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A Study of the Tango in Medieval Zen Temples

TACHI Ryushi

Tango the 5th of May, is one of the season’s sectional days with its origin
in China. Since ancient times in China Tango was a special day holiday on
which chimaki %% (rice dumplings wrapped in bamboo leaves) were eaten and
various ceremonies using Acorus calamus ¥ i, Artemisia princeps ., etc.,
were held. The Tango was one of the popular folk customs adopted into the
ritual practice of Zen Buddhism, a strict contemplative school of Buddhism
that was introduced to China by the Indian monk Bodhidharma % JB%. Zen
emphasized the importance of maintaining the monastic precepts, but also
recognized the value of popular customs owing to its stress on the oneness of
religious practice and everyday life, as expressed in Mazu Daoyi's & —
sayings “mind itself is the Buddha” Bll.Lv&1LA and “ordinary mind is the Way”
P OEIE.

Historical records indicate that the Tango in Chinese Zen temples began
during the Northern Song Dynasty dt K K X, with the three activities of
Tango Preaching %5’ b 4¢, eating chimaki, and drinking Acorus calamus tea
B 7 A% being observed. Initially these activities were referred to in only a
limited number of documents, but later, during the Southern Song Dynasty Fi
K W X, the number of references increased greatly. The customs of Tango
Preaching and drinking acorus calamus tea were officially recorded in the
Baizhing Zen Monastic Regulations )15 7 i B, compiled during the Yuan
Dynasty JCHt.

The customs associated with Tango and performed in Song-dynasty Zen
temples were introduced to Japan by Zen monks during the Kamakura period.

The practice of Tango Preaching, for example, is referred to in the written
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records of Dogen JEJC and Rankei Doryl Bi#EFE, Zen monks active during
the mid-Kamakura period. The eating of chimaki, too, took place in
Kamakura-period Zen temples, although chimaki itself was introduced to
Japan during the Nara period.

Acorus calamus tea derives from Acorus calamus wine Eiffifi, mentioned
in the sixth-century Chinese text Keiso saijiki #iZE%IFa0. Zen temples used
chopped Acorus calamus leaves to drink with tea. What originally began as a
custom in Northern Song Dynasty Zen temples was introduced to Japan by
Zen monks from the Southern Song Dynasty. Although Acorus calamus tea
drinking died out in China during the Ming-Qing era B ii% ¥ {4, Japanese
documents confirm that it continued in Japan's Zen temples until the
beginning of the Meiji period. References to the drinking of Acorus calamus
tea are found exclusively in historical materials relating to Zen temples, so it
can be regarded as unique to the Zen school. In Japan Acorus calamus tea
was one of the aspects of Song-dynasty Zen culture that was eagerly accepted
and maintained as one of Japan's Zen traditions.

The customs of eating chimaki, drinking Acorus calamus tea, and
presenting special Tango sermons during the annual observance of the Tango
became established elements of the training life of medieval Zen temples in

Japan.
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