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When the Chinese Zither ‘guqin’ Encounters The Diamond Sutra:
A Brief Discussion on How to Apply ‘Developing a Mind of Not Abiding Anywhere’ when Playing the and in daily life.


The Diamond Sutra comprehends the essence teachings of the Prajñāpāramitā Sutras. The remarkable teachings in this Sutra can be of great benefit to those who can uphold and practice even a four-line stanza or two lines. As the Sutra stated, ‘Tathagata says that all phenomena are Buddhas’ Dharma’[footnoteRef:1]. This implies that we can be awakened to our innate nature in all circumstances as long as we let go of wandering thoughts, discrimination, and attachment. In fact, all Dharmas are of the same nature. [1:  Jiang, Wei Nong 江味農, The Diamond Sutra《金剛般若波羅蜜經》(Taipei:Evergreen Buddhist Culture Service Pte Ltd, 2016),p17.] 

The Chinese Zither (known as ‘Guqin’) is one of the most typical ancient instruments in China. It can be used as musical instrument as well as for self-cultivation. As the instrument produced low pitch, subtle, rich frequency and melodious tones, both the player and the listener would gradually enter the tranquil state of mind. Such meditative concentration is similar to Buddhist meditation. The Classic Xishan Works of Qin defined the process of playing the ‘guqin’ into three stages; firstly, the strings and fingers must be in harmony; so too, must be the sounds and fingers and, finally the sounds and the intended meaning must be harmonious[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The Classic Xishan Works of Qin,谿山琴況, <https://zh.wikisource.org/zh-hant/%E8%B0%BF%E5%B1%B1%E7%90%B4%E5%86%B5> [Accessed 18 November 2017].] 

This essay is aimed at discussing how to apply the main teachings of The Diamond Sutra, ‘Developing a mind of not abiding anywhere” [footnoteRef:3]into the three stages of Zither playing while integrating this spirit in daily life. The Great Master Hui Neng achieved enlightenment upon hearing this stanza of the Sutra. ‘Not abiding’ means letting go of attachment. In other words, we don’t give rise to wandering thoughts, discrimination, and attachment when encountering the objects of the six sense organs. These are the main reasons living beings suffered in the six realms of reincarnation from time immemorial. If we can renounce these illusory thoughts, our mind will gradually reach the state of purity to achieve awakening. ‘Not abiding’ does not mean doing nothing. The stanza said we must ‘develop a mind’ of purity or bringing forth the Bodhi Mind to practice the six perfections (paramitas). In dealing with people and matters, we must do our best to complete the tasks while the mind remains pure without attachment. [3:  Jiang, Wei Nong 江味農, The Diamond Sutra《金剛般若波羅蜜經》(Taipei:Evergreen Buddhist Culture Service Pte Ltd, 2016),p.] 

How do we practice ‘non-abiding’ in our daily life? The Diamond Sutra taught us not to be attached to the four notions of an ego, a personality, a being and a life. As the Sutra stated, ‘Thus shall he not abide to the notions of an ego, a personality, a being and a life’[footnoteRef:4]. These four notions refer to all the phenomenon in the universe, including the sentient and non-sentient beings. Sentient beings consist of the five aggregates and the four great elements, while non-sentient beings consist only of the four elements. Once sentient beings become attached to their own five aggregates, it is called the notion of ‘an ego’. ‘A personality’ refers to all sentient beings other than oneself; while ‘a being’ refers to all the phenomena arising from causes and conditions, including the animals, plants and natural environment. The existence of time period in the three notions mentioned above is called ‘a life’. Why should we let go of the ‘four notions’? Because they constantly arise and cease from moment to moment. This changes are so subtle that we could neither identify nor dominate them, even though we think we can. Since their existences are temporary and illusory, we must not be attached to these notions. [4: Jiang, Wei Nong 江味農, The Diamond Sutra《金剛般若波羅蜜經》,p25.] 

Understanding this principle, one can apply it in playing ‘guqin’. First of all, the strings and fingers must both be harmonious. As the “Classic Xishan Works of Qin” said “Each string of the ‘guqin’ has its unique characteristics and one has to go along with its nature rather than going against it. The strings must always be pressed firmly and correctly. If Zhu(注) is used when Chuo(綽) is required; or Shang(上) is used when Xia(下)  is called for, then the sound will not flow well. If the string is not firmly pressed and the finger movements are uncertain, the sound produced will be weak and soft. So, when pressing the strings or moving from one string to another, one must not loosen one’s hold on the strings. When moving the fingers along the same strings, it is particularly important to move them in a natural way. The fingers, must remain glued to the strings so as to achieve ‘He’ (和,Harmony) between the fingers and the strings.”[footnoteRef:5](with modifaction) [5:  The Classic Xishan Works of Qin,谿山琴況, <https://zh.wikisource.org/zh-hant/%E8%B0%BF%E5%B1%B1%E7%90%B4%E5%86%B5> [Accessed 18 November 2017].] 

At this stage, the ‘guqin’ player needs to master themselves with the basic skills and mindsets. What state of mind should the player maintain? His mind should dwell in the present without being attached to his acts of playing, the ‘guqin’ he is playing, the music, as well as the time spent in playing. In this way, his mind will settle down in his practice.
Each ‘guqin’ is produced under different circumstances and conditions, hence, the qualities and characteristics vary. For example, the sound quality, tension of the string, as well as its strength and weaknesses are not the same. Therefore, one should not stick to one’s own practice habits (not attached to the notion of ‘ego’). To familiarize oneself to the different types of ‘guqin’ in various situations is being unattached to the notion of ‘personality’ and ‘being’, while letting go of the thoughts of striving for speedy achievements is being unattached to the notion of ‘a life’. This is the practice of non-attachment in practicing ‘guqin’. Once the practitioner has the improper t attitude of being impetuous, the instrument will give out fretful sound; In such situations, he would not be able to settle down his mind to practice and thus, he would not have further achievements.  Therefore, if a practitioner can stay focused on his practice and let go of the four notions mentioned above, then he could gradually achieve   harmony between the strings and the fingers. We should apply this   principle and spirit in daily life, especially when dealing with different people, matters and affairs. We must not cling on to self-opinion or seeking achievement, but to accord with every situation. Once we could let go of our attachment to the respective four notions of ‘ego, personality, being and life’, we would be able to complete the tasks superbly well. In this way, we are practicing ‘developing a mind of not abiding anywhere’.  
In the second stage of playing ‘guqin’, The Classic Xishan Works of Qin states that “All sounds have their unique position, some are on the ‘hui’ position, some are not. For those not located on ‘hui’ position, they are are marked with a scale between two hui(徽) position. Otherwise, if the scales are mixed up, how can one achieve ‘he’(和)? Every musical piece has its structure, every musical phrase has its requirements and every sound has its position. Music theories must be adhered to strictly. If one’s play becomes chaotic because the rules are not followed, how can one achieve ‘He’(和)? Serious students of ‘guqin’ should try to identify different points in a musical piece where one should use the ‘Yin’(吟)and ‘Nao’(猱)techniques to produce a harmonious music, or the ‘Chuo’ (綽) and ‘Zhu’(注) techniques to adapt one’s style to the music, or to play it heavily, lightly, fast or slow to regulate the effect. One must play it in such a way that the music sounds melodious and moving, and that its feelings are fully expressed, in order to achieve ‘He’(和) between the fingers and the sound.”[footnoteRef:6](with modifaction)At this stage, a practitioner needs to let go of all previous habits and focus one’s mind to only one aspect at a time. After the first phase of training, the primary ability has been acquired, but the capability of playing a piece of music well need to be fulfilled. There are many factors to be taken into consideration, such as the pitch, tone, rhythm, weight, and so forth. As far as ‘guqin’, Yin(吟), Nao(猱) and the way music is played are of particular ,importance, especially the third one because of the characteristic of the notation. ‘Jianzi Notation’(減字譜) does not indicate rhythm. Besides, each piece of music has its artistic conception and emotion. The previous stage focuses on the relations between the strings and fingers. As for the connection between the sounds, sentence, and paragraph, the player cannot control these details accurately. Since there are so many points, it is beneficial for a player to enhance one aspect at a time. If so, with the expanding layers, the tune he/she plays will gradually improve. This performing level is the second achievement that makes the fingers and sounds harmonious. [6:  The Classic Xishan Works of Qin,谿山琴況, <https://zh.wikisource.org/zh-hant/%E8%B0%BF%E5%B1%B1%E7%90%B4%E5%86%B5> [Accessed 18 November 2017].] 

The Enlightenment of this stage is that, whether in scholarly pursuits or any field, it is easier to broaden after specializing. Worldly knowledge is extensive and profound, thus, is hard to grasp all of it at the beginning of learning.
It might become a hindrance or confusion to accomplishment for learners if they divert their attention to various aspects at the same time. On the contrary, if learners could study one subject in-depth, once well-versed, they can easily comprehend by analogy, and can connect to what they have learned. This is the advantage of specializing in one subject without thinking about other things.
The third stage is to harmonize the sounds and the intended meaning, like The Classic Xishan Works of Qin stated “The sounds must always be guided by what a musical piece attempts to express, and the contents must always come before the sounds. Only then can all the wonderful subtleties of the piece be expressed. Thus, one must master the sounds before one can express the contents of a work, and one can express the contents of a work most appropriately when one has mastered the correct ways with which to produce the sounds. For example, when one plucks the strings with one’s right-hand fingers, one must do it forcefully but not violently, lightly but not impetuously, quickly but not hastily or slowly but not loosely. On the other hand, when one presses the strings with one’s left-hand fingers, one must use the Yin(吟) and Nao(猱) techniques to produce sounds that come across as smooth and round (i.e., the right amount of Yinnao(吟猱) must be used and there should be no sluggishness in between). One also uses the Chuo(綽) and Zhu(注) techniques. Once it is accomplished(tuned), it can be extended (i.e., as soon as Chuo(綽) and Zhu(注) are confirmed, they can be extended). The ‘guqin’ must not produce sounds that appear blunt. Instead, the sounds must come across as undulating and turning. The notes must sound tightly arranged though appearing sporadic; they must rise and fall gracefully and be well-linked though appearing disconnected. These are the ways with which to express the deepest meanings of a musical work with the purity of sounds. Skilled players can conjure up pleasant imaginations- when they depict the beauty of mountains and waters, imaginary mountains and oceans will appear before the audience. Their performances bring coolness in the height of summer, as if he audience were in a spacious, frosted hall, and warmth in frigid winter, as if spring had arrived early. The expressiveness of guqin music is unimaginably infinite. Although no one can offer an explanation to what is described above but it can certainly be achieved when there is a perfect match between the sounds produced and what they aim to express.”[footnoteRef:7](with modifaction) [7: The Classic Xishan Works of Qin,谿山琴況, <https://zh.wikisource.org/zh-hant/%E8%B0%BF%E5%B1%B1%E7%90%B4%E5%86%B5> [Accessed 18 November 2017].] 

Now, the practitioner can play music expertly but not entirely, so he needs to continue improving himself to reach the highest level. At this stage, the performer should concentrate his mind on the present sound without a single scattered thought (known as ‘developing a mind of not abiding anywhere’) . As mentioned in the preceding paragraphs, the ‘guqin’ player must be able to play mellifluous and upbeat music, that make the surrounding atmosphere very conducive and tranquil( 氣韻舒展Qìyùn shūzhǎn). Even though the music played could be of fast rhythm, it is not unpleasant to the listener(急而不亂 Jí ér bù luàn ). In addition, the music is gentle but not incoherent (緩而不斷 Huǎn ér bùduàn); dramatic but not affected ; relaxing but not loose(張弛有度Zhāngchí yǒu dù) . Beside accomplishing a tune at one go, the most important thing for player is to get rid of all the impetuous heart(雪其躁氣 Xuě qí zào qì) As such, both the player and listener will develop pure faith in the music and would rid themselves from afflictions. In other words, they would no longer be affected by external negative influences. In this way, the ‘guqin’ player will be able to comprehend and master the profound meaning found in music. For example, he can make a picture in audience’s mind, as he thinks of mountains and rivers, the imaginary of magnificent mountains and wide ocean will appear before them. If he could progress further in his cultivation, abandoning all the previous skills acquired, he will immerse everyone including himself, the music as well as the ‘guqin’ as one entity. As stated in the Sutra, “When one is not attached to forms, he is called the Buddha”[footnoteRef:8]. At this stage, the player is at peace with the world because he no longer has gains and losses. Since he has reached the stage of “developing a mind of not abiding anywhere”, the music he played and everything he did will be in accordance with his innate nature. This truly explains the Sutra texts which said, “‘Tathagata’ means the suchness of all phenomena are Buddhas’ Dharma[footnoteRef:9]”;and“This Dharma is universal and impartial.[footnoteRef:10]” This is the enlightenment of the third stage (There is a perfect match between the sounds produced and what the performer aim to express), just as the Zhiyue lu (指月錄Zhǐ yuè lù )stated “The green bamboo is the Dharmakaya and that the fragrance of yellow flowers is Prajna”[footnoteRef:11]. Because all phenomena he experienced are true nature, he lives a life of awakening and tranquil. [8:  Jiang, Wei Nong 江味農, The Diamond Sutra《金剛般若波羅蜜經》,p26.]  [9:  Jiang, Wei Nong 江味農, The Diamond Sutra《金剛般若波羅蜜經》,p40.]  [10:  Jiang, Wei Nong 江味農, The Diamond Sutra《金剛般若波羅蜜經》,p50.]  [11:  Zhiyue lu,《指月錄》,<http://www.merit-times.com.tw/NewsPage.aspx?unid=181978>[Accessed on 18 November2017].] 

The inspiration of our daily life is that although there are so many opportunities, we can only choose one at a time. Once one thing is consummate, the next will subsequently come in a nature way. In the complicated world, there are all kinds of things. If we can focus on every moment and not being distracted by other things (developing a mind of not abiding anywhere’), then we can stay calm and leisurely. Even though things are multifarious, we can still keep efficient and methodical as facing any situations. When we get to the advanced level, all we do comply with our true nature no matter where we are. In other words, all we do naturally make sense. Because not opposing to anything, we can therefore feel at ease with whatever circumstances they are. Not only that, we do whatever we want without offending the rules (This Dharma is universal and impartial). Finally, our mind can not only affect the environment, but have our wish come true (‘Tathagata says that all phenomena are Buddha’s Dharmas).
In conclusion, this article discusses the application combined with the main teaching of The “Diamond Sutra” and the paragraph ‘HHHe’(和) in the “Classic Xishan Works of Qin”. It can help the guqin player improve to a higher level, furthermore, can apply in daily life. In fact, “Tathagata says that all phenomena are Buddha’s Dharmas”. No matter The Sutra, Guqin or everything in life, all principles can be integrated as a whole. It is hard to enlighten if we cannot let go of the discrimination, attachment, and  ignorance(four notions). Once we can apply it in everything, with the passage of time, everything can be attained. As the text said “his mind is clean and pure, he will realize the true nature”, the way of guqin, humanity, and the Buddhahood can be achieved.
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