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PMB was a statutory board of the Ministry of National
Development. It is charged to identify monuments that
are worthy of preservation based on the criteria that
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“My name is Huimin, returned scholar of JCCI
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University (APU)
Scholarship Program (September
2014 to July 2015). With a strong
interest in Japanese traditional
arts, I applied for this scholarship,
went to Japan and joined APU’s
Japanese Tea Ceremony Club, or
sadobu in Japanese. Sado was my
ikigai during my time in Japan,
and since I have spent so much
time on it, I decided to use itas a
topic for my study report to share
with all JCCI members. I hope you
will enjoy my report and look
forward to receiving any
comments you have.

This report would not have been
possible without the scholarship
that JCCI Singapore has given me,
and I am extremely grateful for
that. Once again, I would like to thank JCCI
Singapore for giving me this wonderful and precious
opportunity to study in Japan.”

1 Introduction

In this chapter, | will describe the objectives and background of my
research. Since the purpose of this report is to give an insight on
what | have learned about Japanese culture, it is based on my
personal experiences in Japan. Let me first explain why | chose
Japanese tea ceremony (sadd) as my topic.

1.1 Research background

One of my intentions for applying for the JCCI Scholarship is to
learn more about the traditional arts and culture Japan has to offer,
particularly sadé. In my opinion, to fully understand a culture, one
has to partake in a cultural art as ancient as Japanese tea
ceremony. The many rules and traditions of what to say and do
during the ceremony intrigues me, and furthermore, | would be
able to pick up the language faster as practices have to be carried
out in Japanese.

1.2 APU sadobu

1.2.1 Structure of practices
One has to attend three practices before one can be considered as
an official member of sadébu. New official members receive a

sheet of paper with various mini-tests (warikeiko) they have to pass
before they can proceed to be a tea-maker (temae). These tests
include folding of a square cloth (fukusa), opening and closing the
sliding doors of the Japanese room (washitsu), serving sweets and
tea, and walking through the tatami floors. Even students who had
sad6 practice before entering the club has to go through this
process. This is typical of many Japanese circles as | was told that
Japanese clubs have very strict criteria to follow.

New members usually start by learning how to be a customer
(okyakusan): how to drink tea, and how to appreciate the tea bowl
(chawan) etc. They are paired with a senior student (senpai) for
guidance and correction.

1.2.2 Events

Since April 2015, there have been a lot of events for sadébu. In the
past, there was an average of only one event every two months but
in April 2015 alone there were four events held. All these events
include tea ceremonies (chakais) for guests hosted by APU, and
sadd-related activities in Oita Prefecture. So far, | had participated
in six chakais® in 2015, including the tanabata chakai on 7 July. In
mid-September 2015 there would be a cultural exchange to China
which | would also be involved in.

Photo above: Tanabata chakai held in APU on 7 July 2015.

1.2.3 Number of students

Almost half of APU’s students are international students, and as a
result, many circles also comprise of around 50% Japanese
students and 50% international students, including sadébu. As of
June 2015, there were 52 official members in sadébu, comprising of
17 Japanese students and 35 international students. In previous
years, there were only around 20 members annually.

1.2.4 Hierarchy in sadobu

As with all Japanese clubs and circles, there is a hierarchy in place.
The committee consists of the president (buchd), the vice-
president (fukubuchd), a treasurer and an assistant. During
greetings to the sensei, they sit in a row to the left of the sensei,
nearest to the door. The senpais, usually year four and year three
students, sit to the right of the sensei in a row, near the decorative

! The six chakais | participated in were: the New Year chakai in February,
chakais held for Hong Kong and Singapore students in April, an external
chakai held in a local hotel, an event held in collaboration with the schools
flower arrangement (kado) sensei to introduce Japanese culture, and the
tanabata chakai.



alcove (tokonoma). Juniors (kohais) are to sit behind them. There
are also specific rules on what kind of clothes we can wear during
practices, amongst other restrictions. In such a strict, traditional
club, why are there so many foreign students? My aim is to try to
explore these questions:

1 Why are foreign students interested in sadd? Does it help them
learn about Japanese traditional culture?

2 What is the difference in attitudes foreign students and Japanese
students have towards sado? Are there any difficulties foreign
students faced?

3 What does sadé mean to foreign students?

1.3 Structure of the report

Chapter 2 describes the informants | have engaged in for this
report, while chapter 3 focuses on sadébu's daily practice (keiko). |
will be describing a typical day of keiko and my experience as a
temae. Chapter 4 will explore the main focus of this report by
discussing the attitude of foreign students towards sadé and
differences they have compared to Japanese students. Chapter s,
the final chapter, will conclude this study.

2 Informants and data collection

The aim of my study is to examine the dynamics of foreign
students during sadd. | tried to establish good relationships with
some members of saddbu so that | may observe them in more
detail and hopefully get more truthful answers during interviews.
This chapter describes the method of my data collection.

2.1 Informants

| attended sadé practice regularly since joining in November 2014
and have never missed a practice since. | met all my informants
through APU sadébu. In order to mingle with my informants |
participated in all preparation and cleaning work before and after
practices, in most events that the club is involved in, and also any
extra activities such as drinking parties (nomikais) and karaoke
sessions.

At the beginning of my exchange here, my Japanese was very bad
and communication with Japanese students was a difficult task.
Interaction with other foreign students was easy as most of them
can speak English and were also more outgoing compared to
Japanese students. There were only around four Japanese students,
Haruka-Nishinaka, Yui, Kurumi and Sayaka, who were eager to
interact with foreign students. Other Japanese students seem to
have built a wall and it was difficult to break it down. In order to
minimize this distance between Japanese students and me, | used
my position as a foreigner to try to speak as casually to them as
possible. As a foreigner, | am easily forgiven if | do not use the
polite form. Furthermore, | join them for dinners before every
practice in order to increase interaction. At the start | could not
understand them but as my Japanese gradually improve | would try
to talk to them, and as they grew to know me better they would
sometimes attempt to translate to English so that | can be involved
in the conversation. It was difficult to stick to the dinners as |
always felt left out at the beginning but my efforts paid off. | also
tried to host birthday parties for various members at my dorm and
these gatherings help us know one another better.

2.2 Interviews

In June and July, | conducted interviews with some members,
stating these questions:

1 Why did you join sadébu?

2 Do you like it? Why? Which part do you like best? What is it that
makes it so attractive?

3 How do you feel when you practice sadé? Do you feel
comfortable?

4 What does sadé mean to you?

5 Did sadd help you know more about Japanese traditional culture
and arts? How?

6 Do you plan to continue with sado after returning to your home
country/ graduation?

Informants can lie and there is no control we have over them, but |
believe that | have built trust with my efforts to obtain friendly
relationships. Having 10 months here to spend with my informants
is critical as | would not have been able to fully observe my
informants and gain access to their feelings otherwise.

3 Experience of sado

In this chapter, | will focus on the description on APU sadébu's
practice which is held every Tuesday and Thursday. | will also
describe my experience as the temae, and have chosen the day
when | had the test for my tea kettle (bonryaku) performance.

3.1 Preparation

The washitsu is opened from 12 noon for preparation. One of the
senpais, Haruka-Kashima, told me that preparation is part of the
study for sadé. "If we become the hostess next time, we have to
prepare everything from scratch, like straining the powdered green
tea (matcha) and preparing the utensils.” Hence, learning
preparation work is quintessential for students.

The tatami floors are first vacuumed. Then, we take out the tea
scoop (chashaku) and start straining the matcha to make sure they
are powdery and not clumpy. Straining of the matcha was the first
preparation work that | learned, and | always enjoy doing it as | like
the fragrance. After straining, we have to put the matcha into the
tea container (natsume), and my senpai told me to shape it like a
hill with a round top, so that when the temae opens the lid, it will
remind the temae of the beauty of nature. It took me several
months to learn the technique as | had always formed the matcha

into a mountain shape with a sharp top instead. Meanwhile, other
members will wash the tea bowls (chawan) and wastewater
containers (kensur).

Photo above: The matcha in the natsume, created into a hill shape
with round top.

The tatami rooms are divided into three sections, one with the
bonryaku, and another with the brazier (furo). The last section will
depend on the season: during the colder months from late autumn



to early spring, including the winter months, the sunken hearth (ro)
will be used, while in the warmer season from late spring to early
autumn, including summer, another furo will be used.

Preparation is usually done by 3pm, and students will then leave
for other classes they have or stay in the washitsu for self-practice
till about 6pm, for final preparations before practice starts proper.

3.2 Start

Practice usually runs from 6.30pm to gpm, but students usually
arrive at around 6.15pm before our sensei, Oga-sensei, comes at
6.30pm.

We take off our coats and jackets before entering the classroom,
so as not to bring outside dirt into the washitsu. The classroom
consists of a small foyer, several more sliding doors where the
tatami-laid rooms are, and another small preparation room
(mizuya). Before the start of each practice, students will put on
white socks and remove our jewellery. Oga-sensei has taught me
that wearing jewellery is not allowed in sadé. Sadé utensils are
precious and by touching them when wearing jewelry may damage
them.

Sado kits are also very important. The basic kit includes a fan
(sensu), a fukusa to purify utensils, a smaller square cloth
(kobukusa) to protect utensils, and a special kind of paper (kaishi)
used for the sweets. The club lends out sensu, fukusa and kobukusa
for students to use at each practice, but students are highly
encouraged to buy their own kits. At the beginning, | was

contemplating on whether to buy them as they are quite expensive.

Eventually | decided to get it and | felt great during each practice to
use my own kit.

When Oga-sensei enters, we stop chatting and everyone
straightens their backs. All students sit in seiza-style, with the
sensu in front of them, in the foyer while waiting for Oga-sensei to
remove her shoes and coat. She also passes the flowers for the day
to one of the senpais to arrange and place in a vase. When sensei is
done and moves into the washitsu, all students follow suit. Again,
everyone sits in seiza-style with the sensu in front of them, and
waits patiently while the senpai arranges the flowers for the day.
During this time, Oga-sensei will make small talk with the senpais,
and the kohais will also chat with one another again. The practice
starts officially when the senpai places the vase in the tokonoma,
and everyone do a goaisatsu (greeting) with a formal bow.

3.3 Tea procedure

The day when | had my bonryaku test, | was assigned as the temae
in the second round. Before every performance, the temaes have
to greet the sensei individually. | did my usual aisatsu, "I will be
taking the test today. Yoroshiku onegaishimasu (please show me
your guidance),” | said.

Then Oga-sensei said something about the kettle. As my Japanese
was very poor, | did not fully understand and misunderstood the
meaning, thinking that she was warning me to be careful as the
kettle was hot. This was a major mistake on my part as | did not
clarify. | said, “Hai," meaning “yes” in Japanese, and Oga-sensei
nodded, thinking that | understood. | kept my sensu and
proceeded with preparing my utensils for my performance. | first
selected a chawan | like, then placed folded a damp linen cloth
(chakin) in the chawan, and picked my favourite tea whisk (chasen)
and placed it on the chakin. | then put a chashaku on the chawan,
and placed all of these, with the natsume in a tray (obon).

Photo above: The arrangement for bonryaku temae: natsume (top), chasen on
top of the chakin in the chawan, and the chashaku on top of the chawan.

After making sure that the guests were served okashi and the
sliding door closed, | then sat in front of the sliding door, took a
deep breath, and slide open the door. "l will now make you a cup of
tea,” | said.

Then Oga-sensei said something, which again | did not understand.
Luckily, one of the okyakusan assigned to my section translated
what sensej said to me, “You did not refill the kettle with water.”

| looked into the kettle. The kettle was only half-filled as the
previous temae had already used some. In the past, the water was
always refilled by the mizuya helper. However, Oga-sensei said that
it is the temae's job to do so. | immediately apologized and
proceeded to refill the kettle.

After refilling the kettle, | took a minute to calm myself down, and
restarted the whole procedure. However, | was really nervous as it
was a bad start to my test. | then decided that whether | pass or
not, | will try my best to serve my okyakusans with the best spirit
and make the tea to the best of my abilities, as always. With the
burden of passing the test lifted, | finally managed to calm myself.

As | opened the sliding door and greeted my okyakusans, | stood up,
making sure to enter with my right foot. | walked towards the
bonryaku and kneeled down, placing my obon with the utensils in
front of the bonryaku, stood up with my left foot first, and went out
of the tatami room to take my kensui, making sure to keep my
posture upright all the time. After folding the fukusa to clean the
usuki, chashaku and chawan, | then invited my okyakusan to enjoy
their okashi and proceeded to make the tea. This time, | had put
too much water and was having difficulty creating foam. And
finally, after my okyakusans finished their tea, | had to fold the
fukusa again and this time, | did not fold it neatly, making the third
mistake. As | ended my performance, | went to the mizuya with a
heavy heart to clean my utensils, thinking that | have failed. My
senpais comforted me, and reminded me to thank Oga-sensei for
her guidance. | went for another aisatsu with Oga-sensei and to my
surprise, | passed.

QOga-sensei said that the most important thing for a temae is to
show her sincerity when making tea for her guests. She could
sense my sincerity and decided to give me a passing grade so | can



move on to the next level, which is the temae for furo. Perhaps
Oga-sensei knew that | will be leaving soon and thus was being
kind to let me pass. Whichever the reason, | was very grateful.

3.4 Finishing

At around 8.30pm, students who are not temaes or okyakusans will
start to wash and pack the remaining utensils not in used. The core
members of sadébu will then ask around to see who has not been
the okyakusan for that day yet and thus, did not have the chance to
drink tea and eat okashi yet. Those not assigned the role of
okyakusan for the day will then gather and wait for the remaining
temaes to finish, and enjoy the tea and okashi together. Oga-sensei
always joins in this last session too.

After making sure that everyone has drank tea and ate the okashi,
all students will then gather in the same style as the start of
practice. Bucho will then thank everyone, and everyone will then
give thanks together, saying “arigatou gozaimashita”. Bucho will
then reflect on that day’s practice, give comments, or talk about
any upcoming events if available. Afterwards, we all give thanks
again, and follow Oga-sensei to the door, and wait for her to put on
her shoes and leave the room. Once again, we all give thanks and
bow till she closes the door, and everyone will then shout “otsukare
sama!” to give acknowledgement for the day’s hard work.

4 Foreigners and their view on
sado

In this chapter, | will describe my study of Japanese and foreign
students’ views on sadd. This is based on my interviews with active
members and observations of all members. All statistical
information is accurate to the best of my knowledge as | submit

this report in July 2015.

I have classified sadobu members into three categories: very active
members, who attend around 75% of practices and events,
somewhat active members who come for around half of the
practices, and non-active members who only attend around 25% of
all practices. In my opinion, of the 52 members, 18 are very active,
10 are somewhat active, and 24 are inactive.

4.1 Foreign students in sadobu

As mentioned in chapter one, in the spring semester of 2015 there
were 35 foreign students in sadobu. Of this, there were 8 active
members and 5 somewhat active members, leaving a total of 22
inactive members. Members are not required to attend every
practice, and some have no interest at all. As one inactive member
K.Q. said to me, "l just want to eat sweets and drink tea, and
practice my Japanese.”

Another inactive member, L.P., also had the same intentions, “It is
important to join a club in university for your resume. Sadébu is
one of the few clubs which you can choose to come only once a
month as it is not demanding.”

| believe many other inactive members have the same thoughts.
However, the attitudes of international students in sadébu are of
two extreme ends. Those who are active come for every practice
and put in a lot of effort to learn. Of year 4 students from October
2014 to July 2015 who were still in sadébu, 2 out of 5 were
international students: Felix from Indonesia, and Etsu from China.
larly, has performed in many major events such as the
Tenkusal testival in October 2014, while also involved in various
other student organisations. He is also one of the few fast learners

Felix,

who only started practicing sadé in university and yet climbed to
such a high position in just four years. Both he and Etsu were
highly respected in the club.

4.1.1 New foreign students

Since September 2014, there were 5 new foreign students who are
extremely active in sadébu. One of them was Soyeon, a Korean
who managed to become a core member during the second
semester of her first year, was the first foreign student who
managed to do so during her freshman year. Another freshman
that stands out was Teien from China, who was one of the first few
international students to pass the bonryaku temae test in her first
semester, having only started sadé in university. It is obvious that
she worked very hard to get to where she was and when asked why
she puts in so much effort, she replied, "As you can see, many
foreign students here do not take sadé seriously, and | feel that it's
a stereotype that Japanese students have of us. That's why | have
to work extra hard to prove that | am not like them, and that | am
very interested to learn.”

Indeed, many active international students, including myself, feel
this way. In addition to the negative stereotype we face, we also
cannot communicate with the sensei well, and have to rely heavily
on senpais who can speak English to teach us. Foreign students do
need to work extra hard to earn the approval of our senpais, by
memorizing the steps well and by practicing on our own outside
keiko.

4.1.2 A new era for APU sadobu

The buché from November 2014 to October 2015, Seunghui, is a
Korean, and is also the first foreign student to become the
president of APU sadébu. Although armed with a perfect score in
the Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) Nz level, as a
foreigner he is not as well-versed as his Japanese counterparts in
Japanese traditional culture, and has faced harsh criticisms from
his senpais. "But I'm glad that my senpais are harsh on me. They
did not treat me like an outsider just because I'm a foreigner. This
shows that they really give their all in teaching me, and | am
thankful for that,” he commented.

As with Teien, he too, feels that foreigners have to work harder.
His position as the first foreign leader also makes him want to do
more to improve the club. 2015 is the year that sadobu started
writing post-event reflections for APU in order to secure more
funding. This new trend definitely increased the workload for his
core team and for future leaders of the club, but also allows the
club to do more. The next buché is back to a Japanese, but the new
core members include Teien as the fukubuchd, and Leo, a
Vietnamese as the assistant. With more international students
joining the club, Seunghui feels the need for English speaking
students to be part of the core team. | believe that this is a trend to
continue in the future.

4.1.3 Foreign students’ views on sadd

So what makes foreign students attracted to sadé? The responses |
received varied. Seunghui answered, "l wanted to study about the
wa, harmony in Japanese culture. This essence of wa is everywhere
in saddé — when | step into the washitsu after a busy day in school, |
immediately feel calm.”

Felix commented, "I like the little details of sadé. as it reauires me
to be meticulous and suits my personality. The wve is

the teaching of ichgo ichie, which means that eve 2isa



unique one. It makes me realise that every moment should be
treasured, living in the now because this moment does not last for
eternity.”

Leo said, "I love looking at all the different chawans, and
appreciating the beauty of the hanging scrolls and flower
arrangement. Furthermore, it allows me to learn about Japanese
culture and the great service they take pride in providing, as they
called omotenashi.”

Soyeon answered, “At first, | was interested because of the sweets
and tea, but after joining, | fell in love with the washitsu and the
etiquettes and respect between people when we practice sadé. It
feels like meditation and | feel always feel calm when doing sad6.”

From their similar answers, we can see that these students are
truly interested in Japanese culture, and feel that they can learn
about it in sadé. But do Japanese students feel the same way?

4.2 Japanese students and their attitudes

towards sado

Of the 17 Japanese students currently in sadébu, 10 are very active
and 5 are somewhat active, leaving only two inactive members.
This includes Japanese students who had learned sadé before
entering university, such as Noriko and Haruka-Kashima, and they
have very high expectations of their juniors, being stricter than
their peers. Most Japanese students in sadébu are very passionate
about their own culture, like Yuta, who is also in kyudé club,
pointed out, "I didn't have the chance to learn about my own
culture before university, so now | am grabbing every chance |
have.”

4.2.1 Japanese students’ views on sado

With so many other Japanese cultural clubs, what makes these
Japanese students decide to join sadébu? Yui said, “Actually, like
Soyeon, | was first attracted to the sweets. But now, the most
important reason | continued would be the philosophy of sadé: wa,
kei (respect), sei (purity) and jaku (tranquility). Also, | want to meet
people with the same interest in traditional arts as me. Practising
sadd with my peers creates this special connection that cannot be
found elsewhere.

Haruka-Kashima commented, “Sadébu is the most traditional
Japanese club, in my opinion, with the washitsu and kimono
involved. | can also learn about Japanese traditional history as sadé
is one of the oldest Japanese arts. Besides, sadd is good for mental
health. That's why | continued from high school.”

Takuto, one of the few guys in sadébu who also started in high
school, answered, "I love the spirit of hospitality in sads, and how
the host takes care of everything for the guest. This Japanese spirit
can also be seen in many other Japanese arts but it's the most
prominent in sado.”

Toko, a Japanese student who had studied in America for eight
years, has a very unique identity, as international students consider
her as Japanese but the Japanese do not consider her so. She said,
"I have lived a long time in America, which made me realise how
beautiful Japanese culture is. So | became interested in sado, a
typical Japanese tradition.”

Like the foreign students, these Japanese students also agree that
sado is where you can learn about proper Japanese traditional arts.
However, | feel that many of them, other than the active members,
do not cherish their ability to understand Japanese and being able
to get direct instructions from the sensei herself. There are many

Japanese who entered the club one semester before me and still
has yet to master the bonryaku while | have already reached the
second level of the temae, learning how to perform with the furo.

In short, although foreign and Japanese students join the club with
different intentions, most of them feel that they can learn about
Japanese traditional culture within sadé.

5 Conclusion

My study has attempted to explore the interests of foreign
students in sadd, and compare them with Japanese students. As
such | posed three questions and in this chapter, | will conclude my
report by aiming to answer my last question: what does sadé mean
to foreign students? | will first introduce the comments they
provided and finally conclude with my thoughts on the future of
APU sadébu.

5.1 The meaning of sado

Although everyone learns the same thing during keiko, what each
person gets from it differs greatly. For Leo, sadé brings out a
different side of him, “Sadé is a time when | can learn another side
of myself; when | become calm and silent, it is very different from
my outgoing personality. My friends were all shocked to learn that
I like sado.”

For Seunghui, sadé is a never-ending learning process, “I'm always
learning new things. It's difficult but interesting at the same time. |
also have to learn about kado (flower arrangement) and calligraphy
scrolls, which are all related. It's challenging to see how much | can
memorise.”

Felix feels that sado is a reflection of one’s mood, “Your physical
and mental condition at the current state are reflected in each step
you do during sadd. That's why it is important to calm down before
any performance, and this allows me to relax and slow down,
making me very comfortable during sadé.”

Sadbé is also a precious hobby for some people like Soyeon, "It is
the most important part of my university life, and my life has been
deeply enhanced by it.”

Yui added, “Sadé is also something that enriches me. It is a place to
socialize and learn new things as we exchange stories. | think sadé
really means a lot to every one of us here.”

Although answers are not the same, their opinions are similar.
Many of them feel that sadé enhanced their lives. Learning this
ancient art makes them feel sophisticated and that seems to be
why sadé is so attractive. Like them, sadé has improved my life,
and was my ikigai * during my one year here in Japan. Other than
school work, | have dedicated my exchange life to sadg, and every
moment spent was worth it.

5.2 Future of APU sadobu

In this report, | described views of foreign students who are active
members in sadébu. However, there are many people who join the
club without having an interest in sadd. This has caused many
problems such as the lack of space for practicing, and increased
noise which disrupts those who truly want to learn. Moreover,
more clubs now require the use of the washitsu which puts

? A common Japanese term, meaning the reason of being; a joy of life



preparation work at risk. If these problems continue, | fear that the
club would not be able to spread the art of sadé even if it intends to.

Should the above problems be managed, APU sadobu would be
one of the best channels to introduce sadé to the world. With more
international students joining the club, and with the Japanese
students and Oga-sensei’s continuous support, | definitely look
forward to see how APU sadébu moves toward in the future.
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This photo was taken on the last day of my tea ceremony practice for
keepsake.

Photo above: The Oita Godo chakai is held annually, with tea
ceremony clubs from all over the prefecture coming together to
prepare tea, welcoming over 700 guests in 2015.

Photo above: Advancing to the next level of sadd after the bonryaku
—the furo.
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