of retail heaven. Find your way to floor 13 for Pokémon and Nintendo stores.

3 Basement Bounty

Exit Daimaru at floor 2 and go outside onto the Osaka Station City Sky Walk, a raised walkway leading to Osaka Twin Towers North and Hankyu Umeda, a department store with two floors of gourmet depachika (basement food markets). Perfect picnic fodder!

4 Big Wheel

Leave Hankyu Umeda at floor 1 and go through the covered concourse, following signs for Hep Five, a teen-oriented fashion mall. You’ll spot it by the huge red Ferris wheel exploding out the roof, which you can ride by going up to floor 7.

5 Okonomiyaki Time

Walk south from Hep Five, passing Hankyu Men’s, one of Japan’s largest male fashion stores, then cross the street into Hankyu East Shopping Arcade (look for the big letter E). Hang a right, cross the street to reach Ohatsutenjin-dōri, a covered arcade of lively restaurants and bars. Try okonomiyaki at Yukari Tensan.

6 Forbidden Love

The southern end of Ohatsutenjin-dōri throws up an unlikely find – a 1300-year-old shrine, Ohatsu Tenjin. Popular with couples, the shrine was the setting for a well-known bunraku play about the story of two star-crossed lovers, one a prostitute called Ohatsu.

7 Park Life

Keep heading south until you hit the river and the island of Naka-no-shima. Head west (left), past the old library, city hall and rose gardens, and eventually you’ll reach the green lawns of Naka-no-shima-kōen, Osaka’s first public park.

8 White Castle

From Naka-no-shima-kōen, take the subway from Yodoyabashi Station back to Osaka Station – or keep walking another 15 minutes to Osaka-jō.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Umeda Sky Building


Osaka’s most iconic architectural landmark, the 173m-tall Umeda Sky Building (梅田スカイビル) has been likened to a space-age Arc de Triomphe with is futuristic design and twin towers that converge at the top. Ascend to the 39th- floor observation deck for epic vistas, especially after dark.

map Google map
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Floating garden viewing deck | ARCHITECT: HIROSHI HARA. NIKADA/GETTY IMAGES ©


PLANNING TIP

Grab the Osaka Amazing Pass and you’ll get into Umeda Sky for free before 4pm, and also skip the queues. After 4pm, the pass gets you 30% off normal admission.

[image: barcode]

Scan for access information, advance tickets and information on nearby restaurants.



Space-Age Style

Proposed in 1988 just before Japan’s economic bubble burst, this gloriously high-concept building is composed of twin towers joined by a ‘floating garden’ at the top. Umeda Sky’s architect Hara Hiroshi, who also designed Kyoto Station, described it best when he said it looks like a spaceship has just taken off.

Cityscape Views

At 173m, Umeda Sky only just scrapes into the Top 20 of Osaka’s tallest, but that makes it the perfect height for cityscape and bay photos, best snapped from the open-air Sky Walk rooftop corridor. One floor below, you can drink in the view behind glass, beer in hand. The journey up is half the fun, braving vertigo-inducing glass escalators for the last five storeys.


Art and Dining

The west tower houses the excellent Koji Kinutani Tenku Art Museum, a gallery showcasing the mixed-media frescos of Nara-born artist Koji Kinutani, emblazoned with manga-like deities and dragons. Umeda Sky’s basement is home to Takimi Koji, a food arcade themed to the Taishō era (1912–26), serving Osaka-style okonomiyaki, kushikatsu (deep-fried skewers) and other treats.
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1Top Experiences

 Umeda Sky BuildingA2




1Experiences

1Naka-no-shima-kōenD5

2National Museum of Art, OsakaA5

3Nakanoshima Museum of ArtA5

4Museum of Oriental CeramicsC4

5Universal Studios JapanA6

6Osaka Aquarium KaiyūkanA6

7Tempōzan Giant Ferris WheelA6

8Legoland Discovery CentreA6

9Momofuku Andō Instant Ramen MuseumA1

10Tower of the SunD1

11National Museum of EthnologyD1




5Eating

12Robatayaki IsaribiB2

13Takoyaki UmaiyaD2

14Shin Umeda ShokudogaB2

15Yukari TensanC3

16Endo SushiA4

17Kaiten Sushi GankoB3

18ShinkirakuB3




6Drinking

19Blarney StoneC3

20Captain KangarooB4

21Brooklyn Roasting CompanyD5

22Kitahama RetroD5

23Beer BellyA5

24Leach BarA5

2540 Sky Bar & LoungeB4

26Frenz FrenzyC3

27Grand SlamC3




7Shopping

28Daimaru UmedaB3

29Hankyū Umeda Department StoreB3

30Hanshin Department StoreB3

31Grand Front OsakaB2

32Hep FiveB2

33NU ChayamachiB2

34Hankyū Men’sB2









EXPERIENCES

Explore the Alleys of Tenma after Dark Street life

If the idea of smoke-filled izakaya pubs and tiny eateries strung together along ramshackle alleyways sounds appealing, get yourself to Tenma (天満).

Heading north from Tenma Station, you’ll soon fall down the rabbit hole along lanes barely wide enough for a motorbike. Lose yourself among the after-work throng and take your pick from retro-cool venues selling okonomiyaki, kushikatsu and barbecued meats.

A good place to aim for is Beer Belly Tenma, a craft-beer pub showcasing Osaka’s own Minoh brewery.

Take an Arty Stroll on Naka-no-shima Museums & gardens

map Google map

Sandwiched between a pair of rivers, Osaka’s 3km-long island of Naka-no-shima (中之島)is home to several art galleries and museums. The National Museum of Art, Osaka (map Google map), built for Expo ’70 by César Pelli, showcases 20th-century artists in a quirky underground space.

The formidable black cube next door is the Nakanoshima Museum of Art (map Google map), often featuring works by Saeki Yuzo (1898–1928), a modernist painter born in Osaka. A stroll east takes you to the Museum of Oriental Ceramics (map Google map), home to a world-class collection of Chinese and Korean porcelain.

Passing Osaka Prefectural Nakanoshima Library and Osaka City Central Public Hall, two fine heritage buildings from the early 1900s, you’ll reach rose gardens and the neat lawns of Naka-no-shima-kōen.

Go Full Mario at Universal Studios Japan Theme park

map

One of Japan’s best theme parks, Universal Studios Japan (USJ) got a huge boost in 2021 with the opening of Super Nintendo World, a Mario-themed zone of snapping piranha plants and magical mushrooms. It looks incredible, even if the Mario Kart: Koopa’s Challenge ride fails to set the heart racing.

For thrills try Harry Potter and the Forbidden Journey, a stomach-churning broomstick chase, or the frankly terrifying Jurassic Park coaster The Flying Dinosaur.

Younger kids have gentler areas themed on Snoopy and Sesame Street, and the rollicking No Limit! Parade (2pm daily).

The only drawbacks are that the rides are all in Japanese and queues can be hours long. To max out your visit, buy at least one ‘Express Pass’ set per person (on top of the park entrance fee) and a timed entry ticket to Super Nintendo World.



Amazing Osaka Deal

The Osaka Amazing Pass is a discount card (one day ¥2800, two days ¥3600) that grants you unlimited travel on city subways, buses and trains (excluding transfer from Kansai Airport) and free entry into over 40 attractions including Osaka Castle, Umeda Sky Building, Tempozan and Hep Five Ferris wheels, plus a range of boat cruises. Best of all, flashing the pass often lets you skip the queues. Buy it at Kansai Airport, city subway stations and tourist information centres (osp.osaka-info.jp).



Wave at a Whale Shark in Osaka Bay Aquarium

Deep in Osaka’s urban jungle, it’s easy to forget you’re in a port city. Rectify this by heading out to Osaka Bay, a slice of reclaimed coast home to the excellent Osaka Aquarium Kaiyukan (海遊館; map). A walkway winds between floors revealing marine species from the Pacific Rim region – penguins, butterflyfish, seals, otters, jellyfish, and Kai, a whale shark in the huge central tank. The 112m-high Tempōzan Giant Ferris Wheel (map) soars over the aquarium, and you can set sail on a 45-minute cruise around the bay aboard the Santa Maria, supposedly a replica of Columbus’ famous sailing ship.

Little ones will love the Legoland Discovery Centre (map) with its play zones, 4D cinema and interactive model of Osaka made from 1½ million bricks, but note that adults can’t go without a child in tow.

Pimp Your Pot at the Cup Noodles Museum Museum

map

Each year the people of Japan slurp up well over 5 billion servings of instant noodles, a convenience food invented in Osaka by Momofuku Andō, founder of the Cup Noodles brand. At the quirky, hi-tech Instant Ramen Museum, you can see a replica of the wooden shack where he formulated his first batch in the 1950s, initially as a means to overcome Japan’s post-war food shortages. But the real highlight is the chance to make your own bespoke Cup Noodles pot to take away – the ultimate Japan souvenir.

Ride the Monorail to Expo ’70 Park Park

All eyes will be on Osaka in 2025 for the World Expo, but why not get a taste of when Osaka hosted it the first time around? Expo ’70 Commemorative Park, 50 minutes from downtown Osaka by metro and monorail, was where a ‘city of the future’ briefly blossomed in 1970, all gone now save for the Tower of the Sun (map), the expo’s 70m-tall centrepiece created by Japanese artist Tarō Okamoto. More exotic totems are on show at the superb National Museum of Ethnology (map) inside the park, which showcases the world’s cultures via a diverse and revealing collection of artefacts.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey
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Eating

Lively & Local

Robatayaki Isaribi ¥ ¥

map Google map

At this boozy barbecue joint, chefs wield oar-sized paddles to sling freshly grilled meat, seafood and veggies from the hot coals to your plate. 4-11.15pm

Takoyaki Umaiya ¥

map Google map

No mayo or bonito flakes at this resolutely old-school tako-yaki shop near Tenma. Just pillowy, octopus-rich orbs cooked up by the fourth-generation owners. 11.30am-6.30pm Wed-Mon

Shin Umeda Shokudoga ¥

map Google map

You’ll find the real Osaka in this smoky hive west of Umeda Station: tiny izakaya pubs and standing bars that vibrate when the trains rumble overhead. Hours vary by venue

Yukari Tensan ¥ ¥

map Google map

This okonomiyaki restaurant in the lively Ohatsutenjin-dōri arcade riffs on the classic recipe with kooky variations like curry sausage and five-cheese. 11.30am-9pm Tue-Sun

Sushi & Tempura

Endo Sushi ¥ ¥

map Google map

Start your day off right with an ultra-fresh sushi breakfast and clam miso soup at this no-frills, century-old counter restaurant in Osaka’s seafood market. 6.15am-1.30pm

Kaiten Sushi Ganko ¥ ¥

map Google map

Grab a bite before your train at this reliable kaiten-zushi (conveyor-belt sushi) shop inside JR Osaka’s Eki Marché food court. 11am-11pm

Shinkiraku ¥ ¥

map Google map

Inside the Hilton Plaza, a tempura specialist serving beautifully light and crisp tempura alongside warming bowls of kamonabe (simmered duck hot pot). 11am-3pm, 5-10pm Mon-Fri, to 9.30pm Sat

[image: img]
Drinking

Lively Expat Pubs

The Blarney Stone Umeda

map Google map

Head up to this 6th-floor Irish pub for pints of Guinness, pub grub, friendly banter and live music on Fridays and weekends. It’s in Umeda’s Ohatsutenjin-dōri arcade. 5pm-1am, to 3am Fri-Sat

Captain Kangaroo

map Google map

Kitted out with dart boards and DJ decks, this grungy dive has a busy happy hour, loads of bottled beer and tasty burgers. Smoking permitted. 6pm-5am

Riverside Hangouts

Brooklyn Roasting Company

map Google map

A handy pit stop when visiting Naka-no-shima or Osaka-jō, this hip riverside cafe with terrace serves some of the city’s best espresso-based coffee. 8am-7pm

Kitahama Retro

map Google map

Enjoy British-style afternoon tea served on vintage tableware in this antique building standing alone among modern constructions. Packed on weekends. 11am-7pm, from 10.30am Sat-Sun

Beer Belly Tosabori

map Google map

Tucked in behind the big APA Hotel just south of Naka-no-shima, Beer Belly is a relaxed, convivial spot for a pint of craft beer or three. 5pm-midnight Tue-Fri, 3-11pm Sat

Upscale Hotel Bars

Leach Bar

map Google map

Inside the Rihga Hotel, elderly bartenders mix precise cocktails while scolding who- ever tries to photograph the stunning 1960s interior designed by influential potter Bernard Leach. 4pm-midnight Wed-Mon

[image: jpg]

Grand Front Osaka PSGXXX/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

40 Sky Bar & Lounge

map Google map

Suave cocktails and a cache of rare Japanese whiskies come with inspiring city views in the Conrad Hotel’s 40th-floor lobby bar. 10.30am-10pm, to 10.30pm Sat-Sun

LGBTIQ+ Venues

FrenZ FrenZY

map Google map

Osaka’s LGBTIQ+ community centres on Dōyama-chō just east of Osaka Station. This neon-clad bar, popular with expats, is a good place to kickstart a night out. 7pm-2am, to 5am Fri-Sat

Grand Slam

map Google map

Welcoming and inclusive, this intimate bar and nightclub in Dōyama- chō has a thing for karaoke, and packs out by midnight. 9pm-5am Tue-Sat

[image: img]
Shopping

Department Stores

Daimaru Umeda

map Google map

By the south gate of Osaka Station, this branch of the Kansai chain sells a whole lot of everything. Head to the 13th floor for official Pokémon and Nintendo stores. 10am-8pm

Hankyu Umeda

map Google map

The train-station-department-store concept started on this spot back in 1929. Come for ladies’ haute-couture, artisan homewares and a mouth-watering basement food court. 10am-8pm

Hanshin Department Store

map Google map

As if Umeda didn’t already have enough megastores, here’s another. Head up to the 8th floor for the Hanshin Tigers team shop, Osaka’s beloved baseball team. 10am-8pm

Fashion & Style

Grand Front Osaka

map Google map

Just west of Osaka Station is one of the Japan’s biggest malls, with a penchant for fashion and lifestyle, where you can browse Japanese and international brands. 10am-9pm

Hep Five

map Google map

With discount youth trends sold in tiny individual stores, Hep Five has the added attraction of a red Ferris wheel nosing out of the roof. 11am-9pm

NU Chayamachi

map Google map

In youthful Chayamachi district, this stylish mall is a popular hangout with the cool kids, especially Tower Records up on the 6th floor. 11am-9pm

Hankyu Men’s

map Google map

One of Japan’s largest male-oriented department stores, this six-storey emporium sells mostly wallet-busting designer brands. The basement barber offers upscale grooming. 10am-8pm







Explore

Minami


More free and easy than punctilious Kyoto, Osaka has an infectious work-hard, play-hard energy that fizzes through the blue-collar neighbourhoods of Minami (南), 3km due south of Kita. Known for its vibrant street life, it’s in Minami where you can go on a soul-food safari through the bright lights of Dōtombori and dance to esoteric beats (or walls of industrial noise) in countercultural Amerika-Mura. Characterful areas abound, like Den Den Town with its manga stores and maid cafes, or the throwback entertainment district of Shin-Sekai. There’s older history here too, in the form of majestic Osaka-jō, the city’s monumental castle, along with important shrines and temples that, while they won’t top Kyoto’s grand designs, make for a welcome change of pace.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around
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One of the most useful routes for sightseers is the Midō-suji line (coloured red), running north–south and stopping at Shin-Osaka, Umeda (next to Osaka Station), Shinsaibashi (for Amerika-Mura and Dōtombori), Namba, Dobutsuen-Mae (for Shin-Sekai) and Tennōji (for Abeno Harukas).
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From Namba Station you can hop on a Nankai train south to Sumiyoshi Taisha and onwards to Kansai Airport.

[image: tram] Tram

Osaka’s last remaining trolley-car route, the Hankai Uemachi Line connects Abeno Harukas with Sumiyoshi Taisha.


THE BEST

Hunting down the tastiest TAKO-YAKI (octopus dumplings;) and OKONOMIYAKI (savoury pancakes;).

Hopping between hip dive bars on a night out in AMERIKA-MURA and neighbouring SHINSAIBASHI.

Marvelling at the scale and artistry of OSAKA-JŌ, then climbing the keep for lofty views.

Soaking up the retro vibes in SHIN-SEKAI, then going for a soak at SPA WORLD, a hot spring theme park.






WALKING TOUR

Expore Minami


This walk offers a little bit of everything that Minami is famous for. Starting in the bright lights of Dōtombori, you’ll head into the Namba area through busy shopping arcades, and onwards to Den Den Town, Osaka’s anime and manga heartland. Next comes Shin-Sekai, a gaudy entertainment district, before finishing up at Osaka’s tallest building.



START

Ebisu-bashi

END

Abeno Harukas

LENGTH

4km; 2 hours
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1 Blinded by the Lights

Set out from Ebisu-bashi, a bridge with the best views of Dōtombori’s famed neon nightscape. Be prepared to muscle through the crowds for the best photo spot.

2 Hidden Temple

Heading south over the bridge, hang a left onto Dōtombori. Go past the wacky food signage and turn right (south) into Sennichi-mae arcade. Look for the alley on the right with the wooden sign for Hōzen-ji (法善寺), a tiny temple with a moss-covered deity.

3 Tako-Yaki Time

Find your way back to Sennichi-mae arcade and keep heeding south. Cross the main road, and after 200m you’ll reach Takoyaki Wanaka, one of the city’s best tako-yaki (octopus dumpling) vendors.

4 Japan’s Kitchen

Keep going south and soon you’ll be surrounded by pots, pans, knives, and bamboo steamers – this is Dōguya-suji Arcade, selling just about anything related to Osaka’s principal passion: food.

5 Den of Geeks

At the end of the arcade, head left (east) and take the next right after Namco, a video game arcade. Welcome to Den Den Town, Osaka’s hotspot for manga (comics) and anime. Walk past the maid cafe touts, turning left when you reach Animate, a chain selling anime merch, and then right at Taito Station, another arcade.

6 Showa Vibes

Keep walking south past Ebisuchō subway station until you see the entrance sign for Shin-Sekai, a retro entertainment district. Go past iconic Tsūten-kaku, a 63m-tall steel tower, and take your pick from shooting galleries, souvenir stalls and raucous restaurants.

7 Green Retreat

Look for a gate in the west of Shin-Sekai and you’ll leave the carnival behind and enter peaceful Tennōji Park, home to tree-shaded paths, a zoo and the Osaka City Museum of Fine Arts (under renovation until 2025).

8 Dizzy New Heights

Exiting at the southeast corner of Tennōji Park, cross the junction and finish the walk at Abeno Harukas, Osaka’s tallest skyscraper with lordly views from the top-floor observation deck.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Osaka-jō


Mighty Osaka-jō (大阪城) manages to be every bit as imposing as the high-rise city that surrounds it, and is testament to the awesome power and prestige of Osaka in the feudal era. Japan’s most visited castle deserves to be at the top of your Osaka sightseeing itinerary.

map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Allow two hours to half a day. Spring is a prime time to visit – the grounds are a famous spot for hanami enkai (cherry-blossom-viewing parties).

[image: barcode]

Scan for exhibition information, a potted history and to buy advance tickets.



War and Peace

Civil wars ravaged Japan through much of the 15th and 16th centuries, as battle-hardened daimyō (feudal lords) fought to control the country. One warlord emerged victorious: Toyotomi Hideyoshi, who unified Japan and built Osaka-jō as his power base, completed a year before he died in 1597. For all its claims of invincibility, the castle was razed in 1614 by the armies of Tokugawa Ieyasu, the founder of the Tokugawa shogunate, his victory ushering in a new era of relative peace. Rebuilding commenced a year later, and the moats and walls of the reconstructed castle survive to this day.

Storm the Battlements

The gigantic scale and neat precision of Osaka-jō’s walls and gates is awesome to behold. Walls known as ishigaki are built of huge interlocking stones, many inscribed with the crests of the 64 daimyō tasked with the castle’s construction; the beefiest granite slab is 11m wide and reckoned to weigh over 100 tons. The best way to view (and photograph) the battlements is aboard the Gozabune Boat, which cruises the inner moat every half-hour. From the water, the stone walls rise up 34m high – almost like sailing through a canyon. Head to the Osakajo Gozabune Pier before entering the keep to book your slot.


QUICK BREAK

Grab sandwiches, pastries and coffee at Gout (map), a smart bakery- café a short walk west of Osaka-jō. Eat in or takeaway for a picnic in the castle’s Nishinomaru garden.




Lord of the Realm

Osaka-jō’s graceful white tenshu (main keep) is a 1931 concrete rebuild – lightning vaporised the former wood-and-plaster edifice centuries before. Inside you’ll find a multi-floor museum focusing on the life and times of Hideyoshi Toyotomi. The best part is the top-floor observation deck where you get a vivid sense of the castle’s lordly standing high over the Osaka plain, but frankly it all feels a bit too new. Budget time to have a wander around the castle’s more historic precincts, starting at Nishinomaru garden with its two surviving yagura (defensive turrets), which you can enter to see original period interiors. Go even deeper by tacking on a visit to the nearby Osaka Museum of History, which tells the city’s story from before the castle was built up to the early 20th century.
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1Top Experiences

 Osaka-jōD1




1Experiences

1DōtomboriC3

2National Bunraku TheatreD4

3Tombori River CruiseC3

4Amerika-MuraA3

5Triangle ParkA2

6Kuromon IchibaD4

7Dōguya-suji ArcadeC5

8Den Den TownD6




5Eating

9Wanaka HontenC5

10KukuruB3

11Kogaryu TakoyakiA2

12ChibōC3

13FukutaroC4

14Za IkagaA3

15Kushikatsu Tanaka Amerika-MuraA2

16Imai HontenC3

17Kinryū RamenC3

18NishiyaC2

19Yoshino SushiB1

20Sushiro ShinsaibashiB1

21Critters BurgerA2

22Slices Bar & CafeB3

23Kim Anna KimchiD4




6Drinking

24LiLo Coffee RoastersA2

25Mel Coffee RoastersA1

26Pink ElephantB3

27The Drunken ClamC3

28Misono BuildingC4

29Bar NayutaA2

30CinquecentoC3

31CircusA2

32HokageB3

33ROR Comedy ClubA3




7Shopping

34Time Bomb RecordsA3

35Newtone RecordsA2

36Rare Groove OsakaA2

37Bic CameraC4

38Daimaru ShinsaibashiB2

39Shinsaibashi Big StepB2

40Osaka TakashimayaB5









EXPERIENCES

Taste Tako-yaki in Dōtombori Street food

map Google map

No trip to Osaka is complete without an evening stroll in Dōtombori (道頓堀). The 400-

year-old bori (canal) that gives the area its name is a riot of glittering billboards, while running parallel is bustling Dōtombori street with its fabulous food signs – think giant waggling octopuses, crabs, puffer fish and dragons. It’s here that you’ll see chefs deftly flicking rows of gooey, golf-ball-shaped tako-yaki, Osaka’s most famous snack.

First popularised in the 1930s, an egg-rich batter is griddle-cooked around a small piece of octopus, with optional toppings of tako-yaki sauce (like Worcestershire sauce), bonito flakes, dried seaweed and mayo. Two of the most famous vendors to try are Kukuru and Wanaka Dotonbori. If you’re still hungry, join the fast-moving queues at Chibo for four floors of okonomiyaki (Osaka-style savoury pancakes). Ebisu-bashi, a bridge over Dōtombori’s canal, is a good place to start exploring.

Catch a Puppet Play at the National Bunraku Theatre Theatre

map Google map

Once hugely popular in Osaka, bunraku is a performance art using near-life-sized puppets to tell dramatic tales of love, duty and politics.

Bunraku’s most famous play-wright, Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653–1724), wrote plays about Osaka’s merchants and the denizens of the pleasure quarters, and naturally theatres sprang up around Dōtombori to stage them. The National Bunraku Theatre (国立文楽劇場), a few blocks east of Dōtombori, flies the flag for this UNESCO-endorsed art form. Shows can last up to four hours, but you can buy single-act tickets on the day, and in summer the theatre stages tourist-friendly ‘Bunraku for beginners’ shows. English audio guides available.

Photograph the City Lights from a Canal Boat Cruise

map Google map

Dōtombori gets famously busy, so one way to sidestep the crowds is to hit the water on a Tombori River Cruise It’s also a handy vantage point from which to snap photos of Dōtombori’s iconic illuminated billboards, the most famous of which is Glico Running Man, advertising Osaka-based candymaker Glico (of Pocky sticks fame).

Canal cruises last for 20 minutes and run on the half-hour. Get tickets from inside the Don Quijote Bldg – it’s the one with a Ferris wheel on its facade. Osaka Amazing Pass holders can cruise for free.


Heavyweight Slapdown

For its combo of explosive spectacle, esoteric ritual and man-mountain athletes, watching sumo is an unforgettable experience. Every March the heavyweights come to Osaka for a 15-day tournament, held at Namba’s EDION Arena. Tickets (from around ¥4000) go on sale in early February and can be purchased online (sumo.pia.jp/en) or as same-day tickets at the arena.




Hang out with the Cool Kids in Amerika-Mura Street life

A magnet for Osaka’s alternative crowd, the neighbourhood of Amerika-Mura (アメリカ村; map Google map) is a great place for people-watching, shopping and bar-hopping. Head to tiny Triangle Park (map Google map) and most evenings you’ll see a parade of beautifully maintained sports cars, lowriders and motor-cycles rumble on through.

Grab a konbini beer and hang out with the skater kids, street performers and pop-up sellers, or check out the surrounding boutiques selling vintage denim, sneakers, baseball caps and vinyl records. Southwest of Shinsaibashi Station, Ame-Mura is so-called because this former warehouse zone started selling imported US fashions in the 1970s.

Go on a Foodie Foray Through Namba food culture

Osaka’s obsession with food and snacking comes into its own in the streets east of Namba Station (難波駅). If you’ve got a hankering for market-fresh seafood, Kuromon Ichiba (map Google map) is a covered arcade of vendors selling giant tiger prawns, oysters, spiky uni (sea urchin), fugu (pufferfish) and spider crab legs, much of it portioned up and ready to be cooked and eaten on the spot.

For Japanese kitchenware, find your way to nearby Dōguya-suji (map Google map), an arcade of stores selling knives, lacquer bowls, bamboo steamers, sushi gear and even tako-yaki griddles. Namba is also a great place to try Osaka’s iconic soul-food dish, okonomiyaki. A savoury pancake made with flour, grated yam, dashi (fish stock) and cabbage, it’s typically topped with pork belly, shrimp, squid, green onions, sauce and mayo. Fukutaro is a wonderfully old-school okonomi-yaki joint where diners sit around a counter teppan (hot plate).

Get Your Geek on in Den Den Town Gaming and manga

map Google map

From the Japanese word for electricity (denki), Den Den Town (でんでんタウン) is Osaka’s electronics district and go-to neighbourhood for all things otaku – computers, pop culture, video games, manga and anime.


Often touted as Osaka’s answer to Akihabara in Tokyo, it’s much more low-key but still exudes a retro-cool appeal. As well as countless stores selling manga, figurines and collectibles, you’ll also find video game arcades and maid cafes, a kind of cosplay restaurant where the waitresses are dressed in anime-style French maid outfits.

Den Den Town comprises much of the Nipponbashi shopping district, starting southeast of Nankai Namba Station and continuing down to Ebisu-chō Station.
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Soak up Showa Vibes at Shin-Sekai Retro sideshows

map Google map

A riot of retro fun, Shin-Sekai (新世界, ‘New World’) is a gaudy entertainment district of narrow streets, shooting galleries and pachinko parlours trapped in a late Showa-era (1926–89) time-warp. The action centres on the 103m-high Tsūten-kaku (Tower Reaching Heaven; map Google map), a retro-futurist mass of silver steel built in 1956.

The 1912 original was a wacky hybrid of the Eiffel Tower piggy-backing the Arc de Triomphe in a short-lived theme park. Shin-Sekai is also famous for kushikatsu, a blue-collar Osakan dish where skewers of meat, seafood or vegetables are coated in a panko crumb, deep-fried and served with a tangy dipping sauce.


Daruma, a major kushikatsu chain, started it all here in 1929. The original (tiny) branch is in a small alley and has an English menu. Dobutsuen Mae is the handiest subway station for Shin-Sekai – from the exit, make your way through Janjan-yokochō, a covered alley of throwback restaurants, vintage arcades and gloriously old-school gaming parlours where locals play shōgi (Japanese chess) at wooden tables.


OSAKA’S BEST TOURS

Cycle Osaka (cycleosaka.com)

This long-running outfit offers two-wheeled tours that go off the beaten track to explore lesser-known neighbourhoods like Tsuruhashi, Osaka’s Koreatown. Fees include bicycle and helmet rental, water and food.

Osaka Food Tours (osakafood tours.com) Choose from a range of foodie-focused walking tours that mix history, traditional Osaka food (and alcohol), and plenty of local trivia.

Taste Osaka (tasteosaka.com) Hit the backstreets for a booze-fuelled tour of Osaka’s nightlife, or explore Umeda’s underground arcades on an afternoon eating tour.



Get Steamy in Spa World Onsen

map Google map

Shin-Sekai is also where you'll find Spa World a huge, seven-storey onsen (hot-spring) resort. Open 24 hours, it’s the kind of place where you can soak until your skin shrivels, flitting between gender-separated baths done up in the styles of different countries – think Roman baths, Finnish saunas, and Japanese cypress-wood onsen. Swimsuits can be rented for the communal pools and water slides (great for kids), but for everywhere else you bathe naked. Tattoos are a no-no, but they'll help you cover up small ones with tape.

Hit the Heights at Abeno Harukas Observation deck

map Google map

Enjoy vertigo-inducing views of Osaka and the Kansai region from Abeno Harukas (あべのハルカス), Japan’s highest skyscraper until it was pipped by Tokyo’s Azabudai Hills in 2023 (the far taller SkyTree is technically a broadcasting tower).

The 300m-high, César Pelli–designed giant has a free viewing area on the 16th floor, but the best eye-candy is up on top-level Harukas 300 observation deck, with seemingly all of Kansai on show. You’ll also find an art museum and the mammoth Kintetsu department store set over 16 floors. It’s easy to tack on a visit here after exploring Shin-Sekai – simply stroll through Tennōji Park, perhaps making a stop at the Osaka City Museum of Fine Arts (map Google map), due to reopen after renovations in 2025.
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1Experiences

1Shin-SekaiB1

2Tsūten-kakuB1

3Spa WorldB2

4Abeno HarukasE4

5Osaka City Museum of Fine ArtsD2

6Shitennō-jiF1

7Honbō-teienF1

8Nagai Botanical GardensF4

9Sumiyoshi TaishaA4




5Eating

10Ganso Kushikatsu Daruma HontenB2




7Shopping

11Tower KnivesB1
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Bow to Buddha at Shitennō-ji Buddhist temple

map Google map

Shitennō-ji (四天王寺, Temple of the Four Heavenly Kings) in south Osaka is one of Japan’s oldest Buddhist temples.

It was founded in 593 by Prince Shōtoku, an intellectual and devout Buddhist who worked to promote the religion more widely throughout Japan. Rebuilt over the years, the oldest structure is a stone torii (Shintō shrine gate) dating back to 1294. While you can freely explore most of the grounds, you pay to enter the main hall and five-storey pagoda.

Honbō-teien (map Google map) strolling garden here is also worth a look. On the 21st of each month, a flea market sets up outside the temple, selling antiques and knicknacks, including porcelain and vintage kimonos.


See the Lights at Nagai Botanical Gardens Art installation

map Google map

By day, Osaka’s Nagai Botanical Gardens (長居植物園) is a perfectly nice place for a stroll, but after dark it takes on an otherworldly allure thanks to the remarkable installations of teamLab, an international art collective.

Lights, sounds, sculpture and nature convene in a mesmerising, multisensory adventure as you wander through a section of the gardens transformed into a dreamlike landscape. You’ll soon forget you’re in the middle of a city, and probably stay for longer than you planned.

Get tickets in advance online (teamlab.art/e/botanicalgarden).

Ride the Tram to Sumi-yoshi Taisha Shrine

map

Dedicated to Shintō deities of the sea and sea travel, Sumi-yoshi Taisha (住吉大社) is Osaka’s most evocative shrine. A haven of peace, the tree-shaded shrine is reached via a steep red taiko-bashi (drum bridge), so named for how its reflection in the water completes a circular drum shape. The thatch-roofed buildings reveal Japan’s oldest form of shrine architecture, predating the arrival of Buddhism in the 6th century.

A fun way to get there is aboard one of Osaka’s only tramlines. Built in 1900, the Uemachi Line tram starts at Tennoji-Ekimae beside Abeno Harukas and trundles past old residential streets and commercial quarters on a mix of road and rail – it’s like peeking into the city’s private backyard.




LISTINGS

Best Places for…

¥ Cheap ¥ ¥ Moderate ¥ ¥ ¥ Pricey
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Eating

Tako-yaki (Octopus-Filled Dumplings)

Wanaka Honten ¥

map Google map

Wanaka’s golden, gooey balls are some of the best in Osaka. Order the sampler for a tray of four, each with different toppings. At least 10 locations. Hours vary

Kukuru ¥

map Google map

A Dōtombori fixture since the 1980s, this tako-yaki vendor is known for its oversized chunks of octopus. Look for the red octopus entwined around the signboard. 11am-9pm, from 10am Sat-Sun

Kogaryu Takoyaki ¥

map Google map

Choose from a range of creative toppings at this much-loved tako-yaki spot beside Triangle Park in Amerika-Mura. 10.30am-8.30pm, to 9.30pm Sat-Sun

Okonomiyaki (Savoury Pancakes)

Chibo ¥ ¥

map Google map

Try the house special Dōtombori yaki, loaded with pork, beef, squid, shrimp and cheese, at this multi-floor emporium. Tables at the back have canal views. 11am-11pm

Fukutaro ¥

map Google map

Old-school joint where diners sit around a hot plate slicing off wedges of okonomiyaki with kote trowels. Branches in Namba and near Osaka Station. 5-11.30pm Mon-Fri, from noon Sat-Sun

Za Ikaga ¥

map Google map

Top billing at this Ame-Mura food stand is ika-yaki – grilled squid and egg in a thin pancake with okonomiyaki-style sauce. Great people-watching spot. 5-11pm Thu-Tue, to midnight Fri-Sat

Kushikatsu (Deep-Fried Skewers)

Kushikatsu Daruma ¥ ¥

map

Munch on scrumptious crumbed skewers of meat, seafood and veggies at the Osaka chain credited with inventing kushikatsu in Shin-Sekai back in 1929. 11am-10.30pm

Kushikatsu Tanaka Amerika-Mura ¥

map Google map

Beer and kushikatsu is a top combo, and handily this Ame-Mura hotspot opens late so you can drop in mid-bar crawl for some deep-fried sustenance. Noon-1am

Udon & Ramen

Dotonbori Imai Honten ¥ ¥

map Google map

Famous for kitsune udon, an Osaka original with thick wheat noodles served in a fragrant dashi broth and topped with strips of age (deep-fried tofu). 11.30am-9pm Thu-Tue


Kinryu Ramen ¥

map Google map

There’s only one item on offer at this Dōtombori institution: house-made noodles in a rich but balanced pork-bone soup (tonkotsu ramen). Look for the serpentine dragon outside. 24hr

Nishiya ¥ ¥

map Google map

Another longstanding udon specialist, Nishiya also serves hearty nabe (hot pot) dishes, tempura, sashimi and more in a traditional three-storey wooden building. 11am- 10.30pm, to 10pm Sun

Sushi & Seafood

Yoshino Sushi ¥ ¥

map Google map

Osaka’s oshizushi (pressed sushi) is made using a box-shaped mould to create neat, tightly packed sushi stacks. Try it at this stalwart, in business since 1841. 10am-2pm Mon-Fri

Sushiro Shinsaibashi ¥

map Google map

Yes, it’s a nationwide conveyor-belt sushi chain, but Sushiro was founded in Osaka, and this location is a great option when shopping in Shinsaibashi. 11am-11pm, from 10.30am Sat-Sun

Kuromon Ichiba ¥ ¥

map Google map

Unashamedly touristy, this covered arcade has stalls doubling as restaurants where you can eat grilled tiger prawns, oysters, spider crab claws and other fruits of the sea. 8am-6pm
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Global Tastes

Critters Burger ¥ ¥

map Google map

When you’ve got a burger-sized hole that needs filling, this Ame-Mura favourite delivers. Filling combos include jalapeño cheese and avocado prosciutto. 11am-9pm


Slices Cafe & Bar ¥

map Google map

Load up on pizza and Canadian-themed comfort food at this affable dive. Lots of vegan options, plus craft beer and cocktails. 4-11pm Tue-Thu, to midnight Fri-Sun

Kim Anna Kimchi ¥ ¥

map Google map

Reason enough to venture out to Tsuruhashi (Korean Town) is this lively market restaurant hawking kimchi pancakes (chijimi) and still-wriggling octopus tentacles (san-nakj). 10.30am-9pm, to 5pm Wed
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Drinking

Artisan Coffee

LiLo Coffee Roasters

map Google map

Choose from a selection of single-origin beans roasted in-house at this pint-sized Amerika-Mura cafe. Clued-up, English-speaking staff. 11am-11pm

Mel Coffee Roasters

map Google map

Standing room only in this roastery serving some of Osaka’s best hand-poured coffee. In true Japanese style, roast intensity is tweaked according to the season. 10am-6pm Tue-Sun

Drinking Dens & Dives

Pink Elephant

map Google map

One of several subterranean dive bars in a dingy Ame-Mura basement, this eclectic spot extends a warm welcome to travellers. Music-loving owners a bonus. 9pm-5am

The Drunken Clam

map Google map

Come for the communal, off-key karaoke; stay for the cheap drinks and friendly international crowd. It’s a tight squeeze, so you’ll soon make friends. 8pm-2am, to 4am Fri-Sat

Misono Building

map Google map

Namba’s once-grand Misono Building has fallen into a kind of decadent decay and is now home to a Blade Runner–esque hive of tiny bars on the second and third floors. Hours vary

Cocktails & Mixology

Bar Nayuta

map Google map

When you’ve found the hidden, speakeasy-style entrance, take a stool, tell the bartenders your tastes and let them wow you with custom cocktails. 5pm-3am

Cinquecento

map Google map

The name means ‘500’ in Italian, which is the price in yen of Martinis (and most other drinks) at this easy-going, internationally minded bar. 8pm-5am, to 3am Sun

Clubs & Performance

Circus

map Google map

The heart of Osaka’s underground electronic scene, this compact club is a connoisseur of eclectic beats and bleeps. Check circus-osaka.com for upcoming parties. Bring ID. 11pm-5am Fri-Sat

Hokage

map Google map

Rock out to noise, hardcore, metal and anything else sonically abrasive at this underground, multi-floor dive in Ame-Mura. Gets loud as hell, so bring earplugs. 3pm-midnight

ROR Comedy Club

map Google map

This Seinfeld–styled basement club often has Japanese comics performing routines (in English), along with American and British stand-ups. Shows on Mon, Wed, Fri and Sat at 8pm
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Shopping

Vinyl Records

Time Bomb Records

map Google map

An Ame-Mura old timer, Time Bomb stocks a serious collection of vinyl with a focus on rock, guitar pop, 1960s and 1970s, new wave, punk, alternative and psychedelic. Noon-8pm

Newtone Records

map Google map

Set up for DJs and crate-diggers, you could lose hours here thumbing through racks of records covering electronic music genres like techno, house and ambient. Noon-9pm

Rare Groove Osaka

map Google map

Beard-strokers rejoice, this place is a connoisseur’s treasure trove of Japanese pop, ambient, world music, jazz, and not forgetting rare groove. 11am-6pm Thu-Tue

Japanese Knives & Kitchenware

Tower Knives

map Google map

English-speaking staff explain the relative virtues of the top-quality Japanese kitchen knives (some hand-forged by Osaka artisans) sold at this shop just east of Shin-Sekai’s tower. 10am-6pm

Dōguya-suji Arcade

map Google map

This shōtengai (covered arcade) sells all the instruments of Japanese cuisine: bamboo steamers, chef’s knives, lacquer bowls – even hotplates for making tako-yaki. 10am-6pm

Malls & Department Stores

Bic Camera Namba

map Google map

From rice cookers to e-bikes, this superstore sells every appliance under the sun. You might struggle to get that Japanese toilet seat in your suitcase, though. 10am-9pm

Daimaru Shinsaibashi

map Google map

Dive in to 12 floors of high-end retail heaven at Daimaru’s Minami flagship, halfway along the always packed Shinsaibashi-suji shōtengai (covered arcade). 10am-8pm

Big Step

map Google map

Some of the quirks of this Ame-Mura fashion mall include spiral escalators and Silver Ball Planet, a retro pinball arcade on the 3rd floor. 11am-11pm

Takashimaya Namba

map Google map

Browse tempting Japanese sweets and bentō boxes in the basement food hall of this upscale chain, founded in Kyoto in 1831. It’s attached to Namba Station. 10am-8pm
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Family Travel

With so much that’s culturally so different, visiting Kyoto and Osaka with kids is an incredible experience. With a little prep and insider know-how, it can be relatively stress-free too.



Family-Friendly Attractions

As well as cultural exploration, there’s plenty to keep kids occupied in Kyoto. Try the Edo era–themed TŌEI Kyoto Studio Park, Railway Museum, Kyoto Zoo, or Kyoto International Manga Museum. Or just burn off energy in Kyoto Imperial Park. In Osaka, you could spend a full day at Universal Studios Japan).




BREASTFEEDING

Relatively few Japanese women breastfeed in public and those that do generally use a cover. For more privacy, use a baby/nursing room, which can be found in malls, department stores, and many family-focused attractions.



Eating Out

Family restaurants (famiresu) are reasonably priced and serve familiar Western dishes and kid-sized portions. Chain izakaya (pub-eateries) often have non-smoking sections and can offer a mix of familiar flavours and local dishes, making them a good compromise. For sushi, opt for a casual kaiten-zushi (conveyor-belt) restaurant – there’s no need to stress about the kids being loud and the menu has non-sushi items for picky eaters.

Changing Facilities

For a nappy refresh, multipurpose toilets in department stores, malls and stations typically have well-maintained changing beds.

[image: jpg]
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Essential Supplies

High-street drugstores like Matsumoto Kiyoshi, Tsuruha, and Welcia stock nappies, baby formula, OTC medicines and other essentials, but the brands are almost always local and ingredients/instructions in Japanese only. If possible, bring your own essentials from home.


Public Transport

On the bus and subway, six-to-11-year-olds pay roughly half fare. Under-fives are free.









Accommodation

Kyoto and Osaka offer everything from traditional inns to modern five-star luxury and budget hostels. Just book far in advance for the spring and autumn high seasons.


Where to Stay if You Love…


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A…

business hotel from ¥15,000 per double room

guesthouse from ¥7000 per person

midrange ryokan from ¥20,000 per person



Big-Ticket Attractions

Gion & Southern Higashiyama The historic Gion geisha district, Kiyomizu-dera, and many other top attractions are here, plus you get proximity to the downtown nightlife.

Museums & History

Northern Higashiyama Home to the museums and galleries of Okazaki Park, as well as UNESCO-designated temples such as Ginkaku-ji and Nanzen-ji, and the cherry-blossom-lined Philosopher’s Path.


OUR PICK

We Love to Stay in…

Downtown Kyoto

This bustling, central area boasts the biggest and best collection of bars, restaurants, shops, and hotels. It’s also close enough to take a nighttime stroll around Ponto-chō and Gion – or walk to parts of Higashiyama – while buses and the subway connect downtown to the rest of the city.



Nature

Arashiyama & Sagano Yes, it’s a busy sightseeing area, but out this far west you also get mountain views and seasonally changing colours along the river.

Local Life

Northwest Kyoto A few famous temples aside, the northwest is a largely residential area ideal for quiet nights and glimpses of everyday Kyoto life.

Big-City Vibes

Osaka Whether you stay in Minami or Kita (though Kita is more convenient for trains to Kyoto), Osaka is a brash, lively, and fun-loving city.







Food, Drink & Nightlife

Izakaya

Japan’s ubiquitous izakaya (pub-eateries) are ideal for sampling a varied mix of Japanese flavours, from classics like yakitori and sashimi to drinks such as sake and shōchū. Chain izakaya typically have English or picture menus, and often non-smoking areas, but independent izakaya are more atmospheric and serve better food.


HOW TO ASK…

Is this gluten-free?

Guruten furī desu ka

Does this contain nuts?

Nattsu ga haitte imasu ka

Is there a vegan option?

Bīgan menyu wa arimasu ka




CONVENIENCE STORES

Convenience stores, or konbini (コンビニ), are great for budget travel. You can get a hot coffee for less than ¥150, onigiri (rice balls) for ¥130, and simple takeout dishes such as pasta and noodles for ¥500. Konbini also sell a fun array of cheap snacks.



Allergies & Intolerances

Menus listing substances that can cause allergic reactions are the exception rather than the rule, so it’s important to double-check with staff.

I’m allergic to… …ni arerugī ga arimasu …にアレルギーがあります

Nuts nattsu ナッツ

Gluten guruten グルテン

Dairy products nyūseihin 乳製品

Seafood gyokairui 魚介類

Sesame goma ごま

Soy daizu 大豆

HOW TO… Ask for the Bill

You might receive the bill (to pay later) just after the food arrives or when you finish eating. To ask for the bill, say kaikei (bill) or make an X with your index fingers.

Splitting the Bill

A bill usually comes for the whole group. To pay separately, say ‘betsu betsu’ to the staff and they’ll either divide it equally or (in simple cases) you can pay for what you ordered.

Tipping

Although more expensive restaurants include a service charge in the bill, there is no tipping at any restaurant or bar in Japan and it’s considered rude to try.


Going Out

 Bars

Bars in Kyoto and Osaka come in all shapes and sizes, from fashionable cocktail spots and craft beer hangouts to rough-and-ready tachinomiya (standing bars) and casual izakaya. Ponto-chō and Kiyamachi-dōri are two of the best bar-hopping areas in Kyoto, while in Osaka try bustling Dōtombori, more upscale Umeda, and retro Shinsekai. There’s also Dōyama-chō for LGBTIQ+ venues.

Club Scene

Around Kiyamachi-dōri, Kyoto has a lively clubbing scene, with major venues like Chambers and Kitsune Kyoto, plus smaller under-ground haunts such as Club Metro. Things tend to open at 10pm and get lively from midnight until closing at 4am or 5am. There are even more options in Osaka, catering to fans of EMD, R&B, hip-hop, and many more genres. Major venues include Gala and Joule near Dōtombori, and Owl in Umeda. Admission varies by event, ranging from ¥1000 to ¥5000, often with a drink included.
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PRICE RANGES

The following price ranges refer to the average cost of a main course.

¥ less than ¥2000

¥¥ ¥2000–6000

¥¥¥ more than ¥6000




OPENING HOURS

Cafes 8am–8pm

Izakaya 6pm–midnight

Restaurants 11.30am–2pm and 6–10pm




HOW MUCH FOR A…

bowl of ramen
¥700

izakaya dinner and drinks
¥4000

kaiseki dinner
¥20,000

teishoku lunch
¥1000

standard draft beer
¥600

craft beer
¥1000

coffee
¥400









LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Kyoto and Osaka are both welcoming cities to LGBTIQ+ travellers, with Osaka functioning as a regional hub for LGBTIQ+ bars, clubs, and events.


A Tale of Two Cities

While Kyoto has dedicated venues for the LGBTIQ+ community dotted around the city, things tend to be low-key. Instead, many people gravitate toward Osaka. The city has a vibrant gaybourhood (Dōyama-chō), that hosts the Kansai region’s largest pride festival and has the region’s first pride centre.

The Osaka City Government has also been making pioneering efforts (by Japan standards) to embrace inclusivity, being the first city in Japan to launch a dedicated travel website aimed at LGBTIQ+ travellers and, in 2024, becoming the first Asian host of the International LGBTQ+ Travel Association’s Global Convention. As for the similarities, LGBTIQ+ travellers are unlikely to experience overt discrimination in either Kyoto or Osaka (or in Japan as a whole). There are also no laws against same-sex sexual activities, even though same-sex marriage is yet to be recognised.


OUR PICKS

Must-visit LGBTIQ+ Neighbourhood

Near Umeda in Kita Osaka, the Dōyama-chō district isn’t exclusively for LGBTIQ+ venues, but it does have the greatest concentration of bars, clubs, and restaurants for the community. That includes the foreigner-friendly bar FrenZ FrenZY, which is open to all and once hosted Lady Gaga for a karaoke night.




PRIDE CENTRE

Opened in 2022, this facility in Osaka offers a safe space to all members of the LGBTIQ+ community, along with services such as counselling and educational seminars. For more, see pridecenter.jp.



Visit Gay Osaka

This government-run website lists bars, clubs, restaurants, hotels, events and is geared towards LGBTIQ+ travellers.

[image: jpg]


RAINBOW FESTA

Held over two days every October, Osaka’s Rainbow Festa attracts more than 20,000 people with parades, music, food stalls, and a mixture of events to celebrate the region’s LGBTIQ+ community and promote diversity, inclusivity, and acceptance. Kyoto has a smaller Pride Month in May.









Health & Safe Travel

Kyoto and Osaka have a reputation for being extremely safe, but it’s still worth being aware of potential issues like heat, earthquakes, and the availability of medications.


Heat

From July through September, the combination of heat and humidity makes being active a challenge in Kyoto and Osaka. With high temperatures remaining above 30°C, and often in the mid-to-high 30s, heatstroke is a serious summer problem – something that’s not helped by a lack of air-conditioning at attractions like shrines and temples. If visiting in summer, try to avoid going outside in the hottest hours, use hats and parasols, and hydrate frequently. Indoors, use air-conditioning.


EARTHQUAKES

Each year Japan registers thousands of minor earthquakes, and occasionally larger, destructive tremors. Be prepared by downloading the free Safety Tips app. It features emergency alerts and information on how to deal with earthquakes and other disasters, plus useful language tips and guidance for getting medical care.




Emergency Help

The Japan Visitor Hotline (050 3816 2787) offers 24/7, multilingual assistance for health and travel issues.



Medication

You can bring a month’s supply of prescription medications into Japan and two months of non-prescription medicines. Be aware that some medications that might be legal where you live, such as Adderall in the US, can be illegal in Japan. Check via the website of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (mhlw.go.jp).


TYPHOON SEASON

Between May and October, Japan experiences numerous typhoons, which typically means a day or two of heavy rain, violent winds, and disruptions to transportation and businesses. Stay inside until it passes.




QUICK INFO

Bicycles

Only park in designated zones or your bike can be impounded.

ID

Though police rarely check, by law you must carry your passport at all times.

Zero Tolerance

Japan gives multi-year sentences for possession of drugs, including marijuana.









Responsible Travel

Follow these tips to leave a lighter footprint, support locals and have a positive impact on communities.


Overtourism

With more than 40 million tourists annually, overtourism is a major issue in Kyoto. To help, you could visit in less busy months, such as January, February, and June. As tourist behaviour is a key concern for locals, also keep an eye out for etiquette posters regarding matters like photography restrictions and manners at temples. To ease the burden on local transport systems, see.
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Sustainable Sushi

A helpful guide when it comes to ordering sushi responsibly is the Four S rule: opting for seafood that’s small, silver, seasonal, and shellfish tends to be less impactful. On top of that, avoid produce that’s being fished to the point of endangerment, such as freshwater eel (unagi) and bluefin tuna.
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Skip the Animal Cafes

Before heading to an animal cafe, consider the stress the animals are under from being made to socialise all day, and the poor reputation this industry has regarding animal welfare.
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Good Samaritan Club
goodsamaritanclub.org

These university students in Kyoto promote cultural understanding through free guided tours. Join and engage in English and both sides will benefit from the exchange.



Resources

● moral.kyokanko.or.jp/en Tips for sustainable travel in Kyoto ● happycow.net Vegan and vegetarian restaurant listings ● japan.travel/en/sustainable/be-a-more-sustainable-traveler Ten ideas for sustainable Japan travel



PEDAL

Tourist numbers have placed a huge burden on Kyoto’s bus network. Instead, Kyoto is a great city to explore by bicycle; kyoto-bicycle.com has information on rentals, road rules, and parking areas.



Secondhand Souvenirs

Whether you are looking for antiques, crafts, or something else pre-loved, Kyoto’s markets offer a great alternative to souvenir stores. Among the standouts, Tō-ji has an antique and handicraft market on the first Sunday of each month, plus a flea market every 15th, while the monthly flea market at Kitano Tenman-gū, on the 25th, has close to 1000 stalls.

The Okazaki Park area also has frequent antique, art, and craft markets. Dates and times for those (and more) are published on the Kyoto City Official Travel Guide website (kyoto.travel).


WATER REFILLS

To skip single-use plastic bottles, download the My Mizu app.

With it, you’ll be able to find free water-refill points across Kyoto and Osaka.

Use the QR code to find out more.
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Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world.
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There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org using the QR code, right.
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Accessible Travel

Buses

Most buses in Kyoto are wheelchair- accessible (those that display a wheelchair sign). When you’ve flagged down the bus, the driver will get off, set up a ramp, then help you to the wheel-chair area. Tell the driver where you are going, and they will also help you get off at your destination.


OUR PICK

With gravel paths, numerous steps, and often a lack of ramps, temples in Kyoto can be inaccessible. While the UNESCO World Heritage–designated Ginkaku-ji is by no means perfect, it’s arguably the most accessible major temple. You can visit the temple’s ‘silver pavilion’ and accompanying gardens in a wheelchair, although one scenic outlook is via stairs only, and there’s an accessible toilet on-site. For guides to Ginkaku-ji and other major Kyoto sites, check out accessible-japan.com.



Tactile Paving

Found in stations and on pavements across Japan, Tenji Blocks aid people with visual impairments. They are bright yellow to be seen by those with partial vision and are textured for cane users. The long lines on each block indicate direction; circles call out hazards.

Resources

accessible-japan.com is an excellent, all-round English-language resource, especially for wheelchair users.
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ACCOMMODATION

From budget business hotel to luxury property, modern hotels increasingly have one to a few barrier-free rooms, but older hotels and traditional ryokan typically don’t. Higher-range hotels usually offer better accessibility services.



Multipurpose Toilets

At stations, airports, malls, department stores and some other public areas, there are spacious and clean multipurpose toilets featuring handrails, emergency call buttons, a shower/sink for ostomate bag users, and multipurpose bed/mat.


DIFFERING WHEELCHAIR SIZES

Barrier-free facilities are designed for compact Japanese wheelchairs, which tend to be a manual-electric hybrid. Overseas wheelchairs might be too wide for some ramps and elevators. Local rentals are possible through kyoto-universal.jp/en.









Nuts & Bolts

Opening Hours

Banks 9am–3pm Monday to Friday

Bars 6pm–late

Department stores 10am–8pm, with restaurant floors open later

Museums 10am–6pm, often closed Mondays

Restaurants 11.30am–2pm and 6–10pm

Shops 9am–5pm


QUICK INFO

Time zone Japan Standard Time (GMT+9)

City code Kyoto: 075 Osaka: 06

Emergency numbers Fire, ambulance, emergency rescue: 119 Police: 110

Population (Kyoto City) 1.38 million



Public Holidays

Some businesses and nonessential services may close on the following public holidays and during the Obon (13–15 August) and year-end periods.

Ganjitsu (New Year’s Day) 1 January

Seijin-no-hi (Coming of Age Day) 2nd Monday in January

Kenkoku Kinen-no-hi (National Foundation Day) 11 February

Tennō Tanjōbi (Emperor’s Birthday) 23 February

Shumbun-no-hi (Vernal Equinox Day) 21 March

Shōwa-no-hi (Showa Day) 29 April

Kenpō Kinenbi (Constitution Memorial Day) 3 May

Midori-no-hi (Greenery Day) 4 May

Kodomo-no-hi (Children’s Day) 5 May

Umi-no-hi (Marine Day) 3rd Monday in July

Yama-no-hi (Mountain Day) 11 August

Keirō-no-hi (Respect for the Aged Day) 3rd Monday in September

Shūbun-no-hi (Autumnal Equinox Day) 23 September

Taiiku-no-hi (Sports Day) 2nd Monday in October

Bunka-no-hi (Culture Day) 3 November

Kinrō Kansha-no-hi (Labour Thanksgiving Day) 23 November


ELECTRICITY

100V/60Hz
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Open 営業中

Closed 本日終了

Preparing to open 準備中



Smoking

Smoking is prohibited on the streets in Kyoto and Osaka, where smoking outside designated zones is punishable with a ¥1000 fine. Smoking in bars, cafes and restaurants is a mixed bag: some are smoke-free, some have smoking sections, and certain bars can still be very smokey.







Language

Fast Phrases

How are you?

お元気ですか?
o·gen·ki desu ka

Fine. And you?

はい元気です。あなたは?
hai, gen·ki desu. a·na·ta wa

Do you speak English?

英語が 話せますか?
ē·go ga ha·na·se·masu ka

I’d like to reserve a table for (two)

(2人)の予約をお願いします
(fu·ta·ri) no yo·ya·ku wo o·ne·gai shi·masu

I’d like (the menu)

(メニュー)をお願いします
(me·nyū) wo o·ne·gai shi·masu

I don’t eat (red meat)

(赤身の肉)は食べません
(a·ka·mi no ni·ku) wa ta·be·ma·sen

That was delicious

おいしかった
oy·shi·kat·ta

Please bring the bill

お勘定をください
o·kan·jō wo ku·da·sai


Japanese Basics

Hello
こんにちは
kon·ni·chi·wa

Goodbye
さようなら
sa·yō·na·ra

Yes
はい
hai

No
いいえ
ī·e

Please
ください
ku·da·sai

Thank you
ありがとう
a·ri·ga·tō

Excuse me
すみません
su·mi·ma·sen

Sorry
ごめんなさい
go·men·na·sai

Cheers
乾杯!
kan·pai




GOOD TO KNOW

Japanese pronunciation is easy for English speakers, as most of its sounds are also found in English. Note though that it’s important to make the distinction between short and long vowels, as vowel length can change the meaning of a word. The long vowels (ā, ē, ī, ō, ū) should be held twice as long as the short ones. All syllables in a word are pronounced fairly evenly in Japanese. If you read our pronunciation guides as if they were English, you’ll be understood.


EMERGENCIES

Help!
たすけて!
tasu·ke·te

Go away!
離れろ!
ha·na·re·ro

Call the police!
警察を呼んで!
kē·sa·tsu wo yon·de

Call a doctor!
医者を呼んで!
i·sha wo yon·de

I’m lost.
迷いました
ma·yo·i·mashita

I’m ill.
私は病気です
wa·ta·shi wa byō·ki desu

Where are the toilets?
トイレはどこですか?
toi·re wa doko desu ka



Time & Numbers


	What time is it?	何時ですか?	nan·ji desu ka

	It’s (10) o’clock	(10)時です	(jū)·ji desu

	morning	朝	a·sa

	afternoon	午後	go·go

	evening	夕方	yū·ga·ta

	yesterday	きのう	ki·nō

	today	今日	kyō

	tomorrow	明日	a·shi·ta



Kansai Regional Dialect


	How are you?	もぅかりまっか?	mō·ka·ri·ma·kka

	I’m okay (reply to mōkari makka)	ぼちぼち	bo·chee bo·chee

	That’s right	そーやな	sō·ya·na

	Never mind	かまへん	ka·ma·hen

	Don’t/No good	あかん	a·kan

	No/That’s wrong	ちゃう	cha·u

	Good	ええ	ey

	Thank you	おぅきに	ō·ki·nee

	Really?	ほんま	hon·ma

	How much?	なんぼぅ	na·n·bou




Numbers

1

一 i·chi

2

二 ni

3

三 san

4

四 shi/yon

5

五 go

6

六 ro·ku

7

七 shi·chi/na·na

8

八 ha·chi

9

九 ku/kyū

10

十 jū










Send Us Your Feedback

We love to hear from travellers – your comments help make our books better. We read every word, and we guarantee that your feedback goes straight to the authors. Visit lonelyplanet.com/contact to submit your updates and suggestions.

Note: We may edit, reproduce and incorporate your comments in Lonely Planet products such as guidebooks, websites and digital products, so let us know if you are happy to have your name acknowledged. For a copy of our privacy policy visit lonelyplanet.com/legal.
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