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A Beautiful Curiosity Nina Eckstein (Granddaughter of Prof. Sugimoto)

Cicadas sang from the dense bamboo as I followed my grandfather around the side of
his house. We stopped by a small pond. A bush dotted with beautiful pink blossoms spread its
arms over the water, the flowers reflecting like tiny silk flags. My grandfather cleared his throat
and thought for a moment, pointing at the blossoms. “Hibiscus,” he finally said. He told me in
Japanese that each of the flowers had bloomed in the morning, and would close up forever the
same evening. I nodded, happy to learn from him and stand in his garden, surrounded by the life
he had cultivated.

My grandfather was full of curiosity and desire to learn. He approached every
problem—no matter how mundane—with an open and creative mind. His house testified to this;
every corner was filled with ingenious solutions—bits of wood, tiny drilled holes, and cleverly
placed nails held doors open, kept dishes from rattling, and secured furniture in anticipation of
earthquakes. Everything was done with elegance and simplicity.

I believe that his unique thought process—unencumbered by normal expectations and
old ideas and combined with his notably sharp intellect—were the key components of his scientific
and mathematical genius. A brilliant physicist, he served as chairman of nuclear physics at both
Tokyo and Osaka University. He also spent time in the U.S., conducting research at MIT and UC
Berkeley, in addition to time in both Germany and in Israel. In 1958, he was awarded the Nishina
Memorial Award, and 1999, the Emperor’s Zuiho-sho (translation: “order of the sacred treasure”)
Medal, to the “kun-ito,” or second degree. Though remarkable, my grandfather did not consider
these prizes to be destinations, but rather marks along the path of his scientific pursuits.

He was deeply interested in art, music, and all other expressions of creativity. His
aesthetic sense was finely tuned, and he appreciated clever and clean design. I believe that this
preference stemmed from his profound scientific understanding. His mind was an intersection of
organic creativity and mathematical eloquence. He saw clearly that art and aesthetics were
intimately connected to science and mathematics. Both begin in material reality, but quickly leap
up into a conceptual world of imagination and invention. It was in the words and actions of my
grandfather that I first understood the value of art in relation to math and science, and vice versa.

I can remember him telling me—over and over—to study hard and “kashikoku naru,”
or “become learned.” I initially took this to mean that he didn’t want me to be ignorant and slide
through school. In retrospect, I understand that he meant much more—that he wanted me to be
curious and inquisitive, as he had been, and to learn to appreciate the beauty and complexity of
true creativity and abstraction. In any case, I heeded his advice; I always took the hardest classes
I could, read all the books I could get my hands on, and dove into fine art. He supported both my
academic and artistic endeavors wholeheartedly. He instilled in me a deep desire to realize the
maximum of my capacities and to think with the unfettered freedom. He taught me a love of
learning new things and an admiration for imaginative problem solving. To this end, I intend to
double-major in college in both fine art and chemistry and ultimately pursue a career in medicine.
Today, I continue to take the most academically challenging core classes offered, as well as the
most advanced art classes to help cultivate the creativity he so valued.

As he once remarked, “It would be easiest and nicest if we could do something which
nobody else could do. Unfortunately, however, this is difficult. Then, let’s try to do what nobody
else would do.” By continually learning and being open to new ideas, I hope to “kashikoku naru”
and perhaps someday dream up things that nobody else would.



