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Kokoro

心

The heart and the mind






In Japanese, there are three words to describe the heart. The first is shinzou, the physical organ that beats within us all, and keeps us alive. (If a Japanese person tells you that their shinzou hurts, they’re not speaking metaphorically – get them to a doctor, pronto.) The second is ha-to, the shape of a love heart – the kind that you can’t escape until late February, once Valentine’s Day has passed. The third is kokoro.

Heart, mind and soul are inextricably linked in the word kokoro. The nearest English equivalent might be conscience; it’s a mentality or a feeling and it describes the emotions and desires inside all of us.

Nurturing your kokoro is where mindfulness begins, and this applies to every aspect of your life. I’ve been guilty of prioritising some areas at the expense of others, certainly in my working life. Getting burned out, being terrified of failure, or change, is something that I’ve struggled with before. But the most important thing I’ve learned on my journey so far is that failure is inevitable. This realisation has been one of the most liberating of all.

In Part One, I share different outlooks, philosophies and ways of thinking. Whether it’s accepting the imperfect, seeing the beauty in things that are broken or finding your motivation, taking the time to care for yourself in more ways than one (paying attention to mental health, as well as physical) will put things in perspective, help you to find joy and enable you to live a fuller, richer, happier life.
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Shortly after my grandfather died, I took my first job out of university in a field I wasn’t passionate about. I had moved to London, a city where I didn’t know many people, and I lived with a partner who worked so much that they were mostly absent. During this period, I felt lost and adrift.

So I took my camera, and started to document my life in London – the food I ate, what I had enjoyed about my day and things that had made me feel happy at a time when I mostly wasn’t. It was starting my blog, following what made me feel good and sharing that part of myself that nourished me and helped me grow.

So first, let’s take a look at ways to find your ikigai, or purpose – the thing that drives you and makes you get out of bed in the morning. We’ll then look at wabi-sabi – accepting the nature of impermanence and transience and embracing the presence of chaos in life – before, finally, finding the beauty in the broken, through the art of kintsugi.
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Onsen
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Hot springs and bathing

Some of my favourite memories involve going up to my aunt’s summer home in Kusatsu, a hot-spring resort, north of Tokyo. The strong smell of sulphur, and the flavour of the famous manju, a sweet bun filled with red bean paste, always remind me of my time there. We would go in the winter, to enjoy the onsen after a day on the slopes, and in the summer months, too, when the heat of the hot springs would make us feel so refreshed, making the sticky summer air feel a little cooler, and the heat just that little bit more manageable.

Unsurprising for such a volcanic country, onsens are dotted all over the place in Japan. There are outdoor and indoor onsens, which are different from public bathhouses (sento), as they are heated naturally through the springs.

A trip to an onsen is very much a communal activity. I usually went with my family, but it’s not unusual for people to go with their friends or co-workers. While I can’t imagine stripping down to my birthday suit with friends or colleagues over here, it’s really common in Japan, and it tends to bring people closer together. I’m not sure whether, for me, this is psychological, inasmuch as it’s associated with becoming clean, or because I’m already exposed physically, but some of the most frank, honest and open discussions I’ve ever had with family members have taken place in an onsen environment. Perhaps it has something to do with coming clean in more ways than one?

Onsen Etiquette

Traditionally, both men and women bathed in the same area, but these days that is quite unusual and most onsens are split into separate male and female baths.

Whether you’re bathing in an indoor or outdoor bath, the rules are the same – you’ll be expected to strip off completely. Onsen hygiene is taken really seriously. You have to wash off at a bathing station before entering the pool, usually sitting down on a bamboo stool, and using a bamboo bucket to wash your body with soap before entering the communal area. Your hair should be tied up, if it’s long, and you need to rinse off all the soap suds before you get in, so you don’t cloud the water or cause any interactions with the minerals of the spring.

Tattoo Taboo

A few years ago, my little sister, Amy, came home covered with multiple tattoos, making us groan with frustration as, in the past, many onsen operators have banned bathers with tattoos, ostensibly to keep out yakuza, or criminal gang members. However, in recent years some have softened in their approach, and you can go in as long as any tattoos are covered with plasters. Just something you might want to consider if you’re thinking about getting some ink work done before a big trip!
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Putting On a Yukata Kimono – How to Do It

When you go to a hot-spring resort like Kusatsu, it’s really common to see folks wearing yukata. A yukata is a casual cotton kimono worn in the summer. The type you’d find in a ryokan (a traditional inn) near an onsen tends to be dark blue and white, and super comfortable. They look great, and double up as loungewear, pyjamas or a bathrobe, without making you look like a lazy slob. The thing I love most about kimonos is that they flatter every body shape – and there are so many useful places to stash things, too. A breezy yukata combined with some clunky wooden geta (raised-platform) sandals makes the ultimate summer outfit in an onsen town. Here’s how you put one on:




	Slip your arms into the sleeves of your yukata. Pretending you’re a bird and using the sleeves to flap like wings is entirely optional (but almost irresistible).

	At waist level, grab the hem/lapel of the robe in each hand.

	Pull the right lapel of the robe towards the left side of your body, just underneath the crook of your arm. Make sure that the right-hand side of the robe isn’t on top – it’s really important because having the right side of the robe on top is reserved for the deceased, when they are dressed for burial, so doing it that way round is a massive faux pas.

	Pull the left side of the robe on top, closing the robe at the front so that it wraps around you. Make sure it’s snug, so you don’t run the risk of having it fly open, but leave enough room so that it’s comfortable (or, in my case, so that I won’t feel restricted after stuffing my face with manju buns). Hold it in place while you get your obi belt.

	If you’re female, wrap the obi belt around your waist, starting at the front and crossing at the back; for men, it tends to lie lower on the hips. Bring the two ends of the obi together and tie it at the front, just off-centre, slightly to the right.
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Bathing at Home

It’s not just about trips to the onsen; baths at home (furo) are also a big deal. There is nothing I enjoy more than a good soak at the end of the day, and having navigated the London rental housing market for quite a few years now, there is one non-negotiable requirement: my home must have a bathtub.

My grandfather would take around three baths a day, especially in the summer, when he’d pop back from the office around lunchtime for a quick soak. Japanese baths tend to be extremely deep, meaning that you can get in right up to your shoulders – and most come equipped with a button that lets you reheat the bathwater, so you can easily spend hours in the tub letting your fingertips get all prune-like.

In Japanese homes, the bathroom is usually a wet room, so you would rinse your body off with soap and a shower head, or with some water in a bamboo bucket, before getting in the tub. Getting in the bath isn’t about cleaning your body – that all happens outside. Being in the bathtub is about relaxing, letting your body loosen up and releasing tension. It’s also the perfect time to reflect, prioritise and let go – letting all your frustrations drain away, along with the water.
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Making Your Own Bath Salts

One of the things I stock up on every time I go back to Tokyo is bath salts, as well as bath bombs. There are so many varieties, and the benefits of aromatherapy are great. As we saw in the chapter about shinrin-yoku (forest bathing), the phytoncides and chemicals released by the trees have positive health effects – and aromatherapy can have a similarly calming and relaxing influence on the body.

The onsen experience is all about scent – whether it’s the smell of the sulphur or of hot, clean towels, fresh laundry or soap, it’s very much an activity that engages your sense of smell.

Homemade bath salts make excellent gifts.

You will need:


	700g Epsom salt

	475g coarse sea salt

	120g bicarbonate of soda

	essential oils (such as camphor, cypress, rose, orange blossom, eucalyptus, mint, chamomile, lemon balm or lavender)

	fresh herbs, optional (for example, mint, rosemary, lemon balm leaf, jasmine, calendula, ginger)



Combine the Epsom salt, sea salt and bicarbonate of soda in a glass jar. Add a few drops of your chosen essential oil until you get the desired aroma. Really high-quality, pure essential oils tend to be quite pricey, so I’d stick to about 10 drops at most. Adding a few sprigs of herbs always creates a nice effect – particularly mint leaves or some rosemary. The final product will make your bathroom smell utterly divine.
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Getting the Onsen Benefits Abroad

Taking a good, long soak in the tub might seem to be the closest you can get to replicating the experience of going to an onsen, but there are other things you can do.

There is something immensely satisfying about the sensation of having water flow over you, and some of the benefits of onsen come from simply being in the water – from the water pressure and the buoyancy. My love of onsen also might also be at the root of my love for swimming in cold, open bodies of water. My English family can’t get enough of outdoor swimming, particularly in rivers in the summertime. Once you get past the first few seconds (which are undoubtedly pretty grim), and get your body moving, it feels amazing – and is sure to get your heart rate up, too.

You could also try going in a sauna; the heat can help increase blood flow and aid in relaxation. The sensation of being immersed in the heat is very similar to an onsen and, as such, can help to create a similar frame of mind.







Bathing is not just about a quick rinse. Taking care of your whole self is essential in maintaining balance and contentment. And rituals around bathing play their part – they provide time in the day when you can focus on yourself, and clear your mind and body. Again, it’s an activity that the Japanese take slowly and spend quality time on.
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Calligraphy
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Penmanship and sumi-e

I often joke that I got my expert liquid-eyeliner technique through calligraphy lessons from my grandmother Motoko. While it’s true that I do have a deft hand in that department, there are also a few other things I learned from her love of the art.

Born in Russia, during the Second World War, my grandmother wasn’t educated in the traditional Japanese way for the first few years of her life. Things like kakijun (the order of the strokes when you are writing Japanese characters) was something she learned a little later than some of her peers and, as a result, she is quite self-conscious about her handwriting. But she has practised for years, and has reached a level where she is now qualified to instruct others in the art; so it never ceases to amuse me when she tries to fob the job of writing thank-you cards off on one of my cousins or aunts instead.

I’ve always found my grandmother’s love of shodo and shuji fascinating – the fact that simply changing the implements for the same set of movements could elicit such a different response from her in terms of how confident she felt in presenting her work to others. In my grandmother’s mind, however, they are two different things entirely: shodo and shuji are an expression of herself at a particular moment in time. Like sado (the ‘way of tea’), and kado (the ‘way of flowers’), the word shodo refers to the art, or the ‘way of calligraphy’. Shuji, on the other hand, refers more to penmanship, rather than calligraphy. Shuji is taught in schools from an elementary level – so children need to learn the basic strokes and how to hold the brush, before aspiring to become practitioners of the art form.

What is so compelling about shodo is the overt role that the calligrapher plays in creating a composition. The paper isn’t forgiving – once the ink and brush hit the surface, the calligrapher is committed and has to move with purpose to reach their desired result. Any hesitation or a shaky hand is easily transcribed and captured for ever; the creator is always leaving a part of themselves behind in the piece, adding to its beauty.

In some ways, the different arts are interconnected. For example, before a tea ceremony, you might cast your eye over a work of shodo to clear your mind. The piece wouldn’t be chosen at random; it would be painstakingly considered, and through it you would get a sense of the atmosphere the host is trying to create by setting the theme, and putting the work on display for the tea ceremony.
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The Instruments

When I was about eight years old, my grandmother gave me a calligraphy set. I was so enamoured of it that I only opened it occasionally to admire it, before closing it, untouched (and in my mind, unsullied).

The four core tools are referred to as ‘treasures of the study’, or bunbo shiho, and they are as follows:

—The brush: fude

The brush, called the fude, has a handle traditionally made from wood or bamboo and bristles made from animal hair of some kind (horse, goat or sheep). Different brushes are used for different strokes: a futofude, a thick brush, for big characters and a hosofude, or thin brush, for the smaller, more delicate, ones.

—The ink: sumi

The ink (sumi) comes in an ink-stick form. In the past, this had a practical purpose, as it was easier to transport long distances. Sumi is usually made from a mixture of soot and animal glue, and is often given as a traditional gift, although you can now also get pre-bottled sumi.

—The canvas: washi paper

Washi paper is a bit more durable than ordinary paper, and is usually made with mulberry (kozo) fibres. Washi paper can come in beautiful, textured patterns. Washi tape is also great for decorating and general arts and crafts.

—The ink stone: suzuri

The sumi ink stick is a block of black pigment that requires dilution. It is ground in the ink stone with some water, as you would do with watercolour paints. Then you dip your brush into the well of the suzuri – achieving the right opacity and consistency is part of perfecting the art (but if you’re feeling lazy, you can always pour a bit of pre-made bottled ink in there, too).
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Besides


	A paperweight or bunchin. This keeps everything in its correct place as you work.

	An under-sheet or shitajiki. You would place a shitajiki under the canvas to prevent the ink from bleeding through to whatever is underneath. Traditionally, you might use something like a cloth, but school students in Japan also use plastic ones to prevent their class notes from bleeding through the pages of their notebooks.

	The seal or indei. A student or practitioner might carve their own seal or stamp (known as an inkan), usually with red ink (or indei), to mark their work as their own. It would usually be the only burst of colour on an otherwise monochromatic piece.

	Fudepen. If you were keen to practise your calligraphy without having to fork out for all of the instruments, I’d definitely invest in a fudepen. The tip is made with bristles, and it is a portable, easy-to-use way to practise your penmanship and achieve the desired effect without having to get all of your kit ready.








	側 soku: the dot

	勒 roku: a horizontal stroke

	努 do: a vertical stroke

	趯 teki: an upward flick from a horizontal or vertical stroke (roku or do)

	策 saku: an upward flick to the right

	掠 ryaku: a downward stroke to the left

	啄 taku: a downward flick to the left

	磔 taku: a downward stroke to the right.


























	A handwritten or personally inked note will always appear more thoughtful than a text.

	Writing by hand can help to engage and stimulate parts of your brain that deal with memory formation.

	Calligraphy requires concentration and discipline. It’s good to be challenged, and not just have the option to hit the return key on your keyboard.
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