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PART TWO    Sound: The Six-Fold Path of Zen Guitar30

Below are three bird songs transcribed for guitar. To echo these natural sounds is a 
good exercise in ear training. To listen to the actual bird, hear the variations of this 
song and yet perceive the essence that stays the same in each, is better still. Some of 
the notes in the first bird song have small dots above them; these notes should be 
played staccato, or shorter than usual.
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PART TWO    Sound: The Six-Fold Path of Zen Guitar 35

Each of these six chords is prominently played in a well-known rock song. Strum 
the chord, and see if it triggers a memory of the song. Have a friend strum them in 
random order. Can you tell which is which? 
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“Stairway to 
Heaven”

Led Zeppelin

“Purple Haze”
Jimi Hendrix

“Love Song”
The Cure

“Stormy Monday”
T-Bone Walker

“Under the Bridge”
Red Hot Chili 

Peppers

“Mediterranean 
Sundance”

Al Di Meola
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PART TWO    Sound: The Six-Fold Path of Zen Guitar 67

Thought: The same water that bubbles forth from the highest of mountain springs 
will eventually flow down to the deepest oceans. On its way, it will conform to 

the shape of all of the pathways through which it travels. These pathways will also 
be shaped by its passing. The water may pass through a pinhole in rock, tumble 
freely through the air or move slowly through a great river. The Zen Guitarist moves 
through his musical life as fluidly and naturally as water flows toward the ocean. 
Along the way, he plays many songs with many people, sharing the music in his 
heart as he goes. He adapts as freely as does the water. He is content to be a student, 
a teacher, a performer and a listener, all in the same day. Perhaps someday he will 
have acquired the skill to play any song with anybody, just as liquid fits the shape 
of any vessel into which it is poured. He does not fear musical situations, just as a 
drop of water does not fear the ocean. 

Action: Jam with a musician of a higher skill level than yourself, or one from a vastly 
different musical style. Don’t try to compete with him. Instead, just try to fit in, 
and support whatever he’s doing. Allow him to lead you. 

The Flowing Water Etude

Photo by Tim
othy Phelps
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PART THREE    Zen Guitar: One Sound One Song86

It is time to start preparing ourselves to play the “One Sound One Song” themes. 
Some of them are easy enough for an absolute beginner to master without 

frustration; others that depend on higher skill levels will require more practice. Let’s 
begin by tuning our guitars to Zen Guitar tuning (reference pitches are on track 
33 of your CD). Note that the themes are arranged in order of difficulty, so that 
the easiest themes come first. A short explanation of each theme will be provided 
to assist you in both understanding and playing the theme. 

After the themes have been mastered, they should be performed in random sequence, 
at the whim of the Zen Guitarist. The two main themes are undoubtedly the “Dream 
Theme,” which Sudo used to refer to as the “big” theme, and the “Bird Flying Theme,” 
which features the strongest melody. You may find yourself returning to these two 
more often than the others. 

The twelve themes are analogous to kata in the martial arts. In Japanese karate, kata 
are complex combinations of motions strung together in a dance-like form. The 
word means example or moving meditation. Chinese and Korean disciplines feature 
very similar practices. The mastering of kata is essential to any martial art and helps 
the practitioner reach a higher skill level. In later stages the movements of the kata 
will be spontaneously combined and mixed with improvised moves. Learning the 
twelve Zen Guitar themes presented here will help your guitar playing in the same 
way that learning a kata helps the martial artist. Just as every martial artist interprets 
a kata in his own way, so too will every Zen Guitarist interpret the themes. 

It’s a simple matter to enjoy “One Sound One Song.” All you need to do is learn two 
or three of the themes and then begin combining them spontaneously. Any theme 
will seamlessly flow into the next. In turn, each theme can be played for as long as 
you wish, like chanting a mantra (an ancient spiritual practice of chanting the same 
phrase over and over again), or sitting in Zazen meditation. Don’t consciously decide 
when to switch from one theme to the next; allow yourself to become spontaneous, 
and the change will come naturally.

The Twelve Themes
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