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Preface


This publication of Breathing with Missoku has been over 20 years in the making. First published in Japan to reawaken a dormant tradition amongst the Japanese people, I now invite the rest of the world to join us. Missoku is the genesis of Japanese culture and it can be found flickering in the shadows of all Japanese traditions — an everlasting flame. However, its benefits are not exclusive to Japan; in fact, it can be applied to various activities including, but not limited to, martial arts, music and sports. I hope you enjoy the discovery of Missoku as much as I did.
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Part I


Discovery of Missoku









Introduction


Missoku Is the Key


Missoku, or esoteric breathing, is the technique I use when performing. It’s completely different from the technique of breathing from the abdomen and from the chest employed in Western music.


Missoku is a method of breathing that I encountered as I worked on my shakuhachi performance technique. I came to realise that this isn’t a breathing technique unique to shakuhachi performers and that it’s essentially a method of breathing that’s been employed quite naturally in Japan since ancient times. For those who are new to the shakuhachi, it is a traditional Japanese bamboo flute with five holes. It was used in Zen Buddhism practices.


To describe Missoku in simple terms, you lower your centre of gravity by pressing down and outwards on the pelvis and maintain a pose with the abdomen extended slightly when both inhaling and exhaling. You then take deep breaths without tensing or moving the body in a manner that involves raising and lowering the diaphragm, employing internal rather than external muscles. This method of breathing makes it possible to inhale and exhale very large quantities of air in a single breath, with the body itself remaining stable and calm. It brings about an increase in powers of concentration on a mental level whilst at the same time engendering a sense of freedom and liberation.


People today lead a wide variety of lifestyles and rash generalisations need to be avoided, but there are certain impressions we gain as we look around at what is happening in society. The societies of most advanced countries seem to be growing more and more enervated by the day, with people experiencing anxiety, claustrophobia, lack of communication, impatience and lethargy. Many people are unwilling to face up to the basics of everyday life and reject the idea of working to support themselves or of getting married and raising children. Indeed, such people often have no interest even in pursuing happiness in their own lives, with their inability to place trust in themselves, in the society to which they belong, and in their own inner strength. In Japan in particular, there are those who are unaware of the richness and splendour of their nation’s traditional culture and who take no pride in it. Having passed through the rough seas of the Second World War and the subsequent long years of economic regeneration, Japan now enjoys a degree of prosperity it has never known before. Why then has our society become so fatigued?


It seems to me that this enervation is a warning sign issuing from the body. Although we face no obvious threats such as war and starvation, the sense of existential crisis that many of us feel deep within us gives rise to anxiety and a tendency to be either overly self-protective or overly aggressive. What is happening to us physically?


Japanese people tend to get nervous in situations where Westerners might be more inclined to get tense and use this tension as a stimulus to concentration. It’s often noted that Japanese athletes, for example, fail to demonstrate their potential to the full at the Olympics and in international competitions. Similarly, many Japanese people will have had the experience of finding their voices becoming pinched and their breathing quickened when called upon to speak or sing in public. The reasons for this include inability to communicate and lack of autogenic training. But it’s interesting to compare Japanese people today with their compatriots in the late nineteenth century. At the start of the Meiji era, former samurai travelled to Europe and America with no prior knowledge of European languages. Wherever they went they were praised for their composure and dignity. Japanese athletes shortly before and after the Second World War were sent to the Berlin and Melbourne Olympics, where they put up a fine showing against Western athletes with far superior physiques. What was it that enabled them to be so successful?


In the past, Japanese people sat on the floor on tatami mats, wore kimono with obi sashes tied tightly around their waist, and engaged in physical work in the fields or as practitioners of a specific craft. With their feet placed firmly on the ground and their stable posture with the pelvis lowered, they naturally practised Missoku breathing. A hundred years after the start of the Meiji era, they were sitting in chairs facing a table, wearing Western style clothing and moving around in vehicles rather than on their feet.


This change in lifestyle has resulted in Japanese people losing the strength that they formerly possessed in the lower half of the body and many of the skills involved in using their bodies. On the other hand, they still haven’t really mastered the Western technique of breathing from the abdomen, which requires strong superficial abdominal muscles in order to ventilate while maintaining a posture with the pelvis upright.


Although nutritional improvements have resulted in the Japanese physique coming closer to that of ethnic Europeans, ethnic Japanese aren’t equipped with the same bone structure and muscles, meaning that they necessarily breathe from the chest rather than the abdomen. Japanese people today tend, therefore, to take shallow, fast breaths, just as we all do when we’re feeling anxious, facing a crisis or feeling nervous.


Considerable research has been done in recent years on traditional Japanese physical culture. Researchers such as Takashi Saitō and Yoshinori Kōno have thrown fresh light from a new perspective on the importance of the physical sensation of lowering the centre of gravity onto the pelvis and abdomen. Their analyses are particularly impressive and convincing. But with our increasing reliance on our minds rather than our bodies and the dramatic decrease in the use of our bodies as a whole that are among the features of modern life, I wonder how we can put their recommendations into practice. I feel that the key to this lies with breathing.


Every person breathes. Life itself is essentially an activity made possible through the ongoing accumulation of breaths. Try deep breathing. You’ll find that your body relaxes and that tension in your head decreases. But it isn’t possible to keep this up for long. If you deliberately try to breathe deeper than usual, you’ll soon get tired through the effort, and it’s difficult to keep it up anyway whilst you’re doing other things. On the other hand, if you continue breathing slowly and gently without thinking about it too much, your body will naturally adopt a particular posture. This isn’t a posture assumed as a result of conscious thought but rather one that the body naturally assumes.


This is a demonstration of the culture of breath that lies dormant within the body at work. Although Japanese people may be gradually losing the traditional skills that previously played important roles in our daily lives and in society, their bodies are still able to recall them through ancestral memory. It should be clear to everyone that continuing to breathe in this manner ushers in a sense of mental relaxation and more acute sensory perception. Out of necessity and in connection with my occupation as a performer, I looked into methods of stable, deep breathing. The process of trial and error in this regard occupied me for a long time. It all seems so simple once you get the hang of it, but it’s this method of breathing that may be thought of as the traditional Japanese method.


I found that the practice of Missoku resulted in a heightening of the senses and in a complete transformation of the world around me. I rediscovered too that this forms part of the same undercurrent that underpins the hidden richness of Japanese culture. I’d like here to describe my own pilgrimage through the world of Missoku and to consider the connection between Missoku and Japanese culture.


In the past, Japanese people acquired a method of deep, slow and relaxed breathing. I hope that you too will make the effort to regain this rich and ancient culture of breath.


[image: image]









Chapter 1


A Breath Pilgrimage


‘Try blowing like this!’ was the instruction given to me by the elderly master after he’d placed a bamboo leaf picked from the garden on the table. My instructor on this occasion was a hale and hearty monk in his late 70s belonging to a Komusō temple in Hakata.


It was in the autumn of 2000. For several years prior to this I’d been working on collecting the classical repertory of the Komusō shakuhachi with the aim of bringing this tradition back to life once again. I travelled to visit transmitters of the Komusō shakuhachi tradition at Komusō temples throughout Japan. I learned pieces handed down the ages in different regions and recorded them for release on CD in an effort to present this music to modern audiences. I started off in the Tsugaru region, after which I decided to go down to Kyushu.


There are several schools or lineages of Komusō shakuhachi. My teacher’s teacher was Watazumidōso, who hailed from Hakata. My intention in visiting Hakata was not just to come into contact with one of the foremost examples of the Komusō shakuhachi tradition, but also to search for my own roots as a performer of the shakuhachi.


In the past, Komusō monks would lead an itinerant existence as part of their spiritual training, and there has been a tradition of their temples opening their doors to visitors from far away. In line with this tradition, my own instructor on this occasion offered me a generous welcome. In a small tatami-matted room by the side of the main temple, I talked with him freely about the Komusō shakuhachi of Tsugaru, where I had been a recent visitor, and about the classical repertory. I showed him the musical notation of the Tsugaru pieces. I asked him to teach me the piece I showed him in the version that he knew, and he asked me first to play it to him. The piece in question was Chōshi, the most basic item in the Komusō repertory. I suppose I must have revealed a touch of bewilderment when he asked this of me.


I’d always thought that a good breathing technique was the most important aspect of shakuhachi performance and I’d studied it from many different perspectives. From the basics to applied techniques, I’d learned much from my shakuhachi teacher and from performers with far greater experience than me. I’d studied abdominal breathing techniques with singing teachers, chest breathing with a soprano singer, and applications of these techniques to wind instruments with performers of these instruments. I’d also mastered the technique of circular breathing.


I would spend an hour a day working on my own breathing technique. Perhaps because of this, things generally went well without my having to think too much about my technique, but I had little idea of the mechanism involved in what I was doing. Now I realise that I’d unconsciously acquired an outstanding breathing technique into which I would finally be able to gain some insight.


What slightly concerned me was that Watazumidōso had his own distinctive breathing technique that was referred to as Missoku. But there was nothing I could find about this technique in writing, and nobody seemed to be able to say anything definite about it. What this meant was that I’d got most of the way to achieving my goal in this respect, but there were still areas where I felt lacking in confidence. In contrast to the easy-going atmosphere that had prevailed in our conversation up to that point, my tension had clearly become palpable.


The master opened up the sliding doors and showed me a bamboo leaf that he’d picked up in the garden. ‘Blow like this!’ he said. It was shortly before noon on a fine, late autumn day with bright blue skies above. I found it impossible to retain my composure, thinking of the piece I was about to play and of what the master had meant by the bamboo leaf, which seemed like a Zen riddle. Various thoughts were swirling around in my mind as I tried to concentrate with no distractions. I felt that I’d learn nothing in my present state of mind and would be unable to fulfil my objective. These thoughts weighed heavily on me.


My performance was nothing like as good as usual. My body was racked by tension and my breath intake was poor. Being inside an ancient temple also meant that the sound failed to project and got sucked in by the walls. In a performance environment with a good acoustic, the sound reverberates and it’s easy to breathe. But in a traditional Japanese style room with little echo, the sound immediately cuts off, meaning that the player has little time to breathe before moving on to the next sound. Poor breathing inevitably results in inadequate intake of oxygen and makes it painful to play at all. This made me all the more tense. This chain reaction meant that my performance on this occasion was particularly disappointing. Once I’d finished playing and after a short pause, the master turned to me and pointed out that my breathing didn’t appear to be going well. He suggested that he give me some instruction in breathing.


This suggestion put me in a quandary for a moment. I wondered if I shouldn’t reply that I’d study it by myself. But at the same time, I had a feeling that I might learn something of unfathomable importance. With the Japanese proverb ‘To ask may bring momentary shame, but not to ask and remain ignorant brings everlasting shame’ in mind, I humbly asked him for his instruction.


In the small room in which I’d played the shakuhachi, we sat facing each other and he showed me his method of breathing. I pointed out that this was the same method as used by Watazumidōso. I’d at last encountered an explanation of how the Missoku breathing technique employed by Watazumidōso is done.


You begin by rounding your hips and lowering the pelvis and tilting it backwards and with the abdomen rounded and tilting forwards. You then maintain this abdominal posture as you breathe in through the nose and then exhale.


A degree of exertion is required to maintain this posture when you breathe, but my instructor did so with no effort whatsoever. In response to his question about whether I had ever practised zazen meditation, I replied that I had done so frequently on my visits to temples in various locations. He said that, in that case, I ought to be aware of how to breathe in this way, but clearly am not aware of how to do so. He then led me into the main temple so that we could practise zazen together.


We sat cross-legged in the zazen manner, and I tilted my pelvis downward, making sure that my upper body remained bolt upright.


‘This is how we breathe when practising Zen meditation. You breathe in effortlessly and without thinking too much about inhaling and exhaling, gradually find that your breath is entering and leaving your body quite naturally. That’s the feeling you need to cultivate,’ he told me.


Everything now seemed to be ready. Realising that I was having problems with it, I’d been practising breathing every day and had used my own method to develop the technique of circular breathing. Because of the partial similarity with circular breathing, I found this method of breathing relatively easy to get the hang of.


That’s it! Breathe in instantaneously. A large amount of air begins to flow inside the body. A sound drawn out as evenly as a line drawn with a ruler extends to infinity without the body moving in even the slightest degree. Is this what Missoku is all about?


Various thoughts spun around inside my head. As I slowly exhaled and inhaled, I recalled the bamboo leaf to which my instructor had referred to earlier. I recalled the graceful form of the young leaf with its vivid green colouration and felt that what my instructor was trying to tell me was that, when playing a piece, one should aim to convey a totally different atmosphere rather than limit oneself to narrow considerations such as producing a good, strong sound. Once the zazen session was over, we left the main temple for one of the smaller guest rooms and recommenced our discussion.


‘Your problem is that you’re suppressing your sound in an effort to produce a good quality tone. That’s not the way to do it. You should blow as if in a state of emptiness.’ My instructor addressed me in a gentle manner as the sun began to set. He then opened the sliding doors facing out onto the garden and said, ‘This is emptiness!’


In front of me I saw a wide open space of a type that I’d never seen in Tokyo. As the sun set, the space as a whole was sinking into a shade of dark grey amidst which I could see the odd crimson persimmon.


I have yet to see that colour again, but whenever I perform, I think of this concept of emptiness. Performers tend to dissect the music we hear and to immerse ourselves in analytical considerations, noticing acutely when a rhythm is inaccurate or when a pitch is out of tune. But this method of breathing evokes a totally different dimension, as if the universe were something thrown wholesale before our very eyes.


This was my encounter with Missoku.


Attracted by Music


I’d always been fond of music. When I was five or six years old, I used to keep company with a girl living in my neighbourhood in order to listen in on her piano lessons. Although still a child, I was aware I was making a nuisance of myself and so decided to ask my father if I could take piano lessons too. He replied that, as a boy, I’d be better off playing outdoors, which would benefit me physically and mentally far more than playing the piano. This made me all the more determined to learn a musical instrument. After reaching primary school age, I was happy to find that the harmonica and the recorder were part of the school music curriculum, and I learned a large number of pieces. After entering junior high school, my elder brother bought me a guitar, and I became immersed in the music of Peter, Paul and Mary, Bob Dylan, and Japanese folk. In my third year of junior high school, I became preoccupied with the electric guitar and especially with Jimi Hendrix. This was a passionate era when everyone entertained doubts about music, life and the status quo.


What nagged at me at the time was the question of why people thought that the distorted tone of the electric guitar was so great. Various techniques of considerable complexity were used to distort the sound of the instrument and I began to wonder why I and so many other people were so obsessed by such sonic distortion. I was also particularly attracted at this time by the Tsugaru-shamisen of Takahashi Chikuzan who, in the same manner as the electric guitar, employed a distorted, muddy tone on his instrument. One day I had the revelatory experience of listening to Tōru Takemitsu’s November Steps. This was music that totally upturned my musical sensibility as a young man who, until then, had been obsessed solely with rock. This work featuring shakuhachi and biwa in solo roles was performed by an orchestra conducted by Seiji Ozawa. The sound of the shakuhachi was even more distorted than that of Jimi Hendrix’s guitar. The instrument’s tone was complex, free and broad in range to an extent that it’s impossible to put into words. I made up my mind to learn this amazing instrument and telephoned a performer whose name I’d found in the telephone directory. This marked my encounter with the great Katsuya Yokoyama, from whom I continued to learn for the rest of his life.


He asked me if I’d ever learned the shakuhachi previously and I replied that I was a complete beginner. He said with a chuckle that he’d never come across someone like me before, but he asked me to come along and see him anyway, an offer which I was more than happy to take up.


What astonished me when I started attending his lessons was the incredible musicianship he displayed. From the very outset, lessons involved the oral transmission of basic pieces from the Komusō repertory. The difficult pieces in this repertory convey the impression of listening to the recitation of a Buddhist sutra, and it’s hard initially to make head or tail of them. I recorded these pieces on an endless tape that I listened to from morning until night until they’d entered the very core of my being.


The musical notation for the shakuhachi employs a system of syllabic mnemonics linked to specific melodic progressions. This system came into use during the Edo Period, although there are differences in how it was applied in the eastern (Kantō) and western (Kansai) regions of Japan. For example, the syllables ro-tsu-re-chi-ri as used in the Kantō region are replaced in Kansai by the syllables fo-ho-u-e-ya, which correspond to the pitches re-fa-so-la-do in the solfège system. There is no indication of rhythm and meter in this system of notation since these are thought of as elements that need to be experienced on the physical level. This means that it’s the length of the performer’s breath that is the decisive factor in determining the overall balance. Perhaps because of the freedom that this music grants to the performer, the more profound and the more interesting the music becomes as one becomes more proficient in its realisation.


But breathing proved to be a hard obstacle to overcome. The shakuhachi is an instrument that requires an enormous amount of breath, meaning that, for the performer, breathing and the time required to breathe as the music progresses can prove to be a major challenge. They certainly did so as far as I was concerned. Although I’d learned the technique of breathing from the abdomen from singers of Western music, I found that it took too long to breathe using this technique.


I studied how outstanding performers of the flute and other Western wind instruments breathe as they perform and asked them directly about this. But I never felt that they were breathing in what I considered to be the optimum fashion. When there was little time to take a breath, they would use chest breathing and when they had the leeway to do so, they would employ breathing from the abdomen. For example, even such an exceptional flutist as Jean-Pierre Rampal would, in the middle of a performance, remove his lips from the mouthpiece and link breaths with a clearly audible sound of breath intake.


For performers of the shakuhachi and indeed of all wind instruments, breathing through the mouth means temporarily losing one’s embouchure and then reshaping it once again. The fact that even the most outstanding Western performers employ such an irrational method of breathing convinced me that there was still plenty of scope for further progress in breathing technique.


In contrast, watching Japanese performers of the shakuhachi, the Japanese transverse flute, Noh chanting (utai) and folksong made me realise that these performers, or at least those over a certain age, had no problem with breathing. They were able to perform with minimal breath intake and without moving to even the smallest extent. At the time, I thought this was extraordinary, but I had no idea what was going on.
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