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Essays in I1dleness
guitar solo
dur : c. 19 mins.

The “Tsurezuregusd’, (Essays in Idleness), is a classic Japanese text written by the
Buddhist priest Kenko between 1330 and 1332. The work consists of a collection of 243
observations and anecdotes ranging in length from a few lines to several pages. The
opening lines of the text roughly translate into, “With nothing better to do I sit and jot
down whatever comes into my head...”.

Rather than depicting in music particular stories or thoughts I was more interested in
exploring the aesthetic embodied by the work. The quality which particular attracted
me is known in Japanese as zuihitsu (follow the brush). This form- or lack of form-
appealed to Japanese writers at the time, it has been suggested, because it was seen as
being less “dishonest” than creating fiction. The formlessness of the zuihitsu did not
impede the enjoyment of readers; indeed, they took pleasure not only in moving between
the great variety of subjects treated but in tracing subtle links between successive
episodes. Other qualities include the Japanese appreciation of beauty in impermanence.
“The most precious thing in life is its uncertainty”, believes Kenko, and a fondness for
incompleteness and irregularity. “In everything, no matter what it may be, uniformity is
undesirable. Leaving something incomplete makes it interesting, and gives one the
feeling there is room for growth.” He continues, “ It is typical of the unintelligent person
to insist on complete sets of things. Imperfect sets are better.” Understatement and
suggestion are best served by incompleteness and simplicity which allow the mind
freedom to imagine. |

At the foot of each page of the score is a short poem. Though not taken from the
“Tsurezuregusa”’ they are in keeping with its spirit and more directly relate to the music.

There are nine Chinese and two Japanese poemgz. They may be translated as follows;

Sitting quietly doing nothing,
Spring comes, grass grows of itself.

Those who know, speak not
Those who speak, know not.

Leaves fallen on a rock beneath the water.

There is no place to seek the raind;
It is like the footprints of the birds in the sky.

Where the interplay of “is” and “is not” is fixed,

Not even the sages know.

The frog

Rises up with the same force
With which it jumps in.

Many words injure virtue

Wordlessness is essentially effective.

Truth is not pleasant to hear. Pleasant-sounding words are not true. Good men do not
argue. Argumentative men are not good. He who knows is not learned. The learned man

does not know.

From now on, my eyes were one with my ears, my ears with my nose, my nose with my

mouth,

If you do not get it from yourself
Where will you go for it.

Water not disturbed by waves settles down of itself. A mirror not covered with dust is
bright and clear. The mind should be like this. When what beclouds it passes away its
brightness appears. Happiness must not be sought for; when whap disturbs passes away,

-happiness comes of itself.
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