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The long isolation of Japan from the rest of the world, so conducive to introspection,

has been highly favourable to the development of Teaism. Our home and habits,
costume and cuisine, porcelain, lacquer, painting—our very literature—all have

been subject to its influence. No student of Japanese culture could ever ignore its
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presence. It has permeated the elegance of noble boudoirs, and entered the abode
of the humble. Our peasants have learned to arrange flowers, our meanest labourer
to offer his salutation to the rocks and waters.
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Those who cannot feel the littleness of great things in themselves are apt to
overlook the greatness of little things in others. The average Westerner, in his
sleek complacency, will see in the tea ceremony but another instance of the thousand
and one oddities which constitute the quaintness and childishness of the East to
him. He was wont to regard Japan as barbarous while she indulged in the gentle
arts of peace : he calls her civilised since she began to commit wholesale slaughter
on Manchurian battlefields. Much comment has been given lately to the Code of
the Samurai, —the Art of Death which makes our soldiers exult in self-sacrifice ; but
scarcely any attention has been drawn to Teaism, which represents so much of our
Art of Life. Fain would we remain barbarians, if our claim to civilisation were to
be based on the gruesome glory of war. Fain would we await the time when due
respect shall be paid to our art and ideals.
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It is in the Japanese tea ceremony that we see the culmination of tea-ideals. Our
successful resistance of the Mongol invasion in 1281 had enabled us to carry on the
Sung movement so disastrously cut off in China itself through the nomadic inroad.
Tea with us became more than an idealisation of the form of drinking ; it is a religion
of the art of life. The beverage grew to be an excuse for the worship of purity and
refinement, a sacred function at which the host and guest joined to produce for
that occasion the utmost beatitude of the mundane. The tea-room was an oasis in
the dreary waste of existence where weary travellers could meet to drink from the
common spring of art-appreciation. The ceremony was an improvised drama
whose plot was woven about the tea, the flowers, and the paintings. Not a colour to
disturb the tone of the room, not a sound to mar the rhythm of things, not a gesture
to obtrude on the harmony, not a word to break the unity of the surroundings, all
movements to be performed simply and naturally—such were the aims of the tea-
ceremony. And strangely enough it was often successful. A subtle philosophy lay
behind it all. Teaism was Taoism in disguise.
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The whole ideal of Teaism is a result of this Zen conception of greatness in the

smallest incidents of life. Taoism furnished the basis for aesthetic ideals, Zennism

made them practical.
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The simplicity of the tea-room and its freedom from vulgarity make it truly a
sanctuary from the vexations of the outer world.
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At the time when Teaism was in the ascendancy the Taiko’s generals would be
better satisfied with the present of a rare work of art than a large grant of territory
as a reward of victory.
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On the tokonoma, in a rare bronze of Sung workmanship, lay a single morning-
glory—the queen of the whole garden !
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On the day destined for his self-immolation, Rikiu invited his chief disciples to a
last tea-ceremony. Mournfully at the appointed time the guests met at the portico.
As they look into the garden path the trees seem to shudder, and in the rustling of
their leaves are heard the whispers of homeless ghosts. Like solemn sentinels
before the gates of Hades stand the grey stone lanterns. A wave of rare incense is
wafted from the tea-room ; it is the summons which bids the guests to enter. One
by one they advance and take their places. In the tokonoma hangs a kakemon, —a
wonderful writing by an ancient monk dealing with the evanescence of all earthly
things. The singing kettle, as it boils over the brazier, sounds like some cicada
pouring forth his woes to departing summer. Soon the host enters the room. Each
in turn is served with tea, and each in turn silently drains his cup, the host last of
all. according to established etiquette, the chief guest now asks permission to
examine the tea-equipage. Rikiu places the various articles before them, with the
kakemono. After all have expressed admiration of their beauty, Rikiu presents one
of them to each of the assembled company as a souvenir. The bowl! alone he
keeps. “Never again shall this cup, polluted by the lips of misfortune, be used by
man.” He speaks, and breaks the vessel into fragments.

The ceremony is over ; the guests with difficulty restraining their tears, take
their last farewell and leave the room. One only, the nearest and dearest, is
requested to remain and witness the end. Rikiu then removes his tea-gown and
carefully folds it upon the mat, thereby disclosing the immaculate white death robe
which it had hitherto concealed. Tenderly he gazes on the shining blade of the
fatal dagger, and in exquisite verse thus addresses it :

“Welcome to thee, O sword of eternity | Through Buddha And through
Daruma alike Thou hast cleft thy way.”

With a smile upon his face Rikiu passed forth into the unknown.
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