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Japanese Tea Ceremony


The Significance of Japanese Tea Ceremony
By Joe LIN Wing Cheong
Japanese tea ceremony (in Japanese chado 茶道, or chanoyu 茶湯; also designated simply as Tea) has a long history, which could date back to the 12th century, when Eisai (榮西) (1141 - 1215) (the monk who introduced Rinzai Zen Buddhism 臨濟宗), introduced the practice and philosophy of tea drinking from China to Japan. It is a significant part of Japanese culture, a symbol of national identity of Japan, or as what Anderson suggests “it is something quintessentially Japanese. A tradition that guards deeply felt cultural values” (Anderson, 1991:220). This paper discusses the significance of Japanese Ceremony, aiming at exploring the nature of tea ceremony, and the role it plays in pre-modernized and contemporary Japanese society.
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The Nature of Japanese Tea Ceremony

Japanese tea ceremony is usually considered by most people a ritual. That brings us to a very important question: “What is ritual?” By knowing what a ritual is, it helps knowing what Japanese tea ceremony is. According to Bocock (1974:37), ritual is the symbolic use of bodily movement and gesture in a social situation to express and articulate meaning. From this, it is clear that ritual symbolizes something and is to express and convey a message. Firth also suggests that ritual is “…  a symbolic mode of communication, of “saying something” in a formal way” (Firth, 1973:176). Japanese tea ceremony is, in that sense, a ritual act in which something is being said in a formal way, not to be said in ordinary language or informal behaviour. 
Some may even think that Japanese tea ceremony is a religion. Religion, according to Bocock (1973:24), refers to social actions which relate to symbols which express the “holy” and “numinous”. Girardot’s (1983:6) also defines religion as a system of symbolic thought and action that is focused on salvation and is concerned with a means of transforming, temporally or permanently some “significantly ill”. These suggest that Japanese tea ceremony is not only symbolic, ritual action, but also a religious action for rectifying some “significantly ill” on a spiritual level. Okakura Kakuzo (1863 – 1913), the scholar who effectively brought tea to the attention of the western popular, labelled tea art “the religion … and a cult founded on the adoration of the beautiful on the adoration of the beautiful among sordid facts of everyday existence.” (Okakura, 1956:34; Anderson, 1991:4) He also points out that Teaism is Taoism in disguise, and tea art “is a sacred function at which the host and guest join to produce for that occasion the utmost beatitude of the mundane”. (Okakura, 1956:34; Anderson, 1991:4) 

Japanese tea ceremony is symbolic in nature, and is related to the thought of Chinese Taoism. Taoism believes that the world is made up of five major elements: fire, water, wood, metal, and earth. These five elements are also involved in a tea ceremony. Since the start of a tea ceremony, the tea practitioner arranges, blends, and balances the five elements, fire (the fire for heating up the water), water (the water for making tea), wood (the charcoal, and the tea leaves itself), metal (the kettle, and other tea wares), and earth (the tea bowl and other tea ware) in a symbolic order. The whole procedure is completed with the guests’ intake of the tea, which is an act of internalizing the product of this very specialized environment and atmosphere. 

Anderson (1991:210) further points out that the closed atmosphere of the tearoom is particularly meaningful to Japanese because of their high regard for circumscribed group membership, and the sense of being inside a group. The sense of group in a ceremony is realized in a tea ceremony by the closed environment of the teahouse.  The teahouse has then come to represent a safe and gentle haven in a volatile and occasionally hostile social milieu. The delicate arrangement of the tea wares and the detailed procedures of a tea ceremony symbolize the idealized world in a sense that everything and everyone is in their proper place. Tea is thus a ritual of peace and consensus.
Function of Japanese Tea Ceremony

It should also be noted that Girardot’s defines religion as a means of transforming some “significantly ill”, and Okakura also regards tea ceremony as an activity for the adoration of the beautiful among sordid facts of everyday existence. In that sense, tea ceremony fulfils a function obviously beyond the simple preparation of tea, but a kind of specific “healing” function in the mental and spiritual aspect. Sen Soshitsu XV points out that the purpose of practicing chado 茶道 (Japanese tea art) is “to realize tranquility of mind in communication with one’s fellowmen within our world”. (Sen, 1979:9) Anderson points out that tea ceremony is an activity for eliminating chaos in the mind, and she suggests “tea practitioners cope with chaos by reordering their perceptions of life through ritual. They perceive the four values, wa 和 (harmony), kei 敬 (respect), sei 清 (purity), and jaku 寂 (tranquility)” (Anderson, 1991:213). These four basic principles are known as the Spirit of the Way of Tea (chado 茶道), and were established by Sen Rikyu (千利休) (1522-1591) in 16th century. According to Da Rocha (1999:290), wa is the harmony between the host, the guests, the utensil and the nature; kei is the respect the host and the guest share for each other and for the nature; sei is connected with the ideal of cleanliness and also with purity of one’s heart while in the tearoom; jaku is the tranquility one achieves through all the other principles. In that sense, the practitioners of chado 茶道 as what Anderson (1987:478) suggests, use the act of preparing tea as a link between (sordid) daily life and the sophisticated social and philosophical mind.

In the past, however, the Japanese used tea for different purposes. Tea was a ritual of total peace. Teahouses and rooms became the antipodes of war and violence. They were known to be the only places where members of the leading samurai (privileged soldiers) class left their swords outside. Instruments of violence had no place in a ritual setting of social and political harmony. Battlefields and tearooms were strict opposites, symbolizing respectively war and peace. In times of war, such as the Warring States period (1467-1572), when the daimyo (warlords) fought among each other for military and political supremacy, tea art was used to create consensus and peace. Many of these daimyo employed a team of tea practitioners, and a huge amount of tea wares were collected so as to establish an image as a civilized, cultivated peace-lovers. In times of peace (such as the period after the reunification of the nation in 1591 and the establishment of the Tokugawa Shogun government in 1603), however, tea was used to affirm the new socio-political order since chado advocates the thoughts of wa 和 (harmony), kei 敬 (respect), sei 清 (purity), and jaku 寂 (tranquility)”. The shogun (military leaders/generals) at that time believed that the philosophical content of tea art could help create an atmosphere of peace and stability in the society, and in such a way, consolidated their power and control on the territory. In each period, it seems, tea was used to fulfill some immediate, that is, local and contemporary needs.
In modern Japanese society, chado 茶道 (Japanese tea art) still plays a significant cultural role, especially among the female. Since the early 20th century, many more women than men have practiced chado than men. This is of course related to the development of Japan from an agricultural society, to an industrial/commercial society. Women are becoming to have more leisure time than men do. Moreover, the images of tea practitioners presented to the public, as suggested by Anderson (1991:217), are those kimono-clad young women, with an impression of feminine subservience, civilized etiquette and archaic art form. This transforms the practice of chado to become a standard showing how civilized a person is in Japanese society, especially towards women. This is reflected on the fact that Chado training (or tea art training) is an important part of bridal training. Chado training, flower arrangement, classical music and classical dance forms a set of basic bridal training which are intended for femininity training. As what Lebra (1984:59) observes, women seldom use these skills to entertain their husbands or other family members. It seems that it is just a means to internalize proper manners and comportment through the art. Because of the Buddhist / Taoist background of Tea, some practice it as a form of Zen meditation. There are also some who bring to tea their antiquarian interests in collecting tea utensils and in studying their use in tea art. 

As stated at the beginning, chado is a significant part of Japanese culture, and a symbol of national identity of Japan. It originates from China. However, that does not mean that everything in chado was directly copied from China. Japanese people just took the philosophical contents (Buddhist and Taoist thoughts) from China, and blended it with local Japanese cultural elements and aesthetic style, creating a discrete of the tea ceremony of their own.

Procedures in a Tea Ceremony

A traditional Japanese tea ceremony is always held in a traditional Japanese-style teahouse / tea-hut, chashitsu (茶室). The teahouse is a small hut constructed with natural materials such as bamboo, wood, mud, reeds, and straw, which, according to Anderson (1991:156-163), symbolize the temporary nature of life. The environment for a tea ceremony should be clean, tidy and quiet. 
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Decoration to a room is kept to a minimal degree. There are followers arranged in a tiny vase or basin, and a calligraphy scroll hanging on the wall, and these are usually the only two decoration items that can be found in a teahouse. Keeping decoration to a room to a minimal degree is to let everyone in the tea ceremony concentrate on the ceremony and the tea itself, but not something else. There are two types of hanging scrolls: calligraphy and painting. Scroll writings include poems, teachings of Buddhist monks, and teachings of famous tea masters. Paintings, usually of birds, flowers, or landscapes, were formerly of Chinese origin. Tea practitioners may also bow to the writings or paintings “because such works symbolize the presence of the author, his values, teachings, and often his contribution to chado”(Anderson, 1991:159). 
When guests arrive for a tea ceremony they typically wait in a garden shed called the machiai (待合). This is a place for the guests to observe a ceremonial silence, which continues on the walk through the tea garden and into the teahouse. This is for the guests to collect their thoughts and prepare themselves for the ceremony to come. The guests also have to undergo a purification process. This is usually by washing their hands and rinsing their mouths at the washing basins to show respect to the host and to the ceremony itself.  Anderson suggests that this is a purification rite symbolizing the washing away of the dirt of the outside world and becoming free to enter the world of the ritualistic tea ceremony (Anderson, 1991:141 – 151). 
Before making the tea, the tea practitioner has to carefully clean all the tea wares before the guest so as to show a respect to the guests. When the tea is ready, the tea is poured to a tea bowl (chawan 茶碗), and then handed to the guest with both hands. The pattern on the bowl should face the guest, and again, this is an act of showing respect to the guest. Before drinking the tea, the guest should then turn the bowl to makes the pattern on the bowl facing to the host for respect. This is also for avoiding dirtying the patterns on the bowl when drinking. The guests should finish all the tea in three turns and then clean up any tea powder residue left on the mouth of the bowl. Before returning the tea bowl to the host, the guests are expected to study the pattern on the tea bowl as a kind of respect and admiration towards to the host’s taste on the choice of tea bowl for the ceremony.
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From the procedures above, it can be found that there are a lot of actions and procedures which are specially for showing respect to others. This fits with the spirit of chado: wa 和 (harmony), kei 敬 (respect). Keeping a minimum degree of decoration fits with the spirit of sei 清 (purity), and jaku 寂 (tranquilly). It was all intended to recreate the world of the spirit by evoking the simplicity and artlessness of the teahouse, and to create a sense of wabi, a reined rusticity.

Why it is Japanese, not Chinese?

Tea Ceremony is obviously part of Japanese culture. Interestingly, both tea and the Buddhist / Taoist philosophy were adopted from China. Many may wonder why tea ceremony could develop successfully in Japan. Some may ask if it is possible for the Chinese to do the same, resulting in a Chinese Tea Ceremony. Indeed, Chinese do have its own tea ceremony, such as Chiuchow Kufu Cha (潮州功夫茶), but it is less famous and less procedure-bound than the Japanese one. The Chiuchow Kufu Cha (潮州功夫茶) also has a set of fixed rules on many aspects, such as the number of times the tea wares should be rinsed, the time to put the tea leaves into the tea pot, the temperature of the water for making tea, the design of the teapot and the material for making the teapot. However, the Chinese tea ceremony, unlike the Japanese tea ceremony, emphasizes the tea, rather than the ceremony. What the participants of the Chinese tea ceremony are most concerned with are what the tea tastes like, smells like, and how one tea tastes compared to the previous tea, or in successive rounds of drinking. Chinese seldom connect philosophical sense with tea itself. Japanese people developed such a dedicate, systematic Japan tea ceremony in 12th century was actually out of the motivation to establish their own cultural identity from the dominant influence of Chinese culture at that time. As the two main elements involved in tea ceremony (tea and the philosophy) are brought from China, the only way to distinguish local Japanese cultural identity from China is on the way to consume and “perform” the tea. Therefore, one may argue that Japanese chado is actually a creative modification on Chinese culture. 
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