
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Architecture Zen: A Place for the Way 
 
 
Michael Hodge 
May 2010 
 
Submitted towards the fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Architecture Degree. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
School of Architecture 
University of Hawai’i 
 
 
Doctorate Project Committee 
Spencer Leineweber, Chairperson 
Marja Sarvimäki 
Gordon Greene 
Stephen Kow 
 
 

 
 
 

 





 

2  

Acknowledgements 
 
 
I could not have approached this project without years of guidance from all the excellent 
teachers at Chozen-ji.  Mike Sayama Roshi, Taiken Yokoyama Roshi, Wayne Honda 
Roshi, Stephen Kow Roshi, Dick Teshima Sensei, and above all, my teacher, Gordon 
Greene Roshi, have been steadfast in their determination to push me past mere 
competence and into the world of transcendence. 
 
I would also like to thank the professors at the University of Hawaii School of 
Architecture who have been so supportive in helping me figure out how I could express 
my Zen training through architecture.  Spencer Leineweber, Magi Sarvimaki, Leighton 
Liu, Hyoung-June Park, and Amy Anderson have all put their necks out to give me the 
space to experiment.  I know of no other school where I would receive so much 
encouragement to tackle such a difficult question.    
 
Lastly, I am compelled to acknowledge Hawai’i.  The land, the people, and the culture 
have been so gracious in letting one more haole from the mainland come here to get rid 
of his habits and try to find what is real.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

3  

Table of Contents 
 
Abstract ………………………………………………………………………………  4 
 
Preface ……………………………………………………………………………….  5 
 
Introduction ………………………………………………………………………….  6 
 Zen and Architecture 
 
Zen: Fundamentals and History ……………………………………………………..  8    
  
Nature and Human Intention  ………………………………………………………. 13  
 
Zen Art: Record of Zen   …………………………………………………………… 21 
 Principles of Zen Art: Hisamatsu Seven Characteristics 
 Wabi      

Calligraphy      
 
Approaching the Site  ……………………………………………………………… 32 
 Kamae      
 Site Visit  
 
Zen in the Way of Tea …………………………………………………………….  39 
 Tea history 
   
Spirit of mind, body and design of teahouse ……………………………………… 50 
 Protocols of Tea practice   
 Guest and Host 
 
Principles of Zen and Architecture ……………………………………………….. 57 
 The Rough and the Smooth 
 
Design for Wisconsin Teahouse ………………………………………………….. 59 
 Last Design Change 

Process 
  
Next Steps ………………………………………………………………………... 70 
 
Conclusions  ……………………………………………………………………… 72 
 
Bibliography   …………………………………………………………………….. 75 
 
Appendix: Teahouse Images   ……………………………………………………. 79 



 

4  

 
Abstract 
 
This DArch project investigates the impact of Zen on architecture.  The project begins 
with a brief history of Zen and its relationship to the arts.  Zen art is distinct in that it 
captures something much more than technical skill and much deeper than artistic 
creativity.  Zen calligraphy is literally, “writing Zen with a brush.”1  The renown Zen 
Master Omori Sogen refers to the heart of Zen being, “[T]o wake up and see things, just 
the way they are, in the here and now.”2  Zen art is a clear demonstration of this 
experience and the result is palpable and well documented. 
 
The core of Zen training is the transcendence of duality and teahouses are traditionally 
the clearest venue for this practice.  Woven throughout my research about the Way of Tea 
and Zen is a narrative about my own design for a Zen teahouse.  Located on the grounds 
of the Spring Green Dojo, a Zen temple whose lineage traces back to Hawaii and Japan, 
this process of designing a teahouse provides a window into the highly personal world of 
Zen training.  This paper documents the physical, mental, and metaphysical aspects of 
Zen practice as well as the design process for the building.  Designing a Zen building is 
as much a process of designing a Zen body and building a Zen building is a process of 
building a Zen body.    The common link between these elements is my body and mind 
and my own struggle to resolve dualities in the world and in my understanding of 
architecture. 
 
The influence of Zen on the arts and specifically the characteristics outlined by the 
philosopher and educator Shin’ichi Hisamatsu provides the criteria to judge my design 
work.  My Zen training offers a chance to connect physical training to design and the 
project outlines ways in which Zen training can more broadly benefit architecture, 
architects and architecture students.   
 
The project concludes by correcting the misconception that architectural products are the 
manifestation of Zen architecture.  Architecture becomes just one of many ways in which 
Zen can impact a creative process.  Whereas the project started with a goal to discover 
architecture that captured the Zen spirit, the project ends with the assertion that the term 
“architecture Zen” is a more useful way to describe architecture that emerges from a Zen 
life.  
  
 
 
 

                                                
1 Sogen, Omori and Terayama Katsujo translated by John Stevens.  “Zen and the Art of Calligraphy: The 
Essence of Sho.”  Arkana: London, 1990.  Preface. 
2 Sogen, Omori and Terayama Katsujo translated by John Stevens.  “Zen and the Art of Calligraphy: The 
Essence of Sho.”  Arkana: London, 1990.  Preface. 
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Preface 
 
“A word is a finger that points at the moon.  The goal of Zen students is the moon itself; 
not the pointing finger.  Zen masters, therefore, will never stop cursing words and 
letters.”3 
 
This project grew out of my life where every moment for the past six years has been 

concerned with Zen, architecture, or architectural education.  As a student at the Cooper 

Union from 1999 to 2000, I studied under several of the leading thinkers of 20th century 

American architecture.  I saw a disconnect between the concepts being espoused by some 

of the world’s most famous architects and how the spaces designed by them actually felt 

to occupants.   My frustration with academic architecture also arose from my personal 

struggle to afford housing in New York City.  I did not see how architecture was a 

positive influence in the world and I walked away from a career in architecture. 

 

After several years working in the construction industry and as a shipwright, I moved to 

Hawaii and began rigorously training in Zen at Daihonzan Chozen-ji in Kalihi Valley.  It 

was through my Zen training that I began to see the effect that shifts in my breathing and 

posture had on my ability to perceive space and understand the world around me.  I 

returned to architecture school with a much different attitude toward design.  This project 

is a response to the questions that arose in my life as I trained in both Zen and 

architecture simultaneously.  While I am most definitely not an expert in either area of 

study, I do find myself in an interesting position, having had some access to the inner 

workings of both fields.  This document is the first attempt to connect seemingly 

disparate areas of study and put into words concepts that defy rational explanation.  I 

would not attempt these lofty goals if I had not had profound experiences that showed me 

that designing a building is definitively a physical process and can be affected by training 

in breathing, posture, and concentration.  It is for this reason that I risk contributing more 

words to a discourse that deserves much cursing. 

                                                
3 S. Shigematsu.  A Zen Forest: Saying of the Masters.  New York, Weatherhill, 1981. 
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Introduction 
 

Every moment life and death 

While in the final stages of writing this document, I took a break for a few hours and 

attended a gathering at a fellow student’s house.  The party was festive with food, drinks, 

music and dancing with a mixed crowd of young professionals and students with many of 

the partygoers working in the design field.  The party progressed into the evening and a 

few people started to trickle out, heading home or out to another weekend event.  When 

the flickering blue of police lights appeared over the fence, some people joked that the 

party had been a quite a success if the cops were arriving to shut it down.  They weren’t. 

 

The police had shown up because a few minutes earlier Gerald Baltazar died.  Only 17, 

he had been out with friends having fun and driving mopeds through Oahu’s Manoa 

Valley at dangerous speeds.  Gerald missed a stop sign and collided with a station wagon 

with more force than his young body could withstand.4  Some of the exiting party-goers 

witnessed the heart wrenching sight of Gerard’s short life being violently extinguished.  

Watching someone die can have a profound impact on anyone and undoubtedly causes 

suffering.  But what I witnessed was not just suffering resulting from seeing trauma and 

tragedy.  There was an entirely different suffering occurring that evening.  These young, 

upbeat, successful people were not getting confronted with only Gerald Baltazar’s 

mortality.  At that moment, no amount of partying or rational analysis could distract 

them from their own mortality.  And for that brief time, it was palpable that every single 

one of them was going to die.    

 

The night had turned out to be one that was full of life and death.  Everybody was 

prepared to be alive that night.  But nobody was prepared to die.  For me, seeing the 

                                                
4http://www.honoluluadvertiser.com/article/20100124/BREAKING01/100124017/Teenager+on+moped+ki
lled+in+collision+with+station+wagon 
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suffering on each of these friends’ faces drove home the power of death and reminded me 

how challenging yet worthwhile it is to take away someone’s fear of death.   

 

Zen has always been a way for people to come to terms with their impending death.  But 

this is not the purpose of Zen.  Zen tackles the problem of life and death by going even 

deeper and resolving the issue of dualism itself.  Though our society has achieved far-

reaching advancements in technology and education, my friends at the party were ill 

equipped to deal with their own mortality.  And I walked away with a renewed spirit to 

understand dualism and its resulting suffering.  

 
Zen and architecture 

The power of Zen still perplexes much of the world.  One of the few Japanese traditions 

to be exported and studied widely, its meaning has always been elusive.  Part of the 

reason why Zen is so broadly recognized is that Zen practitioners have never shied away 

from applying its potency to different forms.  Zen has been expressed in visual art, music, 

cooking, ceramics, poetry, martial arts, theater, tea, and politics.  Despite such a wide 

range of applications, to truly understand Zen still takes years of hard training.  While all 

of these forms are ways to capture a Zen life in action, they only help to point toward this 

fundamental understanding from many vantage points.   

 

Some forms of Zen are widely accepted, such as Zen calligraphy or poetry, while other 

forms are more obscure and less studied.  It is accepted within the Zen world that any 

form, whether it be janitorial work or having a conversation can be elevated to the level 

of Zen art.  It is in this spirit that I investigate the possibility of Zen architecture. 

 

Rather than try to provide a text with resolved answers, this is a document of struggle.  It 

is not just a record of my personal experience; it is my experience itself.  D.T. Suzuki is 

firm in saying, “Zen is emphatically a matter of personal experience; if anything can be 

called radically empirical it is Zen.  No amount of reading, no amount of teaching, no 
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amount of contemplation will ever make one a Zen master.  Life itself must be grasped in 

the midst of its flow; to stop it for examination and analysis is to kill it, leaving its cold 

corpse to be embraced.”5  The spirit of this paper is to provide a window into the living 

world of Zen.  It is not to dissect Zen and analyze its history or remove Zen from the lives 

and training that have ensured its survival.  It is not a sterile academic analysis.  At its 

core, this paper gives life to the very concept of Zen architecture. 

 

 

Zen: Fundamentals and History  

 
Most writing about Zen starts with a struggle to define it and then attempts to explain the 

difficult definition.  In his treatise about Zen Calligraphy, swordsman and Zen master 

Omori Sogen begins by stating, “The heart of Zen is enlightenment: to wake up and see 

things, just the way they are, in the here and now.”6  Shinichi Hisamatsu defines it as, 

“Zen is the Self-Awareness of the Formless Self.”7  D.T. Suzuki, the most widely 

respected Zen scholar writing in English describes Zen as, “[D]iscipline in 

enlightenment.  Enlightenment means emancipation.  And emancipation is no less than 

freedom.”8  In perhaps the clearest definition, Omori Sogen begins the canon of Chozen-

ji, “Zen is to transcend life and death (all dualism)…”.9  This transcendence of all 

dualism and its expression in various forms is the focus of my investigation into Zen 

architecture.  All of these definitions help point the way to the core of Zen and all of the 

explanations emanate from lived experience. If it were possible to understand these 

statements from reading the words alone, all the other practices of Zen would not be 

necessary.  This is, of course, not the case.   

                                                
5 Suzuki, D.T.  “Introduction to Zen Buddhism”  New York: Grove Press, 1964.  p. 132.  
6 Omori, Sogen and Terayama Katsujo.  Zen and the Art of Calligraphy: The Essence of Sho.  London: 
Arkana, 1983. Preface. 
7 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 45. 
8 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  p. 5. 
9 Sogen, Omori.  An Introduction to Zen Training.  Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001.  Preface. 
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Bodhidarma, the Indian monk who traveled from India to China, is widely accepted as 

the first patriarch of Zen.  He founded the Chinese sect Ch’an, which is based on the 

Sanskrit word Dyana (meaning meditation).10  The Chan sect rose in China during the 

sixth century as Indian Buddhism mixed with Chinese Taoism.11  The combination of 

Indian metaphysics and Chinese practicality would be exported to Japan where it would 

undergo another transformation.  “In the Kamakura period, as contact resumed with 

China of the Song dynasty (960-1279), Japanese priests and monks were drawn to the 

Chan sect, which relied not on scripture, dogma, or conventional ritual, but on the 

practitioners’ direct intuitive perception of reality.”12  From the very beginning, Zen was 

based on praxis.  It was something active and changing.   

 

Zen has always existed in a grey area.  Though connected to Mahayanna Buddhism, Zen 

cannot be called a religion per se for it does not look outward for spiritual growth and 

lacks dogma associated with organized religion.  Zen defies being labeled a philosophy 

for it does not rely solely on intellectual or academic discipline.  As described above, the 

etymological root of the word Zen is merely meditation.  Omori Sogen explains the 

ideogram for Zen (禅), “[I]t combines the radical shi (to show) with the character tan 

(single).  That is to say, the character for Zen means ‘to show the singleness of mind.’”13  

The elusive nature of Zen’s definition is best summarized by D.T. Suzuki when he 

described it as, “Hard because to understand it, is not to understand it; easy because not to 

understand it, is to understand it.”14    

 

Zen in Japan 

                                                
10 Suzuki, D.T.  “Zen Buddhism: Selected Writings of D.T. Suzuki.” William Barrett ed.  Garden, City, 
New York: Doubleday Anchor Books.  1956.  p. 61. 
11 Mason, Penelope.  “History of Japanese Art.”  New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers.  1993.   p. 
174. 
12 Mason, Penelope.  “History of Japanese Art.”  New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers.  1993.   p. 
174. 
13 Sogen, Omori.  An Introduction to Zen Training.  Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001. p. 22. 
14 Suzuki, D.T.  “An Introduction to Zen Buddhism.”  New York, NY: Grove Press. 1964.  p.76. 
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It was in Japan that Zen penetrated all aspects of life from religion, to artistic expression 

and martial arts as well as entertainment and politics.  This cultural saturation allowed 

Zen to be expressed in many different forms.  This Japanese form of Zen is the basis for 

determining the potential of Zen architecture. 

 

D.T. Suzuki, makes the point that Zen, while definitely part of a religious tradition, had 

impact on Japanese culture far beyond just the religious.  He attributes this to, among 

other reasons, the fact that during the Kamakura and Muromachi eras, the Zen temples 

were the centers of learning and art.15  Suzuki states plainly, “It is a significant fact that 

the other schools of Buddhism have limited their sphere of influence almost entirely to 

the spiritual life of the Japanese people; Zen has gone beyond it.  Zen has entered 

internally into every phase of the cultural life of the people.”16  By “entered internally”, 

Suzuki is referring to the same universal Zen concepts being applied in every facet of 

people’s lives.  Suzuki uses the term “Cosmic Unconscious” to describe the underlying 

common intuition present in the variety of Japanese forms associated with Zen. “It is 

indeed firmly believed by Japanese generally that the various specific intuitions acquired 

by the swordsman, the teamaster, and masters of other branches of art and culture are not 

more than particularized applications of one great experience.”17 This “great experience” 

of Zen is the inspiration behind much of Japan’s arts and culture. 

 

The ability to link the skills of swordsmen, teamasters, and artists under one 

philosophical framework is a testament to the physical nature of Zen.  The expression of 

Zen is simultaneously physical and metaphysical, eliminating any space between mind 

and body.  Yuasa Yasuo contrasts this with the Western view of the body in which, “there 

is a strong tendency to distinguish analytically the mental from the somatic mode.  The 

Cartesian mind-body dualism, the starting point for modern philosophy typifies this.  If 

the historical source of this conceptual attitude can be traced back to the Christian spirit-

                                                
15 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  28 
16 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  21 
17 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  193   
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flesh dualism, we have found a longstanding divergence between the intellectual theories 

of East and West.”18  The Zen tradition arises from this core understanding of the 

inseparability of mind and body and that shugyo, spiritual forging, is simultaneously 

physical and mental.  

 

The Zen tradition employed in this document follows Yasuo’s attitude that, “true 

knowledge cannot be obtained by means of theoretical thinking, but only through ‘bodily 

recognition or realization’ (tainin or taitoku).”19  Yasuo goes on to state that, “[P]ersonal 

cultivation in the East takes on the meaning of a practical project aiming at the 

enhancement of the personality and the training of the spirit by means of the body.”20  

 

Chozen-ji Zen 

This project draws upon the spirit of Chozen-ji, International Zen Dojo located in Kalihi 

Valley on the island of Oahu.  Chozen-ji was founded in 1972 by Omori Sogen, Rotaishi, 

a Zen master, martial artist and calligrapher from Japan with the collaboration of Tenshin 

Tanouye, Rotaishi, an accomplished martial artist and Zen master from Hawaii.21  It was 

established as a Daihonzan (central temple) in 1979.  In the forward to Omori Sogen’s 

book, Introduction to Zen Training, Tanouye Rotaishi writes, “Omori Rotaishi was one 

of this century’s foremost Japanese Zen Masters, calligraphers, and swordsmen.  And of 

significance to us here in the West, he was the founder of Daihonzan Chozen-ji, the first 

daihonzan or headquarters temple to be established under canon law outside Japan.  

Chozen-ji and the accompanying lay organization, International Zen Dojo, were founded 

as ‘a place of Zen training where persons of any race, creed, or religion who are 

determined to live in accordance with Buddha Nature may fulfill this need through 

                                                
18 Yasuo, Yuasa. The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory.  New York: State University of New  

York Press, 1987.  25 
19 Yasuo, Yuasa. The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory.  New York: State University of New  

York Press, 1987.  25 
20 Yasuo, Yuasa. The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory.  New York: State University of New  

York Press, 1987.  85 
21 Hosokawa, Dogen.  Omori Sogen: The Art of a Zen Master.  London: Kegan Paul International, 1999, 81. 
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intensive endeavor.’”22  Chozen-ji is unique in reestablishing a tradition that combines 

zazen, martial arts, and fine arts to accomplish a tripod of Zen training with each leg 

supporting the same central core of transcending the duality of life and death and more 

broadly, dualism itself.  This principle of combining Zen, martial arts, and fine arts 

(Japanese: Zen, Ken, Sho) was the core of Omori Sogen’s Zen teaching and all of these 

elements have a longstanding relationship with Zen.  Chozen-ji’s implementation of these 

elements is unique in that it combines them all under one roof.  

 

Chozen-ji (超禅寺) is translated as a temple for “Transcending the form of Zen” or more 

simply “Beyond Zen Temple” and stresses the importance of the integrated physical and 

mental experience of Zen.  Important for this project is Chozen-ji’s position as the first 

central temple outside of Japan and its role in spreading Zen to the world beyond Japan.  

Because of this status and its location in Hawaii, Chozen-ji has been able to develop its 

own form without being hamstrung with following specific cultural traditions of Zen in 

Japan.  Hanging in the woodshop and the ceramics studio at Chozen-ji are signs stating, 

“Kiai first, then Maai.”  This can be read as kiai (energy/spirit) first, then maai 

(distance/form), in Japanese, Kiai dai-ichi.  Where Omori Sogen established Zen, Ken, 

Sho as the core of Chozen-ji Zen, Tanouye Rotaishi added the principle of “Kiai first.”  In 

other words, doing something correctly with maximum energy is the more important than 

following form.  As the martial arts build intensity and bring out correct breathing, 

posture, and clarity of mind, the fine arts push the student to express his or her 

understanding and to leave a record of this vital kiai.  The students of Chozen-ji have 

gone on to create a widespread network of training groups across the globe.  The latest 

expansion of the Chozen-ji line of Rinzai Zen is the Spring Green Dojo in Wisconsin, 

founded in 2005 by Zen master Gordon Greene, a dharma successor to Tenshin Tanouye, 

Rotaishi. 

 

 

                                                
22 Sogen, Omori.  Introduction to Zen Training. Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001. Forward 
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Nature and Human Intention 

 
My introduction to Zen was through rocks.  When I formally started training, the first 

task was to build a rock wall.  I had, some months before, begun doing zazen (Zen 

meditation) and rudimentary sword work but building the rock wall is the moment that 

training began for me.  There are two fundamental aspects of working with large stones.  

One has to learn how to move them (or rather unlearn how to move them inefficiently) 

and one has to learn how to see them.  This seeing of the rocks is not a visual 

phenomenon though.  This seeing is one of seeing them with one’s entire body.  To see a 

rock is to feel its rough surface, hear its unique sound as it rolls and scrapes another 

rock, smell its dust as it breaks and releases its fine powder, and even taste the millions 

of years of pressure creating each unique stone.  In other words, seeing a stone is to see 

it with all of one’s senses and all of one’s body to the point where the eyes are hearing 

and the ears are seeing.  Ultimately, the moving and seeing become one action, where the 

body and senses are engaged fully, with the added intensity of trying not to crush one’s 

foot with a 100 pound stone. 

 

At times the work with rocks was of utmost importance and the threat of dismantling the 

day’s work because it was not up to the Dojo’s standards loomed.  Yet I could also get 

scolded for thinking too much or trying to hard to make the wall look “nice”.  Somehow I 

had to learn how to care and not care at the same time.  

 

Whenever someone asks me what how they should begin training in Zen training my 

answer is always moving rocks.  There is nothing romantic about learning how to move a 

rock.  You learn about your body and your attitude.  For me, most of what I learned was 

that I was doing things wrong.  This is not to be interpreted that there is one wrong way 

to do things.  There are countless.  But each time I picked up a rock or tried to roll a 

massive stone my body kept realizing, “No, not that way.” Another try and a resounding, 

“Nope, that’s not it either.”  There is no easy way how to explain how to move a rock.  
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The best and only teacher is to keep doing it wrong until finally the mind and body are 

relaxed enough to see and act efficiently.  After some time, I started to get glimpses of 

how a rock “wanted” to move as soon as I touched it.  A heavy stone that could not be 

lifted was rocked, building momentum until rolling it over was almost effortless.  

 

One of the first lessons about rock work is that every rock has a top and bottom.  This 

cannot be simplified into merely the way that the rock was buried in the earth or that the 

smaller end is the top and the wider one is the bottom.  The point is that every rock 

“wants” to be a certain way.  This is also not to say that nature would naturally drop all 

the rocks for a rock wall exactly how they need to be.  But that when a human hand 

touches a rock, there is a way to place the rock that does not conflict with the rock.  A 

human touch can be absolutely “rockish”. 

 

Another important aspect of Zen accessed through my work with rocks is the issue of 

thinking.  It quickly becomes apparent that no amount of thinking will help move a heavy 

stone.  Understanding more efficient ways to move rocks is a decidedly physical 

phenomenon.  The challenge becomes to actually quiet the mind, using it only when 

necessary for planning or problem solving.  In other words, one starts to “think” with the 

body, in particular, the region directly below the naval.  This region of the body becomes 

the power source for moving rocks.  After a long time working in this way, one begins to 

just “know” how a rock should be.  It is not a conscious thinking process but one of 

understanding rocks through one’s body or even more so, actually understanding the 

rock as if it was part of one’s body.  This is not discovered through rocks alone.  For me, 

many years of Zazen and Kendo (Japanese fencing) pushed this process along.   
 
After spending several years training and after building three rock walls, I turned my 

attention to understanding this quality of “naturalness” that was the spirit of the rock 

work at Chozen-ji.  This issue of “how things want to be” is something vital to a 

discussion of Zen architecture.   
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After struggling with understanding how to move and place rocks I looked more broadly 

to apply this understanding to design and humans’ interaction with nature.  Defining 

nature has been a struggle across many cultures.  Architecture theorist Kazi Ashraf 

refers to it as the, “Eternally postponed question”23.  While there is a wide body of 

research and philosophy about cultural influence on conceptions and perceptions of 

nature, for this project I am focusing on my own interpretation of nature as I trained in 

Zen and designed architecture.  

 
The Flower 

On the grounds of the Spring Green Dojo in Wisconsin wildflowers grow both in the 

fields and the forest.  Their growing does not need to be conscious of the bees buzzing 

nearby nor the snakes crawling below or even the people walking around.  But the 

flowers can reflect these actions, even be dependent on them unconsciously.  Without 

conscious effort a flower can reflect its surroundings.    
                                                
23 Ashraf, Kazi.  Lecture given at University of Hawaii.  February 10th, 2010. 
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A flower just is.  It has been the subject of famous quotes about humans and nature.  “A 

rose is a rose is a rose.”  “[A rose] by any other name would smell as sweet.”  A flower, 

one of the most elemental natural forms, does not need a name or a person or a record of 

its existence.  Most importantly, a flower does not need intention to achieve its form.  A 

flower, growing wild, is nature unabated.   

 

 
The Mower—Becoming nature 

Next, I looked for an example of human intervention that managed to disappear into the 

surrounding natural world.  There is an old mower that lives in the forest of the Spring 

Green Dojo.  It is, by many standards, a high-tech piece of equipment.  It has two blades 

that move, wheels with metal treads and even a seat with suspension.  This mower was 

last used maybe 50 years ago.  One day, the farmer or farmhand casually parked the 

mower at the top of the farm road so it would be there for the next time when mowing 

needed to be done.  Or maybe the mower was parked in the forest because it was no 
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longer needed and disposal was too burdensome.  Regardless, the mower was not put 

there so that it could be observed and appreciated.  No one imagined that the mower 

would become part of the forest and disappear into the woods among the oak trees and 

understory.  But that is what happened.  

 

This mower is a great example how something technical and manmade can be 

unequivocally part of the natural world.  That something made in a massive steel factory 

with coal and ore mined from some distant land can be at home in the Wisconsin forest.  

 

The placement of the mower and the mower itself are without intent.  In that sense, the 

mower and the circumstances responsible for it finding itself abandoned in the Wisconsin 

forest could be called natural as well.  But this mower is not useful in understanding the 

Zen Mind and its ability to design.  I needed to find something that was done with 

intention yet felt unintentional. 
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The Matoba—Man and nature without conflict 

During the summer of 2009 an outdoor range for the practice of Kyudo (Japanese 

archery) was constructed on the grounds of the Spring Green Dojo.  The range consisted 

of a simple platform and a wall to serve as a backstop/target for the arrows.  This target 

wall, or matoba, is clearly a manmade object designed and executed with intention.  It is 

located 90 feet away from an unadorned oak platform in a field with no other visible 

manmade structures and surrounded by mature forest.  The matoba was built using stone 

found on site, straw from a nearby farm, and plaster made from the clay dug from right 

underneath the future wall.  It has a simple roof to protect it from the elements, built from 

oak harvested from the surrounding forest.  The construction is crude, assembled by 

amateurs experimenting with construction methods and materials. 
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The structure was built during sesshin.  In English, sesshin roughly translates to “gather 

the mind”.  It is a one-week long intensive training period with long hours of Zazen, little 

sleep, and a strict form to be followed at all times.  By pushing students to their limits, 

sesshin is extremely effective at breaking physical and mental habits.  The plaster-work 

on the matoba was done the last night of sesshin, a night when all students, though 

physically, psychologically and emotionally exhausted, stay up the entire night and 

continue to push their Zen training.  In this state, the students were able to complete the 

construction with their minds clear, their bodies tired yet relaxed, and a powerful group 

rhythm.   

 

What makes the matoba fundamentally different than the mower is that it does not feel 

like a human object left in the woods.  It feels like it was build by the field and the forest.  

It feels like it rose out of the ground the same way a flower, born from a seed blown by 

the wind on a fall day, will spring up and bloom into a bright new form under the right 

conditions come springtime.   

 

The outcome is one where the human touch is evident.  The matoba is, at the same time, 

part of the field and not part of the field; human and natural; deliberate without 

deliberation.  For me, the matoba is the starting point for Zen architecture.  It is not a 

building by definition, and its construction was executed in an extremely short time, but 

the spirit behind it has the seeds for an architecture imbibed with the spirit of Zen.   
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Daikoko Bashira 

The last example is not a constructed object but a moment during the construction of a 

house on the grounds of the Spring Green Dojo.  The concrete foundation had been 

poured for the house and the first object place on this foundation was the daikoko 

bashira, or central column.  The column, standing by itself had a profound effect on the 

surrounding forest.  The post came from a red oak that had grown nearby that was 

milled, sanded and dressed.  For several days this column stood alone on the building 

site.  What was significant about this moment was that the post was not only not in 

conflict with the forest around it, it somehow made the trees more “treelike” and the 

trees made the post taller and straighter.  This post was by all definitions dead, but the 

honesty and respect with which it was worked and raised allowed it to not only “be 

alive” but to also heighten the aliveness of the surrounding forest. This “improvement” 

of the natural world is the final stage in this progression.  It is the condition where an 

objected designed and built by humans is not only part of the surrounding world, but 

actually enhances everything around it and vice versa.  This process could be called 

“giving life”. 

 

Zen has a longstanding relationship with nature yet it never negates humanity.  Suzuki 

clarifies that, “Going back to Nature, therefore, does not mean going back to the natural 
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life of primitive and prehistoric peoples.  It means a life of freedom and emancipation.”24  

And he goes even further to make the point that any association between Zen and 

naturalism is rooted in the rigorous discipline inherent in Zen training.  The expression 

of Zen is effortless but it is not without effort.  

 

 

Zen Art: Record of Zen 
 

Before progressing further to the qualities of Zen architecture, it is necessary to document 

the characteristics of Zen art.  Zen art is distinct from Japanese art with many 

masterworks of Zen art coming from China. The purpose of Zen art is not the art itself, 

but something beyond it, unrelated to form and not reduced to a physical process.  In D.T. 

Suzuki’s words, “[W]e may say that the mysteries of life enter deeply into the 

composition of art.  When an art, therefore, presents those mysteries in a most profound 

and creative manner, it moves us to the depths of our being; art then becomes a divine 

work.”25  The art takes some form, whether it calligraphy, poetry, or ceramics and 

captures this moment of seeing the core of life’s greatest mysteries.  In his treatise on Zen 

and the fine arts, philosopher and educator Shinichi Hisamatsu states that, “Its expression 

is of the sort where One or Nothing directly, and with the speed of lightning, freely and 

without restraint, expresses itself.  It is not that the many expresses itself in the many, or 

form in form; rather the One expresses itself in the many and the Formless in form.  

Accordingly, even the many that is expressed is not meant to express the many, nor is the 

form expressed intended to express form.  On the contrary, the many is intended to 

express the One, and form, and Formlessness.”26  Though difficult to understand from a 

rational perspective, Hisamatsu is describing non-dualism and more specifically the 

expression of non-dualism. 

                                                
24 Westgeest, Helen.  “Zen in the Fifties: Interaction in Art between East and West.” Zwolle: Waanders 
Uitgevers.  1997 p. 12. Suzuki: Studies in Zen 1955. 
25 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  219. 
26 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 21. 
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Hisamatsu’s Characteristics 

One of the fundamental assertions Hisamatsu makes about Zen art is that there are seven 

interrelated characteristics.  He defines these as Asymmetry, Simplicity, Austere 

Sublimity or Lofty Dryness, Naturalness, Subtle Profundity or Profound Subtlety, 

Freedom from Attachment, and Tranquility.  He is clear that these characteristics follow 

no hierarchy and that “[I]n their inseparability form a perfect whole.”27  While these 

characteristics provide some insight into Zen aesthetics, they discuss objects more that 

the process to create these objects or the process of becoming sensitive to these 

characteristics.   

 

Hisamatsu does delve into this process, describing how the “Formless Self” is rooted in 

each of the Seven Characteristics.28  For the sake of uncovering the essence of Zen 

Architecture, these aspects are more useful than the seven characteristics.   He lists them 

as No Rule, No Complexity, No Rank, No Mind, No Bottom, No Hindrance, and No 

Stirring.29  These aspects of the Formless Self are one of the main focuses of this 

document.  They are all framed as negations and are directly related to each of the Seven 

Characteristics.  Where the seven characteristics are qualities that artists can imbue into 

their art, the aspects of the Formless Self are exactly that, an expression of No Self.  

Whereas the Seven Characteristics frame artistic expression dualistically, the Formless 

Self is operating entirely outside a dualistic framework.  The seven characteristics are 

more easily read as aesthetic qualities whereas the aspect of the Formless Self is the 

substance behind these aesthetic values.  The seven characteristics are widely recognized 

as the spirit of Japanese art and architecture but for the sake of establishing Zen 

architecture, the process behind these characteristics is most important.  By 

understanding the process, one can take the principles of Zen out of a purely Japanese 

manifestation and translate them to other sites or cultures. 
                                                
27 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 29. 
28 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 53. 
29 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 59. 
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Asymmetry/No Rule 

The value of asymmetry is not in its aesthetic definition.  “No Rule” provides a deeper 

reading of this principle. The perfection of imperfection is the root of No Rule.  No Rule 

pushes people to not get attached to a form or a way that things should be.  Hisamatsu 

describes the way No Rule is expressed in Zen calligraphy, “The characters have no 

common axis, and the strokes are crooked and misshapen. But this is not a mere 

distortion.  This crookedness, in negating the perfection of form—what is commonly 

called orderliness or shapeliness—is expressing what is without form.”30  Calligraphy has 

form.  But Zen calligraphy discards the form of calligraphy ending up with a form of no 

form.  Asymmetry implies a dualistic division between symmetry and asymmetry.  No 

Rule pushes this further whereas an artist operating under the principle of No Rule 

creates symmetry and asymmetry whenever it is needed.   

 31  Hakuin’s Mu (No/Void) 

                                                
30 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 55. 
31 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971. 
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An example of No Rule is the human body itself.  It is easy to see the human form as 

symmetrical, divided bilaterally and perfectly balanced.  But the human body is 

simultaneously deeply asymmetrical both internally and externally.  No Rule describes 

the body much more effectively than either symmetrical or asymmetrical.  And more 

importantly it describes the spirit behind the organization of the body rather than its 

particular physical manifestation. 

 

Simplicity/No Complexity 

The word simplicity lends itself to be read as limiting and strict.  Alternately, “No 

Complexity” is much more liberating and open.  Behind the physical simplicity is the 

human spirit of No Complexity.  Despite years of hard training and rigorous attention to 

numerous technical details, a Zen calligrapher creates something simple in form though 

not lacking depth.  In Hisamatsu’s words, “True Simplicity, then, in my opinion, is not 

something that disappears when there are colors or when the shapes are complex, but is 

that which can express itself whether there are colors or not, and whether shape is or is 

not complex.”32 The word simplicity implies an active intention in a dualistic framework.  

From a non-dualistic perspective, the efficiency of nature is not in opposition to anything. 

By many measures, the growth of a tree is an extremely complex process.   But the 

premise of a trees growing is not.  It needs to maximize nutrients coming in, and protect 

itself in order to reproduce.  This is the spirit of Zen “No Complexity”. 

 

Austere Sublimity/Lofty Dryness/No Rank 

The implications of this principle are in aging.  This principle describes an aged, 

seasoned quality.  But the spirit is not one of just something old in years for this would 

have a rank, a position, an established location.  This principle is actually one of 

agelessness.  Something that seems so old and established that it transcends age itself, 

arriving at a place of No Rank with freedom from past and future.  To be without rank is 

to be without insecurity.  And the absence of insecurity is freedom, the root of Zen.  An 

                                                
32 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 56. 
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example of this is seen in the Korean rice bowls, imported to Japan and prized by early 

Japanese tea masters as the finest tea bowls.  These simple bowls defy explanation.  

There is nothing noteworthy about their outward appearance.  But they have presence that 

could be thousands of years old or made by a child within the last year.  This simple yet 

refined quality is that of No Rank. 

33 

 

Naturalness/No Mind 

The Naturalness referred to here is not Nature itself.  This concept asks people to be as 

they originally are before there was an even an “I”.  And what springs forth from this 

Original Mind is the creativity behind Zen art.  Hisamatsu clarifies that, “True 

Naturalness is the ‘no mind’ or ‘no intent’ that emerges from the negation both of naïve 

or accidental naturalness and ordinary intention.”34  Again, the application of non-

dualism is important in understanding No Mind.  No Mind does not mean simply not 

thinking.  It means the mind thinks when it needs to and doesn’t whenever it is not 

needed.  The spirit of this is evident in the construction of the matoba discussed earlier.  

                                                
33 http://www.blackbird.vcu.edu/v2n2/gallery/roth_r/slides/collecting19.htm  accessed 03/04/10. 
34 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 33. 
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The analytical mind was needed to build that project but it was not used continuously.  

The mind was a tool but it was not the only tool.  This is the essence of No Mind.  

 

Subtle Profundity/Deep Reserve/No Bottom 

In a non-dualistic framework there is no beginning and no end and the power of the 

Formless Self is inexhaustible.  Hisamatsu describes the principle of No Bottom as “a 

darkness full of calm, a darkness that leads to composure.  It is the darkness found inside 

the tea room…a darkness very different from ordinary darkness.”35  One of the clearest 

experiences of No Bottom is in the martial arts.  Many forms push the participant to 

conduct physical exercises to the point of exhaustion.  It is at this point of surrender that 

one has to reach deeper than physical strength to continue going.  When the body and 

mind are exhausted yet relaxed, a sword continues to swing or an arrow continues to be 

shot but no longer by the person.  It is bottomless energy of the entire world.   

 

Freedom from Attachment/No Hindrance 

The danger with “Freedom from Attachment” is that one can become attached to non-

attachment.  No Hinderance describes a body and mind capable of infinite movement.  

“The activities of a Zen man—or Zen activity—are said to be those carried out at 

lightning speed, too quick to be caught by the eye or even by the mind.  If there is 

attachment, such speed cannot occur.”36  No Hindrance is related to the ability to change 

and adapt without hesitation.  Analysis needs to happen.  Decisions need to be made.  But 

both of these happen in movement.  Personally, my clearest experience of No Hinderance 

is working as a bicycle messenger in the heavy traffic of New York.  Bike riders need to 

pay attention to everything that is happening around them.  Their lives depend on it.  The 

mind has to be able to move continuously, fluidly moving from one thing to the next until 

all of the stimuli are being internalized simultaneously through all the senses.  It is 

impossible to analytically process all of the stimuli, but if the mind is calm and the senses 

                                                
35 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 58. 
36 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971.  p. 58. 
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are open, one can be aware of everything that is simultaneously happening.  This is the 

spirit of No Hinderance. 

 

Tranquility/No Stirring 

Whereas tranquility implies the absence of stimuli, No Stirring describes the ability to 

thoroughly experience a multitude of stimuli in an instant yet not let the mind dwell on 

any one of them.  The tranquility found in this principle is not an external quality but an 

internal one possible by the Non-stirring mind.  Related to spirit of No Hinderance and 

unimpeded movement, No Stirring describes the “non-stopping” quality of the Zen Mind.  

This mind is capable of being surrounded by disturbances but not be disturbed.  The best 

example of this is a person sitting Zazen.  When someone sits correctly in meditation, his 

or her concentration is unbreakable.  The concentration moves and experiences the world 

through the senses but never stops.  When someone shouts loudly during Zazen, the non-

stirring mind hears this but does not flinch.  There is no reaction. 

 

While not as specific as Hisamatsu’s Seven Characteristics, Suzuki uses the Zen 

framework to generally describe the cornerstones of Japanese design and aesthetics.  

“Imbalance, asymmetry, the ‘one-corner,’ poverty, sabi or wabi, simplification, 

aloneness, and cognate ideas make up the most conspicuous and characteristic features of 

Japanese art and culture.”37  But like Hisamatsu, he is careful in making sure to not that 

Zen goes beyond formal and aesthetic manifestations.  Suzuki continues, “All these 

emanate from one central perception of the truth of Zen, which is ‘the One in the Many 

and the Many in the One,’ or better, ‘the One remaining as one in the Many individually 

and collectively.”38  Suzuki’s statement is important because it shows that the physical 

forms of Japanese aesthetics are actually emanating from something deeper and more 

universal.  This paper’s focus is to acknowledge the form but to try to move beyond the 

aesthetics of Zen and get closer to the non-dualistic Zen experience of the world and the 

                                                
37 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  28. 
38 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  28. 
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nature of reality.  The approach employed is one through the body that assumes Yasuo’s 

position that, “Training or disciplining means to make the mind’s movements accord with 

the body’s.  In this respect, theatrical performance, athletic activity and vocational skills 

are all similar.”39 I propose adding architecture to this list as a physical activity rather 

than an exclusively intellectual exercise. 

 

Wabi 

One concept has come to stand as the foundation of Japanese aesthetics and a clear 

manifestation of Zen .  Wabi is usually understood as an aesthetic concept and can be 

found in poetry, painting, calligraphy, ceramics, and tea ceremony as well as other forms.  

D.T. Suzuki defines wabi simply as, “To be poor, that is, not to be dependent on things 

worldly—wealth, power, and reputation—and yet to feel inwardly the presence of 

something of the highest value.”40  This explanation of wabi is another example of the 

principle of No Rank.   

 

Wabi’s counterpart, sabi, is defined as, “rustic unpretentiousness or archaic imperfection, 

apparent simplicity or effortlessness in execution.”41 In the discussion of architecture, the 

aesthetic quality of both wabi and sabi is manifested from their impact on the process of 

design and construction and not necessarily the product.  The wabi and sabi come from 

intuitive understanding and unpretentious practicality.  They are understood through the 

body and manifested in many forms.  Wabi is also a physical embodiment of non-

dualism, capturing in one word the spirit of the seven aspects of the Formless Self in Zen 

art discussed above.  While wabi and sabi are Japanese concepts, they should not be 

perceived as only applicable to Japanese buildings or only present in Japanese aesthetics.  

 

                                                
39 Yasuo, Yuasa. The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory.  New York: State University of New  

York Press, 1987.  105 
40 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  22. 
41 Suzuki, Daisetz T.  Zen and Japanese Culture.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959.  24. 



 

29  

The renowned architect and theorist, Kisho Kurokawa critiques the Western 

simplification of Japanese aesthetics and culture, “My advocacy of Rikyu gray as a 

dynamic for understanding Japanese culture and, in particular, Japanese space, carries 

with it, I know the possibility of furthering a misunderstanding about Japanese culture.  

Though I have said time and again that the gray I speak of is not a rejection of color, as 

gray is often perceived in the West, but a ‘mediating’ color in which contradictory hues 

are simultaneously resolved and allowed to exist.”42  Kurokawa highlights an important 

fundamental difference between Eastern and Western thinking.  He recognizes that the 

Western mind inherently sees a stark difference between color and “not color” whereas 

the Japanese attitude is one of similarity and simultaneity, the “One in the Many and the 

Many in the One” as described by Suzuki above.  Again, in the rush to analyze 

dualistically, outsiders looking into the world of Zen become attached to the form rather 

than the underlying essence. 

 

As Kurokawa continues to try to explain Japanese aesthetics he is wary of the how the 

Western mind will interpret his explanations.  “[F]or many, Rikyu gray with its 

associations to the way of tea and its aesthetic, will call up visions of the spare, 

minimalist, supposedly ‘Zen’ aesthetic stereotype that is so often thought of as the 

quintessential Japanese aesthetic.  This widely accepted view of traditional Japanese 

aesthetics is, however, long overdue for reexamination.”43  To refute this accepted view 

of Zen aesthetics is one goal of this project.  Not only is this interpretation of Zen limiting 

and rigid, it treats Zen as a static product rather than something active and constantly 

moving. Kurokawa continues, “I must argue iconoclastically against the orthodoxy: the 

Japanese sense of beauty is not essentially one of negation or dying away; not an 

appreciation of emptiness, nothingness, and nonbeing.  The time has come to amend the 

historic charter that established the aesthetic of wabi and sabi, the antidecorative ‘less is 

more’ aesthetic, as the mainstream of Japanese culture and architecture.”44  Kurokawa is 

                                                
42 Kurokawa, Kisho.  Rediscovering Japanese Space.  New York: Weatherhill, 1988, 71. 
43 Kurokawa, Kisho.  Rediscovering Japanese Space.  New York: Weatherhill, 1988, 71. 
44 Kurokawa, Kisho.  Rediscovering Japanese Space.  New York: Weatherhill, 1988, 71. 
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recognizing that most interpretations of Japanese aesthetics never go beyond the form 

(Hisamatsu’s seven characteristics) and cannot approach the root (Hisamatsu’s aspect of 

the Formless Self). 

 

Kurokawa supports a reexamination of the modern Western interpretation of Japanese 

aesthetics.  He advocates a more integrated existence that does not separate the world into 

discreet parts and sensory input.  Kurokawa states, “Have not Japanese aesthetics always 

been characterized by a tension, a conscious balancing of abstinence from display and the 

urge to create even richer decorative expression?  It is this contrapuntal, symbiotic 

aesthetic of being and nonbeing, the plain and the sumptuous, silence and eloquence, that 

I call the aesthetic of hana (hana suki).” 45  Kurokawa is describing a complex system.  

What he argues is that Japanese architecture cannot be simplified into a set of static rules 

or equations, but that it does follow certain principles.  These principles are ultimately 

what have given traditional Japanese architecture a place of respect in the discussion of 

modern architecture.  It is these underlying principles and the process of physically 

understanding them that has relevance to my project.  

 

These often-misrepresented concepts of Japanese architecture should be described similar 

to the way Kurokawa describes wabi, “We discover a whole aesthetic tradition of 

substance coexisting with the nonsubstantiality, undecorated simplicity alongside 

flamboyant embellishment, darkness in symbiotic union with light.”46  This openness and 

acceptance of seemingly contradictory elements in Japanese architecture is something 

often overlooked by Western analysis. 

 

What Kurokawa is calling “contrapuntal” and “symbiotic” is a theme that will show up 

continually in this document.  In accordance with Yasuo’s position with regards to the 

body, this paper argues that the most efficient way to develop an understanding of this  

                                                
45 Kurokawa, Kisho.  Rediscovering Japanese Space.  New York: Weatherhill, 1988, 71. 
46 Kurokawa, Kisho.  Rediscovering Japanese Space.  New York: Weatherhill, 1988, 73. 
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“transcendence of duality” is through one’s own body and senses and through physical 

training. 

 

Zen Calligraphy 

One of the most widely recognized forms of Zen art is calligraphy.  Many of the most 

respected Zen masters have been master calligraphers as well.  Calligraphy provides a 

useful entry point to understand what is required for Zen art to be produced.  It is easy to 

see Shodo (Way of the Brush) as dualistically divided.  It is a practice that takes years of 

repetition, writing the same characters over and over until the form is deep inside one’s 

body.  In this sense, it is truly a practice of form.  Simultaneous to this, it is a practice of 

kiai.  It is a practice of energy and clarity of mind and body.  Omori Sogen states clearly 

that, “In order to create Zen art, the mind must be composed, the true person of no rank 

understood, attachments abandoned, and freedom attained.”47  Yet he goes on to say, 

“Again, we must be reminded that spiritual maturity and depth of character have to 

coincide with technical ability.”48  This is an important point in the discussion of Zen 

architecture.  Design that accords with the principles of Zen requires both a level of 

spiritual depth as well as a refined technical understanding of architecture and its 

disciplines.   

 

In calligraphy, the single line on a piece of paper, drawn with no thought and no 

consciousness becomes a way to show all thoughts and all consciousness.  The drawing 

of the line is done with no intention.  And it is done with all of the intention in the world.  

One does not think about making a beautiful line.  Or a straight line.  Or a powerful line.  

A line just happens.  A work of calligraphy is recognized as a piece of Zen calligraphy 

when it is created in this manner. Works of Zen art are vital to have in a training hall 

because they set the standard of how to live.  At Chozen-ji, the main Dojo displays many 

                                                
47 Omori, Sogen and Terayama Katsujo.  Zen and the Art of Calligraphy: The Essence of Sho.  London: 
Arkana, 1983.  p. 7. 
48 Omori, Sogen and Terayama Katsujo.  Zen and the Art of Calligraphy: The Essence of Sho.  London: 
Arkana, 1983.  p. 7. 
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pieces of Omori Sogen’s Zen calligraphy. To see a one of Omori Sogen’s masterworks of 

calligraphy is to see his breathing and posture as well as his state of mind.  To stand in 

front of one with a sword is to glimpse a swordsman who has transcended duality.  The 

calligraphy can imbue a feeling of a life and death encounter while simultaneously 

showing the way to transcend the duality of life and death.  The art provides a window 

into a non-dualistic world. 
 

 

 
Aerial photo of Spring Green Dojo property.  Teahouse site notated in red.  

 

Approaching the Site 
  

Everything discussed so far is widely accepted and well documented.  There is no dispute 

about the history of Zen and how it has influenced the arts.  Even the premise that Zen art 
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tackles questions of life and death, produced by Zen practitioners who embody 

Nothingness and egoless compassion is agreed upon.  But what is missing from all of 

these historical accounts and artistic analysis is how the artists are able to accomplish 

these things.  How are they able to make a piece of art without ego?  How are they able to 

draw a line that starts in the pristine existence before the heavens and earth were 

separated?  

 

Kamae 

Kamae is a term used in Japanese martial arts as well as Tea Ceremony to describe the 

stance and posture of the participant in relationship to another person or object.  This 

term can also be employed to describe built structures.  Kamae exists on many levels 

ranging from the physical to the entirely metaphysical.  Using kamae to describe 

buildings is critical because kamae does not deny the importance of physical form yet it 

also describes the essence behind the form. 

 

The ideogram for kamae (構え) is translated as literally “framework” by Dick Teshima 

Sensei, a seventh dan Kendo (Way of the Sword) master.49  Tanouye Roshi, Zen master 

and cofounder of Daihonzan Chozen-ji explained kamae as “psychophysical posture”.  

Mike Sayama Roshi simplifies this into merely one’s “stance in life.”50  In Kendo, kamae 

refers to the different sword positions and the posture of the swordsman in each of these 

different positions.  Each of these positions relates to an opponent differently with some 

kamae more aggressive and others more defensive.  All kamae are rooted in a 

relationship.  In Kendo, the way that one holds a sword depends on the opponent.  Small 

adjustments are made based on the opponent’s height or the length of the sword.  Sayama 

Roshi explains that these categories also apply to any kamae one takes in life beyond the 

martial arts dojo.  There are also different levels with regards to the quality of kamae.  

Katachi no kamae relate to the physical form of kamae or how the physical body is held.  

                                                
49 Teshima, Dick.  Lecture on February 21st 2009. 
50 Sayama, Mike.  Lecture on February 21st, 2009. 
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Ki no kamae refers to the energy or mind of a particular kamae.  It is still a physical 

phenomenon yet it is not limited to only the physical realm.  Happo baraki could be 

called the transcendent or universal kamae where one is “open on all sides” and not only 

limited to his or her own mind and body.  Happo baraki is a manifestation of non-

dualism.  There still exists a relationship but it could only be characterized as a 

relationship between yourself and yourself or between the Self and the self which are 

ultimately the same.  At the level of happo baraki, the dualism of self and opponent has 

disappeared along with the duality of life and death.  The effect that this has on people is 

one of fearlessness (Se mu i). 

 

The concept of kamae has not been used in reference to architecture but it seems entirely 

appropriate to use it to describe buildings inclusive of all of the potential readings of 

kamae. Employing the concept of kamae in analyzing architecture offers a chance to 

assess buildings based on their posture (both physical and metaphysical).  It can be used 

to describe the “essence” or “feeling” of buildings but does not negate the precise 

technical aspects of the physical nature of architecture.  When describing a person, kamae 

is a concept inclusive of mind and body.  With relation to Zen philosophy, using kamae 

as an analytical tool offers a way to transcend the duality of physically and metaphysical, 

similar to Yasuo’s “mind and body in oneness” and Kurokawa’s “coexistence”.  In 

particular, this concept is useful in understanding Japanese architecture where it is easy, 

especially for the Western mind, to only focus on the technical and tangible aspects of 

buildings.  

 

Using terms and concepts that are inclusive and all encompassing is an important part of 

establishing a perceptual shift in the design process.  Kurokawa critiques the Western 

paradigm of separating of the world into discreet, easily digested pieces. “In Western 

culture, particularly in the currents of modern thought that are based on rationalism, it is 

considered important to clearly differentiate between any two distinct phenomena.  But 

by dividing all of existence into either yes or no, interior or exterior, mind or body, the 
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warmth that lies at the border between the two extremes is lost, sacrificed to 

rationality.”51  The architect, author, and champion of the senses, Juhani Pallasmaa, 

describes examples we have in the West where rationalism is transcended and subject and 

object begin to merge, “A great musician plays himself rather than the instrument, and a 

skillful soccer player plays the entity of himself, the other players and the internalized 

and embodied field, instead of merely kicking the ball.  ‘The player understands where 

the goal is in a way that is lived rather than known.  The mind does not inhabit the 

playing field but the field is inhabited by a “knowing” body,’ writes philosopher Richard 

Lang when commenting on phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty’s views on the skills of 

playing soccer.”52  Designers necessarily set up dualities to reduce design problems to 

easily digested, quantifiable problems to solve.  Pallasmaa offers an answer to the same 

dilemma: “equally, the task of art and architecture in general is to reconstruct the 

experience of an undifferentiated interior world, in which we are not mere spectators, but 

to which we inseparably belong”53 This raises the question: How does an architect design 

him or herself in the same way that the musician plays him or herself? 

 

The Zen tradition offers a method to achieve this goal of understanding the inseparability 

of all parts of the world and how to approach design from a less rational position.  This 

ability to see the entire picture and experience space using one’s whole body is the same 

as seeing and responding to a building’s kamae.   

 

 

 

                                                
51 Kurokawa, Kisho.  Rediscovering Japanese Space.  New York: Weatherhill, 1988, 19. 
52 Pallasmaa, Juhani,  The Eyes of the Skin (Chichester, England: Wiley-Academy, 2005), 66. 
53 Pallasmaa, Juhani,  The Eyes of the Skin (Chichester, England: Wiley-Academy, 2005), 25. 



 

36  

 
View looking southeast from road.  Teahouse site located on ridge at left. 
 

Site Visit 

As I walk around the site for the teahouse in Wisconsin I can feel the intention creep in.  I 

have visited the site many times.  But today was the first day that I visited it knowing that 

I will be designing something for this site over the next few months.  It is so easy to feel 

the mind take over and start imagining, “the entrance will go here, the mizuya will be 

here, the nice view is this direction…etc.”  I have enough skill to design a building and I 

have enough experience with Chado (Way of Tea) to generally understand how the 

building will be used.  But somehow my conscious mind feels the need to take over and 

start dissecting the site and compartmentalizing the building, before I have even sat at 

the site in quiet and observe the surrounding world.  So I breathe the air and settle my 

mind and sink into one of the rocks.  As I am in the clearing, I start to inhabit the future 

building.  The more specific thoughts I have, the more the building disappears.  There is 

no way for me to think my way inside an un-built building.  It is only when my mind calms 

that I can actually feel myself inside the building.   

 

This building is a place to take away people’s fear.  At first that statement seems too 

serious for such a beautiful setting in rural Wisconsin where food is plentiful and 

everyone has a warm house to make it through the long winters.  Life is good.  No one 

dies from starvation here.  But every one here will die.  And their death will be no 

different than every other one around the world.  One minute their heart will be pumping 

and their brain will be stimulated from the billion nerve endings in the body and the next 

minute, neither will.  This has happened to every human being who has ever lived and 

this will continue happening.   
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A teahouse brings death to the surface.  It does not do this alone but it provides a space 

for living and dying.  A teahouse by itself can have atmosphere.  But it is the people 

inside that bring death to the surface.  A teahouse has to be used to come alive.  And in 

the coming alive, it confronts death.  The famous tea master Sen no Rikyu was, above all, 

training himself and others to confront death; To be dead and alive simultaneously; To 

be both 100% life and 100% death at the same moment.  What kind of space would 

facilitate this happening?  What would it feel like?  How would it appear?  

 
Looking southeast up the ridge to the teahouse site. 
 

On the day of the first snow of the winter I had a very clear experience walking up to the 

teahouse site.  I walked up the ridge because I wanted to see the site fully in its winter 

kiai.  As soon as I left the quarry and stepped onto the deer path on the ridge I had the 
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first clear feeling of what building I should be traveling toward.  I had the feeling of 

entering the small house, sliding open a door and entering another world where death is 

the standard and life sometimes happens.  The experience of being inside this building 

was not one of particularity or scale.  It was one of simultaneous reduction and infinite 

expansion.  The space serves to reduce people while at the same time making their bodies 

feel scale-less. 

 

With this I am approaching the site for a teahouse in Wisconsin.  This site is a physical 

location, a rock outcropping perched on a ridge.  But the site is also a moment in time, a 

challenge for Zen to be approachable in 21st century America.  Above all the site will be 

my body.  Training in Zen is a physical process.  My breathing and posture are the 

design challenges for this building as much as structure and spatial layout will be.  The 

clarity of my mind is as important as the materials and construction method. 

 
First snow of the year looking due west.  
This will be the view from the engawa 
side of the teahouse. 
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Zen in the Way of Tea 
 

Shinichi Hisamtsu describes the experience of being in the Shokin-tei tea house at the 

Katsura Imperial Villa as, “It is not fear or uneasiness we feel, but a calm and a 

tranquility that turns us inward and invites us to return to the root of our being.  It might 

be called a quiet, composed darkness, wherein we find and expression of the infinitely 

deep Formless Self of Zen.  The entire tea house, interior and exterior, is designed to that 

end.”54  One building type stands out as the clearest expression of Zen and architecture: 

the Japanese teahouse. The progression of tea in Japan, from its roots in China, to its 

place as an extravagance in high society, and finally as the form perfected by Sen no 

Rikyu, the great tea-master of the sixteenth century, shows how it arrived as a clear 

expression of the Zen Mind.  The form of the teahouse and its path of transition into the 

realm of Zen provide an entrance into the discussion of a combined form of Zen and 

architecture.  

 

Early tea 

Like many aspects of Japanese culture, Japanese tea culture’s origins are firmly planted 

in China. “The earliest records of tea in Japan dates to 815, when the monk Eichu (743-

816), who had spent almost thirty years in China studying Buddhism, served tea to 

Emperor Saga (786-842).” 55  This early tea in Japan was a clear harkening back to China, 

emulating high Chinese culture with tea and poetry.  But limited to Emporer Saga’s court, 

this form of tea did not last in Japan.56  It was the next introduction that allowed tea to 

take root in Japanese minds and soil.  Eisai (1141-1215), the founder of the Chan/Zen 

school in Japan visited Song China in 1168 and again from 1187 to 1191.  He brought 

back tea seeds and the tea protocols (sarei) from the Chinese Chan/Zen temples.57  Eisai 

                                                
54 Hisamatsu, Shinichi.  Zen and the Fine Arts.  Kodansha International, Ltd. 1971. p. 76. 
55 Watanabe, Takeshi.  “Breaking Down Boundaries: A History of Chanoyu” in: Ohki, Sadako.  Tea 
Culture of Japan.  New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery.  2009 p. 48. 
56 Okakura, Kakuzo.  “The Book of Tea.”  New York: Dover Publications Inc.  1964.  p. 17. 
57 Watanabe, Takeshi.  “Breaking Down Boundaries: A History of Chanoyu” in: Ohki, Sadako.  Tea 
Culture of Japan.  New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery.  2009 p. 48. 
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was particularly interested in tea for its the health benefits, describing it as a, “marvelous 

elixir of health with the capacity to prolong life.”58  Slowly over the centuries, tea gained 

a foothold in the Japanese psyche where it has remained to the present day.  

 

This moment of entry into Japan is significant because the style of tea brought by Eisai, 

matcha, involves whipping powdered tea leaves into a froth as opposed to steeping tea 

leaves in water and removing the leaves before drinking.  This style, common to China in 

the twelfth century, has only carried on in Japan and is integral to Japanese tea culture.59 

Tea slowly gained popularity across Japan, emerging from the temples where it was 

consumed for its medicinal properties and valued as a stimulant.  By the early 

Muromachi period (1333-1538), the samurai class had taken the mantle from the Zen 

monks as the primary drinkers of tea.   

 

The Japanese upper class has a long history of monowase, or contests to test one’s 

knowledge of objects.  The objects compared have ranged from paintings and flowers to 

poetry and prose.60  This tradition came to include tea in the fourteenth century.  Besides 

testing one’s knowledge of tea, the gambling tested participants’ knowledge about tea 

utensils as well.  As tea gained a foothold as entertainment, “a new, opulent aesthetic 

emerged surrounding this beverage.  At extravagant parties that also included rare foods, 

poetry and wine, hosts presented tea contests (tocha) in which participants gambled on 

distinguishing between teas grown in different regions of Japan.”61 At this time the most 

valued objects wagered were those imported from China, known as karamono.  Each tea 

host strove to display greater wealth and extravagance.  One such example is the twenty-

day cherry-blossom viewing party held by Sasaki Doyo (1306-1373) in which he went as 

                                                
58 Sen, Soshitsu XV.  “The Japanese Way of Tea: From its Origins in China to Sen Rikyu.”  Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press. 1998 p. 62. 
59 Watanabe, Takeshi.  “Breaking Down Boundaries: A History of Chanoyu” in: Ohki, Sadako.  Tea 
Culture of Japan.  New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery.  2009 p. 48. 
60 Sen, Soshitsu XV.  “The Japanese Way of Tea: From its Origins in China to Sen Rikyu.”  Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press. 1998 p. 89. 
61 Watanabe, Takeshi.  “Breaking Down Boundaries: A History of Chanoyu” in: Ohki, Sadako.  Tea 
Culture of Japan.  New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery.  2009 p. 50. 
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far as to, “[P]our melted copper around the tree trunks to create huge ‘vases’ to simulate 

the effect of an in situ flower arrangement of the cherries.”62  The term “basara” (a 

Buddhist-derived word meaning “excess” or “extravagance”) is commonly used to 

describe the taste for the outrageous and the electrifying that prevailed among warriors 

during the fourteenth century.  While materialistic and shallow, this period of tocha 

served to bring tea out of the religious context and into the lives of lay people. 

 

The style of Tocha gave way to a new form, denchu no cha, which removed the gambling 

but still left hosts and guests primarily concerned with the appreciation of fine pieces of 

art while tea was prepared in another room by a servant.  The denchu no cha style did, 

however, develop the idea of the iori, or hermitage.  Tea began to become much more 

secluded and solitary, looking at society from afar.63  As denchu no cha began to strip 

away some of the extravagance of the tocha style, the size of the tea house shrunk as 

well.  As much as the aesthetics of the iori were a new development, its size was 

something new as well.  Roughly 9 feet square, the iori set the 4.5 tatami module as the 

preferred spatial unit for serving tea.64   

 

Wabicha: Zen Origins 

All of this tea history, from its start in the Zen temples, to its role in extravagant high 

society set the stage for the next transformation of tea in Japan with Zen reemerging as 

the primary influence.  As Japan went through massive upheaval during the Warring 

States period, Sengoku Jidai, tea went through radical changes as well.  Starting with 

Murata Shuko (1423-1502), then Takeno Joo (1502-55) and finally Sen no Rikyu (1522-

91), tea was transformed from denchu no cha into wabicha.65  

 

                                                
62 Ohki, Sadako.  Tea Culture of Japan.  New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery.  2009  p.15. 
63 Isozaki, Arata, Tadao Ando, and Terunobu Fujimori.  The Contemporary Teahouse: Japan’s Top 
Architects Redefine a Tradition. Tokyo: Kodansha International, Ltd., 2007. p. 9. 
64 Isozaki, Arata, Tadao Ando, and Terunobu Fujimori.  The Contemporary Teahouse: Japan’s Top 
Architects Redefine a Tradition. Tokyo: Kodansha International, Ltd., 2007. p. 10. 
65 Plutschow, Herbert E.  “Historical Chanoyu.”  Tokyo, Japan: The Japan Times, Ltd.  1986.   p. 83-84. 
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Shuko (also pronounced Juko) was a priest who studied Zen under the reknown Zen 

master and rebuilder of Daitokuji, Ikkyu Sojun (1394-1481).  It was Ikkyu who inspired 

to Shuko to mix the tea ceremony with Zen.66  Gone were the cluttered rooms with 

imported karamono, replaced with a more simple and stripped down house.  Shuko also 

put the hearth, or ro, inside the room, recessed into the floor, with tea to be prepared by 

the host and not a servant.67  With these changes, Shuko began the development of the 

Way of Tea, imbibed with the Zen spirit of No Complexity.   

Takeno Joo, the son of a merchant, continued this trend of simplification started by 

Shuko, further stripping away unnecessary elements of tea practice.  One contribution of 

Joo was his re-envisioning of the tea house.  “He removed the wall’s horizontal tie beams 

(nageshi)—a characteristic of Shuko’s 4.5-mat room—and removed the washi paper 

covering the walls in favor of a wattle and daub plaster called tsuchikabe.”68  Both Shuko 

and Joo were still working with the 4.5-mat tearoom, or ikkenhanshiho.  This modular 

unit, first used as the iori, now became the standard for all tearooms including those 

attached to expansive mansions.69 

Rikyu 

It was in this environment that Sen no Rikyu emerged and provided the final push 

shifting tea clearly into the world of Zen.  Rikyu was born into a family of merchants, 

and studied Zen before turning his full attention to tea.70  Some sources cite Rikyu as a 

Zen priest while others say he merely studied Zen at Daitokuji.  This discrepancy does 

not reflect on the level of Rikyu’s Zen training as the role of the Zen priest is a mostly 

ceremonial one and does not denote a higher level of Zen understanding than other Zen 

                                                
66Covell, Dr. Jon, Abbot Yamada Sobin.  “Zen at Daitoku-ji.”  Tokyo: Kodansha International Ltd.  1974.  
p. 41.  
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Architects Redefine a Tradition. Tokyo: Kodansha International, Ltd., 2007. p. 11. 
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practitioners.  Rikyu rose to prominence in the tea world and oversaw a complete shift in 

the aesthetics and spirit of the now-widely practiced tea ceremony.  Ironically, Rikyu’s 

impact on tea was possible because of his employment by two of the cruelest warlords of 

his era.  

 

In 1575 Rikyu became the sado, or tea master for Oda Nobunaga (1534-82), a powerful 

warrior and daimyo.  Nobunaga was a cunning dictator who rose from obscurity to 

control much of Japan.  Early in his career he became a devotee of tea and, though not 

religious, spent enough time around Zen culture to have some affinity for its role in tea.71  

Tea was an important part of the Nobunaga’s warrior life with tea masters being on site 

ready to take generals away from the stress of the battlefield.72  Besides the ceremony 

itself, Nobunaga had an affinity for the best tea utensils.  He amassed a huge collection of 

treasured tea objects sometimes through confiscation or forced gifts.  At times, he even 

used these tea utensils for political manipulation.  By hoarding many of the finest utensils 

as symbols of power, Nobunaga limited what was available to others and caused a change 

in the value-system for tea utensils.73  Ironically, it is in this environment, where tea had 

penetrated the highest echelon of Japanese power, that the wabi ideal was given rise.  

Where Chinese wares were previously held up as the most valued objects, simple 

Japanese utensils, placed on the floor instead of stands, became desirable.74  Rikyu’s role 

as tea master for Nobunaga had him involved in all aspects of tea including the building 

of tea rooms, managing Nobunaga’s collection of art and tea utensils, and arranging tea 

gatherings that Nobunaga hosted.  By this point tea had become, “intimate one-on-one 

encounter in a small space between people where differences of status, rank, occupation, 

and priest-layman distinctions did not apply.  In the realm of politics, the tea room was 
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truly a unique arena; it was political space filtered through art.”75  And Rikyu would find 

himself in the center of violent political upheaval.   

In 1582, Nobunaga met his death when betrayed by one of his generals, Akechi 

Mitsuhide.  “Mitsuhide’s reign did not last long as he was vanquished by Toyotomi 

Hideyoshi (1536-1598).  Hideyoshi succeeded Nobunaga as Japan’s most powerful 

daimyo and retained Rikyu as tea master.”76  It was under Hideyoshi that Rikyu fully 

developed his new style of tea. 

After assuming power, Hideyoshi began building a huge fortress that included a tea room 

designed by Rikyu.  This tearoom was only a 2-mat space.  This room would have been 

just large enough for a two-person ceremony with Rikyu as host and Hideyoshi as guest. 

This small tearoom also featured a nijiriguchi, or crawl-in entrance only 2.3 feet by 2.6 

feet.  Joo had constructed this style of entrance before but not for people of high rank 

such as Hideyoshi.  “Needless to say, one cannot get inside while wearing a sword, the 

proud symbol of the warrior class.”77  Even before becoming the tea master for the 

Nobunaga, Rikyu had been experimenting with tearooms smaller than 4.5 mats.  While 

Joo had built small tearooms, they were for tea practitioners who could not afford the 

standard 4.5-mat space.  Rikyu was building this tiny room for his patron who could 

afford the grandest of tearooms.  Hideyoshi’s private support of this style of tea was in 

contrast to his public, lavish displays of wealth such as his Golden tearoom.78 

Rikyu dutifully served Hideyoshi until, “In 1591, after nine years of employing Rikyu as 

tea master, and for reasons still not clear, Hideyoshi abruptly ordered Rikyu to commit 

ritual suicide.”79  The reasons behind Hideyoshi’s order are unknown but there has been 
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much speculation with regards to aesthetic disagreements between Hideyoshi and Rikyu 

exacerbated by Rikyu’s unwavering position about tea. 

Elements of Rikyu’s Wabicha 

Rikyu is credited with developing a fully formed version of wabicha, or tea that adheres 

to the principles of wabi.  This attitude toward simplicity and poverty assuredly affected 

Rikyu’s development of the rustic and small teahouse.  Rikyu revolutionized the small 

tearoom, building 2-mat rooms, a 1¾-mat, at Jukakudai, Hideyoshi’s Kyoto palace, and 

even experimenting with 1½-mat rooms. The only remaining example of Rikyu’s 2-mat 

room is Tai-an in Kyoto.  This tearoom is notable for its small space, mud and straw 

walls, and its cave alcove tokonoma, or horadoko.  “Looking into the tokonoma is like 

looking into the pitch black recesses of a cave.”80 (see images below) 

81 82 
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Rikyu affected the practice of tea beyond just the design of teahouses and tearooms.  His 

influence on the aesthetics and materials of tea utensils is far-reaching as well.  “Rikyu 

had the tile artisan Chojiro create hand-coiled bowls, rather than pieces thrown on the 

wheel.  The bowls were finished with a black glaze and were striking in their lack of 

color and decoration.”83  Rikyu rejected the fascination with Chinese utensils and 

promoted making one’s own utensils from locally procured materials. The most prized 

tea utensils became not the most polished and intricate ones, but the most worn and 

ancient pieces, irregular and unassuming, sometimes broken and repaired.    

 

Zen behind Rikyu’s Development 

As discussed earlier, wabi is a principle deeply entwined with Japanese aesthetics and tea 

ceremony.  Much of the discussions surrounding wabi focus on it as a static set of rules 

applied to buildings, art, or tea utensils and the ways to adhere to these principles.  To 

approach these principles as merely an aesthetic innovation leaves many questions 

unanswered.  Why was wabi so important to Rikyu’s tea?  What about it made it the only 

way to proceed in developing a Way of Tea?  What was Rikyu really doing by shrinking 

the teahouse and shifting the aesthetic values of tea?  Why would he risk his life in 

shifting the ideals of tea?   

One story about Rikyu offers a window into his attitude toward wabi.  In the story, Rikyu 

and his son-in-law are traveling to a winter tea ceremony when they are confronted with 

an ancient-looking door leading into the court.  Rikyu’s son-in-law remarks that the door 

has the qualities of sabi (counterpart of wabi) to which Rikyu replies, “This is far from 

savoring of sabi, my son; it is on the contrary a most expensive piece of work.  Look here 

closely.  Such a door as this is not to be found in this vicinity.  It must have come from a 

remote mountain temple far away from the human world.  Think of the amount of labor 

to bring it here, for which the master must have paid dearly.  If he had understood what 
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genuine sabi is, he would have searched for a suitable door ready-made or made to order 

among the neighboring dealers, and would have had it pieced together with an old board 

found about his premises.  Then the door fixed here would certainly savor of wabi.  The 

taste shown before us is not a genuine one.”84   

 

The story above highlights the living quality of wabi.  A door does not express the 

principles of wabi based on its appearance alone.  The spirit behind its construction and 

the way in which it is displayed are more important than the way it looks.  It is very clear 

that wabi is somehow related to intention. 

 

It is also clear that Rikyu was not attempting to establish wabicha as the standard for tea 

for reasons of personal benefit or to position himself as a tea leader.  He was already tea 

advisor to the most powerful daimyo in Japan.  For Rikyu, wabi was the aesthetic 

manifestation of Zen.  Rikyu, from his early years studying Zen to his later years living 

the Way of Tea had insight into the deepest realities of human existence.  This experience 

manifested itself in his art: tea.  His dedication and willingness to die at the expense of 

sharing this experience speaks to the depth of his understanding.   

Wabi becomes more difficult to understand when no set of rules can be applied to 

determine whether or not something or someone possess this desired quality.  For the 

purposes of talking about the potential for Zen to take the form of architecture, the spirit 

of wabi is useful for its ability to help people confront dualism and help them see the 

world as it truly is.  Suzuki defines a life of wabi as, “an inexpressible quiet joy deeply 

hidden beneath sheer poverty.”85  Yet he goes on to clarify that, “[I]f there is even a trace 

of insincerity, the whole thing is utterly ruined.  The priceless contents must be there 

genuinely, they must be there as if they were never there…wabi means to be true to 

itself.”86   
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Rikyu’s wabi extends to the fundamental spirit of tea.  He is quoted as telling a disciple, 

“Tea is nought but this—First you make the water boil.  Then you infuse the tea.  Then 

you drink it properly.  That is all you need to know.”  “All that I know already,” replied 

the person with an air of disgust.  “Well, if there is anyone who knows it already, I shall 

be very pleased to become his pupil,” returned Rikyu.87  To do these simple things with 

focus, sincerity and clear-mindedness would truly be an accomplishment.  The poverty in 

this description is a poverty of distraction and a poverty of intention.  It is in this tea full 

of Emptiness, the entire universe is possible.  Rikyu’s Empty tea was a tea of 

simultaneous wealth and poverty.  And this tea of endless potential is the tea of Zen.  It is 

tea that arises from Shinichi Hisamatsu’s characteristics of the Formless Self. 

This living wabi, so present in teahouses, inspired Hisamatsu to state, “[A]rchitecture that 

accords with the characteristics of Zen did not appear until the creation of tea room 

architecture in Japan.  In this sense, the tea room is a more essentially Zen-type structure 

than the Chinese Zen monasteries.”88  His assertion is based on the principle that a Zen 

building is not one that is related to Zen or that merely houses Zen activities.  A Zen 

building embodies the fundamental principles of Zen.   

 

Rikyu’s death is perplexing if not analyzed through the lens of Zen.  People recognize 

that Rikyu has been more powerful in death than he ever could have been in life.  But 

people still try to analyze his death from the perspective of someone attached to life. For 

Rikyu there was no life and death.  He had died before he was actually dead. In doing so, 

he freed himself to live a life unattached to life or death.  His tea did not begin when he 

was born and did not perish when he died.  He left behind teahouses and a form of tea 

that capture this feeling. His non-attachment to life allowed him to use his death as the 

ultimate act of wabi, leaving the world without pretense and radiating fearlessness that 

still resonates over 400 years later.   
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This final question of Rikyu’s death gives one more chance to expose his life as one of 

Zen. One of the fundamental principles of Zen is the resolution of the duality between life 

and death.  Rikyu faced his death with calm and though he had prominent people in 

Hideyoshi’s family offer to ask for his pardon, he was not interested.89 Mary Elizabeth 

Berry quotes a contemporary source, “In [tea] objects he liked, [Rikyu] declared bad 

points good and bought them at high prices.  He called new old and old new.  No he 

made yes, false he made genuine.”90  And ultimately Rikyu solved the unsolvable 

question of how to live even when one dies.   

 

There is no other explanation for Rikyu’s wabi than Zen.  Wabi alone as a pure aesthetic 

principle has no meaning.  Only when viewed through the lens of Zen does this wabi 

come alive.  Rikyu set a standard that the right tea and the right teahouse should embody 

the spirit of Zen.  Rikyu’s wabi is a clear manifestation of his Zen understanding.  And 

though it is easy to say that Rikyu died for his style of tea and his aesthetic position, this 

does not capture the feeling of Zen tea.  

 

So while tea had first entered Japan through the temples, only after a period of 

extravagance and wealth did tea entered back into the realm of Zen.  This recombination 

of Zen and tea created teahouses that set the standard for Zen architecture.  While there 

exist many Zen temples whose sole purpose is Zen training, the teahouse is small enough 

in size to provide a clear moment and single intention throughout its design and 

construction.  Teahouses became temples unto themselves, providing the environment to 

come to terms with self and other, man and nature, and ultimately life and death. 

 

Implications for a teahouse in Wisconsin 

An important lesson to learn from Rikyu’s life and his teahouses is that one should not 

blindly follow form. Yamanoue Soji, a disciple of Rikyu stated it clearly, “[Rikyu] made 

                                                
89 Covell, Dr. Jon, Abbot Yamada Sobin.  “Zen at Daitoku-ji.”  Tokyo: Kodansha International Ltd.  1974.  
p. 43. 
90 Berry, Mary Elizabeth. Culture of Civil War.  p. 242. 
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mountains into valleys, west into east, and broke the rules of chanoyu.  But if the 

ordinary person were simply to imitate him, there would be no chanoyu.”91  Yamanoue is 

describing Rikyu’s manifestation of what Hisamatsu calls No Rule.   

 

In designing a teahouse in Wisconsin, all of the historical information is useful. The 

knowledge of the history of tea and the all-encompassing presence of wabi are valuable 

tools in the design of a teahouse.  The most important tool though, will be my own 

training in Zen and tea.  The most effective way to understand the life and death of Rikyu 

is to delve into the depths of resolving my own life and death.  And the best way to 

understand the potential for a teahouse to give fearlessness is for me to understand 

fearlessness in my own body and mind. 

 

 

Spirit of mind, body and design of teahouse 

 
The Chinese Zen master Chu-Ti was noted for his “One Finger Zen”.  When asked a 

question his only answer was to raise a single finger in the air.  This was the way that he 

taught Zen.  This was his Zen art.  One of his students, after seeing this practice’s 

effectiveness at helping people have breakthroughs, imitated Chu-Ti’s finger raising.  

The student saw his actions have a positive effect and was excited to tell Chu-Ti.  After 

hearing about the student’s experience, Chu-Ti asked him to hold out his finger, which he 

promptly cut off.  As the student ran out screaming, Chut-Ti called to him.  When he 

turned around Chu-Ti did what he always did.  He raised one finger.  And the student 

attained understanding at that moment.92 

 

                                                
91 Yamanoue Soji Ki, Chado Koten zenshu, vol. 6 p. 102  .translated in Sen, Japanese Way of Tea, vii. 
92 Red Pine.  “The Diamond Sutra: Texts and Commentaries.”  New York, NY: Counterpoint.  2001. p. 
350. 
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Many anecdotes about Zen, in particular those from the Rinzai school, are completely 

irrational.  These fuel the misconception that Zen is fundamentally not rational.  The 

irrationality of Zen serves to remove people from their habits of perception.  Zen, at its 

core, is freedom and freedom from rationality (as well as freedom from irrationality) is an 

extremely effective teaching tool.  The challenge is not to get attached to irrationality 

either (like Chu-Ti’s student described above).  It is helpful to define Zen based on what 

it is not but important to note that Zen is still not these negations either.  The expression 

of Zen is in non-attachment.  But to get attached to non-attachment would be just as far 

away from the core of Zen.   

 

The story of Chu-Ti is also important because it highlights the ability of a simple action 

to be Zen art.  Chu-Ti raising his finger is different than his student raising his finger.  In 

the same way as the matoba discussed early grows out of the forest and field, the raising 

of Chu-Ti’s finger is carried out by the entire universe.  Chu-Ti is actually not raising his 

finger (though he is also not not raising his finger).  The raising of his finger happens and 

that is what sets it apart from his student’s raising.  Similarly, when Sen no Rikyu says he 

will become the student of whoever can boil water and serve tea, he means that it takes 

years of training to be able to truly do, or more specifically not do, that.  Rikyu is looking 

for someone who in doing tea, is actually not “doing” tea.  Most people “do” tea with 

intent and ego.  The same actions, carried out without self, are radically different.   

 

Tea, done in this way, can take away a person’s fear.  It can obliterate the trappings of a 

life ruled by duality.  An important aspect of tea is its ability to level the playing field of 

life.  Within a tea house, rank is of no importance.  Traditionally, swords were left 

outside, a symbol of status and also attachment.  A teahouse was a place to transcend 

worldly attachments and confront fundamental dualities of existence.  When created and 

used in this manner of non-attachment, a teahouse can offer this to all people who enter. 

A teahouse should push people to see their true nature, see the true nature of the world 

and realize that these two things are not actually two things. 
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Entering another world 

A non descript stone, bound in black rope, sits outside the martial arts dojo at Chozen-ji. 

Inside, Zazen and various martial arts take place, and this stone, called tome ishi, or 

stopping stone, marks a boundary.  This tome ishi at Chozen-ji is both the same and 

different from the standard tome ishi.  Usually, a tome ishi is placed at the entrance to a 

path to let people know not to go down this path.  It is a soft boundary, subtle yet 

effective.  In the case of Chozen-ji, it is meant as a stopping point for worldly 

attachments.  Beyond is a place that exists under a totally different set of assumptions 

about reality, or perhaps no assumptions about reality.  This stone marks a closed door 

as well as an open path.  It marks the entrance into another world; a world of life and 

death.  A place to train in the Ways.   

 

Tea houses in particular, are noted for their “other world-ness”.  This ability to provide 

an atmosphere conducive to resolving the duality of life and death is a core feature of the 

best tea houses.  Tea houses have always removed a person from the trappings of daily 

life and provide a venue to tackle life’s toughest questions.  They remove a person from 

the world but the also place a person into the world. 

 

Protocols of Tea practice 

As stated in the discussion about Sen no Rikyu, Tea is nothing more than boiling water 

and serving tea.  Yet the Way of Tea is also the five hour chakai (tea gathering) that 

includes a charcoal ceremony, a small meal, as well as the serving of thick tea and thin 

tea.  Once again, the appropriate spirit of mind and body is of utmost importance as are 

the technical precision of the formal tea ceremony.  The design of the teahouse requires 

attention to certain protocols and traditions.  For the tea house in Wisconsin, some 

aspects of traditional tea ceremony might not be possible or may have to change.  This is 

entirely appropriate considering the history of the Way of Tea. 
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The protocol for a chakai, or tea gathering, is separated into the guest and host.  These 

designations are not as clearly divided as one would imagine with both parties working 

together to make a tea gathering singular.  The host usually starts early in the morning, 

preparing and cleaning the tea house with the utmost care.  If a meal is to be served, 

preparation for this commences early as well.  Attention to every small detail of 

preparation is imperative.  After the teahouse is cleaned the dogu (tea implements) are 

selected and prepared.  Stories of Rikyu say that he carved a bamboo tea scoop the 

morning of each chakai in order to most appropriately match the day with his utensils as 

well as to make his guests aware of the importance of the event.  A single flower is cut 

and placed in a vase in the tokonoma.  A scroll is hung on the back wall of the tokonoma, 

with a meaning capturing the spirit of the day and the season.  The sweets are carefully 

positioned on a simple tray and the tea is scooped into the tea container forming a small 

mountain in the center.  The room is prepared and the door is slightly opened, letting the 

guests know that the host is ready.   

 
Teahouse in its final location.  Fallen birch can be seen arching over the path.  Large oak tree is to the right 
of the teahouse. 
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The guests arrive early, making sure to have time to appreciate the garden and the 

preparations taken in their honor.  A carved stone basin is filled with water at the 

entrance to the teahouse grounds.  Using a small scoop, the guests wash each hand and 

then the inside of their mouths.  A final scoop of water is poured down the handle, 

leaving the scoop clean for the next guest.  Once the door has been opened, each guest 

quietly slips off their shoes, places his or her fan on the floor in front of them and crawls 

through the small nijiriguchi (crawl-in door).  Once inside, the guests bow to the 

tokonoma.  Then, still kneeling in seiza, they scoot along the floor and appreciate the tea 

room and the dogu that have been prepared for the chakai.   

 

Once the guests have settled, the host enters the room and serves a simple “tea meal”.  

The meal is small and the flavors of the food are subtle, varied and presented simply.  

After the meal, the host conducts a series of precise movements to light the charcoal in 

the ro (sunken hearth).  This is done with care, each piece of charcoal specifically chosen 

and handled delicately with a pair of metal chopsticks.  A small bit of incense is placed in 

the ro along with the charcoal and its container is offered to the guests to inspect and 

appreciate.  Once the charcoal ceremony is finished, sweets are brought out to prepare the 

guest for the thick tea ceremony.  The sweets are usually “wet”, typically yokan 

(sweetened red bean gelatin).  The host now slides open the door and immediately bows 

to the guests.  The host brings the tea bowl, tea wisk, and tea scoop as he or she 

approaches the ro.  This part of the tea ceremony is the most formal with little speaking.  

During the thick tea ceremony all the forces that have come together: guests and hosts, 

teahouse and garden, and the five senses unify and operate as one entity.  The host first 

purifies all the utensils and then prepares one bowl of thick tea for the guests to share, 

each guest sipping and appreciating the bowl before passing it to the next guest.  Once 

they are finished, the utensils are cleaned and then offered to the guest for inspection.  

The inspection part of Tea is important, giving the guests a chance to appreciate each 

utensil, chosen particularly for that moment.  After the thick tea, the guests have a short 

break with time to appreciate the garden and the ambience. This break marks the 



 

55  

transition from the more formal part of the tea gathering to the less formal.  After the 

break, the charcoal is attended to again and then the thin tea ceremony begins.  Again, 

sweets are served to the guests and the utensils are carried into the room and purified.  

This time though, an individual bowl of tea is served to each guest.  During the thick tea 

ceremony the entire group drinks from one bowl, bringing everyone together and 

establishing the group as a single entity.  Now, as the group has coalesced, that feeling 

expands, each person drinking their own bowl yet still connected as a group.  

Conversation is much more relaxed and animated.  After the utensils are cleaned they are 

offered to the guests to appreciate.  There is a final bow between the host and guests to 

conclude the tea gathering and the guests then leave the same way they entered. 

 
View just inside the nijiriguchi during late afternoon with the window slightly open giving a sliver of the 
outside world. 
 

Guest and Host 

This dry description of the formalities of Chado belies the nuanced, subtle encounter that 

happens inside a teahouse. Chado, or the Way of Tea, is unique among the Ways. Tea 



 

56  

holds a special place in the relationship between Zen and the arts.  Like many of the 

martial arts, it is an encounter between two or more people.  Yet the intensity comes not 

from fighting but from trying to take care of another person completely.  Superficially 

this can be read as “taking care of” someone else but at a much deeper level, the line 

between host and guests is dissolved.  Tea is similar to the Zen fine arts in that it is a 

formal manifestation of Zen, yet it is a singular encounter between two people at one 

moment.  It is not a performance and it leaves no lasting record.  The Way of Tea holds a 

place as one of the most effective ways to understand the transcendence of the duality of 

self and other.  While linguistically separated into the roles of guest and host, a tea 

ceremony should be one unified act.  The host is 100% engulfed in serving and taking 

care of the guests.  The guests are 100% dedicated to appreciating the service. When both 

of these roles are undertaken completely, the Way of Tea emerges. When truly operating 

in this manner the separation of people and roles ceases to exist.  In selecting the utensils, 

the host is not acting from his or her conscious mind. This act of selection is an act of Zen 

art in and of itself.  The utensils should be selected with the same No Rule, No 

Complexity, No Rank, No Mind, No Bottom, No Hindrance, and No Stirring as any Zen 

art.  When both guest and host can embody this, tea ceremony becomes No Self serving 

No Self.  In other words, the Universe is serving itself a bowl of tea. 

 

The teahouse is the container for this encounter.  The teahouse has been and continues to 

be the place where the dualities of life and death, self and other, inside and outside, host 

and guest are approached and transcended. The restrictions of a small room allow guests 

to taste freedom.  A small space becomes huge.  An empty room becomes full.  The 

rough, mottled materials become pristine.  And poverty becomes richness.  Though 

seemingly contradictory, this process of restriction providing freedom is true in 

architectural practice as well where it is common for a project with the most constraints 

to produce the most creative and innovative solutions.  This is similar to Zazen.  The rigid 

form of non-moving seated meditation actually becomes a supremely creative act.  And 

the precise form of the tea ceremony becomes a way to taste formlessness.  It is the 
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coming together of the building, the environment, the form of tea ceremony, and the 

people involved that make this possible. 

 

 

Principles of Zen and Architecture 
 

To describe Zen architecture is as challenging as describing Zen itself.  There is not one 

form but there is one answer.  At its core, Zen architecture takes away fear. This is 

accomplished by the materials and construction methods.  This is accomplished by the 

atmosphere and spatial qualities of a building.  And above all, fearlessness is the ability 

of the architect themselves to radiate fearlessness.   

 

The separation of design into discreet parts is at the expense of holistic and sensory-rich 

design.  Zen master Mike Sayama states this challenge to humanity clearly, “The 

challenge facing us today is to graduate from dualism and realize that all interpenetrates 

without obstruction.  Interpenetration is our fundamental experience.  Our highest 

experience is the realization of this experience as fundamental.”93  The English language 

lacks a word to describe this “interpenetration” or “transcendence” as something active 

and creative.  In the Zen tradition, the term used to describe this state of mind and body is 

Samadhi. 

 

Samadhi is defined by Omori Sogen as simply, “A state of complete concentration and 

relaxation.”94  He also adds, “Samadhi, in short, pertains to complete integration with 

objects, for the subject and object to will no longer be in opposition.”95 Sayama describes 

Samadhi in his book that uses it as its title, “Samadhi is a Sanskrit term identifying an 

experience which is the key to self development.  It can be described as a relaxed 

                                                
93 Sayama, Mike.  Samadhi: Self Development in Zen, Swordsmanship, and Psychotherapy.   

Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986, 1. 
94 Sogen, Omori.  Introduction to Zen Training. Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001. 249 
95 Sogen, Omori.  Introduction to Zen Training. Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001. 178 
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concentration in which a person does not freeze because of fear or cling because of 

desire.  In Samadhi a person transcends dualism, is fully present moment by moment, and 

enjoys life to the utmost.  At its deepest, Samadhi is the experience of interpenetration.”96  

 

The importance of Samadhi cannot be overstated.  If posture is analogous to a drum and a 

person’s breathing represents a specific rhythm, Samadhi is the sounds that emanates 

when these two things are combined in the right way.  It is the expression of the Zen 

experience. 

 

The Rough and the Smooth 

One design element that has emerged from previous buildings designed and built at the 

Spring Green Dojo is the power of juxtaposing rough and smooth.  In many of the 

structures there, the rough posts and beams, the smooth hard wood floors, as well as a 

variety of furniture provide a chance to present wood from the same trees in a variety of 

manners.  The jacket lumber from milling the posts and beams becomes the flooring or 

ceiling material.  The scraps from these become rustic furniture or parts of the next 

building.   

 

The combination of these elements leaves a rich environment of texture, reflection, smell, 

and sound.  Somehow through the separating of the original wood into rough and 

smooth, the life of the tree becomes more present and confronts an occupant directly and 

without pretense.  A stark duality is established only to be realized that this duality is 

unfounded and only a mental construct.  The rough and the smooth are simultaneously 

the same and different.  Transcending duality does not mean making everything the same.  

It means recognizing categorization without getting attached to it.  It is seeing things as 

they truly are in every sense.   

                                                
96 Sayama, Mike.  Samadhi: Self Development in Zen, Swordsmanship, and Psychotherapy.   

Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986, Preface vii 
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View looking toward the tokonoma  
from the host’s entrance to the tearoom.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Design for the Wisconsin Teahouse 
 

The minimum practical requirements for a tea house are having an entry door for the 

guests, a preparation room out of sight of the guests as well as a place to serve tea.  

Typically, there is a tokonoma, or niche, that serves to mark the most honored position in 

the room as well as functions as a display space for scrolls and flower arrangement.  It 

usually has a round, unhewn post, a raised floor, and a frieze above.  All of these 

elements serve to separate the tokonoma from the rest of the space.  At its most basic 

level, the tokonoma is a focal point in the room and in some contemporary examples has 

been reduced to just a single post protruding out of a wall or even just a hook on a wall 

for hanging a scroll.   

 

There are many different style of tea.  An important distinction between tea in the 

summer versus tea in the winter is that typically the kettle for winter tea in recessed into 

the floor and close to the guests for added warmth while the summer style has the kettle 

raised above and further away to keep the guests cooler.   The Way of Tea is primarily 

practiced sitting on the floor.  There are forms that allow for tables and chairs but these 
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are not typical and will not be the focus of this teahouse.  Once inside the room, Chajin 

(tea practitioners) slide across the floor while kneeling to move.   

 

Typically a tea house has a roji, or garden, where during scheduled breaks during a 

chakai (tea gathering) guests leave the tea house and spend some time appreciating the 

garden environment.  Also, there is usually some sort of bench where guests can wait to 

be called into the teahouse. 

 

The Spring Green Dojo teahouse should be able to accommodate a minimum of a host 

and two guests.  The current zoning for the parcel allows building less than 100 square 

feet to be constructed without permits.  The teahouse will be used during all four seasons 

although it will not be continuously inhabited so it does not require developed heating 

and cooling systems nor well-insulated walls and ceiling.  It just needs to be able to hold 

heat for several hours and to be able to be opened up and naturally ventilated during 

hotter times.  The building should be able to be completely closed to protect against 

unwanted pests and to prevent weather from intruding.  

 

On site and available for use as construction materials are limestone and hardwood 

timber (oak, walnut, aspen, elm).  There is the potential for a possible donation of 

sawmill time and time in a wood kiln on site.  This will provide milled, dry lumber for 

the project.  The post and beam structure of the teahouse will be built from oak or walnut 

depending on availability.  The gnarled toko bashira will probably be a piece of cherry, 

stripped of bark and polished.  The wood details and paneling will be a combination of 

rough and smooth as mentioned earlier.  The plaster walls will be made from clay on site 

and lime from the nearby quarry.  The limestone is 200 feet from the site and broken into 

a variety of sizes.  The limiting factor will be the ability to get the stone to the site.  

 

The labor will be volunteers from the Spring Green Dojo.  The skill level of the 

construction crew will be varied with some more experienced carpenters and some first-



 

61  

time laborers.  There will be no one available as skilled as Japanese tea house carpenters 

so construction techniques will not approach that level of craftsmanship.  Most 

importantly, though, the volunteers will all be students training in Zen.  The construction 

of the building will be undertaken as a part of Zen training happening at the Spring Green 

Dojo.   

 

The starting point for the teahouse and tea ceremony in Wisconsin are the Japanese 

forms.  But these forms will change as necessary.  I have started with the standard 

elements of a traditional Japanese teahouse but these elements are not rigid.  The wooden 

joinery will be executed with precision and care but they will not be the joints of a master 

Japanese carpenter.  Utensils that are difficult to obtain or expensive we will most likely 

make ourselves.  

 

The way to incorporate the elements of Zen art into architecture is not to set out with a 

goal to include No Rule, No Complexity, No Rank, No Mind, No Bottom, No Hindrance, 

and No Stirring into design.  The way to approach these principles is to understand them 

fully in ones body and mind and then design with clarity approaching each design 

problem fully otherwise it will be too overwhelming.  A useful analogy comes from 

swordfighting.  The famous Zen master Takuan Soho describes the challenge of fighting 

ten attackers.  He says that if one thinks of all ten while trying to fight the first attacker 

surely he/she will be defeated.  The only way to possibly win a “10 against one” fight is 

to fight each attacker individually being fully engaged in the present encounter.  To have 

a specific goal hampers the ability to engage the infinite stimuli of any given moment.97  

Each small design decision must be approached as if it is the only encounter with full 

concentration and all the senses.   

 

Tree-Gate House  
閑  然  庵  Kannen-an      
                                                
97 Soho, Takuan.  “Fudochi Shimmyo Roku.” Translated by Tenshin Tanouye, Rotaishi.  Honolulu:  
Daihonzan Chozen-ji/International Zen Dojo.  1989.  p. 10. 
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While humans create a world that separates everything into discreet rational parts, the 

teahouse defends the integrated experience of the world, accessed through all the senses.  

Similar to the way in which taste can be dulled by overly salty or sweet food, all of our 

senses can be dulled rather than stimulated.  The teahouse provides a vacuum in an over 

stimulated world, a metaphoric cleansing of the palate.  Entering the teahouse is the same 

as tasting food made from the finest ingredients, barely seasoned and perfectly cooked.  

 

As one approaches, there is a water basin carved into a stone for purifying the hands and 

mouth.  The taste of the stone and the subtle flavor of the moss that was removed the day 

before awaken the tongue.  There may be hot water to drink on a cold day as the guests 

wait for the chakai (tea gathering) to begin.  Once inside, the nose is stimulated from the 

burning charcoal and the small amount or incense added to the coals.   The subtle 

sweetness of the incense foreshadows the sweets served next.  They are not very sugary 

but enough to stimulate the front of the tongue.  The texture of the sweets is rough, an 

edible version of the mottled plaster walls.  Or perhaps it is yokan, the soft red bean 

gelatin whose taste fills the entire mouth.  The sweets begin the crescendo leading up to 

the first bowl of tea.  The bitterness of the tea is strong but not overwhelming.  This taste 

lingers on the back of the tongue for some time, stimulating the body and mind.  After a 

break and the addition of more charcoal, another sweet and another bowl of tea are 

served.  By now the sense of taste is awake and the body can begin to taste the water in 

the kettle without actually drinking it.  The seemingly static house is now alive, with the 

guest able to “taste” the flowers and the wood and even the calligraphy hanging in the 

tokonoma.   

 

As one approaches the teahouse he or she is enveloped by the smell of the leaves slowly 

decomposing in the autumn forest.  Or the smell of wet spring ground, ripe with life 

exploding through its surface.  Or the smell of an animal’s body decomposing.  This is 

not a place for “good” smells.  This is a place for smell.  Inside, the smells of the wooden 

posts, floor and ceiling pervade.  The faint smell of incense lingering from the last tea 
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ceremony piques the nose, asking it to open up to the smells of the entire world.  As the 

tea is whipped in a bowl, the guest gets to “taste” the tea with his or her nose.  And 

through this, begins to do the same with the rest of the tea house.  The sense of smell is 

one that cannot be turned on or off.  But it can be dulled and its sensitivity can be 

heightened.  

 

The sounds of the teahouse start long before someone actually enters through the 

nigiriguchi (crawl-in entrance).  The sound of the wind blowing through the tree branches 

blends into the sound of a door sliding along an oak track, making a guest realize that the 

trees rustling and the door sliding are not two separate things.  These two actions are 

somehow one action.  And this one action is infinitely divisible.  The sounds inside the 

teahouse such as pouring water from the kettle, tapping the tea scoop on the side of the 

bowl, people sliding across the tatami become part of the sounds of the forest.  The bird 

chirping with water being poured or a small bow that initiates a gust of wind 

demonstrates how humans and nature actually can enhance each other. 

 

It is through the sense of touch that the occupants of the teahouse experience the richness 

of life and death.  The posts and beams of the teahouse, the paper of the shoji doors, the 

reeds of the tatami, the simple wooden tea scoop all stimulate the sense of touch.  

Through these once living objects the occupants literally touch death.  And the texture, 

temperature, and weight of these elements all inform this experience of death.  And 

finally, when a rough teabowl is raised and the lips encounter the hand of the ceramicist, 

the guests understands how a human can give life to all of this death that surrounds them.  

Upon leaving the teahouse, the guests have become aware of the breeze brushing their 

skin and the ground beneath their feet and their walking is somehow different.   

 

The sense of sight is in many ways our most developed sense.  It has come to take 

precedence of other senses.  Juhani Pallasmaa laments this ocularcentric experience of 

the world.  To this end, the teahouse reduces visual stimuli.  The inside is small and dark, 



 

64  

with the potential to be entirely closed off from the outside world.  The design allows for 

the teahouse to have only the slightest of openings or to be able to be completely opened 

up depending on the day, people, and/or situation.  Visual stimulation becomes 

something controlled and cherished.  The Teahouse is truly a cleansing of the visual 

palate. 

 

The mind has to move.  It is being engaged from every direction.  Sight, sound, taste, 

touch, smell.  Inside and outside of the body.  Rational and irrational.  It does not need to 

stop and analyze any of these elements, for it has become these elements.  This is No 

Mind.  If Chado is a “Way of living through tea”, the teahouse is a Way of living through 

the senses. 

 

There are many different ways to interpret the teahouse’s kamae.  As defined earlier in 

this document, kamae is loosely translated as psycho-physical posture.  This posture is 

not limited to an internal phenomenon but is both internal and external simultaneously.  

How the teahouse interacts with and is part of the surrounding world is a critical part of 

the building’s design.  The teahouse is located along a deer path, at a rock outcropping on 

a ridge.  It has two approaches, one coming down the ridge and one from below.  These 

views are critical and are the first interaction between people and the built structure.  The 

building has to have a firm presence, standing as a part of the forest yet not the forest.   

 

The proportions and connection to the ground are critical parts of the kamae of the Spring 

Green Dojo teahouse.  The building must be “set”, neither too heavy nor too top-heavy.  

As one approaches the building is welcoming yet not soft.  It is clear that this is a 

building for the Ways.   

 

Final Design Change 

As the design was nearing completion I completely changed the East elevation.  Since the 

beginning of the design process I had imagined the teahouse as both a small closed 
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building and an open pavilion.  For this reason I had enclosed both the east and west 

sides of the tea space with shoji screens that would be covered with wooden panels 

(amado) when not in use.  On the eastern side, the lower portion of the southernmost 

screen would be a separate, movable shoji screen, giving the experience of crawling into 

the teahouse on one’s knees.  I had seen examples of this and though it would be a good 

way to include a nijiriguchi as well as keep the building open and transformable.   

 

Only after I constructed the model with the shoji doors did I realize that something 

needed to change. The entrance into the teahouse is of utmost important.  Not bringing 

swords into the teahouse is not merely a symbolic act.  The teahouse is a place to strip 

away attachments including rank as well as ego.  The teahouse is meant to feel 

comfortable and safe.  After constructing the model I realized that having an operable 

sliding door directly behind the guests would be uncomfortable.  Even when closed, there 

would only be paper separating the guest from the outside.   

 

The East façade thus became a solid wall with a small sliding wooden nijiriguchi.  There 

are short sliding shoji only nine inches tall to allow light and ventilation on the east side.  

But the plaster wall and small nijiriguchi make the space much more serious yet 

comfortable.  It is important to cultivate a seriousness to the experience of the teahouse.  

It is a building concerned with the most serious of concepts.  The design can be simple, 

but it has to reflect this seriousness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

66  

View into the tearoom from the engawa 

during  the morning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For me the changing of this façade is a clear instance of designing with the body and 

mind.  The original design worked.  It solved the problem of having a small entry door 

while also allowing the teahouse to be opened up pavilion style.  I had, to some extent, 

become attached to this original idea of the teahouse.  But after I built the model and 

actually put myself inside the teahouse having shoji doors behind the guests was clearly 

the wrong decision.  This tested my ability to actually be inside the design as well as not 

be attached to an earlier decision. 

 

Process 

After conducting the preliminary research for this project when I finally sit down to 

design, I throw all of this research away.  The research is important and provides the 

criteria to judge my work but to “try” to design a Zen building ensures that it will not be 

done.  Acting in accord with the principles of Zen is not an intellectual process and is 
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without intention. Designing Zen architecture follows the same chronology of training in 

Zen.  Experience first and then reflection.  One does not set out with formal goals or 

objectives.  But reflecting and seeing evidence of the Zen mind is critical.  The 

embodiment of the principles in a work of art or architecture is a direct representation f 

the embodiment of those principles in myself.  And in order for this to be possible the self 

has to be transcended. 

 

The impact of Zen on the final design of the teahouse is hard to quantify.  At the present 

state, the building has been designed but not built leaving the experience of the space 

unknown.  So the impact of Zen and my research can only be expressed through the 

process of the design.  This project is a snapshot of my own development in Zen training.  

The teahouse shows my habits both physically and mentally.  For me, the clear and 

focused Zen Mind best expresses itself during physical exertion requiring alert 

awareness.  This happens most acutely while riding my bicycle or during Zazen.  While 

designing the teahouse I would struggle with design solutions.  I would consciously try to 

figure out these issues but end up with results that were awkward or felt forced.  I arrived 

at many of the solutions by not thinking about the design.  After tackling the project day 

and night for some time, I would do something else, clear my mind, deepen my breathing 

and not think specifically about the project.  Coming out of this state of mind, the design 

solutions sometimes seemed obvious.   
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View looking into the tearoom from the 

mizuya.  Note the ceiling change in the middle 

of the tearoom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another important part of the design of the teahouse has also been the shakuhachi 

(bamboo flute).  The shakuhachi has been my tool to keep physically rooted and mentally 

clear.  As my mind would become overwhelmed by data and decisions, I would pick up 

the flute to calm my body and mind without losing any mental clarity.  As my posture and 

breathing change, the design becomes more clear.  One such design challenge was 

determining the height of the ceiling and kokabe (frieze wall).  The building felt too tall 

when the traditional Japanese height of the frieze wall was calculated.  Yet as I lowered 

the height of the building, it becomes difficult to stand inside.  It is easy to get lost in this 

decision.  Once I became aware of all the issues and actually put my body inside the 

building, I blew the shakuhachi.  My breathing and posture became the way to solve this 

design problem.  Ultimately, the ceiling is very low (6 feet) over the guests.  They will 

remain seated for the duration of any tea ceremony.  The portion of the ceiling above the 

host, extends to the rafters, exposing the structure as well as providing head room for the 

host walking to and from the mizuya.  When my breathing becomes relaxed and powerful 
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and my posture is pushing up through my spine, the design inherently follows No Rule 

and No Hinderance.  In this state of mind and body the design becomes almost obvious. 

 

So far in this project I have only mentioned zazen briefly yet zazen is the core of Zen.  

Zazen, like Zen itself, defies easy description.  It is usually translated as simply seated 

meditation.  Omori Sogen explains zazen by quoting from the Dan-gyo (a record of the 

life and sayings of the Sixth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism, Huineng Tachien), “Za (sitting) 

means to not give rise to thoughts (no dualism) under any circumstance.  Zen (meditation 

means to see your original nature and not become confused.”98  The physical and mental 

form of zazen is important and is inseparable from the spirit of resolving the deepest 

questions of existence though ultimately zazen is practiced without a goal.  It becomes 

something as natural as breathing and eating.  Omori Sogen states, “[I]t is correct to say 

that zazen has no other purpose than zazen.”99   

 

The means by which Zen enters the design of the teahouse is through zazen.  While I am 

not “trying” to make a Zen building, Zen practice is a part of my life.  So when I sit down 

to draw, I am employing my breathing and posture the same way as during zazen.  My 

senses are wide open taking in everything of the world around me, the world on paper 

and computer, and the building site, even as it sits 5,000 miles away.  And if I truly take 

all of this in, my rational mind has no space to operate, and my years of training in 

design along with my breath, guide my hand and my sensitivity.  This is the way to 

approach Zen architecture. 

 

The design portion of this project is not an attempt to present an unequivocal example of 

my own work and call it Zen architecture.  The process of the design is the most 

important part of this project.  The design is part of my own training.  Many of the 

decisions were not conscious and not based on anything other than intuition.  The project 

                                                
98 Sogen, Omori.  An Introduction to Zen Training.  Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001.  p. 20. 
99 Sogen, Omori.  An Introduction to Zen Training.  Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2001.  p. 28. 
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is a testing ground for me to see how my own Zen training takes the form of a building.  

The design is also intentionally not 100% complete.  This design will change as it is built 

depending on the materials that are available and the quantity and quality of the 

construction crew.  To incorporate Zen training into a building is to do so at every 

moment.  A Zen building is not one where the designer expresses Zen through their 

design and then the “Zen” portion of architecture is somehow finished and any 

construction crew can assemble it and have it still be the expression of Zen.  Perhaps one 

of the clearest things I am taking away from this project and my research is that Zen is a 

moment-by-moment phenomenon and that every moment has the potential, through 

breathing and posture, to express the Zen Mind. 

 

 

Next Steps 
 

One of the preliminary goals of this project was to reclaim Zen within the world of 

architecture.  Somehow Zen has become a cheap word when describing design.  It gets 

attached to furniture, lighting, interior design, and a wide variety of either minimalist or 

wooden structures but the rich meaning of the word Zen and its accompanying tradition 

is never investigated. Following traditional Japanese design conventions does not make 

something a piece of Zen architecture.  Architecture produced by Zen practitioners does 

not qualify it as Zen architecture.  Buildings housing Zen practice are not necessarily 

Zen buildings.  The first step to establishing Zen architecture is to recover the potency 

and depth of the word Zen and move beyond attaching it to specific forms. 

 

Zen has the potential to have a huge impact on design and designers.  Architects like 

Juhani Pallasmaa and Kisho Kurokawa have lamented how architecture in the 20th 

century moved away from an integrated, constantly changing, sensory-rich, experiential 

practice, to a simplified, ocular-centric discipline with starkly defined boundaries.  The 
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challenge of how to correct this is difficult and neither scholar provides specific methods 

to approach this problem. 

 

One outcome of this project would be to use Zen training as a tool to teach architecture 

students and architects how to use their whole bodies to design.  At the conclusion to The 

Eyes of the Skin, Pallasmaa states clearly that, “Architecture is the art of reconciliation 

between ourselves and the world.  And this mediation takes place through the senses.”100 

As mentioned earlier, training the senses is a critical part of training in Zen.  As the 

breathing becomes deeper and the posture becomes better, the mind is clear to see the 

world completely using all five senses.  I have yet to find another method besides Zen that 

so clearly addresses the heightening of the senses.  

This project grew out of my personal quest to uncover what Zen architecture is.  After all 

the research and my own design project I cannot say that I can answer this question.  Zen 

architecture is not a singular product with uniform characteristics.  Juhani Pallasmaa 

states that, “[A]rchitecture is communication from the body of the architect directly to 

the body of the person who encounters the work, perhaps centuries later.”101  And Zen 

architecture could be characterized as the communication between a Zen body and the 

body of an occupant.  Creating Zen architecture requires creating a Zen body.  This is 

done through vigorous physical training, the refinement of breathing, posture, and the 

cultivation of samadhi.  When these aspects are approached at the deepest spiritual level 

(shugyo), the creative results emanate from the core of a person’s being.  And this core is 

not separate from the core of the rest of the world.   

 

I can say definitively at the conclusion of this first step that Zen, when practiced through 

architecture, should be no different than any other Zen art.  The assumption that, by 

adding the adjective Zen in front of architecture, there exists some subset of architecture 

                                                
100 Pallasmaa, Juhani,  The Eyes of the Skin.  Chichester, England: Wiley-Academy, 2005.  p. 72. 
101 Pallasmaa, Juhani,  The Eyes of the Skin.  Chichester, England: Wiley-Academy, 2005.  p. 67. 
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that is “Zen” would be incorrect.  In fact, a reversal of noun and adjective is necessary, 

where architecture describes Zen.  Architecture is just one of many forms in which Zen 

can express itself.  There is not Zen architecture and non-Zen architecture. Designing the 

teahouse for Wisconsin made it clear to me that there were not two boxes that could be 

checked.  Moment by moment there is the potential to create Zen architecture.  The 

design decisions that I made come from the clarity and depth of my own breathing, 

posture, and habits.  This is how Zen manifests itself in my design.   

 

The fundamental truths of Zen are present in all people.  The intensity with which they 

emanate comes from the development of all of Hisamatsu’s characteristics (No Rule, No 

Complexity, No Rank, No Mind, No Bottom, No Hindrance, and No Stirring).  Wayne 

Honda Roshi, Shakuhachi master and dharma successor to Tanouye Rotaishi, lamented 

to me about the difficulty of Zen one evening after blowing shakuhachi for a couple 

hours, “People think you’re crazy when you tell them they have to train so hard to 

become something they already are.”  But this is the paradox of Zen.  It is a process of 

reduction, not one of accumulation.  Zen uncovers the truth that is already there.  Zen 

architecture is only one way for this truth to express itself. 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

Zen has always eluded a firm definition.  Its elusiveness is also its power, always moving 

and never limiting itself.  Zen offers architecture a way to experience reality.  It provides 

the framework to strip away layers of delusion.  Its long history traces from India to 

China and to Japan.  From Japan, Zen has spread throughout much of the world, also 

landing in Hawaii and Wisconsin.  One of the important innovations of Japanese Zen was 

the expression of Zen in a wide variety of art forms.  These Japanese forms provide 

important examples of how Zen has been manifested physically.  
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Dualism has long been a struggle for architecture: form vs. function, inside vs. outside, 

building vs. landscape.  Zen provides more than just a way to navigate a dualistic world.  

It shows the way to an integrated non-dualistic world.  To access this experience of non-

dualism inherent in Zen, one gets rid of assumptions, habits, and attachments, going so 

far as getting rid of everything until nothing is left.  And in this nothing is everything.  

This is not a metaphoric statement.  When one gets rid of Rule, Complexity, Rank, Mind, 

Bottom, Hindrance, Stirring, and ultimately even the “one” that one is getting rid of, 

what’s left is the entire world.  When the analysis, and separation of the dualistic mind is 

transcended the experience of the world is profound and whole.  Architecture practiced in 

this spirit is Zen Architecture.  Zen that is practiced and expressed through architecture is 

Architecture Zen.  

 

It is easy to grow accustomed to a sound and, over time, cease to hear it.  Inside a 

teahouse, the attitude is one where every sound matters.  The trickling of the water.  The 

tap of a bamboo tea scoop on the side of a tea bowl.  The sound of a wooden door sliding 

on a wooden track.  Every one of these is life and death.  There is no other building type 

whose program is so clearly the transcendence of duality.  Traditionally, teahouses where 

the venue to understand the fundamental dualities of existence: self and other, and life 

and death.  And for that reason, the teahouse is also the starting point for my investigation 

of Zen and architecture.  Though small and seemingly simple, the design of the teahouse 

in Wisconsin was one where every small decision was critical and challenged me to truly 

practice Zen through design.  

 

What makes Zen difficult to write about is also what makes it have immense potential for 

the practice of architecture.  Zen is something active and experiential.  It affects the 

physical and metaphysical world around us but shies away from intellectual explanation.  

Is this not what great architecture does?  Has analysis of architecture not struggled with 

the same issue of representation and rationality?  Is the experience of architecture not a 

definitively physical phenomenon?  The beauty and mystery of amazing buildings cannot 
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be explained by mere words the same way that the simplicity of Zen defies explanation.  

There is potential to use Zen to help produce design that transcends rather than 

exacerbates the separation between human beings and between humankind and nature. 

 

The Chozen-ji canon begins with, “Zen is to transcend life and death…”  My project 

drives home the point that “Zen is to.”  Zen is an action.  It is a process.  It is continually 

moving and changing.  And it is all encompassing.  It has the potential to be translated 

into any form including architecture. 
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Appendix: Images of Teahouse Design 



Overall Site map of Spring Green Dojo.  
Property lines in red.  Teahouse site is on 
the northernmost ridge of the property.

N
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Teahouse site.  The deerpath  is shown 
winding along the ridge.

NScale: 1/8” = 1’
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Looking east from field to the 
teahouse ridge

Looking southeast up the 
ridge to the teahouse site.  
Teahouse is located on the 
first outcropping on the 
righthand side of the top of 
the ridge.

Autumn photo looking 
north from the teahouse site.  
Fallen, yet living birch is in 
the center of the photo.
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Teahouse site in late summer.  
Fallen but living birch is seen 
in the upper right portion of 
the photo.

Final approach to the site.  
Teahouse is located between 
the birch on the right and the 
large oak in the background.  
Rock-outcroppings to the left 
of photo.
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View looking northeast.  
Teahouse is located to left of 
photo.

Clear view of teahouse site 
looking northwest from the 
uphill approach.

This is the view when cross-
ing the fallen birch.  Tea-
house loacted between the 
standing birch and large oak.
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Late autumn view looking 
west.  Wooden stake marks 
the Northern corner of the 
teahouse.

Standing on the teahouse site 
looking southwest.  This will 
be the view from the mizuya 
window.  Large oak tree is 
visible on the left.  
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Final approach to the tea-
house looking southeast.

Teahouse site in deep snow 
looking east.

Standing on the fallen birch 
in deep snow.
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Photo montage of the tea-
house in its final location.  
Fallen birch can be seen 
arching over the path.  Large 
oak tree is to the right of the 
teahouse.
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Photo montage of the tea-
house in its final location in 
deep snow.  Fallen birch can 
be seen arching over the path. 
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View looking west from the 
uphill approach during the 
morning hours.

View looking west from the 
uphill approach during the 
morning hours.  Deerpath is 
visible.

View looking west from the 
uphill approach during the 
late afternoon.  Path winds 
down the crevice on the right 
side of the photo.
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View looking southeast from 
the downhill approach during 
the middle of the day in the 
winter.

View looking east from 
downhill during a winter 
sunset.
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View looking southeast from 
the downhill approach during 
the middle of the day in the 
winter.

View looking south during 
sunrise.

View looking east from 
downhill during sunrise.
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North Elevation with the 
amado open during summer 
sunset.  

Western corner of the tea-
house with amado completely 
open with shoji closed

Western corner of the build-
ing with roofing detail ex-
posed and amado closed.
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Northern corner of the build-
ing shown with nijiriguchi 
closed during a summer 
sunset.

Northern corner of the build-
ing shown with nijiriguchi 
open during a summer sunset.

Eastern elevation of the 
building shown with nijirigu-
chi closed during late morn-
ing.
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Eastern corner of the building 
shown with nijiriguchi and 
the host’s entrance open dur-
ing the a summer morning.

View into the mizuya show-
ing the floor drain
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Western corner of the build-
ing shown with amado open 
during midday. 

Hand-split white oak shakes 
will be the roofing material.
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View through the open shoji 
showing the nijiriguchi and 
upper windows on the east 
facade.

Southern elevation shown with 
the host’s entrance closed dur-
ing the early morning.   
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View through the open ni-
jiriguchi with the host in the 
serving position.

View looking through the 
nijiriguchi around sunset.
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View just inside the nijirigu-
chi during late afternoon.

View just inside the nijirigu-
chi during late afternoon with 
the window slightly open 
giving a sliver of the outside 
world.
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View from the host’s position 
to the toko bashira and the 
tokonoma.

View from the mizuya as 
the host enters the tearoom.  
Photo taken during the after-
noon.
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View looking into the tea-
room from the mizuya.  Note 
the ceiling change in the 
middle of the tearoom

View into the tearoom from 
the engawa during sunset.
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View into the tearoom from the 
engawa during  the morning

View into the tearoom from 
the engawa showing the 
nijiriguchi during sunset.
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View into the tearoom during 
sunset.

View looking into the tea-
room from the mizuya.  Note 
the ceiling change in the 
middle of the tearoom
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View looking toward the 
tokonoma from the host’s 
entrance to the tearoom.  

Engawa shoji.
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