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Some Thoughts on ‘Brush Talks’
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tory, when Latin was
the lingua franca.

O Nonetheless, situa-
tions such as the one
described above are
found with varying
frequency throughout
East Asian history.
They have come to be
referred to as “brush
talks” (hitsudan O [
or hitsuwa [1 ) and
were the instrument
for Japanese, Kore-

0 It is not uncommon that Japanese tourists visit-
ing Taiwan or mainland China tell anecdotes about
how they used pencil and paper to ask for direc-
tions to the nearest tea shop. Writing the appro-
priate Chinese characters is a form of communica-
tion that seems to work even though the Japanese
does not speak Chinese, and their Chinese coun-
terpart equally does not know any Japanese. The
overlap between their respective cultures that ren-
ders such a written communication possible is of
course none other than the characters themselves
that, though Chinese by origin, are an integral part
of the Japanese script and language.

0 When one thinks about it more carefully, this is

ooooobslldo

quite an astonishing matter. It is completely dif-
ferent from, say, a native English speaker that has
acquired knowledge of French and thus is able to
participate in a French language conversation. It
is also different from the situation of two non-na-
tive language speakers communicating with each
other in a shared, but equally foreign language—
as was the case through much of European his-
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[ Taken from Osaka shiritsu bijutsukan 0 0 0 0 00O (ed. 2006),
Sho no kokuho: Bokuseki 0000 0—0 0 001030 0

ans, Vietnamese etc. to communicate with Chinese
as well as with one another. They appropriated
their knowledge of written Chinese, however, not
directly by learning the language as such but
mainly by the practice of kundoku [0 O , i.e. read-
ing a Chinese text by transposing it into, e.g., Japa-
nese (where the mechanics of this transposition are
subsumed under the generic term kanbun O O).
Accordingly, they would produce a text that was
Japanese, but transposed its syntax into its Chi-
nese counterparts. Thus in such a communication,
we would see a Japanese speaking Japanese and
Korean speaking Korean, but both of them shar-
ing their respective thoughts with one another by
way of writing Chinese.

(0 This practice has drawn increasing attention
in the last few years in the Japanese academia
but so far has almost completely failed to reach
Asian studies in Western languages. An example
will illustrate how powerful an instrument brush
talks were and accordingly how rewarding their
in-depth analysis will be.

10
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0 The Chinese Zen master Wuxue Zuyuan [ [0 [J

0O (1226-1286) had arrived in Japan in 1280. Ini-
tially, he had expected to return to China after a
soujourn of a few years but in reality remained in
Japan until the end of his life. He presided over
the Zen monasteries of Kencho-ji and Engaku-ji in
Kamakura, and it was also there that he met K?h?
Kennichi 0 O 0O 0 (1241-1316) who should become
his most important disciple. However, Wuxue did
not speak Japanese and Koho had never been to
China, and thus it was regularly the case that these
two conversed by brush, ink, and paper. One of
these papers is extant and gives us a fairly good
idea about the nature of their exchanges.

0 Wuxue: Oh, you're back already!

0 Koho: Yes, I had some tea in the abbot’s quar-
ters. (A challenge to Wuxue, to whom
these quarters actually belong.)

[0 Wuxue: You may have found a way to get to my
quarters unnoticed, but so far it is im-
possible for you to return hither with-
out my seeing you! (You may pretend
to be an abbot, but that does not mean
that you've actually got what it takes
to pull it through.)

I take it step by step, and I don’t even

leave a trace behind. (I move freely and

easily. I have found awakening and am
beyond your grasp entirely.)

00 Wuxue: This here old monk requires you to

weed the garden! (Stop boasting al-

ready! Back down to earth!)

Although I stand on the highest moun-

tain peak, I perceive what is happen-

ing at the bottom of the valley in one
single look. (That I have found enlight-
enment does not mean that I neglect
everyday things and common matters.)

0 Wuxue: That may be so for the moment, but
there will come a time when you are
sorry. (You might experience the ec-

0 Koho:

0 Koho:

gboooboooboooooobooobooooobobobo
gooooooboooboobooooooooboom

stasy that accompanies initial enlight-
enment, but you don’t seem to already
have gone all the way.)

And this also will be pure bliss. My
whole life is like this day. Who would
want to say that I've come from afar
merely in order to deceive? (That may
be so. But to hit rock bottom is also a
form of awakening. I have not the
slightest intention to hide anything
from you.)

00 Koho:

0 What seems most interesting about this brush
talk is that it verily conserves a Zen question-and-
answer session (mondo [0 ). In all probability it
does so with even greater accuracy and truthful-
ness than in the case the student that writes down
an exchange with her or his master ex post. It also
proves that the brush talk was considered as a
medium that was able to bear witness to the scath-
ing criticisms and witty responses of Zen.

O This conversation between a Chinese master
and his Japanese disciple is, by the way, also
found in Koh0's Recorded Sayings. Ironically and
most disconcertingly for the researcher, the pro-
tagonists’ respective words are merely marked by
“Wuxue said...” and “Koho said...”
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Alex Gardner, Richard Bartlett, and Janice Gray, Water Resources Law (LexisNexis, 2009)
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