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Translator's Preface: Interpretive Problems

This chapte r i s Ishikawa's earlies t attemp t t o explor e the comple x natur e o f a
genre o f medieva l Sot o Ze n literatur e dealin g wit h interpretation s o f koan s
known a s kirigami. It shoul d b e stresse d tha t th e field of kirigami studies was
hardly explored at the time the essay was written in the early 19805, and therefore
it wa s nothin g bu t Ishikawa' s courage , passion , an d painstakin g effort s tha t
opened up the field of studying these esoteric materials. Subsequen t t o this publi-
cation, Ishikaw a produced dozen s of important article s elaborating on this pio -
neering work.

The original text by Ishikawa is a highly condensed wor k and contains stylistic
difficulties ofte n shared with traditional Japanes e sectarian scholarship . Fo r thi s
reason, i n som e case s th e content s d o no t see m readil y accessible t o Wester n
readers unless mediate d an d supplemente d b y additional remarks . I  too k th e
liberty of editing Ishikawa's text for the benefi t o f the Western audience . Thes e
additions are  shown in brackets to distinguish them fro m the  original text. 1

Interpretive problem s o f this kin d see m t o b e generic to th e enterpris e of
translation. I n workin g o n thi s particula r text , however , I was oblige d t o pa y
attention t o the following issues . It i s frequently pointe d ou t tha t ther e is a sig-
nificant stylisti c difference betwee n America n an d Japanes e academic writing .
For example , som e Japanese scholarl y texts lac k question-proposin g passages .
Ishikawa's essa y als o lack s prepositiona l segments . A s translator , I  wa s con -
fronted wit h a n interpretiv e gul f from the outset , and I  had n o choic e bu t t o
read hi s essay thoroughly and ad d a  plausible proposal to th e origina l text . To
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complicate this problem further, Ishikawa offers insufficien t explanation s for th e
quotations he employs in the paper. Kirigami are essentially esoteric document s
dealing with the tradition o f koans and , hence , their contents ar e hardly under -
standable, not onl y for a Western audience but also for Japanese readershi p out-
side the closed circle of the tradition. (If anyone is confident of his or her reading
skills of these medieval esoteric sources, I  hope tha t he or she will contribute t o
the development of kirigami studies.)

Clifford Geert z onc e remarked that th e objectiv e of the humanitie s i s to ex-
tend the realm of human discourse. Benjamin Schwartz insists on the importance
of making particular form s o f Asian thought accessible to the Western audience
based o n a detailed knowledge not onl y of the language but o f the cultural con-
text underlyin g the though t forms (se e Schwartz's forewor d to Hoy t Clevelan d
Tillman's Utilitarian Confucianism: Ch'en Liang's Challenge to Chu Hsi, Harvard
University Press, 1982) . In pursuit o f these goals, I  either shortened the original
text or added supplementary sentences to Ishikawa's text, and als o have offere d
definitions for several key terms that Ishikawa overlooked, in order to make Ishi-
kawa's argument more accessibl e and "exten d th e realm of human discourse. " I
have done my best fo r my Dharma frien d Ishikaw a Rikizan, wh o passe d awa y
on August 4, 1997 .

Kirigami as a  Style of Shomono

There i s a genre of historical sources called shomono. These are one of the sets
of documents that are especially useful for revealing the nature of Zen training
in the medieval Soto school as well as the popular religiou s practice of lay and
common peopl e in this period. [Thi s chapter attempt s t o provid e no t onl y a
general definition o f the shomono genre, which involves detailed commentarie s
on traditional koan collections like the Mumonkan an d Hekiganroku, but also
detailed philological data on secret initiation documents called kirigami, which
are one o f the varieties or subgenre s belonging to shomono literature, dealin g
especially with esoteric comments on specifi c koan cases.]

Shomono documents ar e medieval Sot o teachers'  colloquia l commentarie s
on traditiona l Ze n texts . [Medieva l Sot5 teachers, instead o f utilizing the re-
corded saying s o f previou s Ze n master s a s on e o f th e trainin g methods ,
adopted thei r own understanding of the traditional texts as a means to instruct
their students . Sinc e their thought s an d understandin g wer e expressed i n the
form o f so-calle d sho, o r explanator y notes , thes e records wer e late r calle d
shomono.}

The shomono group i s furthe r classifie d into five categories according  t o
content: kikigakisholgorokusho, o r phoneti c transcription s o f "open lecture s
on koan s presente d a t medieval Sot o monasteries"; 2 monsan, o r secre t koan
manuals o r documents o f "the curriculum , questions, and expected response s
for eac h k5an"; 3 daigo, whic h refers t o a  teacher's correc t answer , exegeses of
gorokusho, anecdote s abou t a  student' s conversation with a master tha t pro -
voked his enlightenment, and the answers to k5an questions; 4 daigosho, o r fur-
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ther commentarie s an d explanatory  note s o n daigo; an d kirigami, or secre t
initiation manuals . [Kirigami literall y means "pape r strips " on which monks
concisely recorded manuals of instructions for the performance of secret initia-
tions and rituals. These instructions differed fro m traditional Chinese codes of
monastic rule s and regulation s (shingi) becaus e they referred to ritual s con-
ducted privately by particular abbots and reflected the assimilation of Japanese
folk belief s and magica l practices . Amon g those thing s the monks recorde d
were closely guarded tips for daily rituals, explanations of the "three personal
belongings" (san-motsu) t o be transmitted fro m a  master to a  pupil, concret e
illustrations of these personal items, and som e monsan and sanwa (which are
a particula r typ e of kirigami providing questions and answer s about a  single
koan).]

A detaile d analysi s o f these documents , however , leaves researchers wit h
many difficulties , an d a  study of kirigami, which is the author' s primar y con-
cern among the shomono documents, is especially problematic. This is so par-
tially because the project of researching shomono in general, as well as kirigami
in particular, is relatively new to the field of Japanese Buddhis t history, despite
the fac t tha t th e metho d o f kirigami transmission wa s extremel y popula r
among Sot 5 monks and was practiced throughou t th e entire Soto organiza -
tion, fro m generatio n t o generation , an d fro m th e medieva l to th e moder n
period. [Question s stil l remain: Why has in-dept h research o n kirigami been
overlooked thus far? Wha t kind s of problems impede the proces s o f analyz-
ing kirigami1]

One of the problems in evaluating the kirigami is the magico-religious ele-
ments observable in some of the documents . Becaus e the kirigami frequently
contained occul t ritual , suc h a s Shinto-Buddhist syncretisti c or pseudo-y/K /
yang types of divination, studies of kirigami in general came to b e neglected
and even despised in the later (that is, the early modern) Soto tradition. There
were masters of Zen scholasticism who went further i n stating that some kiri-
gami note s merel y demonstrate th e origina l "scribbler's " ow n misconstrued
ideas or their teachers' distorted views.

[In the Edo period, a tendency to look down upon kirigami was so exagger-
ated tha t som e of them are believed to hav e been incinerated.] For instance ,
Menzan Zuiho in "Tojoshitsunaidanshi renpi shiki," stresses the need to burn
a kirigami in an essay titled "Shisho sh5kyaku" ("Incineration o f Transmission
Certificate" [whic h apparently called for the destructio n o f transmission cer-
tificates, documents that were highly prized in Menzan's orthodo x view of the
monastic system]). Menzan asserts:

The shisho (transmission certificate) is the last document anyone should ever con-
sider burning up. For instance , a  scroll of a certificate tha t the founder of Eiheiji
temple received at T'ien-tung ss u (J. Tendoji) temple is , in fact, kept in the mas-
ter's room a t Eiheij i temple . But in the medieval period a  new, problematic con-
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cept of Buddhist lineage (garanbo)5 wa s introduced. Due to the introduction of
this rule , disciple s easily received Dharm a certificate s from thei r masters , an d
the accessio n t o abbac y a t temple s also becam e easy . Shisho wa s no longe r o f
importance an d wa s even returned t o th e previou s master! [Accordin g to thi s
practice], when there is no one or no place t o return the certificate to , i t should
be incinerated.

The contents ofkirigami, an d also the making of them, are thus useless. They
are the documents that must be burned up. ("Shicchu," Soto-shu zensho)6

With thi s assertion , Menza n point s ou t th e problem o f the practice garanbo,
by which the arbitrary custom, or rather the audacious practice, of the inciner-
ation o f transmission document s cam e int o effect . Therefor e h e strongl y as-
serts tha t i t i s th e kirigami, which record s secre t ora l instruction s fo r wha t
he considers inauthentic practice, tha t mus t be destroyed i n flames . Menzan ,
substantiating each flaw in the practice, further demanded tha t another collec -
tion of 14 5 kirigami of spurious origins be destroyed by fire.

In the Eiheiji shicchu danshimokuroku narabini in, Menzan goes on to negate
the authenticit y o f a  collectio n a t Eiheij i temple  (founde d b y Dogen ) con -
taining 14 0 paper strip s or kirigami:

In the summer of 174 6 (the second year of the Empero r Enkyo) , I  stayed at the
J6yo-an hermitage of Eiheiji temple for about fifty days to receive intimately the
Dharma Treasur e from the master in his room. When I looked around the room,
I happene d t o com e acros s a s man y a s on e hundre d an d fort y kirigami lyin g
about there. Afte r havin g examined th e list and content s o f those document s I
understood tha t all  of them conveye d the pas t teachers ' misconstrue d and  dis -
torted ideas , an d tha t non e of them were useful t o th e Soto institution. ("Shic -
chu," Soto-shu zensho)

It is , indeed, tru e tha t ever y document Menza n take s u p fo r discussion i s of
spurious origin , bu t a t presen t thes e material s ar e being reexamined an d re -
evaluated i n the fields of religious studies and kyokagaku (studie s o f the pro -
cess of the propogation o f Buddhism) as a rare source of information depicting
the actual Zen missionary situation i n medieval Japan, as well as the regional
development o f Sot5 organizations. In other words , there is no doubt tha t the
kirigami are precious historical source s in spite of their apocryphal contents. 7

[As was mentioned earlier, in-depth research o n kirigami presents research -
ers with various difficulties. ] Mor e precisely, these difficulties includ e the prob-
lems of the diverse nature o f the contents and th e rare availabilit y of kirigami
documents o f authentic origins . According t o Sugimot o Shunry u in his Tojo
shitsunai kirigami narabini sanwa kenkyu, whic h was a path-breaking work for
contemporary comprehensiv e studies of these documents, kirigami can be clas-
sified int o nine groups [based on thei r function] , thes e are gydji (dealin g with
sustained practice and ceremonies) , tengen (eye-opening rituals), sobo (funer -
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als), kechimyaku (lineage charts), shiho (Dharma transmission), kuketsu (secret
oral instructions) , sanwa (question s an d answer s abou t a  singl e koan) , kaji
(prayers and incantations), and zosan (miscellanea). However , Sugimoto's tax-
onomy is still provisional, and there is a need for further critica l evaluation of
his approach .

It wa s not unti l the moder n perio d o f Japan tha t kirigami were collected
and edited in bound volumes instead of taking the form of separate cu t leaves
or paper strips . This development has enabled some researchers to work with
a complet e set of kirigami derived from a  singl e stream o f a particular Sot o
community. However , originally the document s were in th e for m of discrete
paper sheet s that had bee n transmitted one by one. Therefore they easily be-
came scattered as time went by. Kirigami from the medieval perio d are espe-
cially difficult to find and obtain. (It is beyond the scope of this study to discuss
the special circumstances of the historical situation o f the medieval period in
which kirigami had their origins.)

It i s noteworthy that mos t kirigami discovered in the proces s of recent re-
search effort s ar e from followin g periods : Kan-e i era (1624-1644) , Bunki era
(1501-1504), Eisho era (1504-1521) , Genki era (1570-1573), and Tensho era
(1573-1592). However, their recorde d date s ar e more or les s self-proclaimed
or spuriou s records, an d clos e scrutin y suggests that amon g thes e kirigami
those deriving from th e Kan-ei era ar e actuall y the oldest , in spit e o f the re-
corded ages of other documents . Document s lik e kirigami and monsan often
trumpet thei r ow n authenticity b y fabricatin g lineage chart s tha t someho w
trace back to certain key persons such as Dogen and Ejo. Some even claim to
trace back to Ju-ching, Dogen' s mentor in Sung China [in order to gain sym-
bolic authority by evoking a direct transmission o f the ancient tradition fro m
China]. Among kirigami documents that are of the most plausible authenticity,
those of the Kan-ei era were handed down in collected volumes to later genera-
tions. In contrast, there is no historical evidence available to indicate that the
other document s claimin g t o deriv e fro m earlie r era s wer e also collectively
bequeathed to posterity.

Kirigami and Koa n Literature
Based on a philological analysis of the source documents, the development of
various kinds o f kirigami will be discussed , especially th e categor y o f sanwa
that ar e directly related t o instructio n i n the stud y of kosoku-koan, o r tradi -
tional koa n case s originally contained i n Chinese sources . Sanwa are one of
the various types of kirigami documents, as  was mentioned in Sugimoto's tax-
onomy. The difference fro m othe r kirigami categories is that sanwa documents
contain question s and answer s specifically abou t koans , ofte n referrin g t o a
single, specifi c case, i n addition t o variou s doctrina l points. Othe r kirigami,
however, are collections of manuals of instruction for the performance of cer-
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Daigosho ——>•

Gorokusho > daigo > monsan > kirigami (sanwa)

Koan Zen >

FIGURE 9 . i. Evolution o/'Shomono literature. Translator's note: Genealogy of Kiri -
gami as a variety o/Shomono . From the gorokusho and daigo that collected lectures
on traditional koans there arose monsan manuals, with sanwa-kirigami emerging as the
final stage of commenting on the source dialogues. This figure also highlights the role of
daigosho, or further comments and notes on the daigo, influencing the development of
the kirigami. Ishikawa's essay itself, however, which emphasizes that sanwa are a variety
0/kirigami, does not further develop this point.

tain rituals, such as the animating of Buddha images through the eye-opening
ritual, holding funerals, conferrin g precepts, an d transmitting the Dharma.

There are numerous monsan documents available from divers e streams of
the Soto tradition which are very similar in content to sanwa[-kirigami\ docu -
ments. Man y o f th e monsan, or secre t curriculum manuals o f acceptable re-
sponses to koans , appeared i n the medieval period accompanyin g the sprea d
of "Koan Zen," or a kind of Zen training emphasizing the study of traditiona l
koan cases [usually based on the major Chinese Ch'an collections, such as the
Wu-men kuan (J . Mumonkan), Pi-yen hi (J . Hekiganroku), an d Ts'ung-jung lu
(J. Shoyoroku), i n addition to Dogen's Mana Shobogenzo and Eihei gen goroku
texts]. However , I  believ e that a  majorit y of th e monsan documents di d no t
necessarily stem from a  direct study of traditional koans in the major Chinese
collections, but rathe r originate d a s a form o f commentary on gorokusho and
daigo documents [that, in turn, were records of lectures, sermons, an d sponta-
neous discussions of traditional koans , a s well as additional case s originating
within th e medieva l Japanese sect] . Therefore , i t i s possible t o speculat e tha t
the tw o group s o f th e gorokusho and daigo wer e actually forerunner s of th e
monsan, whic h the n gav e rise t o th e developmen t o f th e [sanwa variet y of ]
kirigami (as suggested in fig. 9.1).

Daigo are a kind of exegesis appended o r words "capped" (jakugo) a s indi-
rect, allusiv e comments ont o gorokusho. Usually gorokusho commenting o n
traditional dialogue s and koa n case s conclude with a  section of acknowledg -
ments an d wit h the cappin g phrase s o f daigo. Generally , th e latte r introduc e
episodes of a student's conversation with his master which provoked the former
into a n experienc e o f enlightenment , an d the y als o includ e answer s fo r th e
questions raised b y the koans themselves . Although th e followin g suggestio n
is based in part on speculation, probably all of these daigo archives were sorted
into a n independen t subgroup of records which then developed into monsan
or secret koan manuals.
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Mountains, Rivers , and Earth

Sentient and Insentient Being s

Enlightened Al l at Once

An ancient master said, "Chomongen ('Eye on the head') is capable of
casting a piercing light on all four lands around Mount Sumeru. What
kind of eye is it?" The master pointed a t a lamppost and said , "What
an arrogant eye and ear it has!" Th e "Eye on the head" ca n be trans-
mitted only when a master and his pupil have an eye-to-eye relation-
ship. Original Heart (or Buddha Mind) can be transmitted only when
they have heart-to-heart reciprocity. The "Eye on the head" ha s been
transmitted fro m generatio n to generation until now.

FIGURE 9.2. Part of the Ch5mon no manako kirigami document

The process o f the evolution from the secret monsan manuals t o the esoteri c
kirigami is more evident. [T o illustrate this , we note that] among sanwa materi -
als ther e i s a  documen t calle d Chomon no manako kirigami (tha t Sugimot o
groups in the category ofkuketsu o r secret ora l instructions instea d o f sanwa),
which i s reproduced a s figure 9.2 .

The origin o f the kirigami in question i s found in a monsan document which
is written on a  scroll that Jakuen i s said to hav e give n to Giu n [referrin g t o
two early, thirteenth-century patriarch s of the Soto sect at Hokyoji temple]. It
reads as follows:

The Sixth Patriarch said, "The 'Eye on the head' is capable of casting a piercing
light on all four lands around Mount Sumeru. What kind of eye is it?" The mas-
ter pointed at the nearest lamppost and said , "What an arrogant eye and ear it
has!" H e continued, "Th e 'Ey e o n the head ' ca n b e transmitted only whe n a
master and his pupil have an eye-to-eye relationship. Original Heart can be trans-
mitted only when they have heart-to-heart reciprocity. The 'Eye on the head' has
been transmitted from generation to generation up until now."

Assimilating the words in the scroll, the Great Practitioner at Eiheij i said, "A
head corresponds to eyebrows, and ears correspond to eyebrows. These relations
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are called the 'Eye on the head.' It is the eye of the Dharma. .  . "s

Never let anyone else see this! This is the founder's authentic handwriting.

Bowing a hundred times to Ryutengohozenjin [a Buddhist guardian deity],
Rev. Jakuen presents this to Rev. Giun.
(Document from HSkyoj i Temple, 6no City , Fukui Prefecture, Japan)

According to the legend of Hokyoji temple, the scroll containing the dialogue
of the Sixt h Patriarch commentin g on th e "Ey e o n th e head" was first men-
tioned by Dogen and was later recorded in Jakuen's authenti c handwriting. I f
this is the case, there is no doubt that the monsan belongs to the Jakuen stream
or faction of the sect . The question i s how this came to be transmitted in the
form o f a  kirigami. Th e differenc e betwee n the tw o archive s [o f the monsan
and kirigami (or sanwa)] i s readily apparent fro m th e style of the documents :
the kirigami, which is the firs t record cite d here , lack s th e sectio n know n as
nentei, o r th e passage tha t introduce s a  classic Ze n dialogu e o r koa n i n th e
manner o f "takin g u p such-and-suc h a  case." Th e kirigami also bear s a  dia -
gram which reads, "Mountains, River s and the Earth; Sentient and Insentient
Beings; Enlightened All at Once" (fig. 9.2).

There are similar diagrams observable in a kirigami called Tsuki Ryoko (re-
produced a s fig. 9.3):

Showing this kirigami to Gasan , Rev. Keizan said, "Unless you know there is a
pair of moons you cannot be a blade of grass of the Soto tradition."

The kirigami in question is based on a koan from the source titled, Gasan osho
gyojitsu, whic h reads:

One evening Kin (Fourth Patriarch Keizan) was enjoying the beauty of the moon
when he abruptly asked Gasan sitting behind him, "Do you happen to know that
there is a pair of moons?" Gasan replied, "No." Keizan said, "Unless you know
that, you cannot be a blade of grass of the Sot o tradition." ("Shidenka, " Sdto-
shu zensho)

This koan  wa s transmitted t o Gasan' s successors , especially to thos e i n Mu-
kyoku's clique , whic h branche d of f fro m Ry5an' s faction . Mukyok u Etets u
founded the  templ e of  Ryotaij i in  Gif u Prefecture . The templ e possesse s his
own handwritten epistl e to Gekko Sh5bun:

I will show an important thing of our school to Shobun .
Beyond our genera l knowledge, there is a pair of moons. Where is there not suc h
a pair? 5

Abbot a t Ryusenji Temple , Etets u



A full moo n contains a new moon. A new moon contains a ful l
moon. A full moon is to a new moon what a  waxing crescent is to a
waning one. Divide [fig . 9.3a] into two diagrams , and se e [fig. 9.3b].
It seems that the Perfect Form of the moon (O: Full Moon) contains
all phases as well as the hidden trut h that a moon is circular ( 0 ).
"The hidden truth (the Formless Truth) in the Actual Form ((J: Early
Crescent)" is identical with "the Actual Form in the Formless Truth
(C): Waning Crescent)." The Perfect Form of the moon also exists in
the Absolute Truth that contains both the Perfect Form and the Form-
less Truth (Q). A pair of moons, one existing in the physical sphere
and the other in the metaphysical sphere, mutually reflect and inter -
penetrate on e anothe r t o for m on e unifie d moon . Thi s metapho r
alludes to the relationship between a master and his successor, which
is also like a pair of mirrors tha t mutually reflec t each other so that
neither one loses its brightness.

FIGURE 9.3. Th e Tsuki Ryoko kirigami
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In additio n t o thi s epistl e there i s also a  monsan o f Mukyoku' s strea m tha t
takes up th e story of "two moons" fo r discussion. Taisoha hisan, which is the
property of Kongoji temple in Tochigi Prefecture, similarly deals with the topic
discussed in the above-quoted document . I t says:

A couple of moons sa t before the master. The master made a  brief commentary
on an old text. The master, substituting for his pupil, replie d to the commentary
saying, " A lord illuminate s an uppe r territor y wit h thi s light , an d hi s retaine r
illuminates a lower one with it. Reverand Fushu used to put his forefinger o n the
lower part o f his thumb and sa y that a  lord shed s this light o n an uppe r place .
Putting his thumb on the lower part o f his forefinger, h e also said that a  retainer
sheds this light on a  lower place." [middl e section omitted ] For more details, see
the diagrams and the kirigami as well [highlighting by Ishikawa].

Menzan Zuiho insisted that the pair of diagrams in the kirigami referred to
as th e Tsuki ryoko wer e the concoctio n o f previous teachers ' heathe n views.
However, it is clear that the formation of such a kirigami presupposes th e pop-
ularity o f th e instructiona l techniqu e of kazoesan among monk s engage d i n
the practic e o f daigo i n the medieva l period. [Kazoesan i s a teachin g metho d
devised b y teacher s o f daigo. Usuall y a  koa n o f an y kin d consist s o f a  few
gradual level s o f instruction . Daigo teacher s adde d additiona l pedagogica l
steps to each level of instruction s o that student s might understan d th e koan
more smoothly . Thos e newl y adde d step s wer e calle d kazoesan.10] A  [well -
known] kirigami on the saying "this very mind is Buddha" i s a typical example
of this technique. Thus the importance of kirigami in transmitting daigo, which
interpreted th e "mai n o r critical phrases" (wato) o f traditional koans , canno t
be denied .

But w e must furthe r clarify th e relation between  th e monsan and th e kiri-
gami styles or genres of documents. For instance, in the above-quoted monsan
called Taisoha hisan the master recommends that his pupil consult the kirigami
for furthe r interpretation s of the source passage. As I have tried to show, these
archives suggest the possibility that there was a strong sense of continuity and
linkage in the process of the transition from monsan to kirigami in the medieval
practice o f koan studies.

Final Thought s
When on e i s considering th e rol e o f monsan as records o f interpretations o f
traditional koa n case s i n the medieval Soto sect , i t is important t o recogniz e
that eac h strea m transmitte d it s ow n unique sanwa documents , whic h were
apparently distinguishabl e from those of different factions . But although ther e
were many differences amon g the [sanwa-]kirigami transmitte d by the variou s
streams, many o f the kirigami documents were virtually identical in terms of
content an d appearance . Th e onl y observabl e difference wa s ofte n a  sligh t
variation i n a  fe w words tha t probabl y does not affec t ou r understandin g of
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the historica l sources. Therefore w e can conclud e that sanwa wer e usefu l i n
disseminating the monsan of various streams but wer e a somewhat simplified
genre o f the overal l shomono literature that relied o n using symbolic expres-
sions, such as diagrams, transmitted in the for m o f cut leaves or paper strips
(kirigami).

One of the main problems in investigating these records is the deterioration
of the strips of paper. However, at a  certain point in modern Japan, kirigami
were compiled into collected, bound volumes. The task s of determining the
time and nature of this crucial turning point in the history of the kirigami and
of clarifyin g th e proces s o f compilation still remain untouched . These await
additional philological research comparing the different kind s of kirigami doc-
uments of the medieval [unbound] and modern [bound] periods.

TRANSLATOR'S NOTE S
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