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ichigo ichie

Foreword by Ben Sherman

The first time you heard Hendrix. Your first look at a Dalí 
painting. Your first glimpse of the stars through a tele-

scope. We all have had those pivotal moments. Before, you 
thought you had a clear picture of your world, but after, you 
realize you need a bigger frame. If this is your first time reading 
Zen Guitar, you are about to experience a “before/after” 
 moment—one that changes everything.

When I read ZG for the first time back in the late 1990s, I 
had already spent twenty years as a guitarist and full-time pro-
fessional musician. The thing I remember most is feeling a 
sense of recognition. I found myself saying over and over, “Yes, 
yes, yes!” Phil was expressing some deep philosophical wisdom, 
and showing how it connected to making music. It was pro-
found, and yet in a way it seemed so obvious. Until Phil, no 
one had found the means to express it in such a concise, down-
to-earth way. So it’s worth asking, how did he do it? How did 
this book come to be?

Phil Sudo was Japanese-American, and during his youth 
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10 ichigo ichie

lived for years in both Japan and the United States. He has 
spoken about how he grew up fully immersed in and influ-
enced by Western pop culture, while at the same time deeply 
absorbing traditional Eastern philosophy. He clearly enjoyed 
exploring many divergent paths. Fortunately for us, he eventu-
ally gravitated to journalism, and took up guitar. Two callings, 
and both became passions for this brilliant and intense young 
man. The seeds of Zen Guitar were planted.

One of Phil’s favorite books was The Book of Five Rings by 
Miyamoto Musashi, a renowned Japanese samurai of the 1600s. 
Phil saw that Musashi was writing about swordsmanship not 
just as a tutorial, but also as a metaphor, a way to teach a Zen 
philosophy of living. It occurred to Phil that you could talk 
about guitar playing in the same way, and he started writing a 
book that merged his love of rock guitar with his devotion to 
Zen philosophy. The result was a masterpiece.

Phil intended that Zen Guitar be accessible to anyone, not 
just musicians; he once said that guitar was simply the “point 
of entry” to help the reader gain access to a greater understand-
ing of Zen. (He  employed a similar process in his next two 
books, Zen Computer and Zen Sex.) Nevertheless, the book is 
called Zen Guitar, and there’s no doubt that musicians, at 
whatever level of skill or professional experience they may have, 
will hear this book speaking to them. It’s a guide book on how 
to play music with honesty, integrity, passion, and humility. 
But ZG is also about how all the attributes of an admirable hu-
man being can be cultivated by applying Zen principles to 
whatever you are doing or experiencing—anywhere, anytime. 
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So what is this book really about: understanding Zen or be-
coming a better musician? Well, whenever Zen is involved, one 
must be prepared to encounter contradiction and paradox. I 
advise you to just go with the flow and decide for yourself.

In this brilliant collection of short essays, Phil covers many 
qualities and attributes that a follower of Zen would strive for, 
and describes exactly how they would apply to playing music. 
Here’s a key quote that gets right to the heart of it: “Zen Guitar 
is nothing more than playing the song we’re all born with 
 inside—the one that makes us human.” He also offers many 
superb examples of well-known musicians who have these 
qualities, and quotes from them to show their perspectives. For 
example, this great quote from Jimi Hendrix: “My own thing is 
in my head. I hear sounds and if I don’t get them together 
 nobody else will.”

It is hard for me to imagine that it’s been twenty years since 
ZG was first published, because for me it’s like no time has 
passed. I carry it in my mind and heart every day. I too am pas-
sionate about guitar, and have also been drawn to the meeting 
points of Western and Eastern culture and philosophy, so I im-
mediately connected with what Phil was saying at many levels. 
But he inspired me to go further. ZG helped me to see how 
being a working musician, performing in public on a regular 
basis, was more than just “gigging”—it was actually an oppor-
tunity to learn and practice the art of being fully human.

I think Phil wanted to help people throw off the notion that 
philosophy and spirituality are systems of thought best studied 
in lofty monasteries by people who are utterly serious and de-
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tached from real life. I had a chance to meet and talk with Phil 
after the ZG book first came out, and he was anything but that. 
The man I met was funny, smart, worldly, generous, empa-
thetic, and most of all, fully engaged. It was very heartwarming 
to meet someone who had inspired me so much but at the 
same time made me feel like a comrade, a brother.

One concept Phil talks about in Zen Guitar is ichigo ichie. It’s 
a Japanese phrase meaning, literally, “one time, one meeting.” 
It comes from Zen Buddhism and is particularly associated 
with the Japanese tea ceremony. In the ceremony, the host in-
vites the guest into his home and offers the tea with great care, 
preparation, and consideration, with all the generosity of his 
heart, with no expectation of reciprocity. The underlying mean-
ings of the ceremony are deep and have many layers. Ichigo 
ichie reminds the participants to treat each ceremony as a 
unique and special event, a once-in-a-lifetime experience. It is 
a teaching that has great relevance to the relationship between 
musician and audience, as Phil so elegantly explains.

Phil was practicing ichigo ichie when he met with me. Your 
encounter with this book is also one of those moments. Phil 
prepared Zen Guitar with the utmost thoughtfulness and care, 
and invested it with his wisdom, heart, and soul. I hope you 
will read it, take it to heart, live it, and share its joy with others 
who haven’t yet discovered this gem of a book.
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