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During the course o f m y Architectural program I became in
creasingly interested in developing the ability to design socio
culturally sensitive buildings. While design based on current 
architectural trends is gaining popularity, m ost of us have 
becom e negligent of the needs of the occupants. Little attention 
is paid to how  the building is going to respond to the physical 
as w ell as the social needs of people and rather than having the 
form follow  function it is the contrary w hich has become a rule. 
At this juncture, I realized that w hile w e try hard to keep up  
w ith  the latest trends and innovations in the building industry, 
w e also have to make an attempt at exam ining our past, our 
heritage. This has becom e all the more important now  w hen one 
is breaking all the ties w ith  the past in  an attempt international
ize and thereby standardize building forms. A s such, rather 
than be shaped by the people of various regions, architecture 
attempts to m ould people to a one particular standard, that of a 
sterile environment. Gone is the richness found in  the tradi
tional architecture w hich dots our landscape. H ow ever one 
m ust keep in m ind here that there are m any factors w hy con
temporary architecture is deviating the w ay it does.

In the preindustrial ages, im ages for the built environment w ere 
brought about by a particular person or a group of people and 
carried on by the rest of the society w ith just a variation on the 
basic theme. Smaller population, less industrial developm ent as 
w ell as lim ited external influences allowed for a general consen
sus w ithin these dom ains (Shokin:1990). Religion too acted as a 
strong controlling factor w ithin these societies. Architecture 
thus became expressive of the aspirations and needs of those 
particular groups of people.

W ith the advent of m odern technology, I believe that w e have 
become uprooted from the basis of our society and have ended  
up trying to keep up w ith  the fast paced technology. Its ad
vancem ent is no longer interceded, even less induced by new  

religio - philosophical cognition as in the earlier periods. This



has resulted in a lack of moral control and intellectual prepara
tion, that w hich w as provided for by religion and philosophy in  
the previous ages. With the absence of any such compelling 
forces in our tim es, there has been an emergence of different 
themes, and ideas. With no technological handicap, no com m on  
world v iew  as a result of foreign influences and the resulting 
influx of new  ideas, architecture hias becom e more an arena for 
experimentation of individual ideas and goals rather than a 
result of the cultural and social needs of the people.

Consequently, the real spirit behind building i.e. to cater to the 
social and psychological needs of the inhabitants - to bring 
people in  communion, uplift the spirit, provide respite and a 
starting point for new  pursuits, is being lost. We find the new  
scientific - technological advancements alienating the human  
sentiment, as unable to be grasped by the m asses, they lose the 
role of incorporating art and thereby the hum anizing factor that 
art gives (Engel:1964).

A nd so as the race goes on, the challenge lies not in the discov
ery of the new  but in  the total understanding of the existing and 

its incorporation in the contemporary thought, hence its hum an  
application and aesthetic appreciation. Consequently, w hile the 
im provem ent of the technical, functional, economical and visual 
aspects of the building still hold importance, an architect also 
holds responsibility for designing a socially enhancing environ
ment. To be a sensitive designer, I realized that the m ost critical 
task ahead of m e (as w ell as other designers) lies in  the estab
lishm ent o f organic relationships betw een society, technology  
and built form within a framework of contemporary ethics. For 
this, it becom es necessary to go back and understand the past 
building traditions as they can provide a cultural framework for 
m odern building experimentation. They can provide insight 
into the evolution of built forms over the ages to successfully 

fulfill the climatic, social, religious and political needs of the 
society.



In order to understand how  the past serves as a framework for 
the developm ent of the present, Japanese architecture proves to 
be an ideal example. I found an extraordinary architectral link  
connecting all the various ages of Japanese history even upto  
this day. The reason being, always responsive to foreign influ
ences, Japan has also been consistent in  holding on to certain 
underlying principles w hich form the essence of the Japanese 
society. Japan has achieved this by successfully transforming 
foreign ideas to suit the principles and ideals of the society.

This is more than clearly m anifested in the tea drinking activity 
of Japan, and the architecture needed to house it. Although an 
idea im ported from China, the act of tea drinking w as so trans
formed that it almost absolutely had no semblance to the same 
act in  China. And it w as the architecture of the teahouse w hich  
played an important role in  transforming the sim ple act of 
drinking tea into a highly refined cultural phenom enon. W hile 
teal house as an architectural form unmistakably belongs to the 

past, it is acknowledged to be an architectural marvel even  
today because of its ability to evolve over tim e to m eet w ith  the 
changing needs of the society. A  form derived from the peasant 
farmhouse, it initiates in  man an intimate em otional relationship 
w ith the m ost humble shelter, housing the m ost simple w ay  of 
living. Through a unique juxtaposition of religion and art, an 
aesthetic meaning is given to the architecture of the poor, an 
architecture which is a pure expression of necessity, by success
fully combining the spiritual and practical requirements of 

living.

This paper is an attempt to understand the making of this dis
tinctive built form, the Tea House, w hich approaches the order 
of the epoch in a distinctive manner. The paper is based oh the 
conviction that past patterns of buildings em body certain uni
versal values w hich are applicable even today to create a hu



m anized environment, one w hich can help us to come to terms 
w ith  m odern advancements rather than be alienated by i t  Since 
all attempts towards revival of form and m otif of traditional 
architecture are m erely imitative and eclectic, rendering it 
m eaningless, architectural cause rather than architectural form  
w ill provide the basis of discussion. Understanding the various 
factors w hich led to the developm ent of this sim ple but highly  
sophisticated and refined form of the tea house can help us find  
solutions to questions w hich address m any of our modern  
concerns. These include attempts w ith  achieving simplicity, 
flexibility, modularity, indoor-outdoor relationships, and, find  
w ithin that a variety of expressions that create an extraordinar
ily  consistent cultural pattern, which at the same time is so 
strikingly varied and rich in its elements that it can indeed  
become a unique cultural feat.

At this point, however, I w ould  like to make clear that this 
study lim its itself to becom ing an exercise in  the uncovering 
and interpretation of existing knowledge from a different point 
of view . Based on the existing literature, an attempt at under
standing the architectural principles w hich govern the making  
of the tea house w ill be made. For the very sam e reason, critical 
analysis of existing know ledge becomes beyond the scope of 
this paper. Through the course of m y study, I have allowed  
m yself to conjecture certain information presented in this study  
as factual, since it has presented itself to be com m on know ledge  
among students and practitioners of Tea as evidenced from the 

reading of a lot of textual materials.
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THE DIFFERENT 
FACETS OFTEA

Tea drinking has been an ancient Asian tradition w hich has 
often been glorified for its various virtues. This is evident in  
Japan more than anyplace, where w e see not only the develop
m ent of a special architectural form to house this activity, but 
also an infusion of a unique religio-aesthetic thought, which in  
turn w ent to influence the entire Japanese culture - its architec
ture, arts, literature and lifestyle. x

According to the Zen Tea Record (Zen Cha Roku), published in  
1828, there are tw o kinds of Tea : w orldly tea and Zen tea.

Worldly tea is a microcosm of ordinary life - life lived in ignorance 
of what is true and real, and therefore beset by anxieties and blind 
desires. It is a perversion of true tea, in which tea activity has been 
dragged into the quagmire of mundane life. True tea is Zen Tea: true 
because it leads its practitioners to awakening, and because it is itself 
the emergence of reality in the lives and acquisitions of tea 
people (Hirota 1988:34).

Of the tw o, the daily act of tea drinking or 'worldly tea', charac
terized by a social element, w as considered to have a strong 
entertainment value. Identified as a mere beverage, this type of 
tea played no role in  shaping of the Japanese sensitivity. It w as 
only the 'Tea' as developed by the Tea masters that was respon
sible for affecting the Japanese society as a w hole. This Tea had  
been influenced by the ceremonial tea that took place w ithin the 
Buddhist monasteries as w ell as the tea that w as served w ith in  
the domains of the aristocrats, the shorn style tea. When these 
characteristics were infused w ith  Zen and housed in the tea 
house w hose form w as derived from that of a simple thatched 
hut, the tea masters developed the unique form of Tea. And it is 

this Tea and the architecture deem ed appropriate to house it, 
that w ill form the basis of discussion for this paper.

The quintessence of Japanese culture. Tea became
"a cult founded on the adoration of the beautiful among the sordid 
facts of everyday existence. It inculcates purity and harmony, the 
mystery of mutual charity, the romanticism of the social order. It is 
essentially a worship of the Imperfect, as it is a tender attempt to 
accomplish something possible in this impossible thing we know as 
life". (Okakura 1919:4).



Considered by m any to be "the religion of aestheticism". Tea 
became the distillation of Japanese culture and thereby de
m anded of its participants an overall know ledge of its arts and 
literature as w ell as its customs and etiquette. At the same time, 
being a counterpoint to the abundance of the rich, the aesthetics 
of the teahouse not only affected the other building styles, it 
also made it possible to elevate the standard of an otherwise 
decadent and stultified society (a result of extreme poverty and  
rigid stratification) by providing them w ith  a highly potent 
alternative - the aesthetics of simplicity.

W hile an art form, this form of Tea w as to have very specific 
spiritual connotations as well. As stated by Tetsuo (1991:40), in  
Japan, at this point, there were tw o distinct m ethods of religious 
practice undertaken by the various Buddhist sects. Both of these 
follow ed various practices and disciplines to attain emancipa
tion and enter the w orld of enlightenment. A lthough these 
practices were aimed at eradicating w orldly desires and attach
m ents, there w as however a fundamental difference in the 

approach that the tw o took. One branch of thought believed  
that by leading an exceedingly strict and austere life one could  
be able to suppress one's desires. As such, only in extreme 
austerity could one lose one's sense of self and thereby kill all 
desires.

On the other hand, the second branch of thought focused not on  
the suppression of hum an desires, rather on liberation through  

artistic sublimation of those desires. This thought w as based on  
the belief that by devoting oneself to artistic pursuits and refine
ments one becomes pure in  heart and m ind and thereby attains 
freedom from w orldly attachments. Accordingly, one attains 
salvation through an aesthetic sensibility - through a profound  
appreciation of nature and the cosmos. But then, this is the 
source of difficulty of this path. It is only w hen  one approaches 
the w orld of beauty w ith  a m ind free of self-attachment that the
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w ay of artistic cultivation can become a path to liberation.

Zen Buddhism w as an ardent advocate of this second form of 
thought. While laying stress on spirituality, it m ade use of tools 
like sym bolism , aesthetics and communion to achieve the de
sired goal of attaining enlightenm ent or 'satori'. Instead of 

rituals and ceremonies, or readingxof the scriptures, it empha
sized the pursuit o f an artistic activity as a road to salvation. A s 
a result, 'Tea' w hich w hile having been perfected to an art form  
w as also used for ceremonial purposes in the Buddhist m onas
teries, w as found to be the m ost befitting vehicle leading to 
enlightenm ent by the tea masters, w ho w ere also Zen disciples.

A n extension of Zen Buddhism, it came to be recognized as a 
secular religion, follow ing which, anyone could find respite. Tea 
became the performance of a beautifully choreographed se
quence of acts in  a highly controlled environment. Introduced 
were a series of experiences meant to be climaxed by the attain
ing of 'satori', an intuitive flash of enlightenment. Striving to  

acquire a universal acceptance the tea masters made use of 
know n sym bolism  w hich were imbibed w ith  new  meanings 
depending on the prevalent social conditions. The result w as an 
inherent flexibility w ithin a common framework and thereby 
the ability of Tea to adapt to different societal demands. The 
com m on experience shared through the drinking of tea acted as 
a bond between all classes of an otherwise highly stratified 

society.

This leads us to question the exact m eaning of Tea. Is it a phi
losophy or a religion aimed at showing the "Way" as Sen Rikyu  
(the greatest of tea masters) suggests w hen  he says that "Tea is  
enough if it satisfies thirst". A  simple statement in  itself, it 
hinted at fundamental principles of spiritual training achieved  
through Tea, drinking w hich quenched one's spiritual thirst by  
bringing respite in  an otherwise drab and dull life. Or is it an 

exercise in aesthetics, an art form w hose concept is based on



LIMITATIONS Ol 
THIS STUDY

sim plicity and restraint? What is it about Tea that is responsible 
for the unique position it holds in the Japanese society even to 
this day?

Also, in  spite of the w ide disparity betw een the plain form of 
the teahouse and the prevailing building styles of the rich, w h y  
did it hold appeal for the upper classes w ho led a life of luxury  
and splendor? W ith the possibility of performing the 'ideal' 
kind of Tea being restricted to only a select few , how  did it 
m anage to affect the entire section of the Japanese society. H ow  
did the aesthetics of Tea redefine the Japanese sensitivity? M ost 
important of all, how  did the Japanese m anage to com pletely 
transform an idea that w as imported from China and give it a 
form that w as exclusively Japanese?

These and m any such questions led to an inquiry into the mak
ing of the Tea. This study attempts to provide insights into h ow  
various socio-environmental as w ell as religious factors can 
create a phenom enon such as Tea w hich through the m ultiplic
ity of its meanings could affect the society as a whole.

A ny study of a particular cultural phenom enon cannot be con
sidered complete w ithout getting an overview  of the prevalent 
socio-cultural conditions including the arts, architecture, reli
gions, philosophical thoughts and lifestyle of the people. This is 

specifically true of the study of Tea and the teahouses as their 
progressive developm ent is a mirrored im age of the changing 
scenario of the Japanese society over time. Each design decision  
and change in the basic framework is based on  the prevailing 
spirituo-social demands of the society.

H ow ever, one can still gain a significant insight into the devel
opm ent of this unique cultural phenom enon through the study  
of "Tea" (wabi tea) as developed by the Tea Master Sen no 
R ik yu . This 'ivabi tea' also known as ’chanoyu’ or "The W ay of



Tea' is also identified as Zen Tea. In fact the N am po Roku 
(considered to be the Bible of the W ay of Tea, it w as written by  
Rikyu's disciple Nam bo Sokei) opens : " The Buddha's teaching 
is the fundamental intent of chanoyu." In Rikyu's Wabi Tea, as 
stated in the N am po Roku, neither the perspective nor the 
intent involves tea as m edicine, luxury, ritual, fashion, artistic 
taste or any other practice till that time. Rather, those practices 
presented an opportunity, and through criticizing and tran
scending them, a new  form of Zen w as born; this was Rikyu's 
wabi tea. A lthough having broad cultural implications, at its 
core lay a strict morality and a profound religiosity which w as  
m anifested by a broad range of artistic creativity. The material 
culture reflected in the wabi tea includes tearooms, gardens and  
utensils; all products of artistic creativity. A ll non material 
cultural elem ents - the tea practitioner, tea manners and attitude 
of tea practice, are pervaded by the spiritual realization of wabi.

A nd So like Sen Soshitsu (1979:13) says
....it is Rikyu's organization and blending of the many styles of Tea 

practiced up to his time, along with tiheir philosophy, procedures 

and histories, that we today know as the Way of Tea.

He w as responsible not only for philosophizing the space cre
ated w ithin the tea house and the ritual of tea, bxit also for 
creating a basic framework w hich w as so versatile, that all the 
follow ing tea masters used it as a m odel w hich could easily be 
m odified to suit the social demands of their respective ages.

Due to constraints of time this study is based on tracing the 
developm ent of Tea as m odeled by Sen Rikyu. One must note 
here that the study of tea is a lifelong process and to even get a 
brief preview  of its true m eaning requires years of practice.
Since this is not possible, the information presented here is 
based on secondary sources, books and articles, m ainly written  

by practitioners of tea, from the Urasenke School of Tea, a 
school w hich practices tea based on Sen Rikyu's principles.



ARCHITECTURAL
RELEVANCE

I Tea provides a classic exam ple of the Japanese characteristic of 
borrowing a foreign idea and developing it into a form con- 

' forming to her ow n needs. A  ritual form originating as a result 
of a distillation of the Japanese culture, it provided moral con
trol and intellectual preparation through spirituo-philosophic 
means w hich ended up being concerted to an art form that 
hum anized the society at large. The architecture o f the tea house  
too played a vital role, as the full impact of Tea cannot be 
achieved w ithout being housed within the tea house.

The success of Tea w as w holly  dependent on  the possibility o f it 
being performed in a totally controlled environment, devoid of 
any distractions. The resulting architecture w as the architecture 
of the tea house or the 'sukiya' style w hich w as derived from  
the form of the peasant farmhouse. W ithin the confines of the 
small tea room one m oved "from the w orld of caste to that of its 
negation - from structure to anti-structure" (Turner 1974:276). A  
sense of 'communitas' w as established as the host and the 
guests stripped them selves off their w orldly identities to come 
together through the com m on experience o f sharing a cup of 

tea.

The use of "superaesthetics" or the aesthetics of simplicity 
allow ed one to be free from w orldly attachments and look into  
one's inner self. Intense deliberation and effort w as made at 
creating a sensitivity to the faint and the subtle as part of the 
spiritual training. A  special environment, rem oved of all the 
nonessentials w as created, entering w hich, all of the sense 

organs, the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body and m ind, could 
function delicately in order to experience and appreciate it fully. 
W hen all the senses collaberated to experience the act of Tea in  
its entirety it w as believed that a door to that portion of the 
world, previously unavailable, was opened. Deep reverence and  
care w as taken to do everything as the im age of Buddha w as 

reflected in  all the actions. A lso, various m eans were used to



establish relations betw een the microcosm of the room and the 
macrocosm of the universe. A  link w as thereby established  
betw een m an and his architecture by consistently relating the 
latter w ith  his spiritual and emotional needs. Integrated w ithin  
it w as a universal order of prevalent thought, that w hich re
sponded intim ately to the anticipated needs of the society. This 
w as a form that w as available to all, and w ithin w hich people of 
all classes could share the same experience of drinking Tea'.

The characteristic of Tea w as to uncover rather than discover by  
comprehending the existing and incorporating it into the ethics 
of the society, thereby affecting its human application and 
aesthetic experience. Thus, 'Tea' and the architecture that it 
housed, w hile stable in its content and strong in its m eaning 
meant different things to different people, at different times, 
being always versatile, always changing. Seeking out beauty in  
everyday objects, it created a new  aesthetic, an aesthetic of 
everyday life. Artisans and craftsmen drew inspiration from the 

artistic achievements of the tea masters. The stress laid on the 
unification of the garden and house, and the emphasis on stan
dardization laid by the tea masters in the design of the tea house  
reinvigorated its application in the design of the Japanese 

houses.

A n extension of a leading philosophical thought, Zen, which  
gave preference to art over morality, it w as through Tea that 
Japanese art and architecture reached new  heights. The existing  
spiritual values were given  form and substance through the 
design of the tea house and the beautifully choreographed 
sequence of events designed for the proper performance of the 
Tea ritual through the em ploym ent of an austere aesthetics. 
Consequently, the tea house embodied the general ideals and 
principles of the Japanese society in such a perfect manner that 
even.to this day it has a strong impact and its cultural influence 

ubiquitous.



The character of this order is so abstract that it has enabled it to 
surpass its ow n lim ited context to create design principles 
w hich can be applied to any culture, even today. Thus, the 
architecture of the teahouse teaches us to uncover the underly
ing order of things w hich remain constant regardless of external 
superficial changes, and thereby enable to gain an inherent 
flexibility. Moreover, it teaches an important lesson in how  to 
import foreign ideas and use it to the advantage of one's ow n  
culture by integrating it w ith  the prevalent conditions. Conse
quently, it becom es very important to gain an understanding 
into the m aking of Tea and the architecture deem ed appropriate 

to house it.

METHODOLOGY
The study has been divided into four sections.

Section 1 :  The origin and the rising popularity of Tea w ill be 
traced. H ow  w as it introduced to Japan? W hich socio-environ- 
mental factors affected it? What were the causes for its over
w helm ing popularity? W ho were the people responsible for 
shaping the unique character of Tea?

Section 2 : Here how  the physical form and the experiential 
notions are manipulated to acquire the desired effect from the 
performing of Tea w ill be discussed. What kind of form w as  
deem ed suitable to house the activity of tea drinking? What 
kind of experience w as envisaged? What kind of symbolism  
w as used  to achieve this end? Which different philosophical 
thoughts affected the perception of the space? What w as the 
role o f aesthetics and how  w as it manipulated? Use of various 
plans and other illustrations w ill be m ade for better comprehen
sion of the kind of spaces created.

Section 3 : Through a journey into the w orld of Tea, this section  
w ill attempt at decipheing the m eanings behind the entire 

sequence of events that occur therein. This w ill provide a useful



insight into the world of Tea. A lthough different schools of Tea 
have different sets o f sequences, they are still fundam entally 
the same and are derived from the ones set by Sen Rikyu. The 
sequence described here is based on the 'ideal' form of Tea as 
prescribed by the Urasenke School of Tea. It is a school which  
follow s m ost of the rules that were laid out by Sen Rikyu and is 
presently run by one of his descendants. Sen Soshitsu.

Section 4 : An analysis of the actual effect of the "ritual" of Tea 
as Well as the architectural impact of the tea house w ill form the 
basis of this section. An architectural summary of the informa
tion presented in the earlier chapters, it shall address some of 
the key features of the teahouse w hich are so unique to i t : 
Seclusion, Intersensory Awareness (Inclusion of all sensory 
perceptions for the true experience of beauty). Scale (model of 
the universe, shrinking of the scale, sym bolic interpretations), 

x Integration w ith  Nature, "Superaesthetics" (Different kind o f
aesthetic appreciation).

1 According to Turner (1974:272-275), there is a difference between society as 
a "structure" and society as an "anti-structure". Structure according to him 
roughly means social structure, that is, a more or less distinctive arrange
ment of mutually dependent institutions and the institutional organization of 
social positions and/or actors which they imply. As such "anti-structure" 
aquires a positive connotation. Concepts of liminality and communitas aid in 
understanding the meaning of anti-structure.Liminality occurs in the middle 
phase of the rites of passage which mark the changes in an individual's or a 
group's social status and/or cultural or psychological state. In liminality, 
communitas tends to characterize relationships between those jointly 
ondergoing ritual transition. The bonds of communitas are anti-structural in 
the sense that they are undifferentiated, direct, extant, nonrational, existen
tial, I-Thou relationships. Communitas is spontaneous, immediate, concrete - 
it is not shaped by norms, it is hot institutionalised, it is not abstract. It differs 
from comaraderie found in everyday life, which though informal and 
egalitarian, still falls within the general domain of structure, which may 
include interaction rituals. Communitas tends to ignore, reverse, cut across, 
or occur outside structural relationships. There is a tension between structure 
and communitas, at all levels of scale and complexity across human history. 
Communitas does not merge identities; it liberates them from conformity to 
general norms, though this is necessarily a transient condition if society is to 
continue to operate in an orderly fashion. Structure on the other hand holds 
people apart, defines their differences, and constrains their actions. These 
definitions of structure, anti-structure, liminality and communitas can help 
us better understand the working of Tea which too aims at attaining the shift 
from structure to anti-structure.
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Fig. 1 'Shorn' - the study alcove 
for priests found in the 
monastries. (Engel 1964:11)

Fig. 2 A pleasant view and 
good lighting characterize the 
shoin. (Yoshida 1955:99)

Fig. 3 Manifestation of the shoin 
in the residential domain in the 
form of a Tokonoma.



TEA DRINKING Tea - D rinking in China

Although the activity of tea drinking was quite prevalent in 
Asia, we can credit China for recognizing and celebrating its 
many virtues. A beverage that was served in the palaces, and 
used commonly for its inherent medicinal attributes, it also 
became popular in the Buddhist monasteries, where the monks 
used it as a stimulant to keep them awake during the long hours 
of meditation. As such, tea came to be closely associated with 
Buddhism. Integrated into the monastic life, it attained a cer
emonial garb, with all the monks gathering in front of the image 
of Buddha to drink from a single bowl of tea as part of their 
daily ritual (Fig. 1&2). As it started developing into an elaborate 
ritual, strict rules based on the Confucian ideals of ritual eti
quette started affecting tea preparation and consumption.

China, especially during the time of the Tang (600-900 A.D) 
dynasty was a vastly superior civilization whose influence on 
the neighboring countries was overwhelming. Japan sent her 
scholars to China to study its culture, who then played an 
important role in shaping the still developing Japanese society. 
The scholars learned about Buddhism and introduced it to 
Japan. Tradition places the advent of Buddhism to Japan at 
about mid-sixth century, but it is likely that the Japanese knew 
about it much before then. It was not long before Tea followed, 
with records indicating that it was brought to Japan by the 
Buddhist monk Eichu in the 8th century. Development in the 
tea ritual and the Chinese tea ideal directly affected the devel
opment of tea in Japan.

Tea Com es to Japan

Although tea drinking when introduced to Japan was mainly 
practiced in the Buddhist monasteries, it was also accepted in 
social circles. However, each activity developed distinctly, with 
the former being ceremonial and partaken in the monasteries



Fig. 4 A reception room de
signed in the Shoin style. 
(Enshu 1985:13)

Fig. 5 Note the changes in level 
as the increasing decoration as 
we go deeper inside the space. 
(Paine 1955:168)

Fig. 6 Detail of the painted 
ceiling. (Yoshida 1955:141)



and the latter becom ing dominated by the social elem ent and 
being housed in a shoin style room w hich w as characterized by  
grandeur and splendor. This style developed through the incor
poration of the study alcove (shoin) found in the monasteries 
(Fig. 3) w ithin the m ansions of the rich (Fig. 4). W hen it ap
peared in the house the entire room came to be called shoin and 
later the term w as used to designate a type of house as well.

Tea retained its solem n character in the tem ple ritual, more so 
after the introduction of Zen Buddhism in  the 12th century. 
Quite like the Chinese m onks, the Zen m onks w ho gathered in  
the m editation hall for spiritual exercise and meditation, drank 
tea from one bow l in a profound ritual. The hall w as dom inated  
on one side by a picture recess where a sacred Buddhist scroll or 
an idol w as displayed, w ith  flowers and incense placed on the 
shelf underneath. A s tea drinking became an important part of 

the Zen ritual its stature w as raised from a mere beverage to a 
ceremonial act having a profound philosophical meaning.

On the other hand at court tea took the form of a gay, social 
activity, characterized by pom pousness and grandeur. Court 
routine involved 'mono awase', a competition held to identify 
different kinds of shells, birds, incense etc. Here competitions 
held for identifying different varieties of tea served in highly  

prized Chinese vessels provided a m uch needed novelty and an 
added luxury. Tea drinking activity in the court thereby under
w ent technical elaboration as the elements of the gambling 
games and the court etiquette of the Heian(794-1185 A.D.) and 
Kamakura(1185-1333) tim es became incorporated within it. The 
relative scarcity of tea as w ell as the resulting expense of the 
utensils confirmed its availability to the elite only.

In the Muromachi period (1392-1573), there w as a considerable 
reduction in the borrowing of Chinese aesthetics. We find that 
the shoin-style architecture gained tremendous popularity w hich  
in  turn greatly affected the environment in  w hich tea took place.



I
It had becom e a principle form of Japanese residential style. 
Consisting of a division of rooms through the difference in  
levels as w ell as use of sliding doors, the level of each repre
sented the rank of its occupant. The highest level w as reserved 
for the m ost important person, w hich w as also distinguished by  
the increasingly ornate ceiling, the fusum a (doors) etc.. The 
shoin style room where tea drinking took place w as character
ized by the presence of the tokonoma (a decorative alcove bor
row ed from the Buddhist monasteries) and the tatami (thick 
floor mats) w hich covered the entire area of the floor. N ot only  
were screens, painting, sculpture, m etalwork and the like em 
ployed (Fig. 4&5) to stress the exalted position of the shoin's 
occupant but a special class of attendants w as created in order 
to decorate the tokonoma w ith  flowers and art objects for special 
events and to curate treasured possessions.

The tea gatherings of these tim es became highly codified as 
rules of etiquette for both outdoor and indoor events were 
established. At this juncture it w as Naom i, the tea advisor for 
the emperor w ho tried to simplify the physical form of tea 
thought the insertion of Zen ideals. H owever, his tea too w as 

very formal.

Tea drinking had continued to be part of the ascetic training in  
the monasteries, aimed at dispersing the dim ness of mind and  
making it conducive to meditation. Consequently, many of the 
Zen priests, m indful of this religious virtue of tea, repeatedly 
tried to restore tea to its original religious meaning. A highly  
respected Zen monk, M uso Soseki (1275-1351), credited to have 
taught three emperors, believed that tea ritual could be more 

than a form of sim ple entertainment or an arcane temple rite.
He once sta ted :

From the viewpoint of Zen, mountain water and tea drinking,
singing songs, reading poems, anything one does in one's daily life
or experiences is a means of gaining satdri, enlightenment, which is
the only way to realize the way of the Buddha. (Anderson 1991:27)

ESTABLISHMENT OF 
THE "WAY OF TEA"



Thus we find that Tea gradually came to be associated with Zen 
and so priests who wished to spread the word of Zen to the lay 
people considered that it could be done through the ritual of tea 
drinking. Imbibed with a spiritual potential tea came to be 
identified as a unique vehicle for enlightenment as we find 
stated in the Zen Tea Record:

"It was with Zen master Ikkyu o f  Daitokuji that drinking tea first 
came to be perceived as having the Way of Zen at its essence. Shuko 
of Shomyoji in Nara, a disciple of Master Ikkyu, had a taste for 
preparing and serving tea and performed it daily. Ikkyu noticed 
this and, seeing that tea might accord with the wondrous realm of 
Buddhist attainment, recreated the spirit of Zen in the whisking of 
tea. Thus was established the Way of Tea, by which sentient beings 
may be brought to discern the Mind-Reality that is the true self."
(Jakuan 1988:41)

As such tea drinking ceased to become an activity to be in
dulged in only by the elite. Through the concentrated efforts of 
the Zen priests who planted more tea seeds and propagated the 
medicinal values and religious virtues of tea drinking, it soon 
gained popularity among the people. Even the peasant classes 
could now enjoy a sense of communion by gathering to sip a hot 
cup of tea and they too started organizing tea parties called cha- 
yoriai. This universal appeal of tea to all classes of the feudalistic 
society, provided the tradition for the unique tea cult, which 
when emerged in its final form in the 16th century was to affect 
the art, architecture and lifestyle of the Japanese.

Murato Shuko and the Four-and-One-Half Mat Tearoom

Murato Shuko (1422-1502), a Buddhist priest in Nara, hoped to 
express this affinity between the spirit of chanoyu or Tea and the 
spirit of Zen in the ten foot square tea room. Considered to be 
an exemplary form of chashitsu (tearoom) this particular size of 
tea room was inspired by the story of Vimalakirti, a lay Bud
dhist of ancient India, who found limitless space in an area of
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Fig. 7 Variations within a four 
and one half mat room. (Engel 
1964:296)

Fig. 8 Use of a Zen Calligraphy 
within the tokonoma. (Yoshida 
1955:95)



ten feet square where he is said to have received 81,000 Bud
dhist disciples. Shuko im pressed by this story w hich suggested  
that finite space and tim e does not bind one w ho is enlightened  
and therefore free, strove to find the sam e sense of infinite space 
w ithin the confines of a ten feet square room , the space w ithin  
the four and one half mat tearoom x(Fig. 7). Shuko, w ho w as also  
a Zen disciple, believed that w ith  Zen m editation and the spiri
tual freedom  attained thereof, one could break off from the 
normal sets of conceptions and thereby the shackles of intellec
tual constraints. As a result the cramped space w ithin w ould  
cease to feel constricted, and instead w ould  becom e a place of 
infinite space and freedom (Shokin 1990:8)

H aving attained Zen training from Ikkyu, a noblem an turned 
Zen monk and a m an of m any talents, Shuko also acquired a 
new  sensitivity towards arts. He introduced the wabi style of tea 
through the synthesis of N aom i's shoin style tea, the Chinese 
tem ple tea and Zen to create the first form of 'Tea' - the truly 
original tea ritual. Wabi w as an aesthetic concept founded by the 
literary class w ho often based their com positions on the beauty  
that w as found in the rustic and the unpretentious or the soli
tary and secluded. He laid out the four values central to Tea: 1) 
kin, reverence, 2) kei, respect 3) sei, purity and 4) jaku, tranquil
lity. These principles played an important role in  shaping the 
physical form in w hich Tea took place. N ot only was the area of 
the tea room reduced to a four-and-one-half m at space from the 
earlier spacious s/zom-style tearooms, the m ultiple bay alcove of 

the tokonoma of the shoin style room w as replaced by a single 
bay alcove, characteristic of the 'soan' (the hermitage type of tea 
house). Here Shuko introduced the hanging of a Zen calligra
phy (Fig. 8). Each and every element in  the tea room was de
signed to direct the attention of the practitioner from the materi
alistic aspects to the more profound spiritual aspects of Tea.



TEA OF THE 
MERCHANT CLASS

The Tea as developed by Shuko held a lot of appeal for the 
merchant class who along with the samurai were to dominate 
the Japanese history for the next few years. Merchants were 
officially considered to be the lowest class of the Japanese soci
ety, being ranked below nobles, samurai and farmers (Anderson 
1991:33). However the political unrest in the country, urban 
growth and a fast developing economy placed them in a posi
tion of economic privilege. While the accumulation of wealth 
transformed the merchant class into proud and class conscious 
citizens, they still lacked a distinct standing in society, unable to 
shake the yoke of the ruling class.

The affluence of the merchant class threatened the exclusivity 
enjoyed by the aristocracy, up until this time. Due to the chal
lenge provided by the mercantile class to their supremacy, the 
nobility made it increasingly difficult for them to imitate their 
lifestyles through similar display of wealth, by placing heavy 
restrictions on all features of living and building. Denied access 
to the elite society, the merchant class developed their own 
cultural cliques, where Tea became a popular preoccupation. 
Consequently Tea which up until now was associated with the 
priests and the aristocrats, was to become the realm of the 
samurai and the merchants. Sakai, a prosperous port which had 
been spared the ravages of war became the center of tea practice 
among the merchant class (Anderson, 33). So it was for the most 
part that men and their progeny from this area dominated the 
practice of Tea for most of the sixteenth century.

Concurrently there also arose the desire for an architectural 
form which could satisfactorily express the desires and aspira
tions of this rising citizen class. Since the prevalent building 
style (the shoin style) was made out of bounds they felt the need 
for developing a new building style which would not only be 
out of governmental control, but would also represent their 
increasing power. But then the question was which style other 
than the one already established and employed by the aristoc-



Fig. 9 The rustic form of the 
peasant farm house. (Ueda 
1990:29)

Fig. 10 A shoin style residence. 
(Ueda 1990:30)

Fig. 11 The eventual develop
ment of the Teahouse. (Fukukita 
1954:3)



racy could be deem ed suitable?

The chashitsu or the tearoom developed by Shuko seemed to 
provide the right answer to this dilemma. A building type 
whose form was derived from the simple and rustic houses of 
the peasant class (Fig. 9), its success lay in the ability to progress 
from the large and the spacious to the small and the confined.
As such it was a far cry from the shoin style residence (Fig. 10) 
of the ruling class which was characterized by its massive scale, 
lavish decoration and rigid standardization. In fact it was this 
contrast between the two which allowed the tea masters who, 
familiar with both worlds, were stimulated to make a compari
son between them which in turn, led to a mutual evaluation. For 
someone in search of something different this sparked their 
imagination to uncover the values inherent within these two 
extreme situations that were totally independent of their mate
rial worth (Fig. 11).

The increased recognition given to this form of tea house by the 
various tea masters who advocated the aesthetic principles of 
simplicity and restraint through the infusion of Zen philosophy 
gave way to its increasing popularity among the merchant 
classes. This form, while having no similarity with the shoin 
style of building still provided the merchant classes with infinite 
opportunities to display their wealth through the use of expen
sive and refined materials in the execution of art and architec
ture of elegant simplicity.

Takeno Jo-o and the Wabi Aesthetic

Shuko was followed by Takeno Jo-o (1502-1555), who was more 
than just an intermediary figure between Shuko and the legend
ary tea master, Sen no Rikyu. Son of a wealthy leather merchant, 
he was totally enraptured by Tea, and after entering Zen priest
hood practised tea in a modest dwelling, based on the principles 
laid down by Shuko. It has often been stated that for both Shuko
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Fig. 12 The white papered walls 
and the use of plain wood 
preferred by Jo-o. (Yoshida
1955:93)



and Jo-o, Tea meant the practice of Zen and so they both tried to 
give expression to the Zen which they studied and practiced, 
within the precincts of the four and one half mat tea room. 
Gifted with a keen artistic sense, Jo-o tried to uncover the 
beauty inherent in things considered poor and unpretentious. 
He changed the space of the tea room by substituting the plain 
clay walls with the papered type (Fig. 12), used bamboo for the 
lattice in the window and replaced lacquer used on the bottom 
sill of the tokonoma with plain wood. While Shuko's chashitsu 
was reminiscent of Vimalakirti's hut and therefore was charac
terized by a religious flavor, Jo-o's chashitsu acquired a new 
aesthetic quality - the ivabi aesthetic. His changes heralded a 
change for more relaxed tea gatherings.

ASSOCIATION OF THE 
SAMURAI WITH THE 
MERCHANT CLASS

The relaxed atmosphere of the tea house appealed to the samurai 
of the warrior class as well since it was the only place where 
they could find refuge. Tea, through its association with Zen, 
provided a spiritual alternative to the samurai, who were con
stantly at war and so unable to participate in the esoteric rituals 
and sutra studies required by the other Buddhist sects as pre
requisites for attaining salvation. Removed from the worldly 
struggles, the simple act of serving and drinking tea in the 
tranquil environment of the tea house provided a brief respite 
from the turbulence of the warring society and for once, the 
warrior was able to forget the cruel reality of his life.

The other reason for the samurai to take to Tea so ardently was 
plainly social. Kyoto was considered to be the cultural capital of 
Japan and the nobility there looked down on the y/uncouth" and 
"crass" warring classes of peasant descent who had moved into 
the cities from the rural areas. Since Tea was considered to be 
the quintessence of Japanese culture, practicing it added a 
veneer of respectability to their otherwise notorious image. 
Besides the ability to employ the highly respected and culturally
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Fig. 13 Picture of Hideyoshi. 
(Anderson 1991:112)

Fig. 14 Hideyoshi's portable 
golden Tearoom. (Yasuhiko 
1990:38)



adept tea masters to serve them tea elevated their social stand
ing and helped legitimize their position in society.

An example in line would be the provincial lord of great ambi
tion and ability, Nobunaga (1534 -1582), who employed Sen 
Rikyu, to serve him as his tea master. Known for his notorious
ness, Nobunaga rather aggressively took to collecting of tea 
utensils, the reason for which could more probably than not be 
a means to attain a semblance of civility. As Anderson(1991:36) 
mentions, this persuit gave him the opportunity to meet with 
military suppliers and money lenders as also allowed him to 
display his power without the force of arms. He also contrib
uted in making Tea an exclusive affair and thereby further 
elevated its standard by placing restrictions over who could 
learn and practice Tea. Thereby he created an aura of strength 
and polish around it and made the practice of Tea even more 
attractive for all kinds of people, especially the samurai of all 
ranks. So when his vassal Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536 -1598 
A.D.) was granted permission to learn and practice Tea, he 
considered it to be an honor which was equivalent to being 
granted the gift of two provinces and a gold mine! Nobunaga 
was also known to have said to Hideyoshi 'Tor tea companions, 
choose merchants from Sakai!" (Cort 1979:20)

When Hideyoshi (Fig. 13) succeeded Nobunaga he continued to 
employ the services of Sen Rikyu. Considered to be one of the 
greatest Japanese military figures, Hideyoshi broke the social 
barriers to rise from a mere foot soldier to the position of 
Kampaku (chief advisor to the emperor) and became instrumen
tal in uniting the whole of Japan. Hideyoshi, through the use of 
subtle means and with the aid of Rikyu, manipulated the ritual 
of tea to pacify the war struck Japan. Not only had he made a 
portable golden tearoom (Fig. 14) which was representative of 
his power, he even offered to prepare tea for the emperor with 
Rikyu's help, an incident unprecedented and rather presumptu
ous for a person of peasant descent. (Cort 1979:38). This in itself
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Fig. 15 Sen Rikyu. (Yasuhiko 
1990:9)



SEN RIKYU  
AND THE SO AN 

TEAHOUSE

had staggering political and symbolic ramifications. It w as a 
claim to posterity and the victorious warlord w as freely flaunt
ing his ability to coerce the emperor's cooperation and at the 
same time w as sym bolically trying to legitim ize his position as 
the imperial guardian. Thus, H ideyoshi m ade use of tea as w ell 
as his tea master. Sen Rikyu, for m any unorthodox purposes. 
Rikyu performed tea for all the quasi-diplomatic and personal 
gatherings held by his master. The tea room  became a place for 
strategic m aneuvers and political alliances.

Sen no Rikyu(1522 -1591), like Jo-o w as a son  of a w ealthy Sakai 
merchant fam ily (Fig. 15). After undergoing Zen training he 
w ent to learn about wabi Tea from Jo-o. Under the patronage of 
H ideyoshi the genius of Rikyu flowered as he set out to have 
the greatest influence on the course of Tea. H e developed and 
refined the art of T ea’ w hile infusing new  life to the ritual of tea 
and imbibing it w ith  m ultiple meanings. Universally accepted 
as the greatest tea master his impact on Tea w as so strong that 
tea history is divided into tw o by events and developm ents that 
preceded his demise in 1591, and those w hich  followed it (Jenni
fer 1991:35).

Rikyu combined the religious quality of Shuko's Tea with the 
artistic quality of Jo-o in  order to create the Tea which expressed  

his ow n originality. W hen asked to impart the secrets of the true 
w ay of Tea, he said that in summer it should impart a sense of 
coolness and in winter a feeling of warmth; charcoal w ill heat 
the water and prepare tea such that it is pleasing. These w ere 
the only secrets to the success of Tea. Rikyu strove to create the 
wabi Tea w hich reflected these ideals of his through the devel
opm ent o f the soqn teahouse.

He attached great importance to the idea, fundamental to tire soan 
tearoom, that the building as Such should be just sufficient to 
provide shelter from the elements, but he took correspondingly 
greater pains to incorporate into it the beauty of wabi. In his attempt



to make this all-pervasive, he insisted on specifying not only the

materials and measurements of the ceilings and walls of his tea 
rooms, but even details such as the breadth and depth of the 
tokonoma." (Shokin 1990:11)

One of the main reasons for his love of Tea was the attaining of 
satori by Rikyu when he was given,a koan (a highly illogical Zen 
puzzle given to students for contemplation, deciphering which 
could lead to satori) to be solved by his teacher. Satori, consid
ered to be the beginning of the Zen path to spiritual training is 
an intuitive flash of profound awareness which can be experi
enced by anyone, even while performing the most mundane of 
tasks. In following with his Zen training, Rikyu decided to 
manifest this understanding by remaining in the secular society 
and showing others the Way. Rikyu considered Tea to provide 
an effective method for the persuit of enlightenment, stating 
that by concentrating on Tea, both the host and the guest can 
obtain a higher state of awareness. Also as mentioned in one of 
the important treatises on the art of tea, Nampo Roku, Sen Rikyu 
is quoted of saying:

Chanoyu . . .  means practicing the Buddha's teaching and attaining 
enlightenment. Previously, people appreciated the beauty of archi 
tecture or the taste of delicacies in the tearoom. This is merely a 
secular concern. It is sufficient to have a house that does not leak and 
food in order not to be hungry. This simple way of life is exactly 
what Buddha taught us. The essence of chanoyu, accordingly is to 
carry water, collect fuel, boil water, and make tea. Offer a bowl of tea 
to Buddha, and at the same time share it with other people. Put a 
flower in a pot and burn incense. Behavior such as this follows the
acts of the Buddhas and the patriarchs. (Sohaku 1991:9)

Not only did he establish the primacy of religious elements in 
tea ritual he also emphasized that the informal tea of the small 
room was representative of a higher spiritual attainment than 
the more formal shoin style.

In which case one wonders why Rikyu who loved the wabi Tea 
decided to associate with the kampaku, Hideyoshi, who was 
totally oblivious of the true meaning of its aesthetic. In the 
highly stratiefied society such as Japan, it was impossible for
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Fig. 16 Nijiriguchi - 'the crawl 
in' entry way designed by 
Rikyu. (Holbom 1978:78)

Fig. 17 Katanakake, the sword 
rack introduced by Rikyu.

Fig. 18 The bamboo vase 
replaces the expensive Chinese 
Bronzes. (Castile 1971:235)



any person endowed with an inborn artistic talent, such as an 
inclination towards architectural design, to give expression to it 
unless presented with an opportunity the authority.

Only by securing a strong position within the heirarchy, could 
one wield any decisive power. As such what could be a better 
way for Rikyu to propagate his kind of Tea than by associating 
with the most powerful and influential figure in Japan. Also, 
inspired by the Confucian model of wise teacher/good counse
lor, Rikyu wished to cultivate the peaceful side of Hideyoshi's 
personality through the subtle moral guidance inherent in Tea.

The legacy of Sen Rikyu

Under the influence of Sen Rikyu, Tea was imbibed with an 
intricate integration of various symbolic elements, borrowed 
from every religious, cultural and literary tradition of the Japa
nese. In leiu with Zen philosophy, Buddhist symbolism was 
conspicuous by its seeming absence. At the same time there was 
the inclusion of the Shinto element of purification, the Confu
cian symbol system of social standings (or its deliberate rejec
tion) and so on.

Sen Rikyu has also been credited with some architectural inno
vations that reflected his wabi ideals. The tea room, the ro 
(hearth) and the tatami were made smaller. He also introduced 
the small entryway, nijiriguchi (Fig. 16) as well as the sword 
rack, katanakake (Fig. 17), both elements that forced the proud 
samurai to enter the tearoom humbly. By choosing an ordinary 
bamboo as a vase (Fig. 18) over expensive Chinese bronzes, he 
taught a lesson of restraint and infused an appreciation of 
nature.Skillful relocation of the windows provided diffused 
light, creating a soothing and tranquil atmosphere for the gath
ering (Fig. 19). Use of a considerable amount of bamboo helped 
enhance the intimate atmosphere of the tearoom. He was thus 
responsible for dispensing with the formality of the shoin style



Fig. 19 Taian, south wall with 
nijiriguchi. The nijiriguchi or 
'crawl through doorway' is a 
feature attributed to Rikyu. 
(Shokin 1990:11)

Fig. 20 Taian, east wall as 
viewed from the adjacent room. 
The asymmetrical placement of 
the two windows succeeds in 
creating a restful atmosphere.
(Shokin 1990:12,13)



tea w hich w as characterized by pom pousness and insincerity, in  
m ost Tea gatherings.

In short. Sen-no Rikyu perfected the zvabi form of tea by formal
izing it and laying out specific rules for where and how  tea 
could be served. H ow ever these rules were not arbitrary, rather 
they prescribed a manner of service that epitom ized efficiency. 
Contemplated over centuries by som e of the finest minds, these 
rules saw  to it that nothing w as wasted, that there w as no exag
gerated motion. These were then carefully integrated w ith  ritual 
through the realization that Tea was the road to enlightenment 
for anyone w ho w anted to follow. Its inherent aesthetic, as 
created by Rikyu, virtually redefined the Japanese sensitivity. 
This pow erful influence w as a result of his ability to consistently 
integrate art w ith his beliefs and ideals. H is creations were 
expressive of a deep respect for the individual and reverence for 
the natural environment. H is choice of materials were depen
dent not only for their practicality but also for the inherent 
beauty that lay within. Rikyu's values were reflected in his art. 
Rikyu'S aesthetics provided an interesting change for the ruling  
class, w ho lived a life of abundance. It provided a respite from  
the extravagant lifestyles of the rich w hich w as also highly 
codified as a result of the innumerable rules laid out for conduct 
and etiquette. The prevalent shoin style of building too had over 
a period of time, frozen in  developm ent, a result of extreme 
standardization. Building design, layout of room s and their 
dim ensions had been codified as rules were also laid out for the 
kind, form and treatment of the materials that had to be used. 
This not only stifled any form of self-expression but any kind of 
deviation from the standard, w ould have set a chain reaction of 
other changes. As against this, the sukiya style of building, 
introduced by Tea, offered the opportunity for the expression of 
the owner's taste and disposition, although w ithin an underly
ing order. Herein lay its inherent beauty.
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Tea has often been associated with Zen as "It is only through the 

interpretation and attitude of Zen that the tea cult, as manifested in the 

tearoom and tea serving, becomes more than an appreciation of outward 

form". (Engel 1964:283). Even the Zen Tea Record identifies True 
Tea to be Zen Tea as its practice can lead the practitioners to 
awakening:

The preparation of tea is wholly Zen activity: it is effort to realize 
self-nature. The sole intent of the sutras, which Sakyamuni delivered 
over a period of fourty years, is to disclose the primal illumination 
for the sake of all sentient beings throughout the world: there is no 
thing apart from Mind. With various stories, parables, and expres 
sions, he conveyed this using skillful means. Chanoyu is modelled 
on his skillful means and insight. It is a method of contemplation 
that borrows the actions of tea preparation in order to lead you to
realization of your true nature (Hirota 1988:35).

From the time the act of tea drinking came to be infused with 
Zen philosophy, there came about a change in the basic concept 
of this activity; teadrinking became less of a past time and more 
an occasion for the quiet ordering of the mind and soul. Conse
quently there was a need for a change in surroundings that was 
in accord with this purpose. Thus, not only did Zen influence 
the activity of tea drinking but it also influenced the actual 
making of the space in which this activity occured.

Zen became so intertwined with the act of Tea that it becomes 
important to understand Zen and how it affected the Japanese 
psyche and thereby its spacemaking. The overwhelming influ
ence that Zen enjoyed in the Japanese society was based on its 
ability to incorporate existing thoughts and ideas within its 
philosophy so that everyone could relate to it (Fig. 1). As such 
while Zen is credited for having developed the "ritual" of Tea, 
chado, it was not the only factor which was responsible for the 
unanimous popularity of Tea. There was also its ability to incor
porate the various socio-cultural needs of the society within its 
framework. Many of the prevalent symbols and beliefs were 
manifested in the ritual of Tea to become "the practice or real
ization of religious faith, no matter what you believe in."



Fig. 2 Marking of a sacred 
natural site characterizes the 
Shinto reverence for nature. 
(Engel 1964:393)

Fig. 3 Part of the Ise Shrine 
complex, this complex is 
considered the holiest of all 
shrines. (Carver 1987:32)



(Soshitsu 1978:2). This chapter shall therefore look into how the 
various religious thoughts along with Zen shaped the ritual of 
Tea as well as the architecture it was housed in.

INFLUENCE OF 
VARIOUS RELIGIOUS 
THOUGHTS ON TEA

SHINTOISM The Indeginous Japanese Religion

Shinto, the indigenous religion of J&pan, while lacking a phi
losophy of its own evolved over the centuries as both a personal 
faith and a way of life. It fostered in the Japanese, the sincere 
desire to give one's best to the work of their choosing as well as 
in their relationship with others. There is no egotism in 
Shintoism, as it runs counter to the spirit of the religion. Marked 
for simplicity, this religion is characterized by worship of nature 
and spirits (Fig. 2).

The Grand Shrine of Ise (Fig. 3), the most sacred of Shinto 
shrines best reflects the values and ideals esteemed by the 
followers of Shintoism. Beautifully crafted out of the best of 
materials, it epitomizes the doctrine of simplicity, that which 
had the most pervasive effect on every aspect of Japanese life. In 
fact it probably laid the basis for the Zen notion of simplicity
and austerity, as the American historian Donald Keene notes:

"The simplicity of a Shinto shrine building, the bare lines of architec 
ture and grounds, was an expression of an indigenous preference 
which coincided with the Zen ideals, and made the Japanese recep 
tive to the more sophisticated aesthetics of the continental religion". 
(Keene 1982:15)

Purity has always been an important concern for this religion. 
Great pains were taken to purify the site set aside for sacred 
purposes. Purification was performed to remove all forms of 
pollution, unworthiness and evil, and water or salt was 
sprinkled over whatever was to be purified. Shintoism specified 
that the worshipper going to visit the Kami, the deified nature 
spirits, should purify themselves too. This idea of Shinto purifi
cation extends towards the ritual aspects of Tea as much as it 
does all the other aspects of Japanese architecture. The roji, the 
garden path leading to the tea house is designed to allow one to



Fig. 4 The simple, straight lines 
of the roofsof the Shinto Shrines 
located in the dramatic setting 
evoke a sense of great antiquity. 
(Carver 1987:30)

Fig. 5 Path leading to the Ise 
Shrine. (Carver 1987:301)



shed all the w orldly evils before entering the sacred sanctum o f  
the tea house. Also, the stone basin placed in  the inner roji, filled  
w ith fresh water drawn out at dawn, purified by the yang  
energy, is used for w ashing hands and thereby purifying one
self, before going to the tea house.

The stress laid on the worship of natural objects and nature 
spirits by Shintoism has em bedded in the Japanese psyche a 
deep reverence for nature. M ost Shinto shrines were sited in  
remote places, far on the slopes of remote mountains (Fig. 4) or 
in  the m idst of the w oods, away from civilization. The pilgrim
age to the tem ple thus became important as it prepared one to  
m eet the Kami (nature spirit). A  similar progression is seen in  
the layout of the teahouse, where the roji, designed to recall the 
journey through a lonely m ountain path leading to the shinto 
shrine (Fig. 5), initiates the right state of m ind needed for Tea.

It w as believed that the Kami dwelled in the darkness and this 
darkness evoked a sense of sacredness in the m ind of the w or
shipper w ho visited it. There w as a distinct layering of space as 
one w ent into a Shinto shrine, each defined b y  varying levels of 
darkness. Inside the tem ple it w as very dark, as in  the darkness 
w as em ptiness, the void. One w as supposed to be spiritually 
processed through the m ovem ent from light to dark, to personal 
void, where one could shut out the w orldly distractions and 
concentrate on the things of the spirit. It w as from this darkness 
that a person was supposed to rejuvenate, grow. The light 
filtering through the shadow s blurred geometric compositions, 
creating a void  in w hich the depths of shadow  and filtering 
light dem anded an active participation from the person in  
experiencing the space and thereby personalizing it. A  similar 
effect is created in the tea room, where, the w alls and the floor 
are dematerialized by their unseem ing appearance and a void  
that w hich comes alive only through the participation of the 
actors is  created. Subtle and soft lighting too plays an important



CONFUCIONISM

role in  detracting attention from the surroundings and focus
sing on the Void.

Thus, w e find that Shintoism played an important role in m any  
of the design and sym bolic aspects of the Tea house. It estab
lished the Japanese w ay of thought based on the concept of 
impermanence, that w hich saw  in patural phenom enon the 
rhythm of hum an life. W ith m any of its beliefs matching the 

Zen ideals, it laid out grounds for the future acceptance of Zen, 
the philosophy that played such an important role in the shap
ing of the Japanese society as a whole.

Elem ents o f Ritual Etiquette

Though the advent of Confucianism in Japan can be traced from  
as early as 604 A.D., it never existed as an independent religion. 
Rather, it just permeated as a moral and philosophical system. 
Worship of ancestors and observance of ritual etiquette w as the 
central them e of this doctrine. The ethical ideas of Confucius 
(K'ung-tzu 551-479 B.C.), calling for a strict moral code and a 
definite social hierarchy appealed to the Japanese reformers o f  
the society governed by the Emperor w ho w as believed to have 
been gifted w ith divine pow ers and therefore supported by his 
people. This resulted in the establishing of a static, hierarchical 
society where everything pertaining to public and private life 
w as classified and codified. Although conflicting w ith the 

Japanese belief of impermanence by attempting to cultivate a 
static society, Confucianism w as still able to influence Japanese 

spatial configurations. It affected Japanese space by basing its 
design on aspects of moral and social code as derived from it.

Confucius believed that correct social behavior and the proper 
performance of traditional rites, cultivated a man's spirit and 
thereby contributed to the sm ooth functioning of the society 
w hich in  turn affected the harmonious functioning of the U ni
verse. It w as very effective in  inculcating in  m en the belief that a



TAOISM

gentleman should be responsible for even the most trivial acts 
as even these shape their character, social conduct and thereby 
the cosmic balance. One finds in the care and reverence with 
which the tea masters built the tea houses and the attention paid 
to the way Tea was conducted, the reflection of this ideology. 
The best of materials were used for the construction of the tea 
houses and attention was paid eveh to the minutest of details. 
However, the downsides of this philosophy was the codification 
of the ritual etiquette that was reflected in the shoin style tea 
conducted by the aristocracy. Observance of the ritual etiquette 
by an aristocrat, that was appropriate for his social position was 
enough justification for the vagaries and luxuries that accompa
nied his performance of Tea. Here, Tea lost its original intent 
through the reestablishment of structural relationships and 
thereby lost its egalitarian nature, whereby resulting in another 
meaningless ritual.

The Art of Living

The Tao literally means a Path. It has also been called the Way, 
the Absolute, the Law etc. All of these interpretations are ac
ceptable as its Absolute is Relative. While Confucius aimed at 
retaining ancestral conventions, Lao Tzu, the Chinese philoso
pher associated with Taoism, was the exponent of a new school 
of thought. It tried to find beauty in the present, in this world.
As such Taoism has often been referred to as "the art of living in 
the world" by the Chinese. Thus art of life lies in the ability to 
make constant adjustments to the changes in our surroundings.

The holistic approach taken by Taoism was reflected in the 
importance it laid on the 'whole' overrthe 'part' or rather the 
totality over the individual and it was beautifully illustrated 
through the metaphor of Vacuum. Laotse claimed that only in 
vaccum lay the true essential because vaccum is all containing.
It is in this void that motion becomes possible (Okakuro 
1919:45). As such the reality of the tea room lay not in its walls



Fig. 6 Expression of the 
void - allows optimum freedom 
for both body and mind. 
(Yoshida 1955:111)

Fig. 7 Through subtle grada
tions an effect of a pine grove 
seen through the mist is con
veyed. (Paine 1955:87)

Fig. 8 The symbol for Yin ang 
Yang, the two opposites. The 
essence of one is always found 
in its opposite.



or ceiling but in  the void  created therein. Stripped of all orna
mentation except for the flower and a hanging picture scroll it 
conveys the feeling of being vacant and em pty (Fig. 6). This 
vacuum  is potent as it grants freedom of m otion, both material 
and spiritual. It helps create a similarly receptive void in oneself 
where one can overcome all human lim itations and become the 
master of all situations, since the w hole alw ays dominate the 
part.

Another manifestation of this concept is seen in  the value of 
suggestion as reflected in art and architecture. By leaving som e
thing unsaid, as in a painting (Fig. 7), the beholder is given the 
opportunity to be involved in its interpretation and thereby 
become a part of it. Similarly, the space in  the tea house, w hich  
inherently is of no value, being a void, comes to life only  
through the acts of the host and the guest. It waits for the par
ticipant to personalize it and thereby becom e one with the 
surroundings. This concept w as one of the major factors w hich  
allowed for explorations of design ideas in the tea house and 
thereby prevented the creative process of design from becom ing  
codified and thereby stagnant.

Taoism w as also influenced by the yin  (the passive, cool, female 
principle) and yang (the active, hot, male principle) forces, the 
basic tenets of Eastern thought. The contrasting yin and yang  
forces, representative of all natural and hum an phenomena, are 

reflected in the dynamic interplay of form as seen in the Chinese 
sym bol (Fig. 8). Each is dependent on the other for its recogni
tion and a balance is struck only w hen these tw o forces are
equalized. The disciple of Lao Tzu, Chuang Tsu explains it thus:

"Everything can be a 'that'. Everything can be a 'this'....When there
is no separation between 'this' and 'that' it is called the still-point of 
Tao. At the still point in the center one can see the infinite in all 
things......" (Tzu 1974:29)

Lao Tzu too had developed his ow n theory of relativity similar 
to this, stating that to gain or to lose are one and the same 
things. Also/ acquiring the positive w ould  m ean containing the



BUDDHISM
Buddhism originated in India but w as introduced to Japan 
through China in the 6th century A.D. At this tim e, the Japanese 
had still not developed a complex religious system , Shintoism  
being the only indigenous religion. Since Buddhism  held the 
prom ise of exotic rituals, brilliant architecture (F ig .ll) and 
material benefits, it held special appeal for the aristocracy, w ho  
were always looking for som ething different and exciting.
A long w ith  Buddhism w as imported a w hole new  culture, the 
culture of China. It initiated new  building types through the 
construction of tem ples and monasteries based on the Chinese 
geomancy, and at the same tim e gave a fresh im petus to the arts 
and crafts of Japan.

There were tw o main branches of Buddhism, the Hinayana and 
the Mahayana, both of w hich  believed that the source of hum an  
distress w as his desire for things that were essentially imperma
nent. Since the universe w as governed by the law  of 'karma' 
(each effect has its cause), by being caught in  the w orldly de
sires, one lost link w ith  the ultimate reality and w as caught in  
the endless cycle of birth and death. In order to break from this 

cycle, one had to overcom e the limitations of selfhood. Toss of 
self', and gain nirvana, literally meaning 'extinction'. This w as  
the ultimate Buddhist enlightenment and the salvation of man.
The follow ing Buddhist tenet illustrates it as:

Life is essentially pain and sorrow. Pain and sorrow have their 
roots in ignorance and our passionate cravings and desires. The tap
root, as it were, of all Our desires and cravings is the desire for self- 
expression. Yea, the blossom and the fruit on the tree of ignorance is 
the belief in the reality of the (empirical) self (Reischauer 1917:51).

W hile the Hinayana sects served as training grounds for priest
hood, it w as the Mahayana sects w hich actually shaped the later 
Buddhist thought. Different Buddhist sects adhered to different 
w ays of attaining Buddhahood, either through practice, through  
intellect or through intuition. Thus, one group emphasized  

ritualistic and magical means, while the other believed that just



negative. In order to control the negative, one has to accept both  
the positive and the negative. This theory is reflected in the 
Japanese preference for contrasting materials over identical ones 
in  all their creations. Walter Gropius makes an interesting 
observation pertinent to this :

"As in most Japanese creations, we find here also a predilection for 
clear contrasts; against the austere purity of the architectural frame, 
the spontaneous, sketchlike painting and the wealth of magnificent 
garments, against the light, transparent house construction, the 
heavy, sculptural roof. The use of contrasting materials which 
enhance each other in their effectiveness had been developed early, 
and no where does one find an attempt at "matching" by identical 
forms and colors (one of our American preoccupations), but always 
great care in complimenting, relating and counterbalancing". 
(Gropius 1968:126-127.)

The application of this concept in  the tea house w as further
philosophized as " So it is with host and guest: each illuminates the 

other. This is natural harmony, the very issue of simultaneous 
existence. The tea men of Japan continue to juxtapose elements 
objectively dissimilar. The results have often been meaningful, 
leading to heights of awareness. The spontaneity of tea is nowhere as 
evident as in these instances". (Castile 1971:24)

Clearly the spatial form of the tea house is influenced by these 
ideas of void  or nothingness, the idea of suggestion, balance 
through use of contrasting materials and forms and.the applica
tion of the theory of relativity through the duality and flexibility 
of space design. Since m any esoteric Taoists believed that 
within tea w as found the balance of the yin  and the yang ener
gies, they considered tea to be an "elixir of immortality". This 
belief w as then reflected in  the design of the teahouse through 
the application of the I-ching divination w hich governed the 
principle of balancing the contrasting forces w ithin the 

teahouse. The striking of the right balance w ould  then help  
create a void  w ithin w here one could experience the "infinite in  
all things" through the proper conducting of the tea ritual and 
could thereby be transformed by attaining ysatori' or enlighten
ment.

I-Ching and the M odel o f the Taoist Universe
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The philosophy, cosmology and science of the ancient Chinese 
was based on the I-ching divination and the system of yin, yang, 
and the five elements which developed from it. When transmit
ted to Japan in the fifth and sixth centuries, it became the basis 
of all aspects of Japanese culture. In the I-ching, the primal 
existence, considered to be both absolute and unique, is called 
the "great Ultimate". From this arose the two fundamental 
"primordial spirits", yin and yang, which in themselves do not 
have any power. Only when they are combined do they give 
birth to anything. "In other words, the genesis of the myriad 
things in the universe resides in the union of the two primordial 
spirits, yin and yang". (Yoshino 1991:9)

As shown in the chart 1, we find that the yin and the yang are 
derived from the Great Ultimate or the I-ching and through 
their combination arises four combinations which in turn pro
duce eight trigrams. Each of these trigrams are made up of three 
broken or unbroken lines (broken representing yin and unbro
ken yang). Each trigram represents a prominent natural phe
nomenon, attribute, human relation, direction and natural 
element as seen in chart 2. These are again interrelated with 
each other for eg. the bright southern direction is paired with 
heaven while the dark north is paired with earth, or the eastern 
direction where the sun rises is paired with fire while the west 
is paired with water. The eight trigrams are meant to express all 
aspects of heavenly and terrestrial activities as well as the natu
ral world and human activities and so they combine with each 
other to produce sixty-four hexagrams.

Among the eight trigrams there are the four most important 
ones-heaven, earth, fire and water. Within this structure there 
occur five elements, water, wood, fire, earth, and metal, which 
give birth to each other and overcome each other. Thus they 
also symbolize all the myriad things and phenomena of the 
universe and thereby provide a fundamental framework for
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understanding the universe. Consequently, all the things in this 
world, material and immaterial can be reduced to correspond to 
these five elements as seen in chart 3.

The importance of these elements is evident in the layout of the 
tearooms as well as the ritual of Tea which were based on the I- 
ching and the theory of balancing the opposing forces. Fig. 9 
shows how the four-and-one-half mat tearoom is modeled on 
the yin-yang five elements system. The tearoom is divided into 
eight peripheral segments, each being designated with a 
trigram, while the middle one becomes doyo or the abode of Tao. 
Each of the eight trigrams are then associated with an attribute, 
a direction and so on. Thus we find the encompassment of the 
entire universe within the confines of that single room.
The activities which then occur within are related to each of 
these trigrams. So we find that the entrance for the guests is 
from the direction associated with flexibility or penetration, 
while that of the host is from the place linked with submission. 
Tea is prepared on the area connected with strength and the 
prepared bowl of tea is placed on the mat assigned to Tao. 
(Anderson 1991:161). At the same time if the tearoom acts as the 
'container', its 'contents' too should be modelled on the I-ching. 
Thus we find that the hearth as well as the utensils too are 
representative of the coming togather of the five elements as 
shown in Fig. 10. Here in the gogyo-dam or the shelf of Five 
Elements we find the top and bottom shelves represent heaven 
and earth respectively. In between the heaven and earth shelves 
are placed the earthern brazier containing the charcoal fire and 
metal kettle filled with water (Yoshino, 19). These five elements 
are not static entities. They represent temporary states, always 
changing but transforming themselves in a fixed pattern. And 
so the relationships between them represent the changes in the 
world, which in the tearoom are expressed in the preparing of 
tea through the use of these five elements.

The Idea of Impermanence
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Fig. 11 The elaborate ornamen
tation in this Buddhist pagoda 
stands in sharp contrast with 
the earlier Shinto Shrines. (Paine 
1955:11)

Fig. 12 The Buddhist Idea of 
impermanance as examplified
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by repeating the name of Amida, a Buddhist deity, one could 
attain salvation. Zen on the other hand advised against too 
much of rationalization and intellectualization, since it only 
fragments reality into parts which leads to further confusion. 
Instead, it encouraged one to think holistically and stressed 
moral character and direct experience for attaining enlighten
ment.

Since enlightenment essentially is attaining an absolute state of 
mind, mastery over the four elements necessary for Tea - har
mony, reverence, purity and tranquillity, as laid down by Sen 
Rikyu, was considered essential to achieve that state. The se
quence of progression from outside to the teahouse, the archi
tecture of the teahouse itself, as also the actual conducting of the 
ritual only exemplifies this concept. Here, everything was so 
designed as not to attract attention to itself but rather be condu
cive in helping one to achieve that state of mind. It also helped 
establish its anti-structural nature and therby initiate a sense of 
communitas. Thus resulted a denial for use of materials and 
planning techniques that were out of the ordinary or extremely 
outstanding.

Pursuit of simplicity of external form also became an expression 
of the 'true' life force, a demonstration of the Buddhist assertion 
that the phenomena of this world are illusionary and imperma
nent. Only a simple and unobtrusive physical form appropri
ately expressed the "Life" form as an overtly conspicuous form 
would detract attention to itself, rather than its contents. This 
notion was manifested in the teahouse through the use of ap
parent imperfection and incompleteness. Use of a rough wall 
texture, rough sawn and naturally curved column, thatched 
roof, irregularly shaped vessels etc. all went to reveal the insuf
ficiency of man in the larger scheme of things. The teahouse 
became a transient station for life, a material form temporally 
sheltering life. No need was felt to build a permanent structure 
able to withstand natural forces. The weather beaten, unpainted



Fig. 13 Patriarchs of the Three 
Creeds - reflects the religious 
cultural artistic ambiance of the 
period. Shown here are the 
three great teachers - 
Sakyamuni (Zen), Confucius & 
Lao Zi (Taoism) in harmonious 
agreement. (Schiroaker 
1993:104)
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w ooden  exterior only demonstrated the perishableness of all 
material form more convincingly than any verbal demonstra
tion could. At the very same time it also became a conscious 
endeavor at artistic creation.

The "Irreligious" R elig ion
ZEN BUDDHISM

Imported to China from India in  520 A.D. and brought to Japan 
from China about 1200 A.D., Zen Buddhism w as the 
Mahayana form of Buddhism. Although a branch of Buddhism, 
it w as unique in  that it contrasted not only w ith  other philoso
phies and religions but often opposed even the precepts of
orthodox Buddhism. A s Okakuro (1919:50) says,

"To the transcendental insight of the Zen, words were but an 
incumbrance to thought: the whole sway of Buddhist scriptures only 
commentaries on personal speculation. The followers of Zen aimed 
at direct communion with the inner nature of things, regarding their 
outward accessories only as impediments to a clear perception of 
truth."

Aware of the inherent limitations of using w ords, concepts and 
theories Zen denied the use of intellect and rejected all temporal 
and scriptural authority, not wanting to commit itself to words. 
For the very same reason Zen denied the existence of a suprem e 
being because if god can be conceived then god is only a sym bol 
and not reality itself. Infact this basic premise of Zen finds 
confirmation in the existence of different gods in  different 
religions. And because of this, rather than opposing other reli
gions, it embraced them  all as seen represented in fig.13. A s a 
result instead of com peting against other religions, they were 
sim ply integrated into the framework of Zen thought as one of 
the expressions of the universe.

We find that Zen conceived the universe to have evolved by  
itself rather than by a supreme being and so according to Engel 
(1964:366), Zen Buddhism conceived the universe as the ulti
mate reality, self-creating and self-governing. This 'ultimate 
reality' w as thought to be beyond concepts and verbal interpre
tations w hich in them selves have an inherent limitation. Zen



believed that one could comprehend and thereby be absorbed in  
this Reality that w as independant of time and space, w hen one 
could free oneself from w orldly concerns and desires. This 
meant that m an had to overcome the lim itations of 
selfhood(structure) and try to attain "loss of self "(anti-struc
ture), w hich in Sanskrit is called nirvana, i.e. literally extinction. 
This w as considered to be the ultimate Buddhist enlightenment 
and the self-salvation of man.

Enlightenment is termed satori in Zen terminology. Satori is that 
state of consciousness w hich transcends intellectual conception. 
Thus it can be expressed only in  a paradoxical, non-logical form. 
This state of m ind can be achieved through m editation where 
"he transcends the individual world of limitation in feeling and thinking, in 

time and space, and "knows", i.e., he grasps the one-life permeating himself 

and all other forms." (Engel 1964:367). 'Life' in  Zen is considered to be 
one, and so it is only the forms in w hich 'life' is em bodied that is 
considered m ultiple and varied. This concept of life elicits 
com passion for all beings, hum an and otherwise since there is 
only one life ' and so the goal of each form of life, such as m an  
should be to serve the w hole. But this understanding eludes 
m an w ho is caught in his personal desires and material attach
ments. Thus the aim of all existence should be to gain freedom  

from all w orldly desires and attachments.

Zen believed that through m editation w hich  in  Sanskrit m eans 
dhyana and in  Japanese Zen, one could attain this freedom and  
thereby become absorbed into the universal 'life' through the 
rediscovery of one's ow n true nature. A long w ith  meditation  

Zen also stressed the use of koan as part of the ascetic training. 
All Zen students were given koan to contemplate and thereby 
break through them as part of their ascetic training. "A koan is a 

kind of religious question which functions as a hammer to break the wall or 

confines of conceptual thinking and awaken man to his original nature". 

"This according to traditional expressions of Buddhist philosophy, is to be 

awakened to sunyata", meaning "void" or "emptiness". "Zen is a way



of life which breaks and penetrates into the depth of sunyata." "Sunyata is 

neither a theoretical conclusion nor a kind of hypothesis; rather, it is a fact of 

experience" (Sohaku 1988:7-8). This experience cannot be verbalised, 
rather it is an intuitive perception w hich m ay come in the flash  
of a m om ent or after tedious periods of meditation. (Engel 1964: 
367). Therefore, Zen laid stress on gaining know ledge through  
direct experience, w ithout learning, praying or ritual. For, it is 
actual experience and not reasoning or intellectualization that 
facilitates intuition.

This preference of intuitive perception over verbalization is 
expressed not only in  the philosophy of Zen but also in  all the 
other cultural activities that are affected by it. Considering 
im m ediate experience in  an active life as the m ost direct and 
thereby the m ost powerful m ethod of reaching w isdom  (Engel, 
371) Zen favoured participation in the w orldly affairs as com 
pared to becom ing a recluse. Thus it took the entire body of 
daily life activities as a site of practice for m editation with the 
belief that the ability to meditate w hile living in  the world w as a 
lot more effective.

Thus, living in  the w orld one can rediscover one's ow n true 
nature. This can be done through tw o phases of realization, 
through the eradication of false thinking and through the emer
gence of the true reality. This has been expressed aptly in  the 
Diamond Sutra as "The world is not the world; therefore it is the 
world"; "Give rise to the m ind that abides nowhere" (section 8). 
The former means that through m editation one ceases to project 
self-centered thoughts and feelings on other objects. Thereby 
one ceases to see the objects as they did earlier for they have 
now  been made em pty or non-existent. A n absolute state of 
m ind is achieved where "the beholder and his object, the 

thinker and his subject matter, merge into one; a state of 'abso
lute emptiness" or "utmost transperancy" where no barrier 
betw een the self and other exists: the ultimate oneness." (Engel 
367). In w hich case as Hirota(1988:37) says, the world does not
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remain the world. It dissolves into emptiness. At the same time, 
however, it is the world. "Without ceasing to be Mind-Reality, it 
arises as our familiar world of impermanence and passions, 
though n ow  it is seen as throughly penetrated by its ow n nega
tion." Thus, there no longer exists the inverted thinking w hich  
gave identity to som ething w hich w as insubstantial in the first 
place. The m ind functions but it does not percieve itself to be a 
seperate identity, rather it becom es more compassionate as it 
perceives in  the painful existence of others as a part of itself.

But Zen priests w ho had attained satori and w ished to impart 
this understanding to lay people could not effectively do so 
through verbal m eans "for w isdom  transcends our discursive 
thought and cannot be directly expressed" (Hirota 1988:37). 
Instead they needed to devise 'skillful' m eans, a matter of 
w orldly forms, to w hich everybody could respond. It seem ed  
natural for the priests to develop the appreciation of aesthetics 
and the persuit of artistic endeavours as a m ode to self-disci
pline and enlightenment. This was more so as the concept of 
em ploying arts as "Ways" to awakening had been a long tradi
tion in Japan; in  the Hosshin Shu, a collection of biographical 
stories w ith  Buddhist them es by Kamo no Chomei (1155-1216), he 
speaks of suki or devotion to an art, especially poetry and m usic 
as the cultivation of spiritual sensitivity. Yoshida Kenko (1283- 
1350) too in  his Essays of Idleness considered horseback riding 
and archery as disciplines that shared the character of religious 
training. It w as believed that the com m on nature of attainment 
in  these w ays w as a result of the death of self-w ill through the _ 
discipline of formal practice, accompanied by the self-disclosure 
of ordianary things and action as pervaded by the num inous 

(Hirota 1988:32).

Nothing is more hallowing then the union of kindred spirits in art. 
At the moment of meeting, the art lover transcends himself. At 
once he is and is not. He catches a glimpse of Infinity, but words 
cannot voice his delight, for the eye has no tongue. Freed from the 
fetters of matter, his spirit moves in the rhythm of things. It is thus



that art becomes akin to religion and ennobles mankind. It is this 
which makes a masterpiece something sacred (Okakuro 1919:81).

Chanoyu which over time developed into an art form has often 
been described by scholars of Oriental aesthetics as a creative 
synthesis of traditional Japanese arts and crafts, unified in an 
elegant ritual of preparing, serving, and drinking tea. With the 
stage for Tea to act as a 'skillful' means for creating an aware
ness of Zen philosophy already set, it was not long before the 
Zen master, Ikkyu, who wanting to share his understanding 
with others as a result of his awakening decided to express it 
through the art of Tea. Tea afforded the opportunity for raising 
the awareness of living through a direct contact with the most 
basic essentials of life, drink and shelter. In its Zen context, 
chanoyu came to be regarded as the focal point for a total way 
of life termed chado, the Way of Tea, and was comprehended as 
a religio-aesthetic path to detachment and tranquillity through 
the contemplation of beauty.

However, there is always an inherent danger in using an artistic 
discipline as a means for attaining awareness, as one cannot 
always take a detached stance. True religious awareness has to 
transcend all forms of artistic disciplines. How can any art form 
lead to a transcendence that is beyond it? And how can they 
embody that transcendence in a physical form? Even in Tea 
there was a danger of becoming attached to a secluded life or at 
the other end being caught up in the appreciation of its external 
form. And so as Steve Odin (1988:35) puts it Chanoyu became 
characteristically Zen only

"insofar as it endeavors to purify the mind of all defilements through 
meditation upon artistic forms experienced as various physical sense 
impressions like sounds, colors, flavors, fragrances, and other 
aesthetic sensations recieved through the bodily sense organs."

Zen did not invent a new method for preparing tea, it only 
uncovered the beauty inherent in this simple act. Nor did it 
invent a new building type to house this activity. The merit of 
Zen lay in the developing of an aestheticism of simplicity, and



Fig. 15 In the tranquil environ
ment of the tearoom man 
transcends himself to become 
one with the surroundings. 
(Castile 1971:289)



making it an expression of profound significance. Just as Sen 
Rikyu says, the art of tea consists in nothing more than boiling 
water, making tea and sipping it. This demonstrates how even a 
most trivial task could be elevated to an art form.

Zen saw poverty as a mental state of being, independent from 
the worldly things like wealth, povVer and social status, aimed 
only at liberating oneself from a continuous concern for material 
things, and as a result experiencing the real essence of things. In 
architecture as in other arts this meant the devaluation of the 
external appearance, both real and allusive, as also the avoid
ance of the trite and the obtrusive (Fig. 14). Conspicuous form 
only too often calls attention to itself rather than to its meaning. 
Thus, a new sensitivity which appreciated restraint, allusion 
and suggestion in physical appearance as against obvious form, 
obtrusive color and pronounced motif was developed. This 
simplicity was achieved in the tearoom as a result of the elimi
nation of the nonessential, through stripping the form, function 
and contents to the bare minimum. Simplification was achieved 
to the point where there no longer existed a discrepancy be
tween the form and the essence, the container and the content or 
between the expression and the spirit (Engel 1964: 424). The 
result was an intimate relationship between man and object 
where the subject and object were no longer perceived as dis
tinct entities, as man transcended himself to become one with 
the object. It became symbolic of 'the human space', the repre
sentation of the very basis of human life. This primitivity of the 
building reduced it to the hut and the drink, the tearoom and 
the tea (Fig. 15). No superficiality was needed to be uncovered 
to experience the very essence of the matter as the stillpoint of 
Tao was reached, through the merging of a 'that' with a 'this'. 
This resulted in an emotional experience that was immediate 
and profound.

The architectural creation thus employed visual media only as a 
means to convey meaning and significance as the human mind
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Fig. 14 The tearoom stripped to 
the bare minimum achieves the 
stillpoint of Tao. (Shokin 
1990:24)



CONCEPT OF 
WABI & SABI

tends to recall an experiential encounter more vividly than a 
visual pattern. Form acted as a communication agent which did 
not exist for its own sake, rather it became an expression of a 
particular function. The taste for simplicity, of doing, express
ing, and feeling things simply, then provided an essential devia
tion from the previous emphasis in art appreciation; art was not 
appreciated for its own sake rathervit asserted itself when the 
most direct expression of function was demonstrated. However 
in order to achieve this, as Hirota(1988:39-40) points out, a long 
apprenticeship in the arts was required as only through a 
gradual aquisition of competency in traditional arts could full 
mastery over the highest ideals of simplicity and plainness be 
accomplished.

In brief we find that it was through the act of chanoyu that Zen 
could bring the marriage of art with religion to fruition. As 
Castile (1971:27) observes, quite like the Zen monasteries, even 
in chanoyu,

"each moment was meant to be a manifestation of the Buddha spirit. 
Every action was a potential action of enlightenment. Here we find 
that no distinction was made between the rules of the art and the art 
itself; they are one and the same way. Tea is no cult, there is no 
truth outwardly manifested; the form is not inferior to the content, it 
is the content!"

Zen did not attempt to create a new language of expression, 
rather it detected and interpreted the principles of aesthetics 
behind an already existing and well-established form of life and 
art through chanoyu. Chanoyu endeavored to induce the Zen 
experience of a calm and clear mind culminating in muga, or 
ecstatic selflessness, through meditation upon arts and crafts 
which manifest the aesthetic ideal of wabi - a multi-nuanced 
word which denotes such spiritual values as tranquillity, sim
plicity, solitude, and austere poverty.

The essence of the aesthete experience in the tea room and tea 
life is characterized by the notion of wabi and sabi, both of which 
imply simplicity and solitude. Sabi is applied more to indi-



Fig. 16 White vessals which 
suggest antiquity and imperfec
tion are said to be 'sabi', Jo-o 
often interpretated it as 'wabi'. 
(Castile 1971:170)

Fig. 17 The clay walls enhance 
the wabi aesthetic of this 
tearoom in the way favored by 
Sen Rikyu. (Castile 1971:98)



vidual objects while wabi more to a way of life (Holborn 1978). 
Both of them provided a spiritual and aesthetic base for the 
teahouse to come into existence. But although these concepts 
have stimulated and ensured the growth of the tea house archi
tecture, they do not easily lend themselves to translation. For, 
the term wabi can mean a number of things: quiet taste, loneli
ness, simplicity, rusticity, desolation, an affection for the antique 
or the aging, a rather melancholy refinement, poverty and so on.

References of uses of these concepts are found in many poems 
that were written in those times. While beauty was sought in 
plainness and naturalness, it did not sink into mere simplicity as 
is beautifully illustrated by the following tenth-century anthol
ogy Kokin Wakashu:

As I awaken
To the sound of crying deer.
The mountain village seems to me
Loneliest of all in autumn.

Here wabi is conveyed through the notion of 'loneliness': a 
vision of a quiet secluded mountain village in the sombre 
beauty of autumn, conjuring an ineffable sense of solitude 
through the sound of a crying deer.

Tea master Takeno Jo-o (1504-55) has often been credited with 
abstracting and defining the aesthetic idea as derived from 
things labelled wabi by the aristocratic class. He saw wabi in 
things that were humble and unpretentious (Fig. 16), suggesting 
the idea of poverty. Poverty here is not actually a state of defi
ciency, rather it is that state of mind which is free from the 
worldly concerns and allows one to perceive a more essential 
inner value.

In the tea house, wabi is an aesthetic expression of this 'poverty', 
the expression of simple primitivity (Fig.17). It is the effect 
produced when sufficiency is gained through the insufficiency 
of means or through the inability to fulfill one's desires. Wabi
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Fig. 18 The dark and sombre 
wabi of Rikyu is reflected in his 
preference for clay walls. 
(Shokin 1990:10)

Fig. 19 The Bosen tearoom 
designed by Kobori Enshu. His 
tearoom differs from Rikyu's 
wabi by its greater ornamenta
tion, emphasis on visual delight 
and a general loosening of 
Rikyu's structures. (Yoshida 
1955:92)



sees beauty in  the insufficiency of life, and in this sense becom es 
almost synonym ous w ith the other term sabi. In Sanskrit sabi 
means santi, i.e. peace or tranquillity. The Japanese identified  
this term w ith  the feeling of an ultimate sense of solitude or 
loneliness that a solitary place transmits.

"Sabi when used in tea, implies poverty, simplicity, aloneness in the 
metphysical sense and thus represents Buddhism and Taoism. The 
Japanese garden also seeks to create the state of tranquillity. The Roji 
garden with its moss gathering of rocks, trickling water, moss- 
covered stone lantern, sizzling water kettle, surrounding the 
thatched hut and the soft light filtering through the paper screen 
creates in its ambience the frame of mind to abet tranquillity"
(Chang 1984:67).

In the tea house this aesthetic concept is translated to be one 
that is associated w ith  signs of age or decay. According to  
Suzuki (1959), w e have a glim pse of sabi wherever the Japanese 
aesthetic of incom pleteness is accompanied by antiquity or 
primitive uncouthness. This idea of som ething that has grace
fully grow n old or is no longer perfect is associated w ith  the 
idea of impermanence or insufficiency and in  this sense, wabi 
and sabi again mean the same thing.

Due to lack of a stricter definition for these aesthetic categories, 
the w ords wabi and sabi sufficed in explaining various indi
vidual aesthetic concepts laid out by the different tea masters, 
thus doing aw ay w ith  the need for coining new  vocabulary.
Each tea master had his unique interpretation of these catego
ries, true to his individualistic life conception. So while the wabi 
of the architecture and the tea ceremony of Sen no Rikyu w as  
dark and sombre (Fig.18), that of the tea houses of the later 
generations w as bright and fresh (Fig.19). Rikyu's teacher Jo-o, 
expressed wabi in  terms of ideas and so his definition did not go  
beyond the criticism of the ostentatious display of the rich.
Rikyu however, also identified wabi as an independent aesthetic 
concept by rem oving its associations w ith  Tea. By freeing the 
concept of wabi from the lim its of the tea world, he opened  
lim itless possibilities for its expression. By m aking it the basis of



THE SOANN O

C H A S H I T S U

creative expressions, the notion of zvabi was expressed in all 
other architectural forms, as well as in design of tea bowls and 
other artistic objects. In brief, the meanings and the emotional 
overtones conveyed by these words were broad enough to 
encompass a great amount of variation, depending on the 
demands of the time.

V

A N ew  D irection in Tea H ouse D esign

Zen likes to achieve its conclusions through negation; "A" 
cannot be "A" unless it is first "non-A." And so unlike other 
building types, where progression from the small and confined 
to the large and spacious was the norm, in the teahouse, the 
reverse constituted development. While an ordinary mindset 
would find a tight space as cramped, Zen taught its disciples to 
break free from such set conceptions and thereby concieve 
spaciousness in the small and the confined. Once one succeeded 
in becoming free from such intellectual constraints, one no 
longer felt confined, as the space took on dimensions of infinity 
and freedom (Furuta 1990). This Zen belief was best manifested 
in the creation of the soan no chashitsu, or a thatched roof 
teahouse whose form was borrowed from the peasant farm
house. Sen Rikyu has been credited to have perfected this form, 
but then the question arises as to what the word "perfection" 
means in this context.

Rikyu developed the design of the tearoom by adopting the 
ideas of his predecessors. However he went much beyond that 
by attaching great importance to the idea, fundamental to the 
soan tearoom, that the building should be just sufficient to 
provide shelter from the natural forces. At the same time he also 
took pains to incorporate into it the beauty of zvabi. Therefore 
while initially making use of the four-and-one-half mat tea
room, over time he found that even such a small sized room 
was unnecessarily large. So he strove to reduce the dimensions 
to the bare minimum in order to express the spiritual freedom



Fig. 20 The " scan- no- 
chashitsu". (Anderson 1991:115)

Fig. 21 The inner roji seen 
through the middle gate sepa
rating it from the outer roji. 
(Castile 1971:99)

Fig. 22 Tearoom named Taian; 
exterior wall with nijiriguchi 
entrance. (Yasuhikol 990:36)

Fig. 23 It wasthis entrance to 
the boat, the kuguri, which 
captured Rikyu's interest. (Isao 
1990:42)



of Tea, and it w as from the infinite implications of the small and 
the restricted that he created his wabi aesthetic. In his hands, 
beauty acquired w as inversely proportionate to the size of the 
room. A nd so while the wabi aesthetic had som ething in com
m on w ith  the appearance of poverty, w ith  Rikyu it w ent further 
than that in  order to give the effect of rich abundance.

\
Thus the soan teahouse as "perfected" by Rikyu (Fig.20) con
sisted of the tea room proper, designed to accommodate not 
more than 5 people, a tokonoma therein where a scroll or a 
flower arrangement w as displayed, an anteroom, midsuya where  
tea utensils were w ashed and stored before being brought in  for 
serving. One entered the tearoom through a low  doorway, the 
nijiriguchi from a portico or a w aiting area just outside the tea 
house where the guests could w ait until sum m oned by the host 
and where a sword rack w as placed. The tea room was con
nected to the outside w ith  the aid of the garden path, roji. The 
roji, if space permitted, w as divided into the inner roji and the 
outer roji. The outer roji w as made up of a w aiting area, machiai, 
and the garden path w ith  a bench, koshikake machiai. It w as 
separated from the inner roji by the m iddle gate (Fig.21). The 
inner roji included a stone basin for cleansing, and was of a 
different character from the outer roji, being more condusive for 
meditation. Architectural features like the nijiriguchi and the 
sword rack were introduced by Rikyu, w hile the already exist
ing elem ents like the tokonoma were infused w ith  new  m ean
ings in  his hands. Some of these innovations m ade by Rikyu are 

discussed below.

N ijiriguchi, the "Crawl-in" Entry w a y

The nijiriguchi (lit. "crawl-in" portal), or kuguri ("to duck un
der") is the low  entry w ay into the tearoom (Fig.22) designed by  
Rikyu and is said to have been inspired from the unique en
trances found in the riverboats:

He took interest in the kuguri on the boats at Hirakata in Osaka, 
found them to conform to his idea of wabi, and began to use kuguri



for small tearooms. (Isao 1985:41).

As Isao mentions in his article, according to art historian 
Hayashiya Tatsusaburo's interpretation, the boat is a "vessel of 
fate", and to gain entry into this self-contained world which is 
separated from the water by a single layer of boarding through 
a cramped up entryway, kuguri, symbolized a "birth" into a new 
group which shared the same fate (fig.23).
Rikyu considered the tearoom to hold the same value and so 
could have been inspired to introduce the low entryway as a 
symbolic gesture.

But one wonders how such a revolutionary form was found 
acceptable by the nobility(often invited by the samurai and the 
merchants) who had to actually crawl through the entrance in 
order to get inside the tearoom. Surely there must have existed 
some prior knowledge of the significance of this form of entry 
which speeded up its acceptability among the masses. One finds 
that even before the time of Rikyu there existed a particular type 
of wooden doors called nezumi-kido ("mouse-hole" wooden door) 
which worked as entry doors into the theatrical world of the 
sarugaku (a forerunner of noh) and kabuki performances. People 
had to stoop and crawl through those entrances to enter into the
different world of theatre. So, as Isao (1985:41) speculates,

"Once through the nezumi-kido, one entered the world of sarugaka 
or kabuki - a world set off in its own time and space, apart from the 
outside world. The people gathered inside would form a ring around 
the stage as a dramatic creation unfolded; a creation which involved 
both the performers and the audience. Is it not, in fact, the same with 
chanoyu?"

While there is no historical evidence which links the nijiriguchi 
with nezumi-kido, the above observation still provides an 
interesting insight into what possibly could have inspired Rikyu 
to have come up with such a distinct architectural innovation. 
The tearoom too is a world unto itself where the mundane 
affairs of everyday life are denied access. "There is even some
thing of a mystic ritualism inherent in the art of passing through 
the nijiriguchi"(Isao). To those who are granted admission, a 
whole new world unfolds in front of their eyes with the possi-



Fig. 24a On the right a small 
square door used by the guests 
as an entry. (Chang 1984:68)

Fig. 24b Etiquette demands that 
the guests should enter on 
hands and knees as a sign that 
rank and station are set aside. 
(Fukukita 1954:25)

Fig. 25 The tearoom is always 
characterized by an ambient 
light source. (Yoshida 1955:111)



bility that it could lead one to enlightenment.

Lighting

Lighting the interiors of the tearoom too took on a new life in 
the hands of the master. Even before Rikyu's time, there existed 
a consciousness for proper lighting  ̂which could help enhance 
the beauty of the various accessories. For this the windows were 
oriented towards the north to assure a constant light source, as 
light from the other directions could be highly variable and as 
such could make the articles used in the tearoom look trivial.
But this meant that there was only one kind of light which could 
light up the interiors. So we find that with the advent of Rikyu 
south-facing or east facing windows came to be fancied as 
although the need to bring out the beauty of the various tea 
articles still persisted, Rikyu also wished to take advantage of 
the different lighting conditions to create different moods for 
the gathering.

The other reason for Rikyu choosing the southern lighting is 
also because of his preference for clay walls over the white 
papered walls used by earlier masters. Rikyu saw his wabi ideal 
in the sombre and the dark and this was manifested in the dark 
interior created by the clay walls (Fig. 18). But the clay walls 
only prompted him to devise new methods to light the interiors 
and regulate the darkness at will. A number of windows, often 
small ones were introduced so as to control the quality as well 
as direction of light. Many other teamasters too made original 
contributions to the development of window and lighting 
designs and thereby made up for any sense of oppressiveness of 
a four-and-one-half mat or even smaller room. One must keep 
in mind here that although larger number of windows were 
used here than in any other building type, the room was never 
flooded with light (Fig.25). Care was taken to produce the right 
type of illumination which was neither too bright nor too dark, 
and which was admirably condusive to attaining the highly



Fig. 26 A window that is not a 
window. (Isao 1985:43)

Fig. 27 Designed by Kobori 
Enshu, this tearoom is called 
"eight windowed" room al
though there are only six 
windows, all of which are seen 
in this photograph. (Shokin 
1990:23)



concentrated and m editative frame of m ind that chanoyu is 
supposed to induce.

W indow s were often used to provide a v iew , how ever it is 
interesting to note that if one allowed one's m ind to be dis
tracted by the beauty of the v iew  afforded by the w indow , the 
room could w ell end up being an ordinary living room. Rikyu is 

said to have deliberately planted greenery to cut off an 
extraordianry v iew  that could be seen from the w indow , afraid 
that it w ould  interfere w ith the spiritual concentration needed  
by the participants. H owever, as Furuta (1990:19) observes, 
Rikyu and other teamasters often provided "views" through the 
small w indow s of the chashitsu, however these took on a differ
ent reality;"The chashitsu is supposed to be a realm of its ow n, 
separate from the m undane w orld - as Rikyu saw  it, a place of 
religious retreat - and to v iew  the outside scene from within it 
w as to see the mundane w ith  supra-mundane eyes." As such  
the w ind ow  of the tearoom opening to the outside world be
sides performing the ordinary functions becom es a "window  
that is no w indow "- the w indow  as seen b y  the transcendental 
eye (Fig.26).

W indow s w hich are thus endow ed w ith sym bolic m eanings are 
also associated w ith  the hum an sense organs. The occurance of 
six w indow s in  the tearoom are symbolic of the six "eyes" or six  
sense organs recognized by the Buddhist thought - eyes, ears, 
nose, tongue, body and mind. Often there are eight w indow s, 
since another Buddhist theory considers the tw o eyes and ears 
separately and thereby lists eight sense organs. W hen the sense  
organs are left on their ow n, they can get out of hand, eg., the 
eyes could become preoccupied w ith the pursuit of beauty. This 
in  chanoyu can be translated to m ean an overly great attach
m ent w ith  beautiful objects. All the senses are said to be con
trolled by the sixth of them , the m ind, w hich restrains them  
from getting out of control. The w indow s set in the tearoom, 
whether six or eight, then can be interpreted as the six senses



which are prevented from becoming uncontrolled through the 
infusion of spirituality. "The tearoom in this way is equated 
with the human body, the windows with the senses, and the 
spiritual processes of chanoyu with the process of bringing 
those senses under control."(Furuta 1990:21)

D isp layin g  o f Scrolls in the Tokonbma

The decorative alcove, tokonoma, served as a place where the 
Buddhist pictures for worship were hung and placed before 
them on low tables were candles, flowers, incense, etc. Mainly 
used in the monasteries, over time with the need to display 
various art objects and decorative scrolls within the confines of 
a house these alcoves became an integral part of the ordinary 
household. Since it already had religious connotations it com
manded an attitude of reverence from the very onset. And so 
the custom of seating an honoured guest in front of the 
tokonoma is a reflection of the importance given to the 
tokonoma itself. As the form of the tearoom developed, so did 
the kind of alcoves incorporated therein. The respect accorded 
them became even more profound, as the fine pieces of art 
objects to be displayed in them became increasingly important 
especially the scrolls bearing calligraphy by Zen masters. In fact 
it was believed that even if one had just a single, choice art 
object, it was necessary to build a tokonoma to dispay it. As 
Yamanoue Soji wrote "The owner of even a single karamono 
(choice art objects of Chinese origin) must needs build his own 
four-and-a half mat room for it" (Furuta 1990:24). This reflects 
the importance accorded to art which was revered in the same 
spirit as the worship of Buddha

In the tearoom, the tokonoma then served two purposes, it 
provided a place for the appreciation of art, and secondly it 
became a source of spiritual edification through the reverence 
granted to these objects. The tokonoma in the tearoom thus 
became sacred without the installation of specifically religious



fig. 28 The "enshrined" scroll as 
seen in the interior view of the 
Taian teahouse designed by 
Rikyu. (Chang 1984:63)



objects through the display of art objects w hich acted as substi
tute objects of worship. This worked especially w ell w ith  the 
Zen ideology of not using ritual or worship of sacred objects as 
a m eans to salvation. In this sense it seem s more appropriate to 
say that the art objects were enshrined rather that displayed in  
the tokonoma (Fig.28).

\
Rikyu is said to have singled out the hanging scroll as the m ost 
important elem ent o f chanoyu. In the Nampo Roku,he stresses 
the need for a proper tokonoma to display an important hang
ing scroll. A m ong these scrolls the calligraphic scrolls of the Zen  
m onks were prized the m ost as is clear from the importance that 
Rikyu gave them. From the records of his teachings w e find that 
he considered that appreciating these scrolls in  itself constituted 
a spiritual discipline. By view ing these objects, one should be 
looking into the virtue of the spirit behind it and thereby pay  
respect to the person w ho envisioned it. Elsewhere in  the Nampo 
Roku, Rikyu em phasizes the importance of the scroll by stating 
"for both host and guests, it is a means to the achieving of 
enlightenm ent through the perfect concentration of mind." Each 
object allows for various interpretations w hich are left for the 
view er to depict and as such it poses as a typical Zen koan 

(riddle).

In conclusion w e find that the small space of the tea house  
allows one to practise the art of everyday activity, free from all 
trivialities and superficialities, through simplification and 
abstraction. The use of sim ple and basic m edia w as made to  
bring to light the m ost fundamental values of life in order to 

create a unique art form.

Relationship With Nature

Teahouse architecture w as developed from the prevalent notion  
that an innate harmony exists between art and nature. Beauty 
w as found in nature, a nature considered to be inseparable from



human life. It was this consciousness of nature's beauty that the 
Japanese strove to develop in life and imitate in art. But for one 
to be able to catch the flash of nature's momentary revelation, to 
sense beauty in the falling petal or to benefit from the ordinary 
events of daily life, one needs to be personally and culturally 
predisposed to sense it and educated to know where to look for 
it (Chang 1984:68). We find that th6 deep reverence for nature 
was already imbued in the Japanese psyche as a result of the 
existing forms of religious and philosophical thoughts. Zen only 
infused new life to these existing thoughts while at the same 
time revitalized the Japanese love for nature.

The major factor which affected the physical form of the 
teahouse was the submissive attitude of the Japanese towards 
the adverse forces of nature, further nurtured by Buddhism. The 
tea house, just like the farmhouse was limited year round to the 
same kind of basic shelter which was not equipped to architec
turally counteract the forces of nature (eg. cyclones, fire, and 
extremely cold winters). Climatically, the teahouse did provide 
shelter against sun, rain and snow, but was ineffective against 
heat, cold, or humidity. This basic deficiency in coping with the 
adverse forces of nature, resulted in the superficial sensitive and 
efficient adaptations made by the tea houses, which in itself 
were to become an architectural phenomenon.

Passivity to climatic pressure and the subsequent exposure to 
changes in weather conditions produced a high emotional 
sensitivity to climate. The tea house breathed in simultaneous 
pulse with the seasons and was in continuous organic change. 
Beauty inherent in this change was felt keenly as life was con
sciously experienced in its multiple and changing form. The tea 
house illustrated that the beauty of life lies not in a passive 
awareness, but an active and sensitive reaction to changes that 
occur therein. This minute reaction to changes in climate af
fected spiritual elevation by bringing the gigantic rhythm of 
nature within the tea house. Rapport with nature, a regard for it



Fig. 29 The windows are 
opened out to let the air freely. 
(Ueda 1990:174)

Fig. 30 Replacing the opaque 
paper panels, fusuma, with reed 
panels. (Ueda 1990:175)

Fig. 31 The open skylight 
brings in a glimpse of the 
outside world. (Castile 1971:93)



and an awareness of the supreme being was stimulated through 
an architectural response to the pulse of nature by integration of 
distinct seasonal expressions into living (Fig.29) It sensitized 
man's reaction to his total environment.

The arrival of spring was celebrated with the replacing of the 
opaque paper panels, fusuma, used to protect the inside from 
the cold winter winds, with reed panels that allow air to flow 
freely (Fig.30). One found a change in costume, from the heavily 
padded clothes to light, colorful ones. Their intimate relation
ship with nature was also symbolized by the objects that are 
displayed in the tokonoma. The hanging picture scroll or the 
scroll with Chinese ideographs or a poem and the display of the 
flower in the vase, become meaningful only if they were associ
ated with the prevalent seasons.

Often, a skylight (fig.31) was employed in the tea house for 
moon watching or star gazing. It also helped define the emo
tional atmosphere of the interior space by bringing in the ever 
changing light of the rising or setting sun. Infinite lighting 
conditions were created to suit the psychological disposition of 
the tea master or to compliment the existing weather conditions 
and thereby build a rapport with nature. This attempt to relate 
all the acts that occured within the tea house to the universe, i.e 
to always conceive the individual as part of a larger whole only 
goes to reflect the powerful influence of Zen on Tea. Acts like 
arranging a flower in the vase or a glimpse of the tea garden 
through a small window or the nijiriguchi (fig32a) were all 
aimed at establishing a relationship between the individual and 
the universe by demonstrating that nature is a part of life, as 
much as life is a part of nature.

Just as Zen was successful in uncovering a rich meaning in the 
simple act of Tea, and linking the life of the individual to that of 
the universe, it was also successful in enriching and deepening 
the unconscious reverence that the Japanese felt for nature. It



Fig. 32a Tearoom is the place of 
seclution. A limited opening to 
the garden serves to establish 
the relationship between man's 
self and the universe. (Engel 
1964:Platel03)

Fig. 32b Here the display of a 
single bloom is meant to repre
sent the beauty found in the 
wilderness of the entire bloom. 
(Enshu 1985:17)



stimulated the native Japanese love for nature by not only 
sharpening their sensitivity towards the environment, but by 
also providing the metaphysical and religious background that 
could compliment man's growing inquisitiveness in the age of 
intellectual evolution. Zen, not unlike all Buddhism, believed 
that all forms on earth, animate and inanimate, originate from a 
single life force. Thus, nature as a Whole was a fellow being of 
man, and not an object to be conquered or willfully abused. 
When one becomes one with nature, selfhood ceases to exist and 
'self' and 'other' merge into one. The state thus attained is 
termed in Zen as that of "absolute emptiness", where man 
transcends his physical existence to be one with the "Ultimate". 
Here, through unconditional love for nature, one is able to 
grasp the true reality, without the complications brought by the 
theories and concepts of a rationalizing mind.

Zen broadens this understanding by pointing out that each 
element in nature is related to the ultimate reason of all things: 
"all in one and one in all". Thus, a single stalk of grass contains 
the essence of the whole universe just as the universe contains 
the existence of the single stalk (Engel 1964:257). As a result the 
placing of a single flower in the tokonoma, is infinite in its 
spiritual content. Not placing it in the center of the alcove, it 
affirms the fact that nature, just like life is asymmetrical. Also, 
seeking out a single flower from the wilderness for its unusual 
beauty states that beauty can be found everywhere, but can be 
realized only when it is sought. The single bloom is representa
tive of all the flowers found in the wilderness which when 
brought into the realm of architecture unfolds the essence of 
true beauty (fig.32b ). It is representative of nature as a whole 
as well as the changes of seasons and the temporal nature of 
existence.

Design o f  the Roji

The tea garden or the roji is another product of the Zen practice.



\

Fig. 33 Trees and plants in the 
inner roji screen the outside 
world and prepares the partici
pants for the ritual of tea. 
(Holborn 1978:77)

Fig. 34 A pause is provided by 
this gateless entrance which 
separates the inner roji from the 
outer. (Holborn 1978:74)
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It functions at two levels; it satisfies man's psychological need 
for beauty and enriches his life by revealing the mysteries of 
nature and creation. According to the Japanese, nature lives, 
and the plants and the stones and the water have a soul just as 
man does. Moving through this garden or viewing it through 
the nijiriguchi, the guest and host come together to sense the 
unison of the essence of their own being with that of the uni
verse. Trees and shrubs planted to skillfully screen out any 
disturbing views (Fig.33) suddenly open out to frame a distant 
mountain range or some such spectacular view, bringing for a 
moment, the universe within the grasp of man.

Although very small in size, the garden is skillfully designed to 
give a tremendous sense of depth. Meandering paths and use of 
stepping stones going astray from the main route of movement 
suggest depth and symbolizes "something from nature, giving 
one the feeling as if in a forest, away in its innermost darkness" 
(Chang 1984:67). Pauses are created through the insertion of 
waiting rooms or framed doorways (Fig.34), each stop symbol
izing the change in the state of minds attained through the 
movement along the roji, leading to that mind frame required 
for performing Tea. The features of the garden are employed 
with full awareness of their aesthetic meaning and symbolic 
implications. Thus, although the expressions and nature of the 
sensations created while walking through the roji are dependant 
on the teamaster, one thing common to all expressions is the 
treatment of space aimed at creating the feeling of wabi.

So while both the teamasters, Rikyu and Enshu, tried to create 
the feeling of wabi, Rikyu created the sensation of total loneli
ness as expressed in the poem:

I looked beyond;
Flowers are not.
Nor tinted leaves.
On the sea beach 
A solitary cottage stands 
In the waning light
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Fig. 35 The lawn froating the 
palace has a path which is 
similar to the roji found in the 
teahouse. (Yoshida 1955:46)

Fig. 36 A harmonious blend 
between the outside and inside 
is created. (Ueda 1990:70)

Fig. 37 The veranah reflects the 
spirit of wabi. (Paine 1955:170)
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DEVELOPMENT  
OF THE SUKIYA 

STYLE

Of an autumn eve.

Enshu on the other hand wished to reflect the tranquillity of 
nature as expressed in the poem,

A cluster of summer trees,
A bit of the sea,
A pale evening moon. (Okakuro 1919:61)

\

Through the design of the roji the master wished to dawn upon 
man the recognition that he was part of nature. The gardens 
were designed to emphasize the changes from one season to 
another. By understanding the transitoriness of nature man was 
brought in contact with the rhythms of nature. At the same time 
he came to terms with his own mortality and thereby realized 
his existence. Nature was to be appreciated not for its change
able and perishable form but through the understanding of the 
greater significance behind those changes. It was then through 
the Zen preference of seeking out the inner meanings of things 
through the denial of the superfluous, that the design of the 
teagarden, just like the teahouse became more than an apprecia
tion of the outward form. To live Zen was to transcend the 
domain of definitions and theories with their inherent limita
tions and experience things in their entirety.

The term suki-ya, literally meaning "tearoom" or "teahouse", is 
usually used to designate the detached, hermitage style hut, 
scan, made available mainly to the wealthy classes. The form of 
the soan teahouse was so unique that it initiated a new architec
tural style, called the sukiya style which affected all building 
types from then on by bringing in a sense of simplicity and 
restraint in their expression. The prime example of this style is 
the design of the Katsura Palace (Fig.35,36,37).

The original ideographs for sukiya meant the Abode of Fancy, 
implying a structure that was created for an individual artistic 
expression. The tearoom existed for the tea-master and not the 
other way around. The teahouse became a work of art through 
the ability of the tea masters to break away from the slavish
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Fig. 38 "the Abode of Vacancy" 
- it is the expression of void 
conducive for optimum free
dom. (Yoshida 1955:54)



conformity of traditions and formulas and instead assimilate 
these influences to truly represent their significance in the 
present based on his personal interpretations. This was reflec
tive of the stress laid on individualism not only by Zen, but also 
by Taoism. At the same time Zen, with the Buddhist theory of 
evanescence and its demands for the mastery of spirit over 
matter, made one recognize the fact that house is only a tempo
rary refuge for the body, and thereby prevented the teamaster 
from indulging in posterity.

Later tea masters changed the Chinese ideographs of sukiya to 
suit their interpretation of what a tea house should mean de
pending on the prevailing conditions and needs. Thus it came to 
be interpreted as The Abode of Vacancy, The Abode of Noth
ingness, The Abode of Asymmetry, and the like. The term 
Abode of Vacancy or Nothingness reflected the Taoist concept 
of creating a Vacuum. It also had aesthetic connotations. 
Stripped of all unessentials, a void was created for man's spirit 
to roam freely (fig.38). This void sprang to life even with the 
placing of a single art object. It was here, through the perfor
mance of the most basic act of living, drinking, in the most 
simple of utensils and with the most rational of movements, 
that one experienced life in its entirety and grasped its aesthetic 
meaning.

The Abode of the Unsymmetrical suggests the absence of sym
metry. This is reflective of the Zen premise which states that the 
comprehension and appreciation of an object is possible only by 
being one with the object. As a result, any form that is finished 
to perfection, no matter how small or inconspicuous, discour
ages participation and thereby fully exhausts its potential. 
Besides the perfection of any object lies in its imperfection, in its 
emphasis on the process through which perfection is sought 
rather than perfection itself. Thus, only those objects hold ap
peal and reveal their inner meaning, that leave room for imagi
nation and allow the beholder to participate. To understand that



\

Fig. 39 "the Abode of Asymme
try" - the natural form of the 
columns engages the imagina
tion into participation.
(Shokinl 990:8,9)



the art of Tea is "essentially worship of the imperfect" as 
Okakuro puts i t , may be the beginning of this understanding.

True beauty could be discovered only by one who mentally com 
pleted the incomplete. The virility of life and art lay in its possibili 
ties of growth. In the tea room it is left for each guest's imagination 
to complete the total effect in relation to himself (Okakuro 1919: 70).

\

Emphasis is laid here less on 'what is' than 'what is not'. At the 
same time the irregularity of form is suggestive of the spirit 
behind the matter. Use of a naturally curved column in the tea 
room is a bold demonstration of the neglect of form. While its 
unusual form may direct attention to itself, it only does so to 
engage the imagination into participation. The rough, irregular 
form suggests poverty in all its humbleness and simplicity 
(Fig.39). At the same time it brings to mind the ephemeral 
nature of all earthly things. In the subdued light of the tearoom, 
it may even let the imagination soar in its attempt to trace the 
final downfall of the pine tree perched on a distant mountain 
from which this column was detracted.

So we see that the tearoom gave opportunity for total involve
ment of each participant by allowing them to mentally complete 
what the host has purposely left unsaid. Since true beauty can 
only be uncovered through the participation of the observer, the 
atmosphere of the tearoom demanded total involvement of the 
participant. For this purpose, symmetry in design was consid
ered too complete and thereby monotonous. Seeking contrast 
became the main design criteria, with all the various objects so 
selected that there was no repetition of either design or color. 
The curved pillar of the tokonoma stood in contrast with the 
other columns in the room, the vase with the flower was placed 
off centered in the tokonoma alcove and if a living flower was 
placed then a scroll depicting flowers would never be dis
played. In this sense, the tearoom became an arena for aesthetic 
expertise.

The above discussion makes us realize that the importance of
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Fig. 40 Bared of all worldly 
distinctions, the tea house 
becomes a place for commun
ion. (Tsutsui 1986:28,29)



the tea room lies in  its ability to isolate one from the outside 
world through its facility of artistic detachment. The w hole form  
of the tea room dematerializes to create a vacuum  wherein the 
essence of Tea can be experienced. N o  other form is deem ed  
suitable for the success of Tea then the sim ple form of the tea 
house. But w hat happens w hen Tea is held outdoors?

X
There have often been outings held for Tea, but for it to becom e 
successful, it is essential that both the host and the guests be 
ingenuous and dedicated as there m ust be a strong sense of 
purpose from the onset. Tea becom es possible only w hen all 
sorts of distractions have been done away with. In a natural 
setting, more likely than not, the guests are apt to be over
w helm ed by the scenery, making the attention of the gathering 
lax.

A s a result the atmosphere becomes more party-like unless 
skillfully handled by a highly accomplished practitioner. Since 
there can be no specific rules laid out for outdoor Tea as differ
ent locations are subjected to different forces, the only rule 
w hich prevails is the ability to perform Tea w ith  the w holeness 
of m ind and spirit directed towards the realization of the W ay - 
an im possible feat for an amateur practitioner.

Thus w e find that the essence of Tea can truly be found only in  
the solitude of a hut. Far rem oved from the rules and conven
tions of the secular world as found in the shoin-style tea, it 
follow s its ow n set of rules. H owever, w hen  the ultimate state 
or satori is reached, one enters the world of freedom  where these  
rules and propriety can be ignored. Bared not only of material 
things but also w orldly distinctions it becom es a home to all 
philosophies, a place where people from all stations of life can 
commune (Fig.40). W hen one succeeds in balancing the oppos
ing forces, enlightenment dawns.



Demands of the Sukiya Teahouse

U sing the Sukiya tea house dem ands total involvem ent of the 
participant through the observance of a strict etiquette, the 
etiquette of the tea ceremony. There are rules laid out for every
thing that happens in  the teahouse : the kind o f paintings and 
flower arrangements that m ay be displayed in  the tokonoma, the 
w ay the translucent shoji doors or the fusuma m ay to be opened, 
the w ay  one walks on the tatami mats, the w ay  one sits, the kind 
of utensils and food that m ay be served to the guests etc. This in  
turn dem ands of the tea adept a comprehensive education in  all 
aspects of Japanese culture. For example, a tea adept m ust know  
the kinds of objects that can be displayed in the tokonoma w ith  
propriety. The guests in turn m ust know  h ow  to talk intelli
gently on subjects suggested by these objects as w ell as other 
things like the tea utensils, the vessel in  w hich the water is 
heated, the laddie used for dipping, the kettle, the tea cups etc. 
This m eans that his know ledge should encom pass all phases of 
Japanese art, literature and history. A lso, the participants m ust 
conduct them selves properly, knowing fu lly w ell the correct 
codes of manners and courtesies, the proper w ays to greet and 

converse.

Since each Tea that is held occurs only once in  a lifetime, the tea 
master strives to make each gathering a distinct one. They 
design the vessels in  w hich tea and food can be served, devised  
new  and tem pting dishes to be served before tea, and elegant 
cakes served along w ith  tea. They design their ow n tea gardens 
as w ell as the tea houses. In short. Tea becom es a distillation of 
all that is Japanese, learning w hose precepts becom ing tanta
m ount to the success of Tea.

Tea represented a complete rejection of social ranks and status 
symbols. This is very significant especially in  the highly strati
fied Japanese society. The samurai were forced to remove their 
swords before entering the tea house as the sword was an alien



elem ent w hich had no use within. But, besides the fact that this 

custom signified the elimination of the nonessential it also had  
other repercussions. Samurai's rank in  society w as sym bolized  
by his sword and by leaving it outside, he w as symbolically  
putting him self on an equal footing w ith the other participants 
by relinquishing his status! It w as only thus that he could par
ticipate freely w ith  others and engage w holeheartedly in the 
profound ceremony of Tea.

In effect, w e  find the architecture of the tea house, free from the 
trammels of class, w as able to transcend social distinctions and 
achieve true creative freedom. Many have classified Tea w ith  
the performing arts, but the latter dem ands the participant to be 
a professional. Tea how ever, w elcom es even amateurs to par
ticipate, as it w as the sincerity w ith w hich one participated, 
rather than the skills, that w ere valued more, making Tea a true 
art of daily living.

The building of the space which housed Tea, too demanded total 
participation of the builder. To construct a building decked with rare 
and costly superficial adornments is easy. However to design an 
architecture of stark simplicity, demands a highly sophisticated and 
acute sense of harmony and balance. Each and every element used 
for construction was carefully chosen to bring out the beauty of its 
innate form and color. The architect finding beauty in the grain 
patterns, colors, knots and textures of each log spent a good deal of 
time in deciding how best to exploit its beauty. Here we find that 
even if so much as a small element fell out of the realm of the 
architect's responsibility it could result in the ruining of the harmony 
of the whole (Itoh 1969:10).

This show s that the architecture of the tea house is not just a 
physical entity, but a process. A  constant reflection of the spiri
tual attributes of its inhabitants, the space w ithin, too, comes to  
life only through the hands of one w ho has a broad and sophis
ticated knowledge of the sukiya aesthetic. Providing the m ost 
ideal setting for the art of tea ceremony, the warm th of the 
natural materials and the leisurely nature of the space cheers 
and heartens the hum an spirit. An ideal setting for performing 
the art of Tea, if not used properly, it loses its luster, and even
tually falls to ruin.
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Fig. 1 Main entrance to the 
teahouse. (Castile 1971:97)
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Various kinds of tea gatherings are held, depending on the 
personality of the teamaster and the guest as w ell as the context 
in  w hich it takes place. Since these gatherings are representative 
of the com plex interplay of the social, artistic and religious 
elem ents incorporated in  Tea through the sym bolic dialogue 
w hich ensues betw een the host and the guest, there arises a 
heed for a com m on basis of understanding. Consequently, there 
are certain set of rules laid out to build up a com m on expect
ance of h ow  things should proceed, as a result of w hich there 
always exist a preset 'model' in  the m ind of all the tea partici
pants w hen  they attend an actual conducting of Tea. Any devia
tion from the set pattern w ould  result in  the making of a defini
tive statement and so the set rules are compromised only care
fully, and only w hen the tea m aster/host w ants to reveal a 
personal m essage or a statement. An exam ple w ould  be the 
introduction of the nijiriguchi by Rikyu w ho w ished to express 
his belief that there existed no worldly distinctions in the true 
Tea gathering. On the other hand succeeding teamasters reintro
duced the full size entry door, kininguchi out of the need to  
address to the comfort and stature of the visiting nobility in a 
society w hich w as becom ing increasingly rigid.

H ow ever w e find that in  spite of certain personal differences, 
almost every school of Tea followed the sam e set of rules based  
on the common ideal of the aesthetics of wabi. Thus a descrip
tion of an "ideal" Tea ceremony could suffice in  giving a general 
idea of w hat goes into the making of any gathering. It can pro
vide an insight into how  an actual gathering takes place, by  
bringing to light the symbolic importance o f all the elements 
w hich go into the m aking of the Tea along w ith  the importance 
of the various symbolic dialogues that take place through the 
various proceedings. A s such this chapter shall delve into a 

hypothetical gathering based on the m odel accepted by the 
Urasenke School of Tea and as such the information is based on  
the official publications of the School as w ell as from the m ate
rial presented by the practitioners of this school of which Jenni



fer and Castile are the foremost. Information from other sources 
w ill be stated as such.

PRELIMINARY
PREPARATIONS

Preparation for Tea start w ay in advance. The host on determin
ing the date for the gathering either goes personally to invite the 
principal guest or sends in  a written invitation and might often  
ask him to suggest nam es of other Quests that he w ould like to 
have invited. Guests are chosen based on their compatibility 
w ith each other. After the gathering is confirmed, the host 
concentrates on creating a specific character for Tea which is 
m ainly dependant on the prevailing season and the preferences 
of the principal guest, shokyaku. The symbolic them e w ill then  
determine everything from the kinds of flow ers that w ill be 
used, to the tea vessels and the menu.

A  day or so before the gathering the host does som e heavy  
cleaning, gardening, unpacking of tea vessels and other prelim i
nary preparations. The day of the event, the host draws out 
water at dawn, preferably from a sacred or w ell known water 
source, a spring or a w ell. The importance of this act is specifi
cally m entioned in  the Oboegaki:

"Always use water drawn at dawn for tea, whether the gathering be 
in the morning, at noon, or at night. This is a matter of the alertness 
of the man of tea - of making ready sufficient water for the whole 
day's tea from dawn into night. Just because it is a night gathering 
does not mean that one uses water drawn after noon. During that 
period from dusk to midnight, yin prevails; the water's spirit sub 
sides, and poisons are present. Dawn water belongs to the beginning 
of yang, when its pristine spirit surfaces. It is "the flower of the 
well." This water is vital for tea and demands careful attention on 
the part of the practitioner." (Hirota 1980:33)

This water is used for pouring in the stone basin as w ell as for 
the preparation of tea. Just before the guests are to arrive the 
host sw eeps the path leading to the tea house one more time 
and sprinkles it w ith water.

Sprinkling of water is a Shinto act of ritual purification used to 
define sacred precincts. W hen used here, it evokes this ancient
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Fig. 2 Plan showing the se
quence from the main entrance 
to the teahouse, (based on 
Castile 1971:109)
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THE EVENT BEGINS

THE OUTER R O J I

Japanese tradition. It also lends an air of freshness and cleanli
ness. On the other hand the act of sweeping is associated with 
the Buddhist notion of casting off the impurities of the worldly 
life, and thereby anticipates a transition onto a higher plane.

The arrival of the guests at the maih gate signals the commence
ment of the ritual and thereby the need to shift to the symbolic 
mode of communication. The host has left the door of the main 
gate (Fig. 1) slightly ajar as a sign of welcome. The guests walk 
in and proceed to the changing area yoritsuki. Here the guests 
either straighten out their kimonos or change into them while 
neatly placing their street clothes on the side. The kimonos are 
representative of their status as tea practitioners and as indi
viduals in society. The guests arrange the articles that may be 
required by them in the tea room in the breasts and sleeves of 
their kimono, an act anticipatory of an occurrence of something 
out of the ordinary. Before leaving, the guests place an envelope 
with a small contribution towards the expenses incurred by the 
host.

From the yoritsuki the guests proceed towards the machiai, the 
waiting area. The guests enter the room on their knees, placing 
their fan in front of them in an order of precedence already 
established when entering the machiai. However if this order has 
not been established it is done so now, since both, the position 
of the "first guest" and the "last guest", are significant. The first 
guest is supposed to resume and represent the others in the 
symbolic dialogue, while the last guest has special responsibili
ties related to the social aspects of the tea etiquette.

If there is a tokonoma here, the guests inspect the scroll displayed 
there. It normally represents the theme of the Tea, and could 
more than likely be a picture or a poem of the prevailing season. 
The scroll here rather than making a profound statement, helps 
initiate a conversation between the guests. In the soothing



Fig. 3a Approach to the 
koshikake machiai, the waiting 
arbor.

Fig. 3b Cushions are laid out 
for the guests in the arbor.

Fig. 4 The path is scattered with 
fallen leaves and blossoms. The 
stepping stones have the look of 
natural outcrops. In the back
ground we see a stone tied with 
a rope indicating that the path 
beyond is not to be followed.

Fig. 5 The stepping stones laid 
out on the path entices one to 
look inside oneself.
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atmosphere of the machiai, made comfortable w ith  the aid of 
various accessories, small talk ensues, normally inspired by the 
objects on display. Machiai provides a significant pause where 
the participants are assigned their ritual personae and where a 
concentrated state of m ind is attained. After partaking in light 
drinks sent by the host, the guests m ove on.

The next stop is at the koshikake machiai (fig.3), an arbor contain
ing a bench. The area, w hich includes the machiai and the 
koshikake machiai is referred to as the soto roji or the outer roji. 
The outer roji (fig. 4) is usually landscaped w ith  trees, plants 
and stepping stones in  such a manner that it entices the partici
pants to look inside them selves. As a result the landscape is so  
designed that it does not attract the attention of the gathering to 
its beauty or unusualness. Here too, water is sprinkled on the 
stepping stones to suggest purity, and in summer coolness.

The path of the roji is w ell tended and clean but clearing out 
each and every fallen leaf is considered obsessive as is w ell 
illustrated by the follow ing incident: Shoan, son  of Rikyu, 
unable to satisfy his father after three attempts at sweeping the 
garden path of all leaves and tw igs and w ashing the stepping  
stones as w ell as sprinkling water over the stone basin, the 
garden path, the trees, m oss and lichens w as finally perplexed  
and asked Rikyu w hat more could be done to satisfy him. Chid
ing him  for not knowing how  to sweep a garden path, Rikyu 

stepped into the garden, shook a tree and scattered gold and 
crimson leaves over the garden, scraps of brocade of autumn! 
Thus, w hat Rikyu dem anded was not only cleanliness, but also 

the natural and the beautiful (fig 5).

A  privy is also located nearby. Although this m ay seem  strange, 
it is intended for both functional and symbolic purposes. The 
impeccable cleanliness of the privy is representative of the 
host's consideration for purity and his concern for the comfort 
of his guests. At the same time, the act of cleaning the privy is
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THE INNER ROJI

reminiscent of the Zen monastic duties, a task which was be
lieved to promote humility.

The guests approach the bench which too is provided with the 
tabako bon and a stack of round straw cushions for seating (fig 3). 
In the winters, a hibachi and small braziers, teaburi, (hand 
warmers) are also placed here. A sfnall lantern lights this area 
during night and dawn Tea. The principal guest arrives first 
and arranges the tabako bon next to his seat. He then passes 
around the straw cushions along the bench for the other guests, 
an act of humility. Combining this with the need for deference, 
a characteristic Japanese trait, the seat of the main guest is often 
elevated as is the stone on which his feet rest, and his cushion 
too may be of a finer material than the rest. This distinction in 
rank while often reflecting the social status of the practitioner, 
was mainly expressive of the importance accorded to the princi
pal guest.

Sitting on the bench, the guests collect their thoughts and men
tally prepare themselves for the journey through the inner roji.
A fresh palm leaf broom is often placed on one side of the 
bench, symbolizing purity and the need to brush away worldly 
concerns. The bench becomes a pivotal point from where one 
tries to achieve the state of detachment demanded of the inner 
roji and the tea room, thereby intensifying the transition from 
the outer world into the ritual setting.

As soon as the host hears the guest arrive into the koshikake 
machiai, he comes out of the tea room through the nijiriguchi. 
Bringing along a wooden bucket teoke, filled with the water 
drawn at dawn he slowly progresses towards the stone basin 
placed in the inner roji (fig. 6). This is the first time that the 
guests see their host. The role of the host is highly symbolic as 
he appears from the "inner" sacred ritual precinct to act as an 
intermediary between the transcendent and the mundane by 
providing a medium of purification - water, to the other ritual



Fig. 6a A self contained envi
ronment.

Fig. 6b The need to crouch 
down in order to purify oneself 
is an experience in humility. 
(Fukukitol954:20)

Fig. 6c The standard complete 
arrangement of stones for the 
tsukubai (basin):
1. Yuto ishi (hot water stone)
2. Teshoku ishi (lamp stone)
3. Mae ishi (front stone)
4. Suimon (water gate)

Fig. 7a Chumon, the middle 
gate separating the two rojis. 
(Castile 1971:101)

Fig. 7b Often a gateless 
entryway replaces chumon in 
symbolizing the division 
between the everyday world 
and the environment of tea. 
(Pilgrim 1986:32)



109

participants. The host pours water into the stone basin which is 
normally a simple stone with a hole on the top and confirms his 
role as the ritual officiant. As recorded in the Nampo Roki, 
Rikyu is said to have laid great importance to this act. He be
lieved

In the roji, the host's first act is to bring water; the guest's first act is 
to use this water to rinse his hands. Therein lies the great foundation 
of the roji and the thatched hut (tfirota 1980:33).

When asked why water involved the first act of the host, he said 
that water helped to wash off the stains of the worldly dust.
Also according to the I-ching theory of five elements water was 
the very first element to appear in the world and thereby it had 
other symbolic importance as well. (Yoshino 1991:25)

The area around the basin creates a self contained environment 
(fig.Sa) made up of special stones, each assigned with a function 
(Fig.6c), and a lantern, toro, located under a semi-shaded area. 
One may find pieces of broken roof tiles among the stones laid 
out in front of the basin symbolizing the impermanence of 
worldly things. The host crouches in front of the basin and 
sprinkles some water from the basin around the area. He then 
rinses his mouth and hands, an act of purification similar to the 
one performed outside the shinto shrine. Thus, he purifies his 
mind and spirit.

The splashing of water evokes the feeling of coolness and purity 
and also alerts the guests of the host's arrival. The host after 
completing his tribulations goes to open the middle gate, chu 
mon (fig.7a,b), which divides the outer and the inner roji. At that 
instant the guests rise to greet the host, and from here begins the 
new stage of the ritual. The opening of the door signals a change 
from the conventional methods of social interaction to one of 
spiritual communion and potential enlightenment - shift from 
structure to anti-structure. Thus begins the intensely spiritual 
aspect of Tea.



Fig. 8 A contemplative mood is 
inspired by the garden through 
the employment of stepping 
stones, moss and natural 
looking plantations. (Itoh 
1972:52)

Fig. 9 The path leading to a 
Shinto Shrine deep in the 
mountains is defined by tori 
gates. (Carver 1987:80)



The guests take their seat after greeting the host. Then the main 
guest after apologizing to the second guest for going first, pro
ceeds through the middle gate to the stone basin. "Passing 
through this gate along the "dewy path", one enters a world 
apart from the common and mundane" (Pilgrim 1986:32). Fol
lowed by the other guests at a measured distance so as to avoid 
crowding in front of the basin, he proceeds to cleanse his mouth 
and hands (Fig.6b). This act is significant as for the guests it 
becomes the first active 'religious' gesture of the tea ritual.

As the guests move along the roji after completing the ablutions, 
they remain quiet as they allow the beauty of their surround
ings to sink in while reflecting on the shift from their social roles 
to their ritual personae.

One who has trodden this garden path cannot fail to remember
how his spirit, as he walked in the twilight of evergreens over the
regular irregularities of the stepping stones, beneath which lay dried
pine needles, and passed beside the moss-covered granite lanterns,
became uplifted above ordinary thoughts (Okakuro 1919:60).

Walking through the roji then, as Kakuzo observes, signifies the 
first stage of meditation - the passage into self-illumination. This 
is reflected in the meanings given to roji; according to Hirota 
(1988:55)), ro means "to be disclosed", "to appear" and ji 
(ground) refers to heart and mind and so the term roji means 
"to disclose self-nature". Tendai sects translated it as "land of 
heavenly purity", while still others read it as "dewy," recalling 
the idea of purity associated with the Shinto tradition of sprin
kling water.

The inner roji (fig. 8) is made to look different from the outer roji 
as it is intended to break connection with the outside world 
while producing a state of mind which becomes conducive to 
the full enjoyment of aestheticism to be found within the tea
room. Although there is no one way of designing it, there is a 
common consensus on how it should feel: cool, mossy and 
natural. Great ingenuity was displayed by the tea masters in



Fig. 10 The Classic "soan" 
teahouse - Note the nijiriguchi 
and the moon-viewing window 
cut into the thatched roof. 
(Anderson 1991:115)

Fig. 11 An all pervasive sense 
of peace and quiet is created in 
this simple room. (Anderson 
1991:116)



THE TEAHOUSE

their design of the roji as they tried to captivate the beauty and 
serenity that was considered to be its innate attribute. Different 
effects based on the preferences of the tea masters were sought 
in the design of the garden. Although simple in design it is often 
loaded, even overloaded with symbolism although it is desir
able to keep it in restraint.

\

There are however, certain standard elements employed by 
most. These include the angled path of the roji symbolizing that 
the path to enlightenment is not straight as also making it diffi
cult for the demons to follow (Fig.8). Then there is the presence 
of a dust pit chiriana, where the host places a few broken twigs 
collected while cleaning the roji and a pair of chopsticks used to 
pick out the extraneous things from the carefully tended moss. 
Here, the chiriana represents a receptacle for the ills of worldly 
life. Another important element is the presence of a heart-sized 
stone tied with a black string, placed at the beginning of a path 
forking out from the main path (fig.5). This act represents a 
deep spiritual symbolism: by preventing the guest from taking 
the wrong path, the host shows his enthusiasm in assisting the 
guest towards road to enlightenment.

No matter what the personal interpretations or the kinds of 
symbolisms favoured, the aim of the inner roji is to facilitate a 
smooth transition from the mundane to the ritual personae. 
Participants are aware of having been elevated to a 'ritual plane' 
that is enclosed within the sanctified precincts. As such the 
experience should be as natural as the one where, while stroll
ing along a mountain path, one transcends the barriers of time 
and space (Fig.9).

The ideal container for Tea is the classic 'soon' teahouse (Fig. 10), 
modelled by Rikyu. At the entrance is found a sword rack, 
katanakake, which encourages the samurai to leave their swords 
and thereby their worldly positions behind them as they enter 
the tea house. The tea house is marked by a small entryway



Fig. 12 The guests take a seat 
according to their positions - the 
main guest is seated closest to 
the tokonoma. After this the 
host enters and greetings ensue.

Fig. 13 In the case of an iron 
brazier, bold vertical lines 
representing the trigram for 
water are drawn on the finished 
ash. This symbolizes the fact 
that, according to the order in 
which the five elements arise, 
metal gives rise to water.

Fig. 14 The guests retire into the 
inner waiting arbor as the host 
makes preparations for Tea.



nijiriguchi, w hich forced the guests to bow  dow n and enter the 
tea room in  a crawled position and thereby in  humility. Due to 
the uncomfort caused by it, later tea masters often added a full 
sized door, kininguchi for the convenience of the nobles. This 
addition w as evocative of the strict hierarchical society of the 
M omoyama and the Edo periods.

\

The first impact on entering the tea house is the all pervasive 
sense of peace and quiet, a result of the subdued and restful 
lighting (F ig .ll). To achieve maxim um effect, careful consider
ation is given to the size and placing of the w indow s. Based on  
tim e of the day, the season and the type of opening, there is 
either a m oist sudare (reed blinds) an d /or shoji panels hung over 
the openings. In order to exploit the lighting conditions, it is 
best to locate the nijiriguchi in the south w all and the tokonoma 
on the north wall.

Contemplating the scroll displayed in the tokonoma, both the 
guests and the host are said to attain w holeness of mind. Thus 
on entering the guest first goes towards the tokonoma to appreci
ate the scroll displayed there. W hen done, he makes a formal 
bow  and proceeds to the area where tea is to be prepared. The 
tokonoma is the highest ranking place in  this space and so the 
m ain guest is seated closest to it. There he inspects the utensils 
assem bled for tea. The other guests join him  after having in
spected the tokonoma. The last guest shuts the door loudly to let 
the host know  that all the guests have entered.

W hen the guests are seated the host slides open the door of the 

tearoom and enters the tearoom on his knees. Exchange of 
greetings take place (Fig. 12). With this the host symbolically 

verifies the collective agreement on the part of everybody to  
indulge in  ritual behavior (Anderson 1991:180). After some 
conversation the host retreats inside to bring in  a light meal.
This is follow ed by other m eal courses of different varieties, 
often accompanied w ith  sake. The act of serving and eating
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allows all the participants to be involved in the collective act of 
ritual maintenance. One must keep in mind here that each 
element that goes into the making of Tea, be it food or tea ves
sels or pieces of charcoal needed to light the fire has a symbolic 
meaning attached to it. Every single element in the tea room has 
a place in the ritual.

\

After the meal has been consumed, the host busies himself with 
lighting the charcoal brazier for heating water for tea. This again 
is a very elaborate activbty that is loaded with symbolism. The 
materials placed in the brazier (Fig. 13) to light fire conform to 
the Taoist paradigm (represents the five elements discussed 
earlier) while the burning of incense represents the scent of 
Buddha's paradise. On preparing the brazier, the host goes in to 
fetch sweets for the guests. After eating these sweets the guests 
appreciate the alcove, brazier and the kettle. Then they leave the 
dimly lit room through the nijiriguchi to allow the host to make 
further preparations.

Up until now as Anderson (1991:180) observes a lot of time is 
invested in collective model building of a ritual world isolated 
from society, an image of the "ideal" society. Attention is paid 
in setting the stage that can provide a stepping stone to go 
beyond, to attain satori (a flash of enlightenment). In the follow
ing part of the ritual will be found a more active effort made at 
modifying the existing model.

The guests wait in the koshikake machiai (Fig. 14), until the host 
summons them. Then they repeat their journey towards the 
tearoom, stopping at the basin to cleanse themselves as before. 
The guests crawl through the nijiriguchi and once again go to 
examine the tokonoma where the host has now displayed a 
flower arrangement. Flowers are representative of the Shinto 
belief that divine spirit exists in all living things. But the actual 
act of arranging flowers as an offering to gods is believed to 
have been introduced by Buddhism. While elaborate and exotic
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Fig. 15 The vessel of the one
ness of heaven and earth, of 
perfect illumination and purity. 
(Hirota 1988:48)

Fig. 16 A harmony is achieved 
through clean and graceful 
movements of the master as he 
prepares tea. (Anderson 
1991:113)



flower arrangements were devised over time, Rikyu insisted  
that the right arrangement of flowers for zuabi tea should be 
such that it looks natural. So w ild  flowers are often displayed in  
baskets, gourds and sections of bamboo, giv ing an air of being  
'just found'.

On appreciating this arrangement^the guests take their seats 
where preparation for thick tea commences. The guests appreci
ate the vessels that are to be used for tea, all o f w hich too follow  
a symbolic or seasonal theme. These vessels are not appreciated 
for their exquisite beauty or rarity, rather they are believed to 
represent the 'One M ind of perfect em ptiness and purity" i.e. 
they sym bolize the vessel that is the self. So, "Do not ponder the 
quality of utensils. Eradicating the distorted vision  based on the 
duality of good and bad, attain in  your ow n heart and m ind the 
vessel that is authentic and pure"(Hirota 1988:48). A s he m en
tions, this vessel of the One M ind ceases to be an ordinary 
vessel of ceramic or metal, rather it becom es the vessel of the 
universe of nature, hence possessed of the sam e reality as the 
yin and the yang, heaven and earth, the m yriad phenomena of 
the world and so on (Fig.15). And so contemplating these ob
jects allow s one to achieve the Buddha-mind "that is like the 
m oon, lim pid and bright, em pty yet miraculous, free of every  
obscurity." In accord w ith  this truth then, anyone w ho performs 
Zen Tea has the possibility to become good vessels, even if they  
are not proficient tea practitioners. Cause inevitably leads to 
result. Thus Zen Tea can allow  one to break aw ay from the 
sorrows of this world and help attain enlightenment. "Such 
fulfillm ent is the precious vessel of the oneness of heaven and 
earth, of perfect illum ination and purity. It is this that is the 

vessel-the utensil or im plem ent - of Zen Tea. W hat is the value  
of strange and unusual bow ls, of old crockery and antique 
heirlooms?" ( Hirota 1988:47-50).

W hile earlier the atmosphere in the room w as light and cheer
ful, it is now  silent and sombre, save for the water in the kettle
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rising to a boil. The host joins the guest in this detached world  
and prepares tea (Figl6). H is m ovem ents are clean and graceful, 
and a harmony is achieved between his thoughts and his ac
tions. The aroma of the tea pervades the room. The host places a 
bow l of tea in front of the guest. He is supposed to take three 
sips. Each sip is highly sym bolic and all the activities that pre
ceded this event were in  anticipatipn of this great event:

The first taste of tea is for the eyes.Where the rough glaze of the tea 
bowl meets the shiny and thick liquid you can see the teachings of 
nature; water-eroded rock, the moon reflected in the shallow pool, 
the grass that grows in the rock crevice. The first taste of tea suggests 
visual images of nature and nature's ever-renewing energy and 
vitality. To savour the second taste to the fullest, close your eyes. 
Sharp, bitter, full-bodied - as if you could taste the fragrance of 
newly-mown grass - this is the second taste of tea. Yet for all its 
significance this tasting of tea with the eye and the tongue, in fact all 
that has gone before, is but a prologue and preparation for the third 
taste of tea. For the third taste is the climax of the meeting of host 
and guest, who taste with the spirit and the heart. In chanoyu, the 
guest at a tea gathering drinks in fully his host's soul; along with the 
green powdered tea and hot water the host has added nothing less 
than his own spirit, his own heart. The gratitude that springs of itself 
from the heart of the guest is what the guest then shares with the 
host in return (Soshitsu 1980:5).

Thus, w hile nothing dramatic or extraordinary happens in this 
m om ent, like Castile (1971:28) says, som ething has touched the 

senses of the participants. For a brief m om ent the senses are 
given full reign as they becom e part of an experience where the 
boundaries betw een sight, sound, smell, taste and touch merge. 
If the ritual is successful, both the host and the m ain guest w ill 
share a profound sense of satisfaction and inner tranquillity at 
this juncture. Realization that one is not alone but is part of a 

larger fabric dawns. A  sense of communion is felt as one identi
fies him self linked not only w ith all the others in the tearoom, 
but also w ith  their ancestors and descendents as w ell as w ith  
nature. According to Castile transformation occurs as an el
evated state of awareness, satori, is attained. After the main 

guest sips his portion of tea the bow l is passed around to the 
other guests to have them  share in  the sam e experience.
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Achievem ent of this state of beatitude, how ever is said to be 
very difficult and can be achieved only through the hands of a 
highly skilled tea master. In fact even the greatest of tea masters. 
Sen Rikyu, has confessed to performing Tea to his satisfaction, 
i.e. w hich enabled him  to attain satori, only a couple of times.

N ow , all the events follow ing this point of climax, are aimed at 
m aking a sm ooth transition from the heightened sense of 
awareness to the normal state of mind. The m ain guest asks to 
see other utensils and w hen  these have been passed around, its 
tim e to prepare for thin tea. This is the final part of Tea and as 
such is m eant to be cordial and relaxed. It is comparable to the 
"Downward Training" given to the Zen disciples w ho have 
attained enlightenment. It is a training w hich allow s one to 
return to the original humble state of m ind from the enlightened  
state, in  order to get back to the w orldly life w ithout being  
pretentious.

After the thin tea is served, it is time for the guests to make their 
departure as the w hole ritual has been completed. The host 
retires into the preparation area while the guests stop one more 
tim e at the tokonoma to appreciate the objects on display and 
take their leave. The last guest shuts the door audibly after 
everyone comes out as a signal for the host to come into the tea 
room. The host slides open the entry door where the guests give  
him  one final bow  and leave. The host w atches them leave until 
they are out of sight and then he settles dow n to contemplate on  
the nature of the Tea that had taken place.
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THE KEY 
FEATURES 
OF TEA

"Chanoyu is studied for different reasons. For many, entering the 
quiet of a tea-room to whisk a bowl of tea is a means of steadying the 
breadth and allowing the silt of everyday turmoils to settle. For 
others, it is a mode of aesthetic appreciation, a way to sharpen one's 
senses through handling and displaying beautiful objects. For still 
others, it is a means of nurturing feelings of harmony and sensitivity 
to others. Chanoyu at its core - authentic tea - serves no such worldly 
end, however. This is the message of the Zen Tea Record (Zen Cha 
Roku). According to this work, the raison d'etre of chanoyu lies solely 
in touching and manifesting what is true and real." (Hirota 1988:32)

W e find from the earlier discussions that the ritual of Tea has 
been an outcom e of the intermingling of various factors. Often 
recognized to be the road to enlightenment, it also functions as a 
social event, an art form and an exercise in self-discipline. W hile 
Tea seem s to be a combination of all these aspects, the impor
tance accorded individually to either of these aspects of Tea is 
for the m ost times circumstantial. Consequently w e  find that the 
structure o f Tea as also the architecture of the teahouse has the 
possibility of being manipulated based on the demands of the 
society. In fact this could have been the major factor for the 
w idespread popularity of Tea, and its overwhelm ing sphere of 
influence. H owever one m ust keep in m ind here that there w as 
always the insertion of Zen at the core of Tea, which functioned  
as a strong and relentless force, guiding the course of its devel
opment.

As a result, the specific rules and guidelines laid dow n for the 
performance of Tea are a direct reflection o f the philosophical 
and metaphysical workings of Zen. A nd so chanoyu w hile  
perfected to an "art" form, through the insertion of Zen, came to 
becom e the "Way" to enlightenment. This is a classic exam ple of 
the Zen use of paradoxes, as w hile em ploying artistic means to  
attain enlightenment, Zen believed that true religious awareness 
cannot be achieved w ithout transcending all forms of artistic 
discipline. Through the contemplation of the arts, Zen believed  
that the distinction betw een the subject and the object can be  

obilerated. One can enter the realm of wabi, a state where "we
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cease to project self-centered thoughts and feelings on things" 
(Hirota 1988:39) through the realization of our ow n inner self.

This spirit o f wabi however, cannot be expressed in words and 
thoughts. It can only be experienced in the "emptiness" of the 
teahouse where, through the em ploym ent of various factors, 
one can break free from the superficial surface o f our ordinary 
vision and attain a state w here nothing exists apart from one
self. These factors were em powered to allow  the world of Tea to 
be rem oved from the concerns of temporal life by creating an 
atmosphere of utm ost calm and tranquillity. They facilitated in 
the sm ooth transition from the outside structural relationships 
to the state of communitas by liberating the participants from  
conformity to the societal norms. The various factors which  
becom e responsible for the creation of this unique experiential 
event w ill become the basis of discussion in this chapter.

Soan no chashitsu epitom izes the idea of seclusion. Seclusion 
here means the physical and psychological seclusion of an 
individual from other fellow  people and his environment. An  
outcom e of a universal and profound spiritual aestheticism, this 
belief is based on the idea that only in this isolated world can 

man experience spiritual upliftment and inner developm ent. As 
a result w e  find that the garden, the tea house, the various 
appurtenances utilized, the physical and spiritual parts of the 
ceremony, and as such the entire tea ceremony, really becomes a 
com bined path through layer upon layer of quieting seclusion.

The tea room thus becomes an introverted and self-existent 
space, suggesting separateness from the outside w o r ld : seclu
sion, a microcosm where man can unfold his personality undis
turbed by the demands of his environment. Representative of 
'the solitariness of an absolute being that arises w hen the soul 
leaves the world of space, time, and causation behind" (Engel 
1964:289), this thatched teahouse is a direct expression of the 
philosophy of Tea. At the same time the tea ceremony, like Teiji
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ENTERSENSORY
AWARENESS

Itoh (1972:186) m entions gives one the im pression of a "passage 
to a house deep in the mountain". This is in reference to the 
sequential and progressive experience o f being led into the 
secluded and detached space of the tearoom and into our ow n  
inner self.

The result was the attainment of that state of awareness which  
w ent beyond time and space, or consciousness of ego, a place 
that is beyond temporal worries, a realm w here all the differen
tiations have yet to take place. What prevails here is "Nothing" 
in  itself. This is comparable to the aesthetic notion Of wabi 
where nothing is everything, scarcity can be sufficiency and the 
m om ent is infinite. The ritual of Tea enables one to enter this 
realm and come back to the surface of life, transformed. This 
then is the state of lim inality that Turner (1974:273) mentions 
wherein partaking of Tea marks the separation from ordinary 
secular relationships. It concludes w ith a sym bolic rebirth or 
reincorporation into society. This time around, however, noth
ing remains the same; awarded with a new  perspective every
thing seem s to sprout out of nothingness. Man finds accord 
w ith his surroundings, having experienced, even for a m om ent, 
the merging between the subject and object through the attain
m ent of satori.

"The idea of the tea cult, cha-no-yu, is to cleanse the five senses from 
contamination. By seeing the picture scroll, kakemono, in the alcove 
and the flower in the vase, one's sight is cleansed; by smelling the 
burning incense, one's sense of odor is deansed; by listening to the 
boiling water in the iron kettle and to the dripping of water from the 
bamboo pipe, one's ears are cleansed; by tasting tea one's mouth is 
cleansed; and by handling the tea utensils one's sense of touch is 
cleansed. When thus all sense organs are cleansed, the mind itself is 
cleansed from defilements. The tea cult is after all a spiritual disci
pline, and my aspiration for every hour of the day is not to depart 
from the spirit of the tea cult, which is by no means a matter of mere 
entertainment." (Nakano kazumo in the Hagakure, as quoted by 
Suzuki 1965:281)

As Steve Odin (1988:35) m entions, Japanese Buddhism assumes 
that there exists a primordial unity of body and m ind where the 
"body" is designated w ith five senses - sight, sound, smell.



taste, and touch, w hile the "mind" signifies the sixth sense o f 
consciousness. The practice of Tea then, is channelized towards 
the realization o f a unified "body-mind" awareness through the 
purification and harmonization of the six senses within the 
environm ent of the tearoom which helps free the m ind from  
distraction, anxiety and the fears and ambitions o f the outside  
world. In Tea, a highly refined statue of sensory awareness is 
attained through an orchestration of subtle tastes, smells, 
sounds, sights, as w ell as tactile and thermal sensations through  
its contemplation on the arts based on the w abi ideal.

The w hole layout of the teahouse stripped of all but the sim plest 
and m ost basic elem ents, is based w ith the purpose of attaining 
this effect. Against a background that is unobtrusive in the 
extreme, each and every sensation is m agnified multifold tim es 
by the very restraint of their surroundings. Subdued light from  
the skillfully located w indow s, gentle fragrance of the incense, 
sound of the boiling water in the kettle, the thermal sensations 

from the glow ing charcoal in a sunken hearth in the winter, the 
tactile sensation through the handling of the ceramic bowls 
unobtrusive colors of the picture and the flower, along with the 
kinesthetic sensations arising from the ritual gestures of the 
ritual all blend together to create a highly refined state of sen
sory awareness. As Odin (1988:38) puts it, this produces

"a profound "unity of senses," resulting in a total aesthetic effect 
through the simultaneous perception of diverse sense-impulses, and 
as the aesthetic consciousness induced by a tea ceremony intensifies, 
this artistic awareness of a simultaneity and harmony of multivariate 
sense-impulses gradually deepens into a more perceptual whole, 
culminating in the experience of a complete fusion of diverse
sensations into a senaorium.”

Thus w e find that through Tea all the different senses work in  
harmony and merge w ith  each other to create an extraordinary 

aesthetic experience. In this state, where boundaries of all the 
senses merge w ithout compromising their ow n distinctive 
qualities, there occurs an awareness of the "body-mind" fusion  
through the purification and harmonization o f the six senses
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SUPERAESIHEIICS

and the state o f safari is attained. Here Tea becom es a spiritual 
discipline directed towards the realization of the body-m ind  
synthesis through the m editation upon the arts and crafts ex
pressing the aesthetic ideal of wabi.

Tea, both in its practice and its expression, aims at stimulating 
the awareness of beauty in everyday life by lim iting it to the 
m ost fundamental activity, drinking, and by sym bolizing and  
refining each of the constituent acts that lead to, and culminate 
in, the cup of tea. This then means the em ploym ent of 
"Superaesthetics", an aesthetics of sim plicity and austerity, 
w hich is far rem oved from the daily setting of the wealthy, 
amidst w hom  the ritual of Tea was bom . Here, simplification is 
sought to very point where subject and object can no longer be  

dualistically conceived.

In an attempt to initiate these feelings, the spatial and expres- 
sional features of the farmhouse are em ployed in the design of 
the tea house. This helps uncover the very basis of man's life, as 
the tearoom is reduced to the barest essentials, the hut and 
drink, the tearoom and the tea. With the application of 
"superaesthetics" in the tea room, the observer is prevented 
from becom ing attached to the externals and thereby from  
seeking beauty in only those objects that are pleasing to the eye. 
As such, the idea is to initiate "true seeing", that is to induce the 
observer to appreciate the inner essence and thereby the "real" 
beauty of the object by starting to appreciate w hat is absent. 
Thus, w e  get a glim pse of what lies beyond.

Since creativity and refinement were considered prerequisites 
for the practice of chanoyu, it allowed for social encounters 
betw een members of different social, political, religious, and  

econom ic groups. In fact Tea provided the opportunity to m ove  
beyond the limits of one's social sphere, provided one had the 
proper attributes w hich could be either of the following: power, 
pedigree, m oney, taste, talent or good contacts. N ot only did
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these tea coteries allow  for the free exchange o f artistic ideas with 
the other major artists o f the day, they also created an ideal 
environment for developing useful contacts w hich m ight be 
applied to secular or non-aesthetic affairs. It should be noted, 
however, that tea gatherings were neither sim ple aesthetic 
swap-m eets nor casual parties for "connecting'; tea sought to 
harmonize the diverse v iew s of the participants into the shared 
experience of a single aesthetic ideal.

A nd so it w as w ithin the confines of the tea room that through 
the granting of creative freedom, one could break away from  
the rigid standards of the society. Stripped o f all the non essen
tials, Tea became a reflection of the dem ands of its time. There 
occurred an exchange of artistic ideas and experience as the gap  
between artistic creativity and the established order was recon
ciled. The enormous importance laid on the execution of the 
aesthetic ideals of wabi and sabi took precedence over social 
status. At the same tim e the aesthetics of w abi and sabi devel
oped the notion of seeing the potential of beauty in virtually 
everything and so using them to their full potential. If these 
things could enhance the drama of the tea gathering and add to  
the symbolic or seasonal them e of the gathering then they could  
be used. And through the insertion of the Zen philosophy, 
artistic objects like the scroll in the tokonom a or the tea utensils 
served to further the spiritual dialogue betw een the host and the 

guest. A ll objects in the gathering help create an occasion for the 
quiet ordering of the m ind and the soul, a highly spiritual 
activity. The space w ithin the tea room becam e more than an 
appreciation of the outward form. The mere visual beauty was 
transcended, and the 'poverty7 of the inner space became instru
mental in helping one realize the inner beauty and meaning of 

life.

The seem ing contradiction of infinity of nature in the finiteness 

of a small room is the very essence of the tremendous impact 
that the tea room exerts psychologically. The various structural
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elem ents, their texture and color, or their arrangement are not 
what gives the tea house its uniqueness, rather it is "the con
certed effort to represent the infinity of the universe, to bring it 
with direct-simple m ethods within human grasp, to deepen the 
conceptive faculties o f man, and to enrich his spiritual exist
ence." (Engel 64:274)

\
Pursuit of this spiritual ideal led Rikyu to challenge all pre
conceived limits of physical space, and to compress even the 
four-and-three-quarter mat tea room to an unheard of one-and- 
three-quarter tea room. The idea behind this w as to break aw ay  
from our normal sense of scale as w ell as our sense of comfort. 
But, rather than giving the expected sense of crampedness, this 
room encloses an overwhelm ing spiritual space as the aim here 
is essentially to grasp the infinity o f nature and the universe in a 
small space. And w ithin this small enclosed space is conscien
tiously practiced the art o f life, without any artistry, being just a 
m inim um  of an everyday activity.

This room, sim plified and eliminated of all unessentials allows 
for the creation of intermediary "peripheral spaces" where the 
interior and exterior are allow ed to overlap and interpenetrate 
each other. The em ptiness w ithin thus becom es a transitional, 
complex, silent and m ultivalent space. A s such every experience 
within is intensified. A  relationship is established between the 
microcosm of the room and the macrocosm o f the universe.

Consequently w e  find that in order to appreciate the tea house  
and the tea garden, understanding the em ploym ent of scale is  
very important. It is through the shrikage of scale that a psycho
logical intimacy between man and nature, and between host 
and guest is established. In fact, in the N am po Roku, Rikyu has 
stated that:

"Chanoyu of the small room is foremost a matter of practice and 
attainment in accord with the Buddhadharma. To take pleasure in 
the grandeur of one's dwelling or in delicacies of taste in dining are 
worldliness. Shelter suffices if the roof does not leak, and food if it 
fends starvation. This is the teaching of Buddha and the basic intent
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INTEGRATION 
WITH NATURE

of chanoyu."

As such, w hile the dim ensions of the tea room  are based on the 
original standards of measurements used in  the formal tea, the 
idea here is to ultim ately depart from such standards and return 
to the m ind of em ptiness, beyond the w orldly doings. Even the 
tea garden is reduced to hum an scale and select features of the 
garden are arranged in a m eaningful way. A s such it does not 
becom e a miniature copy of real nature, but rather a symbolic 
abstraction. The space thus created is reflective of a Zen koan 
w hich speaks of enclosing a m ighty m ountain w ithin a poppy  
seed (Furuta 1990:14).

The tea house is a direct reflection of the Japanese attitude 
towards life and nature. This attitude is how ever nurtured by  
the Buddhist philosophy which refined the early identification 
of m an w ith animals and nature and stated their absolute one
ness. Zen stimulated this Japanese sensitivity towards nature by  
providing a metaphysical and religious background. N ot unlike 
Buddhism, it stated that all physical forms, both animate and 
inanimate, were a material expression of a single force (Engel. 
1964:257). As such nature is not an adversary of man that needs 
to be w illfully conquered. Rather, one should co-exist with  
nature.

This awareness of being one w ith nature, then becomes the 
underlying factor in the developm ent of Tea, and therefore the 
design of the tea house and the tea garden as w ell as the relation 
betw een the two. W ithin the cycle of nature, man saw the reality 
of his ow n existence and thereby came to terms with his mortal
ity. A  sublime beauty w as uncovered in the flow  of seasons - 
from spring to summer, summer to autumn, autumn to winter 
and once again the com ing of spring. Consequently, the tea 
room and the things placed within it mirrors the natural world  
of its surroundings, enhancing that particular season rather than 
com peting with it. A  close synchronization w ith the pulse of 
nature is established, as various seasonal changes were inte



grated within the architecture of the tea house. This delicate 
sensibility towards the changes in nature w ithin the controlled 
environm ent required by Tea creates a tim eless m om ent of 
physical and mental unity; it establishes unity between m an and  
nature (Soshitsu 1982:6).

As such every form em ployed in tfie ritual o f Tea reflected or 
associated to this vital flow  o f nature. Even in  the design of the 
tea garden w hile sim plicity w as exercised, w ithin this exterior 
form lay great subtlety and sophistication. The design was 
reflective of the notion that the beauty of living is not merely a 
passive awareness of certain values but a sensitive reaction to 
them along w ith a practical participation. One m ust however 
keep in m ind here that although everything relates to nature, 
interaction with nature is highly controlled. The motive here is 
to break away from the w orldly attachments. A nd so use of 
natural materials in the design of the roji, ones which do not 
assert itself, as w ell as the enclosed space w ithin the tea room  
w ith only a lim ited connection with the outside are all aimed at 
severing the connection w ith  the outside world. Thus, as one 
walks along the roji, one severes ties w ith  the outside world and  

m oves closer to the calm and quiet of the teahouse. It creates an 
introverted world of purity, separated from the external world  
of superficiality. Just like the tea room and the tea ceremony, the 
tea garden too prepares man psychologically and physically for 
a pure experience of art and beauty. Roji is the first act in this 
drama. It breaks the connection w ith the outside world; man 

enters a new  world of different and m ore eternal values.
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IN RETROSPECT | This study has m ade m e aware of how  important it is to take 
som e time to look into our past. It has so m any interesting and 
important lessons to offer us. The architecture of the teahouse 
has provided an important insight into understanding how  the 
past building m ethods are still relevant for the present. Stripped 
of all the nonessentials, it has succeeded in exposing its bare 
essence. By adopting the sim ple form of a hut, the teamasters 
succeeded in  refining it to ah incredible sophistication. W hile 
very direct in  its approach, the form of the teahouse is yet so 
subtle, although highly understated, it is  yet so eloquent! Is that 
not w hat Zen is all about! H aving captured the essence of Zen, 
the form of the teahouse dissolves to create an enriching spatial 
experience. Inherent to the teahouse is that elusive timeless 
quality w hich is beyond the grasp of m ost designers.

It is this quality of the teahouse w hich has allow ed it to be such  
an important architectural landmark even to this day. A lthough  
the earlier teamasters like Sen Rikyu did create certain stan
dards for the building of the teahouse, these were not meant to  
stultify the creativity of the following teamasters. Infact, creativ
ity has always been an attribute of the teamaster. However, this 
creativity w as not based on his ability to do som ething different 
for the sake of novelty, rather it w as to reflect the function it w as  
meant to house as also the changes in the social, political as w ell 
as the natural environment. As such the standards laid by Sen 
Rikyu functioned as an underlying order w hich ensured that 
the essence of the teahouse w as not lost. Thus established w as  
an underlying framework for the teahouse w hich afforded an 
inherent flexibility.

At the same time the architecture of the teahouse teaches us that 
inspite o f using prefabricated materials, m odular plans and __ 
sim ple materials, one can create a richness of space by address
ing the variousheeds of the users - psychological, social, politi
cal as w ell as economical. Building form is important in how  it
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helps create the spatial experience within. Its relationship w ith  
the surroundings is also very important as all building forms 
make a statement and w e as designers have to be responsible 
for w hat it says. Another important lesson I learnt is how  one 
can attain infinite variations w ithin a basic them e - a standard 
prototype, to reflect the personalities and idiosyncrasies of its 
occupants. N o  building has to be just a block. A ll of them can 
have a character. H ow ever in  our rush to keep up w ith the 
changing technology and economical and social pressures, w e  
tend to ignore som e of the fundamentals of m aking buildings. A  
look into our past can open our eyes to m any things w e are 
insensitive about and in  turn can help enrich our environment.

It w ould  indeed have been a very interesting and useful exercise 
to have compared the teahouse to building types from other 
cultures as also w ith  contemporary architectural work having a 
similar tim eless quality. This comparision could really bring 
fruitful results as it could show  how  various cultures approach 
architecture differently and yet are able to attain that same 
quality. Or, on the other hand, find out whether they really have 

a different approach.
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