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Before he [the actor] can know the Flower, he must know the
seed. The flower blooms from the imagination; the seed
represents merely the various skills of our art. In the words of an
ancient sage:

The mind-ground contains the various seeds (tane),
With the all-pervading rain each and every one sprouts.
Once one has suddenly awakened to the sentiency of
the flower,

The fruit of enlightenment matures of itself.>

The Buddhist interpretation of Huinéng’s hymn is that each of us carries the “seeds”
(tane) of enlightenment within in that we possess the original “mind-ground” of
Buddha nature. However, the “flower” (hana) of enlightenment will not bloom
unless we cultivate our mind according to Buddhist teachings (“rain”). Perhaps
inspired by Dogen’s writings on the importance of disciplining the body as the
path to enlightenment (“seed”), the way that Zeami applies this passage to nd
training means performing techniques (waza) or, more generally, in Yuasa’s
interpretation of the term, the mode of being a body.** The actor plants the seeds of
his artistry through life long physical training in which the dance and chant become
“second nature”—beyond the control of the rational mind.?*

By systematizing n6 training and grounding it in The Two Arts, Zeami created
a training methodology that aimed at overcoming the mind in the mastered body.
As defined by Nagatomo, training (keiko) means “to put one’s body in a certain
form (kata). Specifically, it means an acquisition of various performing techniques
(waza) by means of appropriating modalities of one’s body. It is a process of
bodily acquisition (taitoku),”* in which the actor learns by imitating forms handed
down by tradition and shaped by the master. Originality and spontaneity, valued in
Western, actor training methodologies, are seen only as the end products of a system
of rote learning. With time, the chant and dance become rooted in the body-memory.
As in the Zen cultivation practice of “just sitting,” the body becomes mind.

Like medieval Buddhist practices of moving meditation, the repetitive training
in né mime-dance functions to still the mind and turn it inward.?¢ Meditation in
motion trained the cultivator to look into the interior of the mind by placing the
body in continual movement at the center of which is a core of stillness and calm.
“As the cultivator moves his body, whether through continuous walking or repeating
prescribed movements over and over, the mind gradually ceases to respond to
outside sensory stimuli”’*’—a state paradoxically termed in Buddhism as "stillness
in motion" (dochu no sei), in which the mind does not cling to any particular
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object, but dwells at the core of all activity with the “calm immovability”
characterizing “no mind” (mushin).’®

The né mime-dance

An examination of the nd mime-dance reveals the reorganization of the postural
tonus of the body, the limitation and simplification of movement, and the focusing
of the mind inward on the body’s vital center that characterize seated and moving
cultivation practices.

The né mime-dance is an art of posture more so than movement. The immobility
of zazen is to be found in the stance and carriage of the dance patterns (kata),
which, according to Kunio Komparu, “are the bases . . . of the acquisition of the
technique of non-movement.” Kata are essentially sculptural forms, derived from
a basic standing position (kamae), that are carried through space by a progression
or walk (hakobi). The kamae might be described as a standing version of the seated
zazen posture. In both postures, the pelvis inclines forward, the back extends straight
up from the pelvis, shoulders are relaxed and slightly back, arms are rounded (as
though holding an egg under each armpit), and the body leans slightly forward.
Most importantly, the center of gravity in both postures is located two inches below
the navel in the abdomen-—variously referred to as the seika-no-itten, tanden, and
hara.

The immobility of the zazen posture and the “bound” quality of the né mime-
dance are a psycho-physical technique that develops the individual’s will and
concentration. (Stanislavski and Etienne Decroux were both aware of the power of
immobility to intensify the actor’s will. In An Actor Prepares, Stanislavski writes
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of immobility as a means of developing the actor’s “inner intensity.”)*

Breath in Zen Cultivation

Counting breaths, or other focused breathing practices during zazen, assists
the cultivator in opening a path that relocates the mind deeply within. Each breath
melts away the habitual tension, signifying the mind’s grip on the body, while
training the cultivator to disengage from the affective responses to sensation and
emotion arising in the mind and body. Prolonged sitting with attention to the breath
leads to the strengthening of focus and augmentation of the vital flow of energy in
the body. As the cultivator is gradually freed from the tyranny of thoughts, images,
and emotions, a luminous field begins to open up within, signifying the fronting of
the body as the lived modality of being in the world.

With time, the discriminating mind that intervenes to adjust the posture or
will the breath is silenced, and the body breathes of its own accord. The cultivator
begins to experience a sense of “attunement” that Nagatomo defined as “felt inner
resonance (kanné doké) with the rhythms of nature.”*! Dogen writes, “the zazen of
even one person at one moment imperceptibly accords with all things and fully
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structuring principle called jo-ha-kyi: “good and bad, large and small, with life
and without partake of the process of jo, ha, and kyi. From the chirp of the bird to
the buzzing of insects.” The terms jo, ha, kyii mean “beginning (jo),” “breaking
away/through” (ha), and “rapid” (kyii) and are roughly equivalent to the breath’s
tri-partite structure, consisting of a pause before the inhalation, rising inhalation,
and exhalation.

An actor who has thoroughly absorbed the order of jo-ha-kyii and “made the
process a natural part of himself,” Zeami writes in the Shiigyoku tokka (“Finding
Gems, Gaining Flowers”), is one who creates a sense of “Fulfillment” (jéju) in the
audience.’’ By “Fulfillment,” Zeami appears to be saying that the actor’s
performance brings the audience into accord with the universal rhythms of life.
Since the source of the actor’s performance lies in the tanden, breath is the vehicle
that brings both the actor and audience into accord.

Chanting in Zen Cultivation

Chanting of sutra texts plays an important part in Zen cultivation where,
accompanied by bells and percussion instruments, it often begins and ends periods
of zazen. Chanting serves several vital, technical purposes beyond its obvious ritual
and instructional significance. On its most basic level, it regulates the cultivator’s
breath and opens up the tanden. Deep breaths must be taken to sustain the lengthy
passages of text that are intoned with drawn out vowel sounds. Since the chanting
is generally a group activity, the cultivator is urged and constrained by the effort
and example of his cohorts not to break the intoned phrase with an inopportune
breath. The vibrations of the prolonged vowel tones resonate deeply within the
body dissolving tension and opening the cultivator’s inner ear to the vibrations in
the meditation hall. Group effort leads to an augmentation of energy that carries
the cultivator to a greater level of spiritual intensity and concentration so that,
when the chanting abruptly ceases, the resonating and pregnant silence that follows
forms a startling contrast that acutely attunes the cultivator to the vast emptiness
(ku) of the universe. Emptied of tension by the intense vibrations of the chant, the
exertion in sustaining breath, and the profound, reverberating silence of the
aftermath, the cultivator commences zazen with a deepened sense of mushin,
variously translated as One Mind, no-body, or no-mind.

The vibratory and tonal quality of chanted, sung, and spoken language touches
the individual's soma on a level below cognition, opening his mind gua body to the
true essence of all things (Buddha-nature—s#4). The importance of oral/aural
tradition in Zen Cultivation, as Bernard Faure points out, has been largely
overlooked by scholars.” In Zen Buddhist tradition, sounds and words have
frequently been the pretext that brings about sudden enlightenment. Nagatomo
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“A true master,” according to Zeami, is one who recognizes “the nature of the
differences between external skill and interior understanding.”%® Zeami’s distinction
between external and internal acting (“Style Without and With Mastery”) is similar
to Western notions of presentational versus representational acting. Imitation
(monomane), as Zeami uses the term with regard to role play, encompasses both
types of acting. On the one hand, it means to copy external details of the role, such
as carriage, gesture, action, and dress, and to convey these as realistically as possible.
However, if the actor were to stop his training at the level of externalization, he
might be termed a presentational actor who acts with an awareness of technique.
Such acting, according to Zeami, “‘is to be despised.”® On the other hand, monomane
also means to physically and mentally merge with the character’s mental-emotional
state, which Zeami calls “interior essence” (hon-i).

The act of becoming or “mastering® (yushufii) the role is the catalyst that
brings about mind-body unity in performance. The né actor, according to Zeami,
seeks to understand the character’s hon-i (true intent)—roughly similar to
Stanislavski’s “super-objective” or deepest motivation. However, unlike
Stanislavskian acting, he does not search his memory for images or feelings to
trigger his becoming the role: His approach is purely external. Zeami’s conception
of role play and, indeed, his whole theory of acting reflects the Zen concept of
anatman—the belief that there is no independently arising “‘self nature” and that to
search for it with the rational mind is futile. Rather than encumbering his mind
with fruitless self-analysis, the actor lets go of any ideas about the role at the time
of performance and focuses single-mindedly on the character’s hon-i, allowing it
to totally fill his psyche. Only an actor who has overcome his own ego is able to
empathize fully with the character and convey its precise inner, emotional reality
to the audience.

Kéan Practice and Overcoming the Self in Zen Shugyé

There is a danger in zazen of falling into sterile contemplation and self-
absorption without a single point of concentration to focus the mind and develop
the will power that is necessary to break through the miasma of endlessly arising
sense perceptions, thoughts, images, and emotions. In Buddhist practice, mind and
body are not seen as mutually exclusive. As a means to get to the body through the
mind, Buddhist cultivation has also traditionally included the study of Buddhist
doctrines, sutras, and kdéan of the great masters of Buddhist tradition. Kéan are
paradoxical, absurd statements or actions of the patriarchs that cannot be understood
by the rational mind. The Zen master prescribes a particular k6an for the monk to
serve as a focus for his concentration during zazen and, indeed, through all moments
of his waking life.”” According to D. T. Suzuki, “satori is achieved in kéan practice
by the most intensely active exercise of all the fundamental faculties constituting
one’s personality. They are here positively concentrated on a single object of thought,
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which is called a state of oneness (ekagra). It is also known as a state of daigi or
‘fixation.””””" In Rinzai Zen, the only way to solve the essentially unsolvable kéan,
according to Toshihiko Isutsu, is by “becoming the kéan or becoming completely
one with the k6an” so that there is no room for the discursive mind to intrude.”
The cultivator’s desperate search for an answer generates tension in the mind and
body that may ultimately lead to the great moment of enlightenment (satori) when
the rational, everyday mind is broken through and extinguished.”

Role Play and Kéan Practice

The actor’s intense concentration on the hon-i of the role in performance
functions analogously to Zen kéan practice to bring about the actor’s confrontation
with the foundations of his temporal personality and the blossoming forth of his
true artistry. Kanze Tetsun6jo, a contemporary nd actor in Zeami’s lineage says,

Keiko, training, truly starts only after the arduous course in
singing and moving is over, when through those means of
expression and on their basis we start to cope with our own ‘self.’
Then the dancing skills take on personal traits and the character
comes to life on stage. In fact the whole of Zeami’s theory is
devoted to this subject.”

While Kanze Tetsundjo speaks of “coping” with the “self” when performing a
role, another contemporary actor of the Kanze school, Tsumura Reijird, says that
his decision to perform the shite role in the né play Ddjéji was a desire to “confront
myself throughout the piece.”” Such statements would seem to reflect an
epistemology influenced by modern, Western conceptions of an ego-self. However,
they may also reflect Buddhist-inspired notions of overcoming the limited ego self
that were central to medieval actor training as Zeami conceived it. Dogen states in
the Genjé Kéan, “To study the Buddha way is to study the self. To study the self is
to forget the self. To forget the self is to be actualized by the myriad things,””
which according to Kyotaka Kimura means “to become free of any consciousness
of self and all discriminative judgments and to commune with the embodiment of
truth that resides in all that exists.””’

Constraining the Body to Get at the Mind: The Né Mask

The né mask is the vehicle by which the actor confronts and overcomes his
ego-centered mind in the act of role play.” The actor first wears the mask in the
role of Okina, in a coming of age ceremony (genpuku) when the actor “has the
appearance of a fully-grown man at the age of fifteen.”” The mask functions like
the zazen posture to turn the mind inward on the breath at the body’s vital center.
By limiting vision and constraining natural impulses for movement, the mask severs
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oppositions, and withholding of movement serve to physically articulate the struggle
between the performer’s discriminating mind and the body. As the actor concentrates
single-mindedly on the emotional nexus of the character, he constrains his dance
kata to create a greater emotional charge. Zeami refers to this in the Kakyé with
the saying, “What is felt by the heart is ten, what appears in movement is seven.”®’
Kanze Tetsun6j6 remarks on this process in his own acting as follows:

While everything is alive in me, is moving in one direction, a
channel for all my energies, in spite of that, somewhere inside I
restrain that movement with all my strength. Following it, I go
against it, as if I wanted to stop for a while and ponder once
again whether I am for certain doing what I want. Still, I
inevitably go where the fate of the character leads me. Going
and keeping myself from going becomes the focal point of the
drama.®®

The techniques of opposition involved in role play embody the actor’s spiritual
meditation on the nature of human imperfection, his own and that of the character,
which are overcome in enlightened perception (kan) at the highest levels of
performance. “One of the main characteristics of the nd,” according to Kanze
Tetsundjo, is “the reflection on why a human being performs a forbidden act and is
unable to stop making such choices . . .”® The oscillations of the actor’s energy
(ki) mirror the character’s struggle to understand his fate. As Herbert Benoit states
with regard to kéan study, “it is precisely the fruitless attempt to seize the unseizable
sentiment which results in the awakening of the fundamental mind.”° The actor’s
focus on character’s temporal emotions in pursuit of the 4on-i can trigger moments
of awakening that open both actor and audience to the impermanent and non-
substantial nature of reality. Like the Zen cultivator, who seeks to solve the riddle
of his own nature in the kdan, the actor struggles with his own spiritual limitations—
embodied as corporeal resistance—through the vehicle of the role. The actor’s
single-minded concentration on the physical articulation of the character’s emotional
landscape provides a technical focal point that may ultimately bring about the
actor’s “dropping off of mind and body.” (Etienne Decroux made resistance and
contrasts in movement the basis of corporeal mime technique and aesthetics as a
means to develop the actor’s will—these ideas were later picked up by Jerzy
Grotowski and Eugenio Barba. However, corporeal mime’s oppositional movement
was not designed to generate mind-body unity. Rather, it was the corporeal
embodiment of political struggle.)
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Glossary of Japanese Terms (continued)

kamae Y& %

kan %%
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kata 2
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ki B
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monomane ) EL{Ll
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mushin B s
mushinkan (%
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Notes
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waza 1%

yojin B>

yushufi 78 £ 8
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zenshin €5
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1. The kuse is arelatively long, climactic moment in the n6 drama in which the chorus, accompanied

by drums, sings a narrative poem during which the shite (protagonist) either remains seated (i-guse) or

dances (maiguse).

2. For a translation of Shunkan, see Traditional Japanese Theatre, trans. Karen Brazell (New

York: Columbia UP, 1998) 178-92.

3. Zeami Motokiyo, On the Art of the N6 Drama: The Major Treatises of Zeami, trans. J. Thomas
Rimer and Masakazu Yamazaki (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1984) 96-97.

4. Zeami Motokiyo, “Kaky: Zeami’s Fundamental Principles of Acting: Part Two,” trans. and

commentary Mark Nearman, Monumenta Nipponica 37 (1982): 489.
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appear to rise from the mask itself” (“Behind the Mask of No,” N6/Kydgen Masks and Performance
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