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Wild Chinlone Chase

The Mystic Ball

I feel lucky beyond measure.

Almost everyday for more than thirty years
I've played intensely with one of the most
beautiful objects I've ever seen, it also
sounds and feels beautiful.

I play chinlone which is an artistic team
sport from Myanmar (Burma) that works
through cooperation rather than competition.
As a team sport, chinlone is radical - there is
no conflict and it is playful.

Chinlone is ideally played by a team of six,
there is no opposing team. A hand woven
rattan ball is kept up in the air using the
feet and knees. The ball is passed back
and forth between the players. The passing
and receiving of the ball are done using
traditional moves that use six points of
contact, five on the feet (top of toes, inside
edge, outside edge, sole, heel/Achille’s
tendon) and the knees.

The basic idea is to pass and receive the
ball in beautiful ways. There are over 200
different ways to kick the ball (the same
moves done with the right and left sides
are considered different moves). There is
an effort to use good form in the playing,
this means that the position of the arms and
torso should be in classical alignment as the
ball is kicked. This is for good technique and
aesthetics.

There are two kinds of chinlone played in
Myanmar. One is the circle or team style and
the other is a solo performance style done
only by women. In the circle style you have

all the random ball movement and potential
chaos found in any team ball sport. Both
men and women play circle style together
on the same teams at high levels of the
game. In the solo performance style, women
do choreographed routines of extraordinary
ball control.

The team of six play within a circle and start
the game off with a hand toss of the ball to
a player across the circle who receives it
using one of the basic kicks, the receiving
player then passes the ball to another player.
At some point as the ball is being passed
around the circle, one of the players will
go into the center and become the soloist,
also known as the ‘Prince’ or ‘Princess’. The
soloist is free to create a solo according to
their own style, depending on which moves
they are able to do - as long as the ball stays
up. The other five players act as supporters.
If the soloist passes the ball to a supporter or
loses the ball and a supporter saves it before
it touches the ground - the supporter tries
to pass the ball back with one touch so that
the soloist can continue their solo. When
the ball touches the ground it is dead and
the soloist comes out of the center. The play
goes on like this with all the players getting
turns to solo.

Circle play is deceptively fast and extremely
difficult to play well. There is a kind of
etiquette inside the circle that helps players
to not kick each other and to give each other
enough space to spin and move. Intuitive
communication is essential, one has to be
deeply tuned in to the other players and
the flow of the ball. Most players specialize
in either supporting or soloing, although all

players do both.

There are many Buddhist festivals throughout
the year in Myanmar, chinlone games are
often featured and well loved. In addition
to the festival play there is everyday circle
play. The difference is that everyday play is
informal, fun and includes fooling around.
Festival play is more formal, more serious,
there is live musical accompaniment, an
announcer and an audience.

The music adds a whole atmosphere and
feeling that is indescribable. Chinlone
music comes from ancient Burmese battle
music, it’s purpose is to give the players
fighting spirit to be daring and play well.
The musicians watch the playing closely
and accent the kicks with cymbals and
drums, the players try to play in styles that
correspond to the various parts of the music.

Chinlone audiences are very supportive and
know the players and teams well. They give
the players a lot of energy and can even
send in tips to be pinned on the backs of
the player’s shirts. I've saved all the tips I've
gotten in chinlone festivals over the years,
they felt like love from the audience.

The experience of playing in chinlone festivals
where there are big audiences — live chinlone
music and an announcer - is extraordinary
and often feels surreal. I am always humbled
and awed by the incredible level of artistry,
athleticism and improvisation. The feeling of
energy, beauty and oneness in the circle is
super intense and uplifting.

I play three different variations of this game.

= daigo itatsu

As a team sport, chinlone is
radical — there is no conflict
and it is playful.
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When I am in Myanmar I play the circle
style on various teams. Here in Canada
where I live, I have two very good playing
partners and a few other less serious players.
Mostly I play alone or with one of the good
players. Once in a while there are three of

Greg playing in Chinlone festival (Myanmar)

us. Playing in a team of six is very different
from playing with only two. Playing alone
is very different from playing with two or
three. It’s kind of odd playing chinlone here
in Canada because no one knows what it is
and thinks I'm practicing for soccer.

When you play with other players in a
team or when there are just two, you are
constantly sensing the other player, their
intent, their readiness and their focus. You
become intimately connected. There is a
gray — unclear area where the radius of each
player meets that of the other player. You
have to continuously adjust, react, respond
— often at the last moment to keep balls up
that are falling in this gray area or elsewhere.
You try to give passes that are easy for the

other player to receive. sometimes you might
want to push or challenge them with faster,
harder passes. How you pass also affects the
flow of the

game.

Playing chinlone has become a daily
meditation for me. My playing is always
changing, growing, being refined - in
the last year or so I've been noticing my
footwork more than ever. I enjoy and pay
attention to the feeling of my feet on the
ground. Sometimes my feet dance and make
interesting steps by themselves. In fact,
much of my playing happens almost on it’s
own, my feet seem to have their own eyes
and intelligence.

Everything in chinlone is done on one foot
or in the air, therefore the feeling of the
standing foot/leg is as important as the
kicking foot. There is a rhythm in the earth
that comes up through my feet. Everything
has a rhythm and feeling - the earth, the
wind, gravity, space and of course time.

As far back as I can remember, I've practiced
moving like various animals. Not their literal
movement, but something like an essence
or feeling in their movement. In chinlone,
especially when I’'m playing alone this
animal feeling appears in my sense of flow
and in the way I respond to the ball. It’s hard
to explain this — I don’t usually consciously
decide to do a certain style, although
sometimes I do. Most often as I'm playing
and in the midst of action, I feel some kind
of bird, animal or insect quality as I'm flying
around. It feels like a kind of dreaming, it
is strange and wonderful. I almost never
talk with people about these things so I'm

trying to articulate this to myself right now.
Actually I do often try for things, here are
some examples — [ see pigeons swooping,
gliding and flowing around me and I try for
that kind of flow and that kind of oneness
between me and the ball. Sparrows zipping
and bobbing in flight — another kind of flow.
Dragonflies — zooming in every direction,
changing direction instantly and hovering
— another kind of flow. Hornets flying a
centimeter above the ground with slow
precision — another flow, especially for my
feet.

This animal feeling I have in the playing
is also about the fierce kind of agility
and matching oneself to a moving target,
constantly without abstract thought or
ulterior motives like scoring points or
winning.

I often have the sensation of flying, darting,
gliding — like a bird, or swimming playfully
and quickly like an otter or seal as I play.
Usually after a good play I feel as if I am
soaring like a hawk or seagull. This feeling
will last for hours.

Sometimes as I'm flying around keeping
the ball up, it brushes lightly against my
eyelashes, eyebrows, nose or lips — this is
a deeply delightful feeling. Sometimes, by
accident, I kick the ball into my face hard
— not so delightful. Chinlone balls can be
surprisingly painful.

When I'm playing alone or with two, I feel
like I am inside the ball. I get a sensuous
feeling as the ball rises and falls. When 1
kick well there is a slow motion feeling to

the balls flight and almost a slight pause at
the top of it’s trajectory. As I watch and wait
to kick it again, the feeling is sweet as if 1
was cuddling with someone I love.

I think chinlone is a kind of making love.
The intimacy, the anticipation, the being
taken care of and supported, the feeling
of someone trying to make you happy, to
understand what you want and need, the
delight of fitting together physically in the
moment.

For many years I've kept a journal of my
playing that includes the weather, who
played, how the playing was, and any birds,
dogs or insects [ may have seen. I've noticed
that over and over again, I've written that
“this was the most beautiful play ever for
me” etc. That reminds me how making love
feels that way too, like each time is always
the best and most beautiful feeling I've ever
felt.

Here is an unusual experience I wrote in my
journal, from a couple of years ago -

“Incredible thing happened today — Nate
gave me a pass that flew over my head
quickly, as I jumped up to get it, for some
reason | used my right heel rather than
my sole behind my back. I just managed
to get a touch on it and then everything
stopped as I was still in the air - my heart,
my blood and everything around me, even
sound stopped. Everything changed color
as well. Then as [ started floating down to
the ground very, very slowly — I was looking
around in disbelief wondering what was
happening and I saw the shadow of the
ball on the ground. The ball shadow was
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moving very slowly and changing shape as
it crawled along the ground. The color of
the shadow was strange. I noticed that the
speed of the shadow ball moving along the
ground was the same speed as I was floating
down. Between the time when I touched
the ball with my heel until I floated down to
the ground - felt like hours. I had more than
enough time to wonder what was happening,
not understand, let go of thinking about it
and just enjoy the ride. As I landed softly
in slow motion, I looked up and saw Nate
moving toward the ball and knew he would
get it.

Nate got the ball and we kept it up longer.
[ was in a very strange space/feeling for a
little while. Mostly astonished, amazed and
shocked by what had happened and how
it looked and felt. I've never experienced
anything like this before. It was a little scary
actually. Seems odd that it happened on a
day when I was feeling extremely stiff and
not expecting much out of the play at all.
Still trying to remember and make sense
of what happened. When I saw the ball
shadow moving along the ground, it was
like a different reality or like the shadow
was it’s own reality or maybe the ball was a
reflection of the shadow”.

It’s usual for me to notice shadows when
I’m playing alone. Pigeons, sparrows,
seagulls, starlings, butterflies, bees, hornets,
dragonflies and other insects — fly overhead
and cast their shadows on the ground. I
notice by shape, size and speed whose
shadow it is. I also see my own shadow and
sometimes I try to play the shadow ball with
my shadow foot and not look directly at the

real ball. The shadows mix together with the
feeling of keeping the ball up and the flow. I
think chinlone is a shadow of something else
that makes itself visible through the play.

Right now I play beneath some tall maple
trees. When it’s sunny and there is a breeze,
the branches and leaves cast shadows which
mix with bits of sunlight

and create a constantly changing dappled
design on the ground. It reminds me of the
shifting, pulsating patterns of live squid or
cuttlefish skin.

Through the physics of this amazing ball —
I play with space and time. Gravity is like
a beat that I can dance to. I often sense or
somehow notice little openings in space and
time that are not normal, when I'm able to
make use of these small openings the feeling
is extraordinary like the experience I shared
above.

From the basic alternating chibya kicking
motion to keep the ball up - it’s like I can
generate my own wave and then surf it.
This is a simple action of using the top of
the foot to keep the ball up at a low height,
sometimes very low. It is rhythmic, subtle
and mesmerizing. I do this alternating
chibya all the time when I'm playing alone.
There are a couple of basic approaches for
me - sometimes [ want to work on particular
moves or just do them, like spinning or
kicking behind the back etc. I will start off
doing chibya and then go from there to
the move [ want to do. Sometimes, maybe
more often, I will start doing alternating
chibya and then through a combination of
something like intuition, feeling and flow — I

end up doing various moves. My decisions
to try various moves flows from what I see
and feel happening with the ball and also
with my balance and movement. This is the
foundation of my playing, tuning in to flow
— noticing what is going on and responding
in a creative way. This alternating chibya
action is also what I come back to after
any moves or combinations of moves. The
feeling for me is something like dreaming. I
think it is an expression of intuition or non-
conscious mind. It feels like playing music
by ear.

When [ play chinlone here, I listen to a great
variety of music - I have dozens of play lists
specifically for playing. Music always inspires
me, sometimes I try to do alternating chibya
to the beat.

I have a Japanese play list which has some
gagaku music on it. 've tried a few times
but didn’t find it easy to get the rhythm and
feeling of my playing in sync. Then last
week | heard some cicadas in the park where
I play and suddenly realized that the sound
of cicadas is in gagaku music. Then a few
days ago, just as I finished playing I heard the
cicadas again and quickly put on the gagaku
music. The sound and feeling of hearing them
together, was other worldly beautiful. I kept
on playing and somehow everything came
together and fit — the music, the cicadas, the
rhythm, my feeling and my play.

I love that it looks like I'm just keeping a
ball up with my feet and knees. What I'm
really doing is ecstatic physics, what I often
experience is self-transcendence — mystic style.
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I think chinlone is

a shadow of something else
that makes itself visible

through the play.

Greg Hamilton

Greg Hamilton is the leading foreign authority
on chinlone, the national sport of Myanmar,
and the first foreigner to play the game at the
highest level. His first film Mystic Ball (2007)
follows Greg Hamilton himself, deep into the
ancient and little-known culture of Myanmar
and its traditional sport, chinlone.
http://www.mysticball-themovie.com
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