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What People Are Saying About


Dragon Man


Among my favourite topics are myth and fairy tale, depth psychology and synchronicity, visions and intuitions, passion and grief — and showbiz gossip. Luckily, all these are woven masterfully together in the rich tapestry of Jai West’s Dragon Man: An Actor’s Transformation. What’s not to love?


Patrick Harpur, writer and author of The Philosophers’ Secret Fire: A History of the Imagination


This book is good and compelling, very readable.


Dr Bernardo Kastrup, philosopher, AI scientist, and author of The Daimon and the Soul of the West


A genius work in which the profound philosophies of the East and the West find their perfect synthesis. A life story of success and failure, “the rising and the falling dragon,” happiness and suffering, as Jung emphasized the human archetypes, speaks here of authenticity and vulnerability through the story that Jai shares with all of us. A book that will reveal its truth to everyone individually when discovering their part of the appearing mandala. West’s journey itself is an example of being a sacrifice to the divine.


Dörte Kamarid, PhD, Buddhist Studies
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Previous Works


Jai West has released two albums of poetry under the pseudonym LOTUS CHAMELiON:


i once loved an egyptian queen (2002)


Transcend Records (JP) / TRAG-2201


SOLILOQUi (2004)


Transcend Records (JP) / TRAG-4201


In 2024, he released the single Dragon of Possibility: Act 1 Spoken Things,


a prelude to this book.




Ave Maria




Well, I am the one who loves changing from nothing to one.


Leonard Cohen




Prologue


In Japanese, the word for “seahorse” is tatsu-no-otoshigo, which literally translates to “fallen child of the dragon,” reflecting the seahorse’s unique appearance reminiscent of a dragon. In Japan, seahorses are children of dragons born above the clouds and dropped into the sea.


The seahorse is known for its distinctive habit of swimming upright with its head held high, often ascending toward the water’s surface. Cherished in Japanese culture, it is a symbol of good luck, as its appearance evokes the image of a “rising dragon.”
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Pattern of Story


Susanoo, the storm god, wreaked havoc on the world, summoning violent storms that claimed lives and instilled terror in all. His tempestuous behavior frightened his sister, Amaterasu, the sun goddess, compelling her to retreat into a cave and shrouding the world in darkness. In the absence of her light, chaos reigned supreme. Alone in the heavens, Susanoo found himself at a crossroads, realizing that his triumph felt hollow without Amaterasu by his side.


After much persuasion from the other gods, Amaterasu emerged from her cave, bringing sunlight back to the world. Susanoo harbored hopes of her forgiveness, but instead, she returned with a formidable army of 800 gods, furious and ready for retribution. They descended upon him, inflicting brutal punishment as they tore at his beard and fingernails. His cries of anguish echoed in the cosmos as they bound him and presented the wounded Susanoo before Amaterasu.


“Send me down to Yomi, the land of the dead. I wish to be with our mother,” he begged.


“Yomi is too good for you,” Amaterasu replied sternly. “You have wrought unimaginable destruction upon mortals. Until you learn to respect and cherish their lives, you shall dwell among them, stripped of your divine powers and abilities. No storms, no godly might.”


“Please, no! I am truly sorry!” Susanoo pleaded, but Amaterasu had grown weary of his empty vows of remorse.


With a mighty throw, the assembled kami (gods) cast Susanoo down to Earth. Wounded and humbled, he awoke on the coast of Izumo, stripped of his powers and embarrassed to find himself a god exiled from heaven. The gentle waves lapped at the shore, a reminder of the command he had lost, leaving him disoriented and adrift. In his solitude, he pondered, “What is it that the mortals need from me? Amaterasu! What can I do to make things right? I will do anything — I will apologize to every single mortal I have wronged.”


In the distant ocean the sunlight glittered on the water and it caught Susanoo’s eye. Was the glittering sunbeam a coincidence? Or was Amaterasu giving him a sign?


Tails of Two Dragons


My name is Jai Tatsuto West, and I’m a half Japanese, half French-Canadian actor and poet. My mother, Masako Iijima, was born in Kuki-shi, Saitama-ken, in 1945, the Year of the Chicken. By the time she was 19, both of her parents had passed away, and she took on the responsibility of raising her two younger brothers. She worked as a telephone operator and narrator for overseas reports at Kyodo News in Ginza, where she met a Canadian man, Malcolm Wright, at the International Bureau. His one-year contract ended with a transfer to Washington, DC, and my mother, following her intuition, decided to cross the ocean and move to North America with him. Unfortunately, that relationship didn’t last — Malcolm Wright turned out to be Malcolm Wrong.


A year later, now in Vancouver, BC, my mother made the bold decision not to return to Japan, and instead, she chose to stay in Canada and build a new life. It was there that she met and charmed my father, Claude Cecil West, a charismatic Bible salesman with the gift of gab, who was born in the Year of the Snake. A different book for another time.


When I share my mother’s story with Japanese people, they are often amazed by her courage, she was one of the few who left Japan to seek a new beginning. She’s a five-foot-tall Japanese woman with an accent — vibrant and fearless — who faced and embraced the unknown, and in doing so, created me. In the Chinese zodiac, there exists but one imaginary creature, I was born in the Year of the Dragon, and my mother gave me the middle name Tatsuto, which combines the Japanese words for “Dragon” and “Man.” It’s said that Dragon men can be intense — either incredibly good or terribly bad.


As far back as I can remember, my mother would often ask me, “Jai-kun, are you a rising dragon or a falling dragon?” With a gentle smile, she would add, “A rising dragon flies all the way to Heaven.” But then, her tone would shift, and she’d warn, “If you’re not careful, you’ll become a falling dragon, and a falling dragon just keeps falling — DOWN, DOWN into the abyss, into the depths of Hell!” It frightened me. As a child, kind mom and strict mom seemed like two different people. It takes young children time to understand that both sides are part of the same whole. Even now, she continues to ask me this question, and its significance hasn’t faded. It makes me reflect on my own path: am I headed North or South? Inside all of us, there are two dragons, both vying for direction.


I was born and raised in Vancouver, BC, Canada, and my childhood was truly idyllic. I attended a French Immersion Catholic elementary school called École St. Sacrement, which had its own French parish church. I served as an altar boy, sometimes helping with morning mass before classes started. I was captivated by the rituals — the behind-the-scenes preparations, the priest donning his purple robe, the lighting of the candles, the scent of burning incense, and the sound of the congregation as they filled the church. I would ring the bell to signal the start of the worship, and the altar felt like a stage where I could enact these sacred rituals. I assisted with communion, standing next to the priest and holding a gold plate beneath each person’s mouth to catch any crumbs as Father Goddard served the Eucharist.


While mass was not my first experience with performance, it certainly gave me the familiar sensation that something meaningful was happening. I loved the attention; I felt as if I were embodying something important. In many ways, the priests were like actors in a symbolic play. The mass served to awaken our innate connection to the transcendent, creating a powerful experience for those attending.


The best part about being an altar boy was, after mass, one might receive a little cash — usually two or five dollars. If I was lucky, a wedding would net me ten or even twenty dollars. It was pocket money I could take to the corner store for candy. Sometimes, I would linger alone in the church, making the rounds and gazing at the beautiful, brutal depictions of the fourteen stations of the cross. These images told the story of the Passion of Christ, revealing the suffering of the crucifixion. In those moments, I felt so bad for Jesus, I couldn’t fathom the evil that he confronted. Above the altar in our Blessed Sacrament Parish church, the main crucifix portrayed the resurrected Jesus, arms wide open, radiant and smiling. I could feel the sacred presence as I gazed at the crucifix and even at that young age, I knew what it meant, that even in the darkest times, there is always hope.


My mother volunteered as the assistant librarian at the school library, or “bibliothèque” in French. My first class every day was Catechism, where we studied the Bible. Basic Instructions Before Leaving Earth, so said a Genius. I loved the stories, especially those that depicted the battle between good and evil. I even had a picture Bible at home, and my favorite story was the Temptation of Christ — the one where Jesus faces off against the Devil in the bone-dry desert for 40 days, drier than Canada. God versus the Devil is the ultimate struggle, they are the classic icons of good and evil. The images in my picture Bible were gothic and surreal, the devil depicted as a grinning, burgundy creature with horns, hooves, and a tail. I remember reading a passage and it saying, “Jesus confronts the dragon in the desert, commanding him to get away from him. Satan does as he is told and departs.” In the West the dragon symbolized evil incarnate, the devil himself.


The great Swiss psychologist Carl Gustav Jung coined the term “archetypes,” powerful images that bubbled up from the collective unconscious. An archetype is an original pattern that continues to exist, and have universal effects on human thinking, imagination, and behavior. Archetypes have transformative power and possibility. The dragon is a powerful archetype.


After school, I would come home, take off my shoes at the door, and my cleanliness-obsessed mother would insist I wash my hands and gargle with salt water every time. Occasionally, we would get Japanese television shows, and I especially loved watching Kamen Rider. My Canadian friends had never seen anything like it — Japanese boys transforming into insect motif superheroes who rode motorcycles, epic battles between Light and Dark. It was incredibly cool, and I would often pretend to be one myself. In my imagination, I was Kamen Rider.


On Thursday nights, we would gather to watch Nippon Mukashi Banashi, Folktales from Japan, together. The opening sequence featured a song sung by a woman with a hauntingly beautiful voice, listing the titles of famous Japanese fairy tales while images of a little boy riding a dragon, Tatsu no ko Tarō, Taro the Dragon Boy, played on the screen. I remember thinking how majestic that dragon looked — benevolent, and not malevolent.


The dragons of the West were so different from the dragons of the East. They seem to mean and symbolize different things. In the West, the dragon symbolized sin, evil, and greed, where the Asian dragon was a symbol for good luck and fortune. The contrast of dragons fascinated me. Why do we love and fear dragons simultaneously? Where do these feelings come from, and what do they truly mean? A mental structure so deeply embedded in human constitution that it manifests itself through the universal image of the dragon.


East and West, both exist at the same time.


Actor’s Agency


Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to tell the story of story. The narrative comes first, thus the power of story. After safety, food, and love, children want a story. We yearn for story. It has spiritual, mental priority. From a very young age, children can grasp complex ideas presented as stories when their powers of comprehending the world are still developing. We all see the world in our own unique way, but story is the structure of the way we see our reality. Story is how we see.


In Japanese, story is monogatari, which combines the words for “spoken” and “things.” This reflects how we humans share knowledge and experiences across generations. Speech is something that sets us apart as a species. Imagine a pack of the now-extinct Japanese wolf wandering the landscapes of Honshu. Now, picture that this pack of wolves could engage in conversation. I find this analogy fascinating. Within the pack, the wolves have established a clear hierarchy. When a dominance conflict arises, two wolves confront each other and growl, issuing threats. Yet, rather than resorting to a deadly fight, the wolf that backs down will lie down and expose its neck, a sign of submission. Surprisingly, the winning wolf doesn’t go for the kill, instead choosing to show restraint.


This is guided by an unspoken rule, deeply embedded in their instincts: the protection of the pack’s weaker members. There is strength in numbers. The next day, when the pack faces a much larger prey, they will need the support of every member. Imagine if one of these self-aware wolves noticed this dynamic and remarked that each wolf in the pack seemed to have inherent worth. The wolves would share a story about it. The shaman wolf would address the gathering pack, saying, “The heroic wolf that spares its opponent’s life is a good wolf.” This reflects their respect for one another’s value. Over time, this story would shape the culture of the pack, forming their own sense of wolf ethics.


We began by observing our own behaviors and creating representations of these patterns, dramatizing them in order to understand the reasons behind our actions as humans. By encapsulating these patterns in stories, we can navigate our daily lives. These narratives guide us on how to behave — what is acceptable and what is not. They serve as a way for us to communicate with ourselves about our actions. A skilled writer captures these observations and presents them in an engaging manner. A powerful story offers a unique perspective on the world and suggests ways we can act within it. Stories equip us with the knowledge we need to survive; they are essential guides to living and navigating our choices. Novels, movies, theater, opera, television dramas, they show us our own possibilities. Then we act them out. We are all actors, living out patterns of possibility.


An actor by definition is a participant in a process, but a professional actor embodies a character within a story, becoming a dreamer who brings narratives to life. What a truly honorable profession! That’s why we love going to the movies and seeing stories projected on the silver screen. Poof! You’re the hero. One gets to be Burapi (Brad Pitt) for an hour and a half, doing exciting things. Tristan, a wild, favorite middle-son, well-versed in Native American culture in Ed Zwick’s Legends of the Fall; Louis, an immortal being with a conscience in Neil Jordan’s Interview with a Vampire; and Detective Mills chasing John Doe’s seven deadly sins and eventually embodying Wrath in David Fincher’s SE7EN, “What’s in the box?” Nothing cooler than Cliff Booth driving in Quentin Tarantino’s Once Upon a Time … in Hollywood. Movies have a powerful emotional grip. Filmmakers provide insight into the characters’ goals, allowing us to adopt those aspirations and align our feelings with theirs. We begin to understand their emotions, creating a bond that brings us closer. A good actor is like a mirror, reflecting the viewer.


A valuable lesson I learned about film acting happened while shooting the final scene of the Japan-Canada film The People Garden (2016) directed by Nadia Litz, where I had the honor of working with the ethereal Dree Hemingway, great-granddaughter of Ernest Hemingway. In the final scene, our characters, Mak and Sweetpea, are sitting in the back of a van, driving away from the haunting Aokigahara Forest also known as the “Sea of Trees” near Mount Fuji. The screenplay aimed for an ambiguous ending that echoed the feel of The Graduate (1967). We had filmed it twice, once in the woods of Sooke, BC, and again in a sound studio in Sudbury, Ontario, using a green screen. Clearly, something wasn’t clicking. I was trying too hard to achieve perfection and overdoing the performance. As we prepared to shoot the scene for the third time — this time on a road in Shizuoka with the real Mount Fuji looming in the background — I noticed my confidence slipping.


Coincidentally, on the flight to Japan, I had listened to a podcast about the silent film era that featured a story about the iconic actress Greta Garbo. The discussion centered on her final scene in Queen Christina (1933), where she gazes into the distance with a stoic yet deeply expressive face. The director had advised her to clear her mind and let go of emotions, allowing her face to become an empty canvas for the audience to project their feelings onto her character. This approach turned the scene into something truly powerful — transforming viewers into co-creators of meaning. As we were about to roll the camera, that podcast anecdote lingered in my mind. Apparently, the director had simply suggested Garbo think about what she had for breakfast that morning. Surprisingly, that mundane thought was enough, and the scene made it into the final cut. Garbo’s performance throughout the film had been so well crafted that presenting a blank canvas for the audience’s interpretation became the most effective choice.


Embracing neutrality can create the strongest impact, and when achieved, it can shine brilliantly during editing. A skilled actor has the ability to elicit this kind of projection, allowing a performance to embed itself in the audience’s subconscious. When I finally watched the completed version of the film for the first time at the Buenos Aires Film Festival, I wasn’t shocked to see that the filmmakers had chosen the last take we shot in Japan. Even though I was struggling with a severe case of jet lag after flying in that afternoon, I found myself engaged at the end of the movie. In that final scene, I felt a flicker of optimism from both characters, and the emotional resonance tugged at my heartstrings. (Kate Bush’s song Running Up That Hill (A Deal with God) helped.) It struck me as remarkable that we had traveled halfway across the globe for that shot. The ambiguous ending was earned, not just for the characters, but for us as actors, making it all the more rewarding. It seems that, as in many myths, the third time truly is the charm.


Stories are woven from threads of imagination, experience, and language. As a child visiting Japan during the summer, I was a budding entomologist, always armed with my insect guidebook and a net, eager to catch creatures of all shapes and colors in the garden. One particular memory stands out: a large cicada landed on the screen door of the house and began to make its loud droning sound. I was determined to add it to my collection, so I called for my Auntie Yoshiko to help me catch it. When she came downstairs and saw the cicada, she immediately said, “That’s Grandpa visiting.” Oddly enough, that made complete sense to me. It didn’t matter anyway because my favorite insect was the tombo or dragonfly, with its exquisite design optimized for flight.


Dragonflies have been around since the time of the dinosaurs. I remember gently holding the delicate wings of a dragonfly and dipping the tip of its abdomen into a glass of water to determine its sex. If it was female, she would start releasing a stream of eggs. What’s fascinating about dragonflies is that they spend most of their lives in the nymph stage, living beneath the water’s surface, where they eat small fish and tadpoles, and breathe through gills. They can remain in this aquatic stage for up to three years. Then, one day, when they’re ready to transform, they emerge into the moonlight, climb up a reed, tear themselves apart, and begin their metamorphosis into winged adults.


A dragonfly lives in two distinct phases: as an aquatic predator and then as a master of the air, searching for a mate. Similarly, we also play different roles throughout our lifetime — perhaps as a friend, a loving partner, an actress, or a devoted mother. We inhabit a living theater, each of us a performer with a multitude of characters within, ready to take the stage at a moment’s notice — angry, joyful, melancholic, or proud. It is essential that we strive to embody the best versions of ourselves and embrace our roles with purpose. The adult dragonfly lives only a few months, yet its brief existence is filled with energy and vitality. Their life is vibrant but fleeting, mirroring our own short lives. All the more reason for knowing the role we’re playing and the kind of story we are part of.


I began my acting career in my teens, participating in productions in both the US and Canada. Starting at thirteen, I became a series regular on a teen drama called KidZone, where I played a character named Jai, sharing the same name as my own. This experience taught me an essential lesson: every character I portrayed was a reflection of some part of myself. I learned to be myself, on and off camera. Sarah Chalke and Devon Sawa were co-stars at different times during the run of the show. I also had the opportunity to be a recurring character in The Odyssey, a prestige children’s fantasy series produced by the CBC, which starred a fourteen-year-old Ryan Reynolds, who is the same age as me. Even back then, he was incredibly talented. A co-star and I often found ourselves lingering after our scenes just to watch Ryan work; his ability to stay in character and improvise at such a young age was remarkable.


I witnessed many peers move on to bigger opportunities — I’ll never forget the day we dropped Devon off at the airport for his audition for Spielberg’s Casper, calling after him, “You’re gonna be famous!” It brought a smile to my face when I later saw him as Stan in Eminem’s Stan music video. During that period, there weren’t many audition opportunities for Asian Canadians, Better Luck Tomorrow. I made the decision to move to Japan, seeking out more opportunities — not that I was anywhere near as talented as my friends were.


After relocating to Tokyo, I had a brief stint as a VJ at MTV Japan, where highlights included hanging out with Wu-Tang Clan and being serenaded by artists I interviewed before their concerts. Everything Happens for A Reason, thank you, Zhané. My time there introduced me to an eclectic mix of artists, each with their own unique perspectives. I recall how each band member answered the same question in completely different ways. Eventually, I connected with an actor’s manager who saw potential in me. He assured me that, if I invested some time, he would help me land interesting roles in quality films with reputable directors.


Thanks to his guidance, I began to work consistently as an actor in Japan. Choosing to base myself in Tokyo has significantly influenced my identity as an actor; many of my friends in Japan are photographers, stylists, designers, and actors who were once models, all intertwined with the fashion industry. This environment has made me more aesthetically aware than I might have been had I remained in North America. I can feel my Japanese heritage influencing my behavior — leading me to express emotions through silence, being less verbose, a lot hinging on the small nuances. I feel a strong sense of balance between my two cultures. Acting in a language other than one’s first language can open up new emotional avenues and offers a sense of freedom.


As the Japanese scholar and art critic Kazuko Okakura eloquently stated in his work The Awakening of Japan, “It’s as if the Japanese personified the beautiful mysteries of the world through their dragon kami (gods). The Japanese dragon symbolizes both male and female principles, embodying the continuous changes and variations of life, represented by its limitless capacity for adaptation and its ability to thrive in various environments.” Truly, the Japanese dragon exemplifies versatility.


The Beauty of Sadness


Children are enchanted with fairy tales because they give children something vital and honest that will stay with them. Little Red Riding Hood teaches us to be careful of the Big Bad Wolf; there are malevolent people out there, one might get eaten. There’s a darkness at the heart of all great fairy tales. Fairy tales are more than true, not because they tell us dragons exist, but because they tell us dragons can be beaten.


The Japanese psyche is in its fairy tales and one of the most famous is Tsuru no Ongaeshi, or “The Crane Wife,” a story about how one must make sacrifices in a relationship. In the tale, a young man saves a crane that is trapped and sets it free. Shortly after, he meets a beautiful woman, falls in love, and they marry. To help support their household, his wife offers to weave exquisite silk garments to sell in the market — on the condition that he never watches her while she works. This bargain highlights an important theme: when someone does something kind for us, we often feel the urge to repay them, even if it requires sacrifice. It’s a beautiful expression of love and gratitude.


However, the young man’s curiosity gets the better of him. Despite being told not to look, he eventually peeks into the room where his wife is working, drawn by an irresistible urge. What he discovers is shocking: his wife, the crane he saved, is plucking feathers from her own body and weaving them into the loom to create the beautiful silk. This moment encapsulates our inherent human curiosity and tendency to break promises, reminding us that even with the best intentions, we can sometimes overlook the sacrifices made by those we love.


The crane wife symbolizes rebirth and transformation. She selflessly sacrifices herself to save her husband, and this act of love allows her to transform into a human and connect more deeply with the world around her. However, once the man discovers her secret, he urges her to stop. She explains that she’s been doing it all out of love for both of them. He insists that love shouldn’t require sacrifice, but he is mistaken. A person who doesn’t make sacrifices for someone they care about doesn’t deserve to be with a crane.


In Japan, the crane is a spiritual symbol, famously represented by the red Japan Airlines logo on the tails of their jets. The crane’s elegant form in flight also represents the ideal of feminine beauty. After her secret is revealed, the crane can no longer stay and ultimately flies away, never to return. The Crane Wife teaches us that if we break trust, lie, or stray from the right path, we risk losing everything we’ve built. It reminds us to value what we have and not take it for granted, or we might lose it forever. A cautionary tale on the temptations and repercussions of infidelity perhaps. Ultimately, The Crane Wife is a timeless story that beautifully illustrates the themes of love, sacrifice, and gratitude.


As an actor preparing for a role, I often draw from my own life experiences, to connect with the character’s emotional journey, striving for authenticity in my performance. However, there are times when the opposite happens — if one is fortunate, one might take on a character that isn’t tied to one’s own experiences, and the process of making the film can transform one’s self in unexpected ways.


In 2007, I traveled to Yakushima, an island of breathtaking natural beauty with its ancient, moss-covered forests, to shoot the short film Tengu Gaiden, which is an adaptation of the classic story The Crane Wife. Part of the Ryukyu Archipelago, Yakushima is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and served as an inspiration for the stunning landscapes in two of my favorite Studio Ghibli films: Miyazaki Hayao’s Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind and Princess Mononoke. I was excited to discover that our cinematographer was Yoshitaka Sakamoto, a six-time nominee for the Japan Academy Awards, known for his work on one of my favorite Japanese films, Kamikaze Taxi (1995). With an incredibly talented director and the stunning backdrop of Yakushima for our story, I felt confident that we would beautifully capture the essence of the tale.


I was cast as Louis, a knight from the Crusades who becomes shipwrecked on an island. After rescuing a beautiful blue crane, he encounters the enigmatic Princess Amaya, portrayed by Kuriyama Chiaki. The director cleverly wove in the Wind God, a beloved mythical creature in Japan, known as the Tengu. Tengu are depicted as red beings with large noses, capable of running and jumping faster than anyone else. They wear wooden sandals with a single tooth and carry large feather fans, preferring a solitary life in the mountains. Apparently, foreigners were often mistaken for the Tengu due to their height and prominent noses, with the red skin possibly representing a sunburned Caucasian. Tengu masks, known for their mischievous and erotic attributes, can be found throughout Japan.


I was genuinely excited to work with Ms. Kuriyama. Quentin Tarantino had cast her as the iconic Gogo Yubari in Kill Bill Vol. 1 after discovering her performances as the lead in the classic Japanese horror hits Ju-on and Battle Royale. I knew she was a formidable screen presence. I later recalled that when I was 20 and visiting Japan in the summer of 1997, I had seen a photobook at a bookstore called Shinwa-shōjo, “Girl of Myth,” featuring a very young and demure looking Kuriyama Chiaki in a bathing suit on the cover. At that time, the “Lolita complex” or lolicon culture had taken hold in Japan, with a rising demand for younger-looking talent. It was a visually striking photobook and I remember thinking how I’d never seen anything like it before, especially in the West. Girl of Myth was my first impression of Chiaki.
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