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My Visit to the Nishida Kitaro Museum of Philosophy and Participation in the
Nishida Philosophy Association Conference

John C. Maraldo
(Professor of philosophy emeritus, University of North Florida)

Like a dream come true - this describes my visit to the Nishida Kitaré Museum of Philosophy and participation in
this year’s Nishida Philosophy Association conference and international symposium. For geveral years I had seen website
photos of the Museum and heard good things from friends about the annual conferences. But my experience this year
exceeded all expectations. Indeed, what I had previously “dreamed of " or imagined did not come close to the rich
experiences I had.

The 75 H %% HREl A3 2 4F is one of the very few museums in the world dedicated to a single philosopher, and
certainly it is the largest and richest in content. Ando Tadao's architecture must be experienced in person; two-
dimensional photographs cannot adequately represent the solidity, volume and encompassing spaces one experiences
when one approaches the building and walks inside its corridors and rooms. In some ways, the architecture may be

“likened to Nishida's philosophical work. The building is a kind of acropolis, towering above the environing land that
defines its place. It is massive, like the volumes of words that Nishida wrote, and it is imposing, as was the impression
that Nishida Sensei was said to make on his young students at Kyoto Imperial University. The long, concrete hallways
seem to symbolize the pathways Nishida explored to develop his philosophy of place, and the quiet, empty spaces in
corridors and connecting rooms seem to reflect the ultimate nothingness, beyond differentiations, that underlies this
philosophy. Spatial volume, rather than pragmatic function, seems to be the principle defining the demarcations between
the various rooms and spaces, and the building’s unusual layout might be said to reflect the unanticipated turns in
Nishida’s thinking.

Wandering through the display rooms that feature photographs of Nishida, his calligraphy, and first editions of some
of his writings, I felt transported to the milieu of his life and times. A particular surprise for me was a sound recording
of part of a conversation between Nishida and Yamamoto Ryokichi in 1940, when Nishida was seventy years old. The
topic was the connection between individualism and totalitarianism, which, Nishida emphasized, must be thought together.
I had never really tried to imagine what Nishida sensei sounded like, but I was astonished at the energy and conviction
he conveyed in his high-pitched voice in this recording. It was also a special treat to stand inside the rebuilt room— the
separate little building at the edge of the Museum—that was Nishida's study in his Kyoto home, to touch the desk at
which he sat and see some of the books he prized, such as a volume on Saint Anselm and “Little Flowers: The Life of St.
Francis and the Mirror of Perfection.”

The most important feature of the Museum, I think, is that its magnificent auditorium and facilities provide a
place for large-scale, international meetings and for research devoted to Nishida’s work. The conference this year was
another source of unexpected richness for me. I had of course read issues of the P& & and knew something
of conference proceedings, but I was especially delighted at the number and quality of sessions and papers, including
a morning of excellent presentations in English. When one thinks of how rare it is, relatively speaking, that Nishida’
s thought is discussed in philosophy departments in Japan or in Europe or the Americas, it is gratifying to see that
interest in his thought is so alive and well, and has inspired so many investigations. I particularly appreciated the active
discussions after the formal presentations, and the frequent informal conversations between sessions and at the reception
dinner.

This year's special theme of Nishida Kitaro and Suzuki Daisetsu connected me to my very first acquaintance with
Japanese culture. As a graduate student of German philosophy in Munich, Germany, in the late 1960s, I read some books
by D.T. Suzuki and came of know a bit about Zen and Japanese thought for the first time. Soon afterwards I came across
an English translation of Nishida's ¥ @ HF%E with an introduction by D.T. Suzuki. With its straightforward connection
between concrete experience and abstract thought, Nishida's work captivated my attention, and I vowed to go live and
study in Japan. My gradual understanding of the depth of Nishida's philosophy, of Zen and other forms of Buddhism,
and of Japanese thought in general was greatly enhanced this year by listening to the rich and nuanced conference
presentations on Nishida and Suzuki. [#:# 3542 | (Welt-Philosophie), the theme of the international symposium in which I
was invited to participate this year, resonated with my hope that philosophers from all over the globe continue to come to
this site and then take back to the wider world their critical reflections on “Nishida philosophy.”

After the conference and symposium, a group of participants visited the # A& Kl f§ with its contrasting
architecture of pools of water, earthy gardens, and “borrowed scenery” f&%%, reminiscent perhaps of the differences of
style in Suzuki's and Nishida's thinking. The next day I was able to visit the Nishida family gravesite in Unoke, the site
of his childhood home, and the /¥4 with Nishida's calligraphy of MU engraved on its facade and carved on a huge red
rock that sits beside the school building. Finally came a drive up the Noto peninsula to Ushitsu, the home village and
memorial museum of Nishida's student Nishitani Keiji, whom I was privileged to know personally. This concluded an
experience I shall never forget and for which I am ever grateful.
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