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Ryokan (1758–1831) is, along with Dogen and Hakuin, one of the three giants of Zen in Japan. But unlike his two renowned colleagues, Ryokan was a societal dropout, living mostly as a hermit and a beggar. He was never head of a monastery or temple. He liked playing with children. He had no dharma heir. Even so, people recognized the depth of his realization, and he was sought out by people of all walks of life for the teaching to be experienced in just being around him. His poetry and art were wildly popular even in his lifetime. He is now regarded as one of the greatest poets of the Edo Period, along with Basho, Buson, and Issa. He was also a master artist-calligrapher with a very distinctive style, due mostly to his unique and irrepressible spirit, but also because he was so poor he didn’t usually have materials: his distinctive thin line was due to the fact that he often used twigs rather than the brushes he couldn’t afford. He was said to practice his brushwork with his fingers in the air when he didn’t have any paper. There are hilarious stories about how people tried to trick him into doing art for them, and about how he frustrated their attempts. As an old man, he fell in love with a young Zen nun who also became his student. His affection for her colors the mature poems of his late period. This collection contains more than 140 of Ryokan’s poems, with selections of his art, and of the very funny anecdotes about him.
              WANDERING PERIOD
              1790–1796 (age 33–39)
              New pond.

 
No sound of a frog

 
jumping in.

 
Short of breath,

 
a sardine vender

 
makes his way to the top.

 
 

 
At a place called Ako I slept in the

 
Tenjin Shrine forest. Chilling storm.
              Mountain storm!
 
Don’t blow so hard

 
at night on my journey.

 
I sleep on one sleeve

 
of my white robe.

 
 

 
The following day I arrived in a
               place called Karatsu. This evening
               I also had no place to stay.
 
Did I expect this?

 
Tonight again

 
I sleep outdoors,

 
tamping down weeds

 
alongside the road.

 
 

 
On the evening of the harvest moon
 
Together with others

 
I view the moon

 
above the capital city,

 
but I long for

 
the feel of the land. 

 
 

 
On a grass pillow,

 
my journey’s lodging

 
changes night by night.

 
Dreams of my village

 
remain.

 
 

 
If anyone

 
is going to my hometown,

 
send a message that

 
I have passed

 
Omi Province.

 
MATURE PERIOD
              1796–1816 (age 39–59)
 
While living at Five Scoop Hut on Mount Kugami
               Arriving here at this village,

 
peach blossoms

 
in full bloom.

 
Red petals reflect

 
on the river.

 
 

 
TAKUHATSU

 
On the first day of the eighth month

 
I walk into town, begging.

 
White clouds follow my high-spirited steps.

 
Autumn wind rattles the jade rings on my stick.

 
A thousand gates open at dawn.

 
Bamboo and plantains paint themselves in front of my eyes.

 
House to house, east to west, I beg for food;

 
wine shop, fish market, it’s all the same.

 
Looking directly at the world,

 
one crushes hell’s mountain of swords.

 
Walking slowly evaporates the boiling cauldron.

 
Long ago the prince of King Shuddodana taught

 
and the Golden Ascetic intimately received transmission.

 
It has been more than two thousand seven hundred years.

 
I, too, am a child of the Shakya family.

 
One robe, one bowl—totally clear:

 
Old man Vimalakirti once said,

 
“Give and receive food as you would give and receive dharma.”

 
I take his point.

 
Practicing solidly, who will not reach the year of the donkey? 

 
 

 
See and realize

 
that this world

 
is not permanent.

 
Neither late nor early flowers

 
will remain.

 
 

 
Since I left the household,

 
throwing myself into the world as it is,

 
I have erased all dates.

 
Yesterday I lived on a green mountain;

 
today I play in town.

 
More than one hundred pieces patch my robe.

 
A single bowl knows no years.

 
Leaning on my walking stick, I sing into the clear night;

 
laying out a straw mat, I sleep under the moon.

 
Who says I don’t count?

 
This body of mine is just this. 

 
 

 
The cloud-covered sky

 
is all open.

 
The heart of takuhatsu

 
as it is—

 
a gift from heaven.

 
 

 
In town I finish begging for food.

 
Content, I carry the cloth bag,

 
wondering which place to call home.

 
Could that be my hut near the white cloud?

 
 

 
A bent ritual stick
 
Don’t liken it to a tile or pebble.

 
Don’t even compare it to a jewel.

 
It is as rare as a black dragon’s horn,

 
as vital as a blue elephant’s trunk.

 
It supports a dharma talk on an autumn evening,

 
keeps me company as I sleep on a spring afternoon.

 
Although useless for dusting,

 
it purifies the heart of the way. 

 
 

              Past has passed away.

 
Future has not arrived.

 
Present does not remain.

 
Nothing is reliable; everything must change.

 
You hold on to letters and names in vain,

 
forcing yourself to believe in them.

 
Stop chasing new knowledge.

 
Leave old views behind.

 
Study the essential

 
and then see through it.

 
When there is nothing left to see through,

 
then you will know your mistaken views.

 
 

 
Great is the robe of liberation,

 
a formless field of benefaction.

 
Buddhas have authentically transmitted it.

 
Ancestors have intimately received it.

 
Beyond wide, beyond narrow,

 
beyond cloth, beyond threads;

 
maintain it thus,

 
then you are called a keeper of the robe.

 
 

 
What was right yesterday

 
is wrong today.

 
In what is right today,

 
how do you know it was not wrong yesterday?

 
There is no right or wrong,

 
no predicting gain or loss.

 
Unable to change their tune,

 
those who are foolish glue down bridges of a lute.

 
Those who are wise get to the source

 
but keep wandering about for long.

 
Only when you are neither wise nor foolish

 
can you be called one who has attained the way.

 
 

 
You see the moon by pointing your finger.

 
You recognize the finger by the moon.

 
The moon and the finger

 
are not different, not the same.

 
In order to guide a beginner,

 
this analogy is temporarily used.

 
When you have realized this,

 
there is no moon, no finger.

 
 

 
When Zhaozhou asks, “Yes?” I say, “Yes.”

 
When he asks, “No?” I say, “No.”

 
When you ask, “Yes?” I say nothing.

 
When you ask, “No?” I say nothing.

 
When you ask, “How is it so?”

 
still I say nothing.

 
 

 
If someone asks

 
about the mind of this monk,

 
say it is no more than

 
a passage of wind

 
in the vast sky.

 
 

 
In an autumn field,

 
hundreds of grasses

 
burst into bloom.

 
Kneeling down,

 
a male deer cries.

 
 

 
Reflection on leaving the household
 
I came to the mountain

 
to avoid hearing

 
the sound of waves.

 
Lonesome now in another way—

 
wind in the pine forest.

 
 

 
Autumn advances

 
and I become

 
a bit sad

 
closing the gate

 
to my hut.

 
 

 
Back in Echigo Province,

 
I am no longer

 
used to the climate here.

 
Cold is increasingly

 
harsh on my skin.

 
 

 
MONKS

 
You shaved your heads and became monks.

 
Now you beg for food and nourish your original aspiration.

 
If you see yourselves in this way,

 
how can you not realize and awaken?

 
You who have left the household,

 
I hear you shouting day and night.

 
In order to satisfy your mouths and stomachs,

 
you run around all of your lives.

 
Those who wear white robes without way-seeking mind

 
can still be forgiven.

 
Those who have left the household without way-seeking mind,

 
how can you purify your defilement?

 
Cutting off the hair of attachment in the three realms,

 
you wear the robe that destroys ideas of gain.

 
The journey from the realm of human obligations

 
to the realm beyond doing is not an idle thing.

 
When I walk in the world, I see

 
men and women performing their tasks.

 
If they don’t weave, what can we wear?

 
If they don’t farm, how can we eat?

 
Now you call yourselves children of Shakyamuni,

 
although you have no practice and no enlightenment.

 
Wastefully you spend donations from your supporters

 
without reflecting upon your three types of actions.

 
You talk big,

 
but your habits never change.

 
You deceive old women in the countryside

 
by appearing serious.

 
You regard yourselves as able people.

 
Ah, when will you awaken?

 
Even when approached by a herd of nursing tigresses,

 
don’t stumble onto the path of fame and gain.

 
An ocean cannot clean

 
the slightest thought of fame and gain.

 
What have your teachers been doing

 
since they ordained you?

 
Offering incense,

 
they pray to buddhas and deities

 
to solidify your aspiration for the way.

 
How can you not betray them

 
the way you are today?

 
The three realms are like a guesthouse.

 
Human life resembles a dewdrop.

 
Time for practice easily evaporates;

 
true dharma is rare to encounter.

 
One must sustain vigorous effort.

 
Do not wait for encouragement

 
from one after another.

 
I offer you harsh warnings

 
not for my own pleasure.

 
Starting now, think deeply.

 
Change your selfish ways.

 
Those in later generations,

 
let go of your fear! 

 
 

 
Impermanent and swift,

 
transformed in an instant,

 
a youthful face will not remain.

 
Black yarn on the head turns into white threads;

 
the backbone bends like a bow.

 
Skin wrinkles like waves over a stormy visage;

 
cicadas inside the ears chirp all night.

 
Blossoms fly endlessly over the eyes.

 
Standing up you take a deep long sigh.

 
You walk on your cane absentmindedly

 
or ponder pleasures of younger days

 
accompanied by today’s worry.

 
How pitiful, you who regret your old age!

 
You are like a branch covered in frost.

 
Among those who have received life in the three realms,

 
who can avoid arriving here?

 
Moment to moment nothing stays,

 
how long are youthful and mature ages?

 
The four elements decay day by day;

 
body and mind dwindle night by night.

 
Once you lie in sickness,

 
you don’t part from the pillow for a long time.

 
Even if you keep talking aloud,

 
what can your talking accomplish?

 
The six roots have nothing to depend upon

 
if one breath is cut off.

 
Your relatives wail into your face.

 
Your wife and children sadden while rubbing your back.

 
They call you, but you won’t answer.

 
They cry for you, but you won’t know.

 
Total darkness is the path in the Yellow Spring.

 
Dazed, you walk alone.

 
 

 
SONG OF CHUGEN
 
My parents departed long ago.

 
How often I grieve in sadness!

 
I had only two aunts left:

 
my mother’s elder sister, Myogo, and younger sister, Myoshin.

 
Last year Myoshin died in the fifth month.

 
Myogo was alive at the time of chugen but

 
became a resident of the Nine Fields this year.

 
Last year I went to Kyoto and sobbed.

 
This year I moved to the shore of a lake and a river.

 
My grief multiplies as I move through space and seasons.

 
My wandering south and north stops for a while;

 
here and there on the valley stream, I pick floating weeds.

 
In the distance, I visualize the Ki River bank.

 
Monks perform an urabon ceremony after cleaning the temple.

 
The chanting of sad voices resounds to the red banners.

 
Then a cool breeze arrives;

 
cleansing and darkening showers merge with the dust.

 
Rain over, plantain shadow under the leaning sun—

 
the spirit of my father appears before me.

 
After the ceremony I return to the monks’ quarters,

 
making a silent dedication for his liberation:

 
“Spirit, do not stay sunk forever.

 
Quickly prepare a boat and cross to the other shore.”

 
 

               DISCOURSE

 
Customs become diluted year after year.

 
Both the noble and the common decline.

 
The human mind grows fragile with time;

 
the ancestral way becomes fainter day by day.

 
Teachers can’t see past the name of their school;

 
students enable their teachers’ narrow-mindedness.

 
They are glued to each other,

 
unwilling to change.

 
If the purpose of the dharma were to establish schools,

 
sages would have done so long ago.

 
Now that people have declared their schools,

 
whom on earth should I join?

 
Everyone, shut your mouth

 
and listen!

 
A discourse should have a beginning.

 
Let me begin with the one on Vulture Peak.

 
The Buddha is the deva of devas.

 
Who can criticize him?

 
Five hundred years after the Buddha passed away,

 
people gathered two or three volumes of his teaching.

 
Bodhisattva Nagarjuna came to the world

 
and wrote a treatise explaining emptiness.

 
He said he was simply called to do so.

 
Who is right and who is wrong?

 
The Baime Monastery was first founded

 
after the buddha dharma moved eastward.

 
Our master Bodhidharma came from afar.

 
It was then that all teachings found their source.

 
Zen flourished in Great Tang.

 
Never had it been so magnificent.

 
Guiding the assembly and correcting the crowd,

 
each teacher was a lion in dharma.

 
Although sudden and gradual teachings emerged,

 
there were not yet Southern and Northern Schools.

 
In the later dynasty of Song,

 
the white jewel began to be marred.

 
The Five Schools exposed their spearheads;

 
the Eight Schools competed with one another.

 
Their influences spread far and wide,

 
impossible to stop.

 
Then came our Eihei Dogen,

 
a true pioneer in the ancestral domain.

 
He carried Taibo’s seal of approval.

 
His voice resounded like thunder throughout this country.

 
Vigorous was his work of spreading dharma,

 
so vigorous that it overshadowed

 
other dragons and elephants.

 
Even hermits did not miss being illuminated.

 
He also guided those living on remote islands.

 
He eliminated what should be eliminated,

 
offered what should be offered.

 
Since the master left this land of Shinto deities,

 
how many years have passed?

 
Thornbushes grow around high halls,

 
fragrant flowers wither in the weeds.

 
Vulgar songs fill the days.

 
Who will expound the luminous teaching?

 
Ah, I, a humble one,

 
have encountered this era.

 
When a great house is about to crumble,

 
a stick cannot keep it from falling.

 
Unable to sleep on a clear night,

 
I toss in bed, chanting this poem.

 
 

 
Day by day, day by day, and day by day,

 
quietly in the company of children I live.

 
In my sleeves, tiny embroidered balls, two or three.

 
Useless, intoxicated, in this peaceful spring.

 
 

 
Rain frogs

 
disappear into

 
my scrubbing of the pot.

 
 

 
Blue sky, cold geese honk.

 
On a bare mountain, tree leaves flutter.

 
At dusk in the village, smoke billows from every house.

 
Alone with my empty bowl, I head home.

 
 

 
In the evening of a thousand peaks, I close my eyes.

 
Among humans, myriad thoughts are trivial.

 
Serenely I sit on the mat.

 
In solitude I face an open window.

 
The incense has burned out and a dark night is long.

 
Dew is thick; my robe is thin.

 
Emerging from samadhi, I walk in the garden.

 
The moon has risen over the highest peak.

 
 

 
Rags upon rags,

 
tatter is my life.

 
I pluck my food on a country path.

 
My hut is buried in a tangle of weeds.

 
Looking at the moon, I hum all night;

 
deluded by blossoms, I forget to return.

 
Since leaving the monastery,

 
what a fool I have become!

 
 

 
One thousand peaks merge with frozen clouds;

 
ten thousand paths have no human trace.

 
Day by day just facing the wall,

 
at times I hear snow drift over the window.

 
 

               Autumn evening,

 
a monk stands

 
listening to crickets—

 
faraway village

 
buried in mist.

 
 

 
The sound of maple leaves falling

 
in this mountain village

 
makes it hard to tell

 
a rainy day

 
from one that is not.

 
 

 
Out breath

 
and in breath—

 
know that they are

 
proof that the world

 
is inexhaustible.

 

 
A statue of Buddha

 
in parinirvana
 
and Ryokan

 
next to each other.

 
Pillows side by side. 

 
 

 
On an evening journey
 
Time passes, spring to autumn;

 
the temple is quiet, white dew dense.

 
Though crickets near the window run their looms,

 
they do not add one thread for this poor monk.

 
 

 
I lodge in an abandoned temple,

 
my only company a single lamp.

 
Who will dry these traveling clothes?

 
Singing soothes me,

 
rainfall rings in my ears.

 
I stay awake with my pillow high until dawn.

 
 

 
A walk in Izumosaki with Rev. Tenge on an autumn day
 
Human life is like a blade of grass

 
floating downstream.

 
How can one respond to such a situation?

 
I live this way not without reason.

 
Waving my belled staff, I parted from my family;

 
raising my hands, I bade the town farewell.

 
I keep repairing my patched robe.

 
Who knows how many springs this begging bowl has seen?

 
I happen to love the quietude of a grass hut.

 
Two of a similar spirit have met;

 
who can distinguish host from guest?

 
The wind high, the pine a thousand feet tall,

 
chrysanthemum blossoms chilly with frost—

 
with our hands holding what is outside the secular world,

 
we forget everything on this serene shore. 

 
 

 
I carried my begging bowl and arrived in the city of Niigata, where I saw Elder Ugan giving a dharma discourse at a layperson’s house. I wrote this verse to him.
 
Your talk is like chopping cheap dog meat

 
and selling it as a slice of sheep.

 
I am as stinky as you are.

 
May the pleasure of your company not go away!

 
 

 
After staying at the Koju Hall on an autumn night, I lean over a balcony rail overlooking early morning.
 
Last night I arrived at this monastery.

 
Here I clean myself and bow to the statue of the Buddha

 
on a blue lotus.

 
Lamplight illuminates a quiet room.

 
The myriad phenomena are altogether serene.

 
After the bell sounds the fifth night period,

 
a voice chants in harmony with the trickling fountain.

 
The eastern direction starts to glow,

 
clear and serene, the sky after rain.

 
Cool autumn in the eighth, ninth months:

 
fresh air polishes the mountains and rivers.

 
The remaining mist gathers in the dark valley.

 
Sun rises on layered ridges,

 
a treasure tower in the empty sky.

 
A golden pagoda hangs on twigs.

 
Splashing streams pour from steep cliffs.

 
Waves lap up against the sky.

 
Passengers in the distance walk to the ferry port.

 
A number of boats compete to cross.

 
How misty the shore!

 
Cedar and cypress greens look delicious.

 
Long ago I valued what is rare

 
and traveled all over to find it.

 
Then I visited this place

 
whose beauty is beyond words.

 
Who picked the Koju world and

 
put it in front of me?

 
Looking at its manifestation in this world,

 
I write a single verse.

 
I have no choice but to leave.

 
Thoughts of the long journey occupy my mind.

 
Among humans there is waxing and waning.

 
How can I make plans to return?

 
I keep wandering empty-mindedly, attempting to go,

 
poised with my ringed stick.

 
 

 
Rain and sleet

 
soaked

 
my walking robe.

 
Kind women dry it,

 
passing it from hand to hand.

 
 

 
On the second day of the twelfth month, I received offerings of sweet potatoes, apricots, and so on from Shukumon. I responded with this poem.
 
I climbed the mountain and collected a bundle of firewood.

 
The sun was already low upon my return.

 
You had left an offering

 
on the shelf below the window.

 
Apricots in a bag, potatoes wrapped in straw,

 
a piece of paper with your name.

 
From day to day there is no delicacy,

 
although mountain greens and radishes happen to grow.

 
Quickly I cooked them in the pot and added soybean paste.

 
The food felt like candy for my starving stomach.

 
After three bowls, I was finally satisfied.

 
The only regret is that you, the poet, did not bring a jar of sake.

 
I kept two-tenths of the feast and stored it in the kitchen.

 
Rubbing my stomach, I walk around and think of the rest of your offering.

 
Buddha’s enlightenment ceremony is six days away.

 
With what shall I express my gratitude?

 
I usually receive few offerings;

 
most of them are from the next temple or city.

 
Things cost tenfold at the end of the year.

 
Even if I would spend all I have, it would not be enough to fill the basket.

 
Fortunately, this year with your gift, dear friend,

 
I can make an offering to the old man from India.

 
Let me see what I should offer:

 
Apricots with tea, sweet potatoes served warm. 

 
 

 
My hand holds a cane made of rabbit horn.

 
My body is wrapped with a robe of flowers in the sky.

 
My feet are clad in shoes made of tortoise hair.

 
My lips chant a poem of no sound.

 
 

              Upon hearing that Yukinori passed away
 
Life, less than a hundred years,

 
floats like a boat midstream.

 
You and I shared causal conditions.

 
How can I help not pondering them?

 
Long ago with a few friends,

 
we walked along a narrow creek,

 
leisurely discussing literature.

 
You and I studied in our master’s school.

 
We walked side by side like two carriages,

 
sat on the same straw mat,

 
but wind took us away

 
and waves kept us apart.

 
You aspired to excel in fame and gain;

 
I longed for the Golden Sorcerer.

 
You went to the eastern capital;

 
I stayed in a western province.

 
The western seaside was not my hometown.

 
How could I stay there for long?

 
I moved back to my old village,

 
lived in mist above the clouds.

 
Finally, I found a hut made of a bundle of grass

 
and have lived on Kugami Peak ever since.

 
Our old garden is not as it was.

 
We all change—noble and common alike.

 
I asked someone about you, but

 
he just pointed to the cemetery on the hill.

 
Sobbing for some time,

 
I could not speak.

 
You were my peer in the same school;

 
now you are under the moss of the Yellow Spring.

 
We used to exchange joyous words;

 
now one is alive and the other dead.

 
How vast are the three realms!

 
Indeed, the six paths are difficult to comprehend.

 
I told it to you thus and walked down the road,

 
swinging my ringed staff as smoke from houses curled above.

 
Upstanding pine trees dot both sides of the road.

 
Temple buildings line up in the clouds.

 
Willow trees swing their green flags.

 
Peach blossoms scatter on a silver saddle.

 
The town is in festivity,

 
people coming and going in streets.

 
I look but don’t know them.

 
How can I not hide?

 
 

 
I don’t regard my life

 
as insufficient.

 
Inside the brushwood gate

 
there is a moon;

 
there are flowers.

 
 

 
Were there someone

 
in the world

 
who feels as I feel,

 
we would talk all night

 
in this grass hut.

 
 

 
Pass the mountain

 
where white clouds

 
linger,

 
I will share with you

 
a song about young bracken.

 
 

 
For you who

 
rarely visit,

 
though you have already arrived,

 
may the early evening storm

 
not blow so hard! 

 
 

 
My lodging is

 
bamboo poles

 
and a straw mat screen.

 
Kindly throw down

 
a cup of cheap sake.

 
 

 
I sit facing you, but you utter no words.

 
Although no words, feelings abound.

 
Books and their cases are scattered near the bed.

 
Rain patters on plum blossoms outside the bamboo screen.

 
 

 
Two of us

 
brush painting in turn;

 
autumn night.

 
 

 
Take care now;

 
I am going for

 
takuhatsu.
 
You stay in this

 
borrowed hut.

 
 

 
We promised

 
to see each other

 
when rice is transplanted.

 
Already autumn wind is blowing

 
through yellow leaves.

 
 

 
Upon the death of Shigenori Yamada
 
Is it a dream

 
or is it real?

 
How will I know?

 
Parting from you,

 
my mind is at a loss.

 
 

 
Although from the beginning

 
I knew

 
the world is impermanent,

 
not a moment passes

 
when my sleeves are dry.

 
 

 
On a pitch-dark

 
night road

 
I get lost

 
watching the moon

 
set behind the faraway mountain.

 
 

 
After sunset, a breeze blew.

 
Awakened, I walked around.

 
A child knelt before me

 
and handed me your five-ideograph lines.

 
Your poem, alive as waves,

 
flowing as a fountain,

 
quickly healed my stagnant sickness.

 
I savored it, like a sorcerer’s elixir.

 
I offered incense, poring over it again and again.

 
Since then, it has stayed with me.

 
 

 
A stick of incense stands by my pillow.

 
When the lantern dims, I pour some oil.

 
I add more clothes as the night deepens.

 
If you don’t mind my bare hospitality,

 
please keep wandering in.

 
 

 
On my portrait
 
We meet and we part,

 
Coming and going—hearts like passing clouds.

 
Except for the marks of a frosty-hair brush,

 
human traces are hard to find. 

 
 

 
Hair disheveled, ears sticking out.

 
Patched robe half torn like cloud and mist.

 
At dusk in town on my way home,

 
children flock from east and west.

 
 

 
With little desire, all is sufficient;

 
with grabbing mind, myriad things are confined.

 
Light vegetables satisfy my hunger.

 
A patched robe wraps my body.

 
Walking alone, I am accompanied by deer.

 
Singing aloud, I play with village children.

 
I wash my ears in a creek under the boulder,

 
delighted by pine trees on a ridge.

 
 

 
Hakama too short, jacket too long,

 
freely and quietly I pass the time.

 
Children on the street notice me,

 
clapping their hands and singing bouncing-ball songs. 

 
 

 
Autumn mountain,

 
maple leaves have fallen.

 
What should I

 
bring to children

 
for a souvenir?

 
 

 
I play pulling weeds with children,

 
having fun with one, another, and another.

 
After my companions have gone,

 
a bright moon overwhelms the naked autumn night.

 
 

 
All four seasons have the moon,

 
and yet we admire it especially in autumn.

 
The mountain is high and the water clear.

 
In the sky of myriad miles, a round mirror flies.

 
Forgetting both light and object—who is this?

 
Heaven is high and high; autumn is chill and chill.

 
Holding the treasure stick, I circle the belly of the mountain.

 
All directions are solitary and serene.

 
I gaze as the moon gushes glowing light.

 
Who in this evening looks at it?

 
What does it illuminate?

 
How many autumns come and go?

 
Looking at the moon, facing the moon, there is no end.

 
Transmission on Vulture Peak and Caoxi’s pointing—

 
wondrous teachings under the moon.

 
The night is already deep when I chant under the moon,

 
settling on the river while dew grows thick.

 
Whose pond reflects the most luminescence?

 
Which wanderer has the heart of fall?

 
Don’t you see Jiangxi,

 
who on the night of moon gazing

 
recognized that Puyuan alone had passed beyond forms?

 
Don’t you also hear

 
Yaoshan’s famous laughter under the moon

 
resounding through the village from his solitary peak?

 
These are stories in ancient times that led seekers of the way

 
to look toward waxing and waning with empty minds.

 
Having carried much longing for the ancient,

 
I also face the moon, robe moistened by evening dew.

 
 

 
Under the clear sky around midnight,

 
I take a cane and go out the gate.

 
Under the entangled vines,

 
how winding this pebble road is!

 
Birds nesting in trees chirp on branches;

 
black monkeys howl beside me.

 
Viewing the Amitabha Hall from afar,

 
in broad spirit I climb up.

 
Old pine trees are ten thousand feet high;

 
fresh water spouts from the spring.

 
Wind above blows ceaselessly;

 
a solitary moon floats in the dark blue.

 
Leaning on the balcony railing,

 
I am a crane flying over the clouds.

 
LATER PERIOD
              1816–1826 (age 59–69)
 
Residing in a hut at the Otogo Shinto Shrine on Mount Kugami
               A break-in
 
A thief took the han and futon from the thatch-roofed room.

 
Who could blame him?

 
All night I sit alone under the quiet window—

 
rain sprinkles sparsely on the bamboo grove.

 
 

 
My dear begging bowl

 
is so lovely.

 
Since leaving the household

 
I have held it close

 
on my wrist in the morning,

 
on my palm in the evening.

 
But since I left it somewhere today,

 
I don’t know how to stand or sit.

 
My mind scattered,

 
I search restlessly—

 
on the ground where valley toads crawl,

 
and in the dew-laden field,

 
with or without my cane,

 
to the place where heaven and earth merge.

 
Then somebody brings it, saying,

 
“Here is your begging bowl.”

 
Is he a human being,

 
a message from above,

 
or a dream on a pitch-dark night?

 
When I picked violets

 
on the roadside,

 
I left my begging bowl

 
behind—

 
that very begging bowl.

 
 

 
In my bowl

 
I mingle

 
violets and dandelions,

 
wishing to offer them

 
to the buddhas in the three worlds.

 
 

 
Since leaving the household,

 
my whereabouts depend upon cloud and mist—

 
one moment mingling with woodcutters and fishermen,

 
next moment flocking with children.

 
How could I be satisfied by the glory of kings and lords?

 
To be a sorcerer is not my wish.

 
Wherever I visit, I stay.

 
It does not have to be Bodhidharma’s Mount Song.

 
Renewing my practice day by day,

 
I resolve to reach complete serenity.

 
 

 
Before listening to the way, do not fail to wash your ears.

 
Otherwise it will be impossible to listen clearly.

 
What is washing your ears?

 
Do not hold on to your view.

 
If you cling to it even a little bit,

 
you will lose your way.

 
What is similar to you but wrong, you regard as right.

 
What is different from you but right, you regard as wrong.

 
You begin with ideas of right and wrong.

 
But the way is not so.

 
Seeking answers with closed ears is

 
like trying to touch the ocean bottom with a pole.

 
 

 
In one thousand years,

 
how can I

 
live up to

 
the true path

 
even for a single day?

 
 

 
A good old cane

 
of unknown age,

 
hard as iron from the mystic Three Mountains,

 
straight as a string on the harp—

 
crossing water, it touches the bottom;

 
climbing a mountain, it reaches the peak.

 
This morning when I threw it down the stairs,

 
it turned into a dragon and flew to the clouds. 

 
 

 
On a quiet evening in my thatch-roofed hut,

 
alone I play a lute with no string.

 
Its melody enters wind and cloud,

 
mingles deeply with a flowing stream,

 
fills out the dark valley,

 
blows through the vast forest, then disappears.

 
Other than those who hear emptiness,

 
who will capture this rare sound?

 
 

              TO THE FLOWER THIEF
 
You caught a glimpse of

 
plum blossoms,

 
like viewing a sliver moon,

 
at a temple beyond

 
the ragged rocky slope.

 
You grew a wish to

 
pull out the entire tree

 
and bring it home.

 
A misty spring day,

 
you couldn’t keep it off your mind.

 
When evening came,

 
you left your small village full of ducks,

 
crossed the large field of

 
pampas grass,

 
and passed along

 
the bird-chirping shore

 
toward the rough mountain

 
filled with straight standing trees.

 
Quietly, you approached

 
your destination from a rocky path.

 
When you stood on the fence,

 
someone saw you and

 
yelled out “Thief!”

 
People in the temple

 
hit the bells,

 
noisy as a storm on a mountain,

 
like trying to push down bamboo

 
with leaves thick with dewdrops.

 
They called out and surrounded you,

 
leaving no way to escape.

 
So you were called a flower thief.

 
Since then it’s been many years.

 
I wonder if you have been

 
rubbing your long beard,

 
in your low reed-roof hut

 
on a small mountain,

 
in this blossom-viewing month.

 
Many years like new jewels,

 
have passed

 
through my fingers.

 
Flower thief,

 
a thing of the past. 

 
 

 
How could we discuss

 
this and that

 
without knowing

 
the whole world is

 
reflected in a single pearl?

 
 

 
Wait for the light

 
of the rising moon,

 
then leave

 
as stinging chestnut shells are scattered

 
on the mountain path.

 
 

               I stand up and look,

 
sit down and look,

 
waiting for you

 
who promised to visit

 
so we could view maple leaves

 
at my hut.

 
Evening by evening rain falls.

 
Morning by morning frost spreads.

 
If wind happens to blow,

 
maple leaves will fall.

 
If maple leaves fall, what shall I do?

 
Maple leaves that never fall

 
are unheard of even in the ancient world of gods.

 
Thinking about it,

 
all I can do is to

 
break off a branch.

 
Maple leaves

 
drained of their color

 
on one side of my garden—

 
who are they waiting for?

 
Frost has started to spread.

 
 

 
In the mountain shade,

 
water in the moss

 
drips between rocks.

 
I feel a glimmer

 
of clarity.

 
 

 
In town

 
there are sounds

 
of flutes and drums.

 
But in this deep mountain

 
only a pine rustles.

 
 

 
Today I, too,

 
will join the blossom watchers

 
on a spring mountain. 

 
 

 
This morning I will fetch water,

 
cut firewood,

 
and pick herbs

 
during a break

 
in this autumn shower.

 
 

 
My abode is

 
in winter seclusion

 
on this white mountain in Echigo.

 
No trace of humans

 
coming or going.

 
 

 
In reality,

 
as in dreams,

 
I expect no visitor—

 
but old age

 
keeps calling.

 
 

 
The path is hidden

 
by snow,

 
invisible,

 
but thoughts of you

 
lead me onward.

 
 

 
How can I

 
sustain my life?

 
So far,

 
winter this year

 
has been brutal.

 
 

 
For no particular reason

 
my heart is stirred,

 
unable to sleep

 
knowing that tomorrow

 
is the beginning of the year.

 
 

 
Snow falling,

 
blown by wind.

 
Wind blows,

 
carrying snow.

 
Even in spring,

 
drawn like a catalpa bow,

 
cuckoos have not yet sung.

 
I don’t go out in the field to pick young herbs,

 
only stay in my grass hut,

 
continuing to count the days.

 
Already the middle of the second month

 
has passed.

 
I see by the moon that

 
spring has moved past

 
its midpoint.

 
I have not yet emerged

 
to pick young herbs from the field. 

 
 

 
Upon getting up from sickness in late spring
 
The grass hut is tightly closed, west of the stone forest.

 
In solitude a single pillow faces the hill.

 
Rising from sickness, I lean on a cane and stand by the river.

 
Countless peach petals flow downstream.

 
 

 
“Cuckoos

 
keep chirping,”

 
so they say,

 
but I can no longer hear

 
their songs.

 
 

 
Feeling slightly well when autumn comes
 
Not yet disappeared

 
like a dewdrop

 
on a blade of grass,

 
I am still in this floating world,

 
moon in the morning.

 
 

 
I don’t know about

 
other countries,

 
but in this country

 
there is a horrendous spirit

 
called Imo, god of smallpox

 
who comes around

 
every seven years and

 
tortures young children.

 
This year is

 
exceptionally disastrous.

 
If we keep counting

 
the number of coffins

 
sent off for cremation,

 
our thumbs will sprain.

 
The few who survive

 
are left with demon faces.

 
Those who have children are panicked.

 
Recently, a couple sent me an offering

 
for the funeral I had conducted

 
for their infant boy.

 
I was told that their next youngest

 
had also died

 
of the same disease

 
the day before yesterday.

 
So I sent them this poem:

 
Smoke

 
disappears into

 
the heavenly sky.

 
A child’s image

 
is all that remains.

 
 

 
That evening I chanted the Lotus Sutra and dedicated the merit to all the deceased children known and unknown, asking Amitabha Buddha to guide them to paradise.
 
Please guide

 
all fallen children

 
to the Buddha’s

 
dharma lotus-

 
blossom seat. 

 
 

 
Imagining I am someone who has lost a child
 
Seeing other people’s

 
children play,

 
I stand in the garden,

 
shedding

 
bottomless tears.

 
 

 
Imagining I am someone who has lost a child
 
If I die

 
of this unbearable grief,

 
I may run into my child

 
on the way

 
to another world.

 
 

 
A cuckoo

 
hops, weeping,

 
behind the leaves.

 
Does it see the world

 
so sad?

 
 

 
If I had known

 
how sorrowful this world is,

 
I would have become

 
grass or a tree

 
in a deep mountain!

 
FINAL PERIOD
              1826–1831 (age 69–74)
 
Residing at a hut in the backyard of the Kimura family in Shimazaki
              Written in my hut on a snowy evening
 
Reflecting over seventy years,

 
I am tired of judging right from wrong.

 
Faint traces of a path trodden in deep night snow.

 
A stick of incense under the rickety window.

 
 

 
PREPARING FOR THE NEW YEAR’S DAY

 
People make

 
elaborate offerings to the Buddha.

 
In my hut

 
I dedicate

 
a painted rice cake.

 
 

 
Around the tenth day of the second month, I visited the foot of Mount Magi, where Arinori used to live. Seeing the abandoned plum tree, I reflected on our friendship.
 
In the past,

 
we used to catch falling plum blossoms

 
in sake cups.

 
Now they vainly

 
fall to the ground.

 
 

 
Noisy kids

 
lack coordination to catch

 
early fireflies.

 
 

 
Pushing the pole—

 
a rice-straw-carrying boat launches

 
toward the sliver moon.

 
 

 
Wind bell chimes

 
three or four feet

 
away from the bamboo.

 
 

 
No one home.

 
Fallen pine needles

 
scattered at the door.

 
 

 
Again

 
I sneak into your garden

 
to eat aronia berries.

 
(Please keep yourself hidden

 
until I go away!)

 
 

 
Maidens’ hands wearily

 
transplant rice

 
in a mountain field.

 
Even their singing

 
sounds sad.

 
 

 
If someone asks

 
where I live,

 
say,

 
“The farthest end of

 
the heavenly river shore.”

 
 

 
MELON

 
I scoop and eat,

 
tear and eat,

 
break and eat,

 
then afterward

 
I keep it near my mouth.

 
 

 
The persimmon picker’s

 
testicles look frozen

 
in the autumn wind.

 
 

 
Hat in the sky,

 
sandals on the ground,

 
straw raincoat flown afar,

 
my body

 
the only memento.

 
 

 
Walking to a neighbor’s bath,

 
clogs clatter loudly—

 
winter moon.

 
 

 
My hand is

 
tired of fanning,

 
but where should I set it?

 
 

 
Summer night

 
transforms to daybreak.

 
I count fleas.

 
 

 
The ink-dyed

 
sleeves of my robe—

 
if only they were broad enough

 
to shelter

 
the poor.

 
 

 
Autumn bush clovers,

 
eulalias,

 
violets, dandelions,

 
silk tree blossoms,

 
plantains, morning glories,

 
bonesets,

 
asters, dayflowers, and

 
daylilies,

 
which I planted in my garden—

 
as I nurtured them with care,

 
watering and shading morning to night,

 
people loved them,

 
and so did I.

 
Then a strong storm happened to rage

 
on the evening of the twenty-fifth day

 
of the fifth month.

 
My plants were hit by the rain,

 
crushed

 
into hundreds and thousands of pieces.

 
I felt so sad

 
but had no one to blame.

 
One hundred grasses

 
I planted

 
at my hut

 
depend upon

 
the will of the wind.

 
 

 
Crimson—

 
the seven treasures!

 
I hold up a gift of

 
pomegranates

 
with both hands.

 
 

 
Come again,

 
if you don’t mind

 
pushing your way through

 
dewy eulalia blossoms

 
to reach this twig-bound hut.

 
 

 
How did you wriggle

 
your way

 
into my dream path

 
through such deep snow

 
on the night mountain?

 
 

 
Children,

 
let’s go to the mountain

 
to view violets.

 
If they scatter away tomorrow,

 
what can we do?

 
 

 
Won’t you sing?

 
I will get up and dance.

 
How can I sleep

 
with the timeless

 
moon this evening?

 
 

 
Dancing the bon dance,

 
with a hand towel

 
I hide my age.

 
 

 
If my life

 
is still together,

 
I will occupy this hut

 
under the tree

 
next summer.

 
 

 
Written and sent to Yushi
 
Standing or sitting

 
in this grass hut,

 
there is no escaping

 
the thought that

 
I haven’t seen you recently.

 
 

 
Seeing you,

 
my dear,

 
intoxicates me.

 
What regret shall I leave behind

 
in this world?

 
 

 
Old man’s bent body—

 
like a snow-laden stalk of bamboo

 
buried in cold.

 
 

 
If I say it

 
it’s easy,

 
yet my diarrhea stomach

 
is indeed

 
hard to bear.

 
 

 
Father and Mother,

 
be there

 
in paradise

 
in case I join you

 
today.

 
 

 
If you follow

 
the original vow of

 
Amitabha Buddha,

 
you will no longer be lost

 
at the crossroads.

 
 

 
What legacy shall I

 
leave behind?

 
Flowers in spring.

 
Cuckoos in summer.

 
Maple leaves in autumn.

 
 

 
If people ask about

 
Ryokan’s death poem,

 
tell them it was

 
“Homage to

 
Amitabha Buddha.”

 
 

 
Farewell—

 
I will jump

 
onto a lotus leaf.

 
Let people call me

 
a frog!

 
ANECDOTES


 

 
In the middle of summer, Ryokan announced: “I will air the entire Buddhist canon in the Five Scoop Hut. Please come and see.”

 
The villagers went to the hut, but there were no books of the canon; only Ryokan, lying naked. On his drum-like belly was written the phrase “Entire canon.” The villagers were dumbfounded.

 
Ryokan loved smoking, but he kept losing the tobacco cases he had been given. Someone helped him by tying a tobacco case to his obi sash with a string six feet long.

 
One day, an old woman said to him, “Would you like some tobacco?”

 
He said, “Mine is following me.”

 
Not understanding his words, the old woman looked behind Ryokan. He had been dragging the tobacco case with the string.

 
Someone said, “It’s exciting to find money on the street.”

 
Hearing it, Ryokan threw his own money onto the street and picked it up. He did not enjoy it at all. Suspecting that the man had tricked him, Ryokan kept on throwing money, but eventually he could not find where the money had gone. He searched for it everywhere until, finally, he found the money and was overjoyed. Then, he said to himself, “That man didn’t trick me after all.”

 
Ryokan would sometimes play a go game, betting money. Many of his opponents let him win. Then he would say, “I have too much money. I don’t know where to put it.” Or he said, “People worry about being short of money. I suffer from having too much.”

 
Ryokan was once invited to a tea ceremony. Several guests were supposed to share one bowl of thick tea. Ryokan swallowed the entire contents of the bowl before noticing that the guest next to him was waiting. He spit some of the tea back into the bowl and passed it to the next guest. Having no choice, the guest finished the tea while chanting “Homage to Amitabha Buddha.”

 
This could have been at the same tea ceremony. Ryokan picked snot out of his nose and indiscreetly tried to set it on the right side of his seat. The guest on his right pulled his sleeve and cautioned him not to do that. Ryokan then tried to set it on his left, and the guest on the left side pulled his sleeve. Having no place to put his snot, he put it back into his nose.

 
When Ryokan was living in the Five Scoop Hut on Mount Kugami, a bamboo shoot grew to the ceiling in the bathroom. Ryokan lit a candle and burned a hole through which the bamboo shoot could grow. But the fire spread and burned the entire bathroom.

 
On nice days, Ryokan would often pick lice out of his clothes in the sun. He would have dozens of lice crawling on paper and sunbathing. But at dusk, he would put them back under his robe.

 
One night a thief broke into the Five Scoop Hut on Mount Kugami. Finding nothing else to steal, the thief tried to pull out the mat Ryokan was sleeping on. Ryokan turned over and let the thief take the mat.

 
Bundai Suzuki, a friend, visited Ryokan. Ryokan wanted to serve lunch but had no extra chopsticks or bowl. So he went to a crematory and served rice and soup in the discarded bowls that had been offered to the deceased. Bundai was appalled, but Ryokan casually ate the meal as though nothing peculiar had happened.

 
On an autumn evening, Ryokan took a stroll in a potato field. Thinking he was a potato thief, the farmer ambushed him, beat him on the head, tied him up, and hung him on a pine tree. Ryokan then said, “It’s me. I am not stealing your potatoes.” Recognizing his voice, the farmer brought him down and apologized. Ryokan left while chanting:

 
One who strikes

 
and one who is struck

 
are equally

 
like a dewdrop, a flash.

 
Understand this.

 
Ryokan visited a man in Kariwa County who said, “I don’t want any more status or property. There is nothing that makes me feel unfulfilled. One thing, however, goes against my wish.”

 
“What is it?” asked Ryokan.

 
“I want to live till I am one hundred years old. But I don’t think this can be achieved,” said the man disappointedly.

 
“It’s easy,” said Ryokan, smiling. “If you visualize that you have lived one hundred years, you are already one hundred years old.”

 
Once Ryokan passed Kirigamine Peak on the back of a horse pulled by a man. After Ryokan got off, the man said, “That will be sixteen pennies,” but Ryokan had only one penny in his wallet. So he apologized and said, “My name is Ryokan. I don’t have money today. Instead of the sixteen pennies, you can beat me sixteen times.”

 
Recognizing Ryokan, the man didn’t want to beat him. Instead he said, “Then do some calligraphy for me for your ride.” He took Ryokan to his house and got him to write a poem.

 
Someone sent Ryokan a stack of paper and said, “Please put down something you like best.”

 
Ryokan painted a red pepper on all the sheets of paper and said, “This is what I like best.”

 
Ryokan went begging at a house around Sone Village. The man of the house was witty and thought of a trick to get Ryokan’s calligraphy. When he served the midday meal, he set a brush and paper at the side of the meal tray and said, “Rev. Ryokan. People say your calligraphy is getting worse and worse. What a shame! You need to practice some.”

 
Ryokan listened to him without words. After the meal, he took up the brush and wrote: “Medicine is bitter. Sugar is sweet.”

 
Ryokan would write down “Mine” or “Really mine” on his straw hat and other belongings. In the Kera family, there is still a copy of Journal of Dream Playing (Muyu Shu) by Chomei Kamo, an essayist who lived in the twelfth to thirteenth century. On the book, Ryokan wrote “Really mine.”

 
Ryokan once borrowed a copy of the ancient Buddhist commentary Abhidharma Kosha from the Man’en Temple in Izumosaki. When he returned it, he brought blocks of tofu with a poem:

              Geese and ducks

 
have flown away,

 
abandoning me.

 
How happy I am that

 
tofu has no wings!

 
One day Ryokan cut a chrysanthemum stalk from someone’s garden in Yamada Town. Finding him out, the owner drew a painting of Ryokan as a flower thief and said to him, “Only if you write a poem on this painting will I forgive you.” Ryokan took a brush and wrote:

 
May the figure of

 
Monk Ryokan

 
running away with a flower

 
this morning

 
remain for generations to come.

 
Tadakiyo Makino, the lord of Nagaoka clan, wanted to visit Ryokan in his hut. Hearing about it, villagers rushed to Ryokan’s hut in his absence and cleaned the hut and pulled off all the weeds. Seeing the beautifully prepared garden upon his return, Ryokan sighed and said, “As you have taken away all the weeds, the insects that sang until last night may not sing here anymore.”

 
The lord arrived soon after, but Ryokan did not utter a word. Responding to the lord’s gracious invitation to visit his castle, Ryokan wrote a poem:

 
The more you burn

 
fallen leaves,

 
the more leaves the wind will blow.

 
The lord asked Ryokan to take good care of himself.

 
One day Ryokan visited Hikoemon Hoshi of Takenomori. After supper, Ryokan and Hikoemon went to the neighbor’s house to take a bath. Upon returning, Ryokan was ready to leave and picked up a cane that was standing at the entrance. Hikoemon’s child said, “Rev. Ryokan, that’s our cane.”

 
Ryokan said, “No, it’s mine,” and walked off holding on to the cane. After some time, he returned and said, “I’ve got the wrong cane.” Again he got himself ready to leave.

 
People in the house insisted: “Rev. Ryokan. It’s late at night. Please stay with us. Please write something.” But they did not have paper. Hikoemon went to the village head’s house to borrow some paper.

 
Ryokan looked around and found an old funeral money book. He picked it up, wrote a poem in the book, and left.

 
Whom shall I tell

 
how pathetic

 
this old body is,

 
going home in darkness,

 
leaving my cane behind?

 
Hosai Shimada, a Confucian scholar and calligrapher from Edo, visited Echigo Province and lectured on Confucius’s Analects. Someone in the audience was laughing hard. Hosai looked. It was Ryokan.

 
Another time, Hosai lectured on another text, criticizing Shakyamuni Buddha by using Buddhist technical terms. That night he heard someone calling him from above his pillow. It was a monk, who said, “The buddha dharma you preached is rotten. It’s time for you to stop confusing people.” Hosai realized that it was Ryokan.

 
A few years after Hosai returned to Edo, Ryokan went to see him. Hosai was again lecturing. Seeing Ryokan in a dirty robe and broken hat, a student of Hosai’s scolded him and drove him away. Hearing about it after his lecture, Hosai said, “It must be Zen master Ryokan, a great monk from Echigo. Go get him.” The student caught up with him, apologized for his rudeness, and asked him to return. Ryokan just said, “Good, good,” and walked away.

 
Ryokan had great respect for farming. In the seasons of plowing and harvesting, he reflected on the farmers’ labor to turn one grain of rice into many. He would draw paintings of farmers at work and then post them in his hut, offering incense and flowers. One of his waka poems says:

 
These days

 
rice seedlings are transplanted.

 
In my hut

 
I paint farmers and

 
bow with offerings.

 
Mount Kugami, where Ryokan’s Five Scoop Hut was situated, was a part of Murakami Domain. Lord Naito, the ruler of Murakami, loved hunting and continued doing so with no regard for the difficulties of the farmers who cleared out the path for his entourage.

 
One day when Ryokan went down the mountain, villagers were busy cleaning the road. When he asked them why, one of the farmers whispered: “Our lord is going hunting. As this is harvest season, we have no time to do this. But it’s the lord’s order and nothing can be done.”

 
Hearing it, Ryokan said, “All right. Let me try to stop his hunting.” He then asked the farmer to build a signpost. Ryokan wrote a poem:

 
On a short day

 
there is no time

 
to dry the rice stalks.

 
Keep the harvesting field

 
in your heart.

 
“Harvesting field” (kariba) can also be read as hunting field. Soon the lord came in a palanquin and read this poem. He ordered the palanquin turned around and went away. He did not go hunting again.
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