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Foreword 

The essays and encounters selected for this volume are 
concerned chiefly with poetry and Zen. Japanese Zenists 
have a saying, zenshi ichimi—poetry and Zen are one— 

something, as essays in the book suggest, I had to discover 

for myself. Whether commenting on my poetry, as in 

“Making Poems,” or on the work of Zen poets, I have 

drawn on ideals and principles centered in my experience 

of Zen. Therefore, I hope the reader will find it possible to 
tolerate repetitions, and accept, for the most part, the es¬ 

says as autonomous. 

When being interviewed about my own work over the 

years, I often found myself able to speak more directly and 

concisely about the things which most concern me. Thus, 

when in Japan for the fourth time, and able to meet with 

eminent Zenists, I chose to record those encounters, albeit 

in a most impressionistic way. While the essays included 

in this book are self-explanatory, the encounters may be 

less so. Since they mean so much to me, and to this col¬ 

lection, I should like, in the introduction which follows, 

to speak of the reason for them and the manner in which 

they were experienced. 





Introduction 

I sit at a window overlooking snow-heavy pines in DeKalb, Illinois. 

Juncos, sparrows, bluejays dart to and from the bird-feeder on this 

bitterly cold day, a new year begun. It seems only yesterday I sailed to 

Japan for the fourth time. Before boarding the freighter in Seattle, I 

visited the Art Museum’s superb collection of Oriental art. Two 

Chinese works of the Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368) were particularly 

impressive: a supremely delicate scroll of flowering plum by Yang 

Hui, and an anonymous piece which seemed almost prophetic, a 

nearly life-size representation in polychromed wood called “Monk at 

Moment of Enlightenment.” Overwhelmed, I thought of the Japa¬ 

nese master Daito’s awakening poem, written in the same period: 

At last I’ve broken Unmon’s barrier! 
There’s exit everywhere—east, west; north, south. 
In at morning, out at evening; neither host nor guest. 
My every step stirs up a little breeze. 

Often when translating Zen poems, I had touched such an ex¬ 

perience; yet, though poems of enlightenment like Daito’s gave its 

essence, this work shuddered with release. I stood before the figure for 

some time, then grasped the source of my fascination: the monk’s face 

was familiar, that of a Zen priest in the mountains near Niigata, the 

first enlightened Zenist I had met, so many years before. 
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Now I was going back to question how life and art of such men 

are affected by the philosophy, the quest intriguing. Since having 

tried, as they, to shape my life and poetry according to Zen principles, 

having translated and commented on some of its great literature, I 

sometimes wondered whether insights gained might be substantiated 

through encounters with serious practitioners, whether Zen’s truth 

still lived. To know seemed necessary. My plan to collaborate once 

again with Professor Takashi Ikemoto of Japan, who had taken part 

in earlier encounters, was not to be, for I found him too ill to contem¬ 

plate such work. Hiroshi Takaoka, once my student in Niigata, help¬ 

ed arrange most of the meetings. I am always indebted to these good 

friends. 

I would have liked to meet with more Zenists, had it been pos¬ 

sible to convince them that they were worthy of being heard. Among 

those who would have proved to be fine subjects was Hachiro, a waste 
collector and very happy man, who once told me: 

As a child I played in temple gardens—thought, why, here’s the 

life! I watched disciples at their daily tasks, scrubbing, raking, 

steaming rice pots, chanting and, especially, just sitting! Here’s 

the life for me, I thought. Only when it came to it, 1 found you 

have to learn all sorts of things, study hard. That’s not for me, 

I thought, remembering how last time I saw the inside of a 

schoolroom, the teacher, foaming at the mouth, chased me out 

the door and down the path. They tried to make me go back in—I 

never did. Since then I’ve collected ‘honey’ in my wagon. The 

farmers pay well for it! Still, the life of those Zenists appeals to 

me. I learned some of the poems, like all children—they’re so 

brief and clear and helpful. I make my own zendo in my head! 

Take it everywhere with me. For awhile I lived like a traveling 

monk, begging a bowl here and there. Some may consider my 

collecting of dung a common task—to me it’s noble. What could 

be closer to the essence of things? Why, I forewarn of a sickness 

before the first symptoms hit them, and imagine—what the 
world reviles as waste, I put to work, to grow, marveling at the 

rebirth as I push my cart by all the fertile fields each day. It hum¬ 

bles me to know I have a hand in it! Zen? I’m a Zenist, yes, but 
that’s all I can tell you. 

My hope on setting out was to talk with others like Hachiro— 

fishermen, farmers, factory workers, Zen nuns—but it was impossible 

to get them to describe their feelings. Thus, I had to turn for the most 

part to Zen masters, artists, craftsmen, and poets, willing, or near will- 
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ing, to articulate. If, therefore, my selection seems limited, the talk, I 

feel, is not. Once underway, my subjects spoke frankly, often with 

great warmth. Zenists value mondo (exchanges) and other forms of 

discussion highly; there are numerous Zen anecdotes based on dia¬ 

logue of great sophistication, some which read quite like poems. The 
following are sharp examples. 

When Ninagawa-Shinzaemon, linked-verse poet and Zen de¬ 

votee, heard that Ikkyu (1394-1481), abbot of the famous Daito- 

kuji in Murasakino (violet field) of Kyoto, was a remarkable 

master, he desired to become his disciple. He called on Ikkyu, and 

the following dialogue took place at the temple gate: 

Ikkyu: Who are you? 

Ninagawa: A Buddhist. 
Ikkyu: You are from? 

Ninagawa: Your region. 

Ikkyu: Ah. What’s happening there these days? 

Ninagawa: Crows caw, sparrows twitter. 

Ikkyu: And where do you think you are now? 

Ninagawa: In a field dyed violet. 

Ikkyu: Why? 

Ninagawa: Miscanthus, morning glories, safflowers, chry¬ 

santhemums, asters. 

Ikkyu: After they’re gone? 

Ninagawa: It’s Miyagino (field known for its autumn flow¬ 

ering). 

Ikkyu: What happens in the field? 

Ninagawa: The stream flows through, the wind sweeps over. 

Amazed at Ninagawa’s Zen-like speech, Ikkyu led him to his 

room, served him tea. Then he spoke the following impromptu 

verse: 

I want to serve 

You delicacies. 

Alas, the Zen sect 

Can offer nothing. 

At which the visitor replied: 

The mind which treats me 

To nothing is the original void— 

A delicacy of delicacies. 

Deeply moved, the master said, “My son, you have learned 

much.” 

Son-O and his disciple Menzan (1683-1769) were eating melon 

together. Suddenly the master asked, “Tell me, where does all 

this sweetness come from?” 
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“Why,” Menzan quickly swallowed and answered, “it’s a 

product of cause and effect.” 

“Bah, that’s cold logic!” 

“Well,” Menzan said, “from where then?” 

“From that very ‘where’ itself, that’s where.” 

Sometimes mondo is practically wordless, startling: 

While drinking tea with his disciple Tetsumon, Zenkoku(1670- 

1742) said, “A monk must be unfettered in life and death.” Seeing 

an opportunity to begin mondo, Tetsumon said, “What is life?” 

Zenkoku held out his hands. 

“What is death?” 

Zenkoku joined his hands at his chest (a Chinese salutation). 

“That may be your Zen,” said Tetsumon, “but it isn’t 

mine.” 

Now it was the master’s turn: “What is life?” he said. 

Tetsumon joined his hands at his chest. 

“What is death?” 

Tetsumon held out his hands. 

“Fla!” Zenkoku said. “But you’re not very firm, are you?” 

Tetsumon smiled triumphantly, got to his feet, and strode out of 

the room. But it was long after, regretting his hauteur, that he 

realized perfect enlightenment. 

At times when about to embark on a new meeting, I felt like a 

tyro. Fortunately my subjects, respecting the purpose of my ques¬ 

tions, not only treated me with courtesy but seemed to realize how im¬ 

portant their answers were to me. Thus, I found myself asking things 

which in other circumstances might have been held indiscreet. 

One of the most interesting elements in the encounters was the 

occasional comparative judgment—Professor Ando’s view of J. D. 

Salinger’s “silence,” for example—which he explains with great con¬ 

viction in Zen terms. At such moments I felt treated to rare insights, 

whether or not I had reservations. Perhaps it helped that my subjects 

were aware of my interests, as when I spoke with Shinkichi Taka- 

hashi, whose translator I have been for many years and whose friend¬ 

ship I value. Sometimes, as in the encounter with Takahashi, there 

are references to my work. I ask the reader to bear with it, since I felt 

obliged to offer all that was said, even at risk of embarrassment. 

I wanted more than anything to avoid disruption of a promising 

current of thought, often the result of natural feelings of discretion, 
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sometimes pursuing doggedly a particular point. Yet, I was never 

made to feel that I had gone too far—it was only later that I felt shame. 

After all, I was there to discover and hope that I was never less than 

courteous in a country where manners are deeply refined. Having 

always believed not only in the possibility but necessity of serious 

communication, whether in statesmanship, philosophy, or poetry, I 

am conscious of the dangers of imprecision; the consequences, often 

appalling, of permitting discourse to fall apart. How many conflicts, 
both mental and physical, might be avoided were men to sit down not 

to talk but listen—how many misunderstandings swept away. As 

Albert Camus, whose life was sometimes poisoned by misunder¬ 

standing, said, “Naming an object inaccurately means adding to the 

unhappiness of the world.” 

I was hoping to find answers to questions which, though signif¬ 
icant to Zenists, are infrequently asked, thus becoming sources of 

obfuscation. I wanted to know what sects think of each other, whether 

grudges sometimes sensed in the literature, early and recent, are com¬ 

mon. If so, why? I hoped to discover the way an artist’s work not only 

reflects Zen attitude but how the discipline guides the eye and hand. I 

hoped, above all, to learn whether satori (enlightenment), the point 

of meditation and Zen’s greatest achievement, was realizable to most 

or a goal remote as Paradise. Was Zen meant for the superior, as the 

Sixth Patriarch Hui-neng maintained, or could all, as the Japanese 

master Bankei-Eitaku believed, benefit by sincere pursuit? How 

benefit, how was life affected? 

On some matters I gained insight, on others offered but a 

glimpse, on some I still stand in the dark. So many things resist at¬ 

tempts at clarification; their darkness, as Lao Tsu proclaimed in the 

Tao Teh Ching, the greater part of their meaning. Like Taoism 

which, joining with Buddhism in the sixth century, gave it birth, Zen 

is a mystic way, and that which it insists cannot be revealed must be 

respected. Yet perhaps through attempting to understand, we show 

most respect; a paradox no more troubling than others associated 

with Zen. 
If anything qualifies me for the task of such probing, it is more 

than likely my perpetual astonishment at the beauty and wisdom of 

Zen’s humblest manifestations, from the daily conduct of Zenists I 

have known, to the words of masters and works of its artists, some 

represented in this book. Zen insists on the possibility of human in¬ 

tegrality, offering guidance at every turn: a master for practitioners, 
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works of imagination for those whose aim is the deepening and puri¬ 

fication of vision. Surely it was Zen that Vincent Van Gogh had in 

mind when, in a letter to his brother Theo, he spoke of the Japanese 

genius for close observation, discovering more in less, infinity “in a 

grain of sand,” or a blade of grass: 

If you study Japanese art, you see a man who is undoubtedly 

wise, philosophic, and intelligent who spends his time how? In 

studying the distance between the earth and the moon? No. In 

studying the policy of Bismarck? No. He studies a single blade of 

grass. But this blade of grass leads him to draw every plant and 

then the seasons, the wide aspects of the countryside, then ani¬ 

mals, then the human figure. So he passes his life, and life is too 

short to do the whole. 

It is an axiom in Zen that whatever his life, he who seeks finds, 
so long as the search is natural and the goal nothing more nor less 

than the awakened self. The encounters in this volume are meant to 

offer evidence that, in the face of all that would make it an absurdity 

in our time, Zen is being practiced seriously, sometimes with trans¬ 
figuring results. No one I met, in or out of the temple, claimed 

superiority for himself or the work of his hands, yet each possessed a 

serenity, as unmistakable as it is rare. 

Lucien Stryk 



Part I 

ESSAYS 

K 





Beginnings, Ends 

I My first encounter with an enlightened Zenist took place 

twenty-five years ago at his temple in the mountains south 

of Niigata in Japan. I knew little of Zen, but found myself 

responding with increasing warmth to its arts. I had gone 

to an exhibit of the priest’s ceramics in Niigata, where I lectured on 

literature at the university, and was greatly taken by their purity and 

vigor. Asking about him, I was informed that his temple was in the 

mountains some fifteen miles from the city. Soon I was able to ar¬ 
range a visit. 

On a bright Saturday morning in autumn, accompanied by two 

of my students—Yoshki, whom I often think of, wondering where life 

has taken him, and Hiroshi, now a teacher and lifelong friend—I 

took a bus to the nearest stop, some miles from the temple. For two 

hours, we went on foot up a path deep into forests flaming with pine 

and maple, occasionally passing a farmer or woodsman, startled at 

the sight of a foreigner (I was told later that I was probably the first 

ever to walk that path). Finally we reached the temple, before which 

was a garden thick with vegetables piled up in the sun. The priest, 

bent over a spade, shouted a greeting, bowed, said he would join us 

before long. 

To the right of the old tile-roofed temple was a small kiln, a 

dozen recently fired pots, and to its side, some farmers crouching be- 
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sides baskets who, we later learned, bringing gifts of rice and mush¬ 

rooms, had come to mull over plans with the priest and his wife for a 
coming festival. We joined them, amused at their good-natured 

laughter at the sight of such a stranger, exclaiming over the brightly 

packaged sweet beancakes we had brought. Finally the priest ap¬ 

proached and, brushing earth from his hands, called to his wife to 

bring out tea for all. He chatted with his visitors—clearly a joyous 

occasion. 

Soon he turned his attention to us, warmly insisting that we stay 

at the temple overnight. We gladly accepted, then followed to the kiln 

where he replaced new-fired pots. Every word and gesture flowed un¬ 

hurried, as if he had known us always, genuinely pleased that we had 

come. We spent the day walking in all directions, gathering fallen 

nuts, and in the evening, after the chanted service and the sounding 

bell, we feasted on sweet pickles, rice, and vegetables served by his 

wife, so clearly proud that strangers had come from far Niigata to 

meet her husband. Then came our chance to really talk with him. 

For one seeming so cut off from worldly matters, he was excep¬ 

tionally informed in the arts, speaking easily, with much enthusiasm 

of ceramics, painting, and, when he became aware of my interest, 

poetry. He spoke of great Zen poets, of whom I knew next to nothing, 

and—to my surprise—of certain foreign writers in whom he had a 

strong interest, among them Whitman and Thoreau. He asked what 

was felt about them these days, whether I was teaching their works at 

the university. Impressed with the acuteness and boldness of his judg¬ 

ment, I began asking about Zen, his life as priest and artist. What he 

told me, his very manner, convinced me I would have to set about 

learning as much as possible about a philosophy which could inspire 

such a life, make a man content with his place, however obscure, and 

his work among people for whom he obviously cared deeply. 

The visit left an extraordinary impression. Home again, sipping 

tea from the superb bowl he made for me (I still count it among my 

prized possessions), I began making plans. Soon I was inquiring 

seriously into Zen, reading everything available, and, for my own 

pleasure and enlightenment, making very tentative translations of 

some of its literature, particularly poetry. I visited temples and mon¬ 

asteries, meeting masters and priests throughout the country and, 

most important of all, began to meditate. I sensed most strongly that 

I had found something which could make a difference to my future. 

The intuition proved right, for that encounter in the mountains was 
among the most important of my life. 
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II Japanese Zen poems, written by masters, priests, and lay¬ 

men since the thirteenth century, are for the most part sim¬ 

ple and highly suggestive. Rarely is a poem beyond under¬ 

standing, though, to be sure, there is often symbolic 

content requiring explanation. The poets rarely wrote about their 
poems, for very good reason: to them poetry—for that matter, any 

art—was not something to be cultivated but a means to self-judgment 

and a gauge of spiritual growth. Often a poem was composed in re¬ 

sponse to a koan (problem for meditation) set by a master, such as, 

“Describe the face you had before you were born.’’ Some of the finest 

poems have resulted from struggles with such problems: one of the 

first koans given to disciples, “Joshu’s Nothingness,’’ is a source of 
many. When Kuchu felt illuminated, he wrote: 

Joshu’s word—Nothingness. 
In spring blossom everywhere. 
Now insight’s mine, 
Another dust-speck in the eye! 

Such poems gave graphic proof of the breakthrough to awakening, 

and thus became for generations objects of meditation—important as 

the koans which inspired them—on the harsh path to enlightenment. 

Rarely in the history of religion has art played so fruitful a role, 

however emphatic the disclaimers of many Zen practitioners. Shinki- 

chi Takahashi, Japan’s most celebrated contemporary Zen poet, 

wrote: “As a follower of the tradition of Zen, which is above verbali¬ 

zation, I must confess that I feel ashamed of writing poems or having 
collections of them published in book form.” This echo of Lao-Tsu 

in the Taoist classic Tao Teh Ching—“He who knows does not 

speak”—heard often in Zen communities, must not be taken lightly. 

Zen came as the result of the fortunate merging in sixth century China 

of Taoism and Buddhism and is still rooted in Taoism. There is the 

exemplary, unbroken, wall-facing meditation of its first patriarch 

Bodhidharma, for example, and the numerous anecdotes about the 

power of the unspoken: 

Butei, Emperor of Ryo, sent for Fu-daishi to explain the Dia¬ 

mond Sutra. On the appointed day Fu-daishi came to the palace, 

mounted a platform, rapped the table before him, then descended 

and, still not speaking, left. 

Butei sat motionless for some minutes, whereupon Shiko, who 
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had seen all that happened, went up to him and said, “May I be 

so bold, sir, as to ask whether you understood?” 

The Emperor sadly shook his head. 

“What a pity!” Shikoexclaimed. “Fu-daishi has never been more 

eloquent.” 

Yet Zen is the least solemn of Buddhist schools and sometimes is 

caught spitting on itself—with glee. In the following anecdote, as 

well-known as the preceding, the self-mockery is compelling: 

A self-proclaimed Master of Silence had in attendance at all times 

two eloquent disciples. Never uttering a word himself, he was 

ever inscrutable. One day while his disciples were out, he was 

visited by a pilgrim, whose first question was, “What is the Bud¬ 

dha?” In his confusion Master of Silence looked around in all 

directions for thedisciples. Satisfied by his “answer,” the pilgrim 

went on to ask other questions, and each silent response, accom¬ 

panied by strange looks and gestures, more than satisfied his 

curiosity. He left the Master to set out again on his journey, meet¬ 

ing the two disciples on the way. He was full of enthusiasm. 

“When I asked him,” he said, “what Buddha is, he immediately 

turned his face in all directions, implying that humans are al¬ 

ways looking for Buddha—but actually he is not to be sought in 

such a way. And his answers to my other questions were even 

more impressive—what a remarkable master!” When the disci¬ 

ples returned, the Master of Silence cried out, “Where have you 

been? Some crazy pilgrim has been driving me mad with impos¬ 

sible questions!” 

Muga, the state of mind in which one identifies with an object 

without any sense of restraint, is achieved only by the enlightened, 
like Bunan: 

The moon's the same old moon, 
The flowers exactly as they were, 
Yet I've become the thingness 
Of all the things I see! 

The moon, as here, is a common symbol. It should be borne in mind 

that Zen, however extraordinary it appears, is very much a school of 

Mahayana Buddhism, and like all Buddhists, the Zenist searches 
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within for the indivisible moon, reflected not only by the waves but 

by each dew drop. Always Zen is to be found, if at all, in immediate 
experience; the firefly rather than the star. 

I o discover the Buddha-nature (Dharmakaya) anywhere is for 

the Zenist to find his own nature, and whether designated so or not 

most Zen poems are satori poems. But there is another type of poem 

which is unique in world literature, the death poem, traditionally 

written or dictated just before death. The Zenist looks back on his life 

and, steeled by necessity, expresses in a few terse lines his very being. 
These are among the best known: 

Magnificent! Magnificent! 
No one knows the final word. 
The ocean bed’s aflame, 
Out of the void leap wooden lambs. 

—Fumon 

Riding this wooden upside-down horse, 
I’m about to gallop through the void. 
Would you seek to trace me? 
Ha! Try catching the tempest in a net. 

—Kukoku 

The void has collapsed upon the earth, 
Stars, burning, shoot across Iron Mountain. 
Turning a somersault, I brush past. 

—Zekkai 

The void, mentioned in all the poems, is Zen’s great Penetra- 

lium: the mind is a void in which objects, stripped of their objectivity, 

are reduced to essence. In this death poem there is another important 

symbol, the ox, object of discipline. 

For seventy-two years 
I’ve kept the ox well under. 
Today, the plum in bloom again, 
I let him wander in the snow. 

—Bokuo 

Bokuo, in his stoic acceptance, proves himself a true Zen-man. 

Though satori and death are constants, many Zen poems deal with 

nature and man’s place in it. The Buddha-nature is not man’s alone; 

it is discoverable in all that exists, animate or inanimate. Perhaps in 

this poem by Genko it is perfectly caught: 
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Unaware of illusion or enlightenment, 
From this stone I watch the mountains, hear the stream. 
A three-day rain has cleansed the earth, 
A roar of thunder split the sky. 
Ever serene are linked phenomena, 
And though the mind’s alert, it’s but an ash heap. 
Chilly, bleak as the dusk I move through, 
I return, a basket brimmed with peaches on my arm. 

Ill Zen sermons are unlike those of any other religion, what¬ 

ever the master’s sect—Rinzai, which stresses sudden en¬ 

lightenment, Soto, which maintains that gradually per¬ 

fected meditation is equal to enlightenment, or Obaku, 

which has more in common with Rinzai, practicing rigorous zazen 

(formal meditation) and employing koan, though the chanting of the 

Nembutsu (invocation of the Bodhisattva Amida) is also engaged in 

by this sect. The purpose of the sermon is less to uphold what is 

vaguely thought the ethical life than to point directly at awakening. 

It is assumed by masters that those present at teisho (sermons) are 

morally upright and that what they seek is a radical way of viewing 

themselves in the world. Sometimes the sermons, invariably brief, are 

more like demonstrations. The following report, by a disciple, of a 

teisho by the modern master Joko Shaku on the Chinese poet Sotoba’s 
satori poem is illuminating. 

The master began by reciting the famous poem, which he said 

had been written by the layman Sotoba nearly one thousand 

years ago: 

The mountain—Buddha’s body. 
The torrent—his preaching. 
Last night, eighty-four thousand poems. 
How, how make them understand? 

After analyzing the poem, the master said that its most important 

words were ‘‘mountain’’ and “torrent.” With growing interest, 

he continued, “Which of the two words is more important? Of 

course, ‘torrent.’ What’s the sound of the torrent Sotoba heard at 

Rozan? Zaa-zaa-zaa—the sound fills the universe!” After paus¬ 

ing, he went on, “Good. Then is the torrent alone the Buddha’s 

profound teaching?” He paused again. “Oh, I forgot about the 
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mountain. What’s the mountain?” He looked around slowly, 

then said, “I’ll have to let you see it.” He then turned down his 

eyelid with a finger, saying, “Do you see any green in my eye?” 

With that he got up and left. 

In spite of similarity in aims, whatever the sect, the sermons are 

as individual as the masters themselves. Bankei-Eitaku is a good 
example: 

The only thing I tell my people is to stay in the Buddha-mind. 

There are no regulations, no formal disciplines. Nevertheless, 

they have agreed among themselves to sit in Zen for a period of 

two incense sticks (an hour or so) daily. All right, let them. But 

they should understand that the birthless Buddha-mind has ab¬ 

solutely nothing to do with sitting with an incense stick burning 

in front of you. If one keeps in the Buddha-mind without stray¬ 

ing, there’s no further satori to seek. 

Great masters are as vital in their sermons as in all else, and some 

like Shozan, a samurai (warrior) until he joined the priesthood in his 

forty-fifth year, are daringly iconoclastic: 

Unfortunately Buddhism has declined, going from bad to worse, 

with the result that most are milksops, critically lacking in vigor. 

Only the valorous can train properly; the ignorant being mild 

and sanctimonious, mistaken in the belief that such is the way of 

Buddhist practice. Then there are the madmen who go about 

trumpeting their attainment of satori—a bagatelle. Myself, I’m 

a stranger to sanctimoniousness and satorishness, my sole aim 

being to conquer all with a vivacious mind. 

The historical continuity of the sermon, from earliest Chinese 

examples to the most recent Japanese, is possibly due to the fact that, 

when compared with other Buddhist schools, Zen has been able to 

absorb—at moments seemingly thrive on—shifts and upheavals in 

politics and culture normally bringing about changes in religion and 

philosophy. Not unexpected, perhaps, considering its avowed pur¬ 

pose to make it possible for man, whatever the challenge, to remain 

centered in his Buddha-nature—as true today as fifteen hundred years 

ago. 
Zen interviews are conducted in ways somewhat different from 

Western dialogues, the unspoken often held to be as important as 



16 Encounter With Zen 

what is said, meaning deduced from gesture, expression, the very at¬ 

mosphere. In Zen communities, mondo (rapid exchanges) are 

thought reliable evidence of progress (or stagnation) and are fre¬ 

quently engaged in. Unlike dialogue in the Socratic tradition, in 

which the dominant party defends a viewpoint, Zen dialogue is at all 

times intensely exploratory, the participants tested at every turn—not 

viewpoint, but self. This gives an edge, a thrust, which can be bracing 

and revealing. 

It is revelation which, at all times, is sought, and this accounts for 

the gravity of Zen dialogues, held for the most part between an en¬ 

lightened master and either a disciple or one intrigued by the possibil¬ 

ity of gaining rare insight. As one who has interviewed Zenists over 

the years—masters, craftsmen, artists, Noh actors—I can testify to 

astonishing depths of realization. The nature of the quest demands 

openness, largeness of vision, and, in the most fruitful encounters, 

there is palpable expansion. The master Tenzan Yasuda, for ex¬ 

ample, in a discussion of art, describes the effect on him of a paint¬ 

ing by the great painter—and fellow Zenist—Sesshu, “Fisherman and 

Woodcutter”: “To be sure, Western art has volume and richness when 

it is good. Yet, to me, it is too thickly encumbered by what is dis¬ 

pensable. It’s as if the Western artist were trying to hide something, 

not reveal it.” Whether or not one finds such judgment to be reason¬ 

able—perhaps few Westerners would—the comment, hardly meant to 
provoke, is deeply interesting. 

Often Zen anecdotes concern confrontations between masters 

and disciples, and at times the disciple is shown “besting” his master: 

Pointing to the sea, Master Kangan said to his disciple Daichi: 

“You speak of mind over matter—well, let’s see you stop those 

boats from sailing.” Without a word the young disciple pulled 

the shoji (screen) across their view. “Hah,” the master smiled and 

placed the shoji in position again. “But you had to use your 

hands!” Still without a word, Daichi then closed his eyes. 

For the most part, however, the disciple is very much put in his 

place: Once a tyro asked his master, “What is the First Principle?” 

Without hesitation the master replied, “If I were to tell you, it would 

become the Second Principle!” Such anecdotes—and they are many— 

are chiefly responsible for Zen’s appeal to those not normally aware of 

philosophy, yet capable of responding, if it is made palatable, to 

“wisdom literature.” The best anecdotes share with good jokes of a 
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certain order a degree of compactness and point found in only the 

finest writing. For many it is Zen’s nonchalance which gives its great¬ 

est appeal. The popularity of the anecdote began with Taoism, par¬ 

ticularly in the illustrious Chuang Tzu, who was born in central 

China around 300 B.C., and who became the toughest opponent of 

convention-ridden Confucianism. He maintained, in sayings like the 

following, that the best action is inaction: 

The operations of Heaven and Earth proceed with the most ad¬ 

mirable order, yet they never speak. The four seasons observe 

clear laws, but they do not discuss them. All of nature is regu¬ 

lated by exact principles, but it never explains them. The sage 

penetrates the mystery of the order of Heaven and Earth and com¬ 

prehends the principles of nature. Thus the perfect man does 

nothing, and the great sage originates nothing. That is to say, 

they merely contemplate the universe. 

Such sayings, uncompromising, unequivocal, greatly troubled 

Chuang Tzu’s Confucian contemporaries, who were bitter in con¬ 

demnation of what they understood to be Taoist indifference, if not 

hostility, to social order. It is equally a Western misconception that 

practitioners of disciplines like Zen are “quietists” turned from the 

world. So they are, to be sure, while in training, and are better for the 

experience when fully turned round again; self-discovered and ready 

as never before to respond to the world at its roughest. Surely Shinki- 

chi Takahashi was not facing a wall when he wrote “Beach”: 

Gale: tiles, roofs whirling, 
disappearing at once. 

Rocks rumble, mountains 
swallow villages, 
yet insects, birds chirp by 
the shattered bridge. 

Men shoot through space, 
race sound. On TV nations 
maul each other, endlessly. 

Why this confusion, 
how restore the ravaged 
body of the world? 

The sense of Chuang Tzu’s saying is not that one should avoid 

acting, rather it is that one should not act contrary to nature—one 
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must not strain. In an anecdote like the following, the lesson is driven 

home: 

Kato-Dewanokami-Yasuoki, lord of Osu in the province of Iyo, 

was passionate about the military arts. One day the great master 

Bankei called on him and, as they sat face to face, the young lord 

grasped his spear and made as if to pierce Bankei. But the master 

silently flicked its head aside with his rosary and said, “No good. 

You’re too worked up.” Years later Yasuoki, who had become a 

great spearsman, spoke of Bankei as the one who had taught him 

most about the art. 

The main purpose of the anecdote, often used in a master’s 
teisho, is—very much like the koan—to jerk the unenlightened from a 

state of hebetude, induced by convention, and make it possible to ex¬ 

perience awakening. Many of the anecdotes, as we have seen, are very 

old, drawn from works like the ancient collection of stories with com¬ 

mentaries, Hekiganroku (Blue Cliff Record), another Chinese book, 

the early thirteenth-century Mu-mon-kan (Barrier Without Gate), 

and the late thirteenth-century Japanese work, Shaseki-shu (Stone 

and Sand Collection). There are some anecdotes quite serious in tone, 

their purpose being to illustrate important Buddhist ideals: 

When wolves were discovered in the village near Master Shoju’s 

temple, he entered the graveyard nightly for all of one week and 

sat in Zen. Strangely enough, that put a stop to the wolves’ 

prowling. Overjoyed, the villagers asked him to describe the se¬ 

cret rites he had performed. “I didn’t resort to such things,” he 

said, “nor could I have done so. While I was in zazen a number of 

wolves gathered around me, licking the tip of my nose, sniffing 

my windpipe. They did all sorts of silly things. But because I re¬ 

mained in the right state of mind, I wasn’t bitten. As I keep 

preaching to you, the proper state of mind will make it possible 

for you to be free in life and death, invulnerable to fire and water. 

Even wolves are powerless against it. I simply tried to practice 
what I preach.” 

For the most part, however, the anecdotes are farcical, illogical, 

and highly paradoxical. Whether its purpose is to amuse, shock or 

edify, or do all three together, like this one, greatly condensed, the 
story speaks for itself: 

I wo monks were walking by the stream near their temple when 



Beginnings, Ends 19 

one spotted a leaf of lettuce floating downstream. “Master Gizan 

(abbot of a monastery a mile upstream) has become a wastrel, I’m 

afraid.” The other nodded and sighed. Suddenly Master Gizan 

burst, panting, from a clump of bushes ahead and plunged into 

the stream for the lettuce-leaf. The monks bowed low, and 

walked on. 



* 



Making Poems 

I “The thoughts expressed by music,” wrote Mendelssohn 

in 1842, “are not too vague for words, but too precise.” 

Replace "music” with “poetry” and, perhaps paradoxi¬ 

cally, considering of what poems are made, you have a way 

of seeing into the difficulty of drawing conclusions about the nature 

of art. There are days when I feel that the main thing, all else equal, is 

what the poet has to say; other days, that it is his craftmanship, not 

what he’s trying to express, that distinguishes him. What colors my 

view on any given day, tipping one way or the other, may be far more 

interesting than the whole issue of aesthetics, which is after all the 

sphere of aestheticians, not artists. All theories on art strike me as col¬ 

lections of truisms, though some (“The poet’s theme dictates struc¬ 

ture and is at the same time modified by it,” might be one) seem pretty 

sound. Perhaps under the circumstances, and in spite of the great dif¬ 

ficulty, the practicing artist should be willing, when called upon, to 

try to explain what it is he’s after and how he goes about attempting to 

achieve it. That accepted, in what follows I shall try to give as clear an 

account as possible of the steps which led to where I now am as a 

maker of poems. 
Some, aware of my work as a translator of Zen poetry, seem to feel 

that my poems are much affected by that interest, in content as well 
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as structure. I believe they are right. Anyone serious about a discipline 

like Zen learns soon enough that much of his life, certainly any art he 

may practice, is being changed by it. When, as a visiting lecturer there, 

I began translating Zen texts in Japan, I asked the Zen master Taigan 

Takayama whether the philosophy might be useful to an artist. As an 

enlightened man (he is one of the most distinguished young masters 

in Japan), he did not show indignation, but he was most forceful in 

letting me know that Zen was not something to be “used” by anyone, 

including the artist, and that its arts were nothing more than expres¬ 

sions of the Zen spirit. That was the first “reprimand” I received. 

There was another, at the hands of the Zen master Tenzan Yasuda, of 

a more serious nature. I often went to his temple, the Joeiji, for the 

superb rock garden laid down by Sesshu, one of Japan’s greatest 

painters who had been a priest at the Joeiji in the fifteenth century. In 

interviewing the master for the volume Zen: Poems, Prayers, Ser¬ 

mons, Anecdotes, Interviews, I said some very stupid things about the 

rock garden. Tenzan Yasuda was patient, but finally said (I quote 

from the interview), “In order to appreciate his garden fully, you 

must have almost as much insight as Sesshu himself. This, needless to 

say, very few possess. Ideally one should sit in Zen for a long period 

before looking at the garden; then one might be able to look at it, as 

the old saying goes, ‘with the navel.’” 

Even as those words were being spoken, I felt acute self-disgust, 

and resolved to try to overcome the vanity which had led me to utter 

empty phrases about something which I had not even “seen,” let 

alone understood (the Sixth Patriarch of Zen, the Chinese master 

Hui-neng, insisted on “pure seeing”—one must not look at things, 

but as things). A few nights later, while working on a conventionally- 

structured poem set in Sesshu’s rock garden, the sort of piece with 

which I’d already filled two “well-received” but unsatisfactory books, 

I remembered not only Taigan Takayama’s reprimand but Tenzan 

Yasuda’s specific comments on my “view” of the garden. Suddenly I 

became aware, saw with the greatest clarity: my failing in poetry was 

the result, in great part, of a grave misunderstanding concerning the 

very purpose of art. The Zen masters who had written the poems I 

was translating did not think of themselves as “poets” at all; rather, 

they were attempting to express in verse nothing less than the Zen 

spirit—and the results were astonishing. The poems, without any 

pretension to “art,” were among the finest I had ever read, intense, 

compact, rich in spirit. Takayama and Yasuda were right. 

Working for hours without a break, I transformed the poem I had 



Making Poems 23 

been writing on the garden, ridding it of “filling,” breaking down 

rigidly regular stanzas, a welter of words, to a few “image units” of 

around two and one-half lines, while keeping to a constant measure, 

the short line throughout being of the same syllabic length. In fact, 

though unintended, the stanzaic unit I came up with was in length 

and feeling very close to the haiku, and at its best as compact as the 

short Zen poems I was translating. Perhaps the fact that the “unit” 

was made up consistently of just so many lines, so controlled, was a 

matter of chance, the result simply of the way eye and ear, projecting 
my needs, meshed. I suppose anything leading to, or the result of, 

deep concentration might have worked as well, but, fortuitous or not, 

I was convinced that I had made for myself a profound discovery, and 

that henceforth I might work as an artist. 

In the weeks following I wrote seven more pieces about Sesshu’s 

garden; yet, given the challenge and because I wanted the sequence to 

be the very best I could make it, it took a few years to achieve what 

seemed to me altogether satisfactory versions of what eventually be¬ 

came: 

Zen: The Rocks of Sesshu 

I 

What do they think of 
Where they lean 

Like ponderous heads, the rocks?— 

In prankish spring, ducks 
Joggling here 

And there, brushing tails, 

Like silly thoughts shared, 
Passed from head 

To head? When, gong quavering 

About a ripened sky, we 
Up and go, 

Do they waken from a dream of flesh? 

II 

In the Three Whites of 
Hokusai— 

Fuji, the snow, the crane— 

What startles is the black: in 
The outline 

Of the mountain, the branch-tips 
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Piercing the snow, the quills of 
The crane’s wing: 

Meaning impermanence. 

Here, in stainless air, the 
Artist’s name 

Blazes like a crow. 

III 

Distance between the rocks, 
Half the day 

In shadow, is the distance 

Between man who thinks 
And the man 

Who thinks he thinks: wait. 

Like a brain, the garden, 
Thinking when 

It is thought. Otherwise 

A stony jumble, merely that, 
Laid down there 

To stud our emptiness. 

IV 

Who calls her butterfly 
Would elsewhere 

Pardon the snake its fangs: 

In the stony garden 
Where she flits 

Are sides so sharp, merely 

To look gives pain. Only 
The tourist, 

Kodak aimed and ready for 

The blast, ship pointing for the 
Getaway, 

Dare raise that parasol. 

V 

To rid the grass of weed, to get 
The whole root, 

1 hick, tangled, takes a strong mind 

And desire—to make clean, make pure. 
The weed, tough 

As the rock it leaps against, 
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Unless plucked to the last 
Live fiber 

Will plunge up through dark again. 

The weed also has the desire 
To make clean, 

Make pure, there against the rock. 

VI 

It is joy that lifts those pigeons to 
Stitch the clouds 

With circling, light flashing from underwings. 

Scorning our crumbs, tossed carefully 
To corners 

Of the garden, beyond the rocks, 

They rose as if summoned from 
The futile 

Groveling our love subjects them to. 

Clear the mind! Empty it of all that 
Fixes you, 

Makes every act a pecking at the crumb. 

VII 

Firmness is all: the mountain beyond the 
Garden path, 

Watch how against its tawny slope 

The candled boughs expire. Follow 
The slope where 

Spearheads shake against the clouds 

And dizzy the pigeons circling on the wind. 
Then observe 

Where no bigger than a cragstone 

The climber pulls himself aloft 
As by the 

Very guts: firmness is all. 

VIII 

Pierced through by birdsong, stone by stone 
The garden 

Gathered light. Darkness, hauled by ropes 

Of sun, entered roof and bough. Raised from 
The temple 

Floor where, stiff since cockcrow, 
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Blown round like Buddha on the lotus, 
He began 

To write. How against that shimmering, 

On paper frail as dawn, make poems? 
Firm again, 

He waited for the rocks to split. 

There were other poems to work on, and getting rid of much, 

overhauling what remained of a bulky manuscript, I finished what I 

have always considered to be my first real book, Notes for a Guide¬ 

book (though it was the third published and limited to a special type 

of poem: it does not include, for example, “Zen: the Rocks of Sesshu,’’ 

which I saved for my next volume, The Pit and Other Poems). That 

was in 1965, the same year the first volume of Zen translations, done 

along with my Japanese friend Takashi Ikemoto, was brought out. 

No coincidence, for the translation of those profound and moving 

poems and the making of my own new pieces went on together for a 

long time. And it’s been that way since: The Pit and Other Poems 

(1969) was written for the most part while I was at work on the books 

World of the Buddha (1968) and After Images: Zen Poems of Shinki- 

chi Takahashi (1970); while I was at work on Zen Poems of China and 

Japan: The Crane’s Bill, I was also composing the poems which ap¬ 

peared in Awakening, and the books were published only months 

apart in 1973. 

That my poems owe much to the Zen aesthetic is undeniable, yet 

they owe as much surely to the many and various things which make 

up the life of a Midwestern American—husband, father, teacher—in 

our time, something perhaps most evident in Awakening and when I 

deal with the poems of others in the anthologies, Heartland: Poets of 

the Midwest, I and II, and which I have tried to explain in the inter¬ 
views done with me.* It would be very disappointing to learn that, 

because of my interest in Asian philosophy, and the themes and set¬ 

tings of some of my poems, my work was read as that of someone who 

had gone “bamboo.” I believe not only in the need to “hide traces,” 
an invisible art, but as much in the wisdom of hiding sources. 
“South” is a typical poem: 

South 

Walking at night, I always return to 
the spot beyond 

the cannery and cornfields where 

* See, for example, Chicago Review, #88, 1973. 
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a farmhouse faces south among tall trees. 
I dream a life 

there for myself, everything happening 

in an upper room: reading in sunlight, 
talk, over wine, 

with a friend, long midnight poems swept 

with stars and a moon. And nothing 
being savaged, 

anywhere. Having my fill of that life, 

I imagine a path leading south 
through corn and wheat, 

to the Gulf of Mexico! I walk 

each night in practice for that walk. 

II T. S. Eliot, in an unpublished lecture on English letter 

writers, quoted by F. O. Matthiessen in The Achievement 

of T. S. Eliot, says something which, for me, virtually 

sums up the poet’s ideal, one very close to the “less is 

more” aesthetic of Zen. Eliot refers to a passage in one of D. H. 

Lawrence’s letters which runs: “The essence of poetry with us in this 

age of stark and unlovely actualities is a stark directness, without a 

shadow of a he, or a shadow of deflection anywhere. Everything can 

go, but this stark, bare, rocky directness of statement, this alone makes 

poetry, to-day.” Eliot’s comment: 

This speaks to me of that at which I have long aimed, in writing 

poetry; to write poetry which should be essentially poetry, with 

nothing poetic about it, poetry standing naked in its bare bones, 

or poetry so transparent that we should not see the poetry, but 

that which we are meant to see through the poetry, poetry so 

transparent that in reading it we are intent on what the poem 

points at, and not on the poetry, this seems to me the thing to try 

for. To get beyond poetry, as Beethoven, in his later works, strove 

to get beyond music. 

To get “beyond poetry,” then, to avoid the hateful evidence of 

our will to impress (thereby perhaps losing that ambition), those 

handsprings and cartwheels, the heavy breathing down the line, so 

common to “early work” done at whatever age—the escape from such 

vulgarity—is the study of a lifetime. It can be furthered by a discipline 
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like Zen, but everything uniquely Western leading to a like realiza¬ 

tion will of course do as well. A man’s poems should reveal the full 

range of his life and hide nothing except the art behind them. 

As much admiration as I have for a number of English-speaking 

poets, I am very strongly affected by the work of—ranging both East 

and West—Shinkichi Takahashi and Zbigniew Herbert, precisely be¬ 

cause their poems appear to give the totality of their lives. We may not 

know our neighbors, but such poets can become our intimates. The 

fact that some of the poets I love write in other tongues is funda¬ 

mentally of little importance, for they have been translated well 

(though as his translator, I should not make such a claim for the 

poems of Shinkichi Takahashi!). Never have so many poets turned 

to translation, and all of us stand to gain by the collective energy and 

dedication, but I admit readily that there are accompanying dangers 

and that something very close to "translationese” is too often in evi¬ 
dence. 

The range and swell of one of the poems of Theodore Roethke’s 

“North American Sequence,’’ the superb concisions of his earlier 

“greenhouse” poems, are unlikely to be matched in the translations 

of even the greatest modern poets. And some of the greatest, Rilke 

among them, have sometimes been very poorly served, with almost 

criminal effect. A foreign poet is, after all, only as good as his best 

translator. Still, to deny ourselves the profound satisfactions of the 
best foreign poetry, for whatever reason, to hover timorously above 

those deeps out of some theoretical fear, is to cut off a source of major 

creative growth. Often foreign poetry offers something unique: all 

sensitive people, for example, felt strongly about the reports of Bud¬ 

dhist monks burning themselves to death in Viet Nam—the ultimate 

protest against that insane war, a protest not condoned by Buddhism, 

but one powerful in its effect on the world as a whole. No response 

to such acts by Western writers could have been as complex, as dev- 

astatingly right as Shinkichi Takahashi’s in his poem about a fellow 
Buddhist, “Burning Oneself to Death”: 

Burning Oneself to Death 

That was the best moment of the monk’s life. 
Firm on a pile of firewood 
With nothing more to say, hear, see, 
Smoke wrapped him, his folded hands blazed. 

There was nothing more to do, the end 
Of everything. He remembered, as a cool breeze 
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Streamed through him, that one is always 
In the same place, and that there is no time. 

Suddenly a whirling mushroom cloud rose 
Before his singed eyes, and he was a mass 
Of flame. Globes, one after another, rolled out, 
The delighted sparrows flew round like fire balls. 

In translating that poem, I was put to a grave test, for the respon¬ 

sibility was awesome, the sort felt, I imagine, by the translator of one 

of Zbigniew Herbert’s poems about World War II resistance fighters 

in Poland. As I think back to its source, in my experience, I am cer¬ 

tain that my work on poems like Takahashi’s, my reading of Herbert 

and Char, among other foreign writers, lay behind the making of this 

poem: 

Letter to Jean-Paul Baudot, at Christmas 

Friend, on this sunny day, snow sparkling 
everywhere, I think of you once more, 
how many years ago, a child Resistance 

fighter trapped by Nazis in a cave 
with fifteen others, left to die, you became 
a cannibal. Saved by Americans, 

the taste of a dead comrade’s flesh foul 
in your mouth, you fell onto the snow 
of the Haute Savoie and gorged to purge yourself, 

somehow to start again. Each winter since 
you were reminded, vomiting for days. 
Each winter since you told me at the Mabillon, 

I see you on the first snow of the year 
spreadeagled, face buried in that stench. 
I write once more, Jean-Paul, though you don’t 

answer, because I must: today men do far worse. 
Yours in hope of peace, for all of us, 
before the coming of another snow. 

I spoke of the responsibility felt when I was working on theTaka- 

hashi poem, but I felt it even greater when composing the piece about 

my friend, to the “experience” itself, one I wanted to share with 

(impose on?) as many as possible. I knew that in order to do so I would 

have to get “beyond poetry,” put down, without faking, the truth of a 
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young man’s pain, which had nothing literary about it and was felt 

acutely over the years. A pain I was asked to share, and still do. 

Ill In an interview published by Chicago Review in 1973, 

I responded to the question “Does art do anything 

more than manifest moments of revelation?” I say some¬ 

thing which relates not only to poems I am always 

hoping to write but also to those which most move me as a 

reader: 

It extends the imagination: more than anything else it does that. 

Perhaps the greatest poetry extends and directs it, but all fine 

poetry does extend, enlarge it. It makes us more than we have 

ever been. Really important poetry affects the imagination in 

something like a permanent way; it alters it. If we see the imagi¬ 

native process (as perceivers or readers) as being constantly acted 

upon or acting itself, then those things which touch it have vary¬ 

ing results. By some, the imagination is substantially affected; 

by others hardly at all, and, of course, the question is whether the 

latter are works of art. 

Once, in other words, you have read Hamlet as it should be 

read, you are no longer the same person. The possibilities of life 

have been altered, have been magnified. You read certain poems, 

they can be rather simple poems, in many ways. ... I think a 

good example might be Blake’s “London.” It’s a short poem that 

reveals, tremendously, a quality of life. When that happens, art 

takes on a kind of moral grandeur. And I choose as an example a 

short lyric poem because I think it would suggest what might be 

the hope of a poet like myself; I want, as a writer, to reveal in such 

a way, hardly w'ith the expectation of achieving a poem like 

“London,” but nevertheless, it offers an aesthetic ideal. . . . 

What I’m saying, I suppose, is that after reading “London” . . . 

I have a feeling that my view of that time and place is crystallized 

by the poem. Thus, it has historical importance. Whatever Lon¬ 

don was for Blake, and many others, is given, contained in, that 
poem. 

Now, I think this is what art should do. . . . When art can 

do this, it takes on a dimension that we sometimes forget it is 

capable of having. But one should not forget. A poet should 

never write without the vision that such things have been done, 
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that men have written Hamlets and poems like “London,” be¬ 

cause if he forgets that such things have been done, his work can 

become trivial. These things stand as warnings, as much as ex¬ 

amples. Because by great works, the artist is warned: he cannot 

afford to use his art for unworthy purposes. 

If it is true that, however full the imagination, what the poet ex¬ 

periences fixes the range of his art, then we should not expect him to 

be constantly touching the depths and the heights. He is often content 

to be somewhere between, unaware of the distinctions, boundaries 

set down about him, making some things more important than 

others. Poetry, not being producible, sometimes just comes, the re¬ 

sult of miraculous convergences, the perfect meshing of eye, ear and 

heart. Some of my poems (the title poem of The Pit and Other Poems 

is a good example) have taken many years to complete; others—and 

for this I do not think less of them—have been written almost on the 

spot. I shall never forget wheeling around on my bike and speeding 

home to get “Etude” down, its music clear in my head: 

* 

Etude 

I was cycling by the river, back and forth, 
Umbrella up against the 

Rain and blossoms. 

It was very quiet, I thought of Woolworth 
Globes you shake up snowstorms in. 

Washed light slanted 

Through the cherry trees, and in a flimsy house 
Some youngster practiced Chopin. 

I was moving 

With the current, wheels squishing as the music 
Rose into the trees, then stopped, 

And from the house 

Came someone wearing too much powder, raincape 
Orchid in the light. Middle-aged, 

The sort you pass 

In hundreds everyday and scarcely notice, 
The Chopin she had sent 

Up to those boughs, 

Petals spinning free, gave her grace no waters 
Would reflect, but I might 

Long remember. 
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As most poets, I have been much affected by the other arts, paint¬ 

ing and sculpture especially, and along with my involvement in Zen 

has come a deepening appreciation of sumie, the monochromic black 

/white scroll painting associated with it. Perhaps nothing could il¬ 

lustrate better my turning Eastward and what it has meant to me than 

the differences—technically, in attitude—between two of my poems, 

written years apart and dealing with art and the life of the maker. 

Bartolomeo Ammanati (1511 -92), when he was past seventy, wrote in 

“To the Academy of Design in Florence”: “Beware, for God’s sake, as 

you value your salvation, lest you incur and fall into error that I have 

incurred in my works when I made many of my figures entirely 

nude.” Here is, from Notes for a Guidebook, a poem about his most 

important work: 

The Fountain of Ammanati 

Below the pigeon-spotted seagod 
The mermen pinch the mermaids, 
And you shopgirls eat your food. 

No sneak-vialed aphrodisiac 
Can do—for me, for you—what 
Mermen pinching mermaids in a whack 

Of sunlit water can. And do. 
These water-eaten shoulders and these thighs 
Shall glisten though your gills go blue, 

These bones will never clatter in the breath. 
My dears, before your dust swirls either up 
Or down—confess: this world is richly wet. 

And consider: there is a plashless world 
Outside this stream-bright square 
Where girls like you lie curled 

And languishing for love like mine. 
And you were such as they 
Until ten sputtering jets began 

To run their ticklish waters down your 
Spine. Munch on, my loves, you are but 
Sun-bleached maidens in a world too poor 

To tap the heart-wells that wotdd flow, 
And flow. You are true signorine 
Of that square where none can go 
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And then return. Where dusty mermen 
Parch across a strand of sails and spars, 
And dream of foamy thighs that churn. 

By such works, I appear to be saying, man is made to feel his in¬ 

significance: how pitiable those shop girls against the mermaids. 

Whatever its worth as poetry, “The Fountain of Ammanati” is a piece 

which examines one of life’s profound discrepancies, measures a dis¬ 

tance between its realities and ideals. Swirling and clashing, it makes 

a harsh judgment. Perhaps the most, or least, that one can say about it 

is that it is a young man’s poem. 

A growing awareness necessitates a changing language, a greater 

seriousness, an altered structure. Just as at fifty a man has the face he 

has earned, the lineaments of his poems reveal the range and depth of 

his spiritual life. Simply by surviving I have become a middle-aged 

poet, and as the result of many things which have made that survival 

possible, this is where I am now: 

Awakening 
Homage to Hakuin, Zen Master, 1685-1768 

I 

Shoichi brushed the black 
on thick. 
His circle held a poem 
like buds 
above a flowering bowl. 

Since the moment of my 
pointing, 
this bowl, an “earth device,” 
holds 
nothing but the dawn. 

II 

A freeze last night, the window’s 
laced ice flowers, a meadow drifting 
from the glacier’s side. I think of Hakuin: 

“Freezing in an icefield, stretched 
thousands of miles in all directions, 
I was alone, transparent, and could not move.” 

Legs cramped, mind pointing 
like a torch, I cannot see beyond 
the frost, out nor in. And do not move. 
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III 

I balance the round stone 
in my palm, 

turn it full circle, 

slowly, in the late sun, 
spring to now. 

Severe compression, 

like a troubled head, 
stings my hand. 

It falls. A small dust rises. 

IV 

Beyond the sycamore 
dark air moves 
westward— 

smoke, cloud, something 
wanting a name. 
Across the window, 

my gathered breath, 
I trace 
a simple word. 

V 

My daughter gathers shells 
where thirty years before 
I’d turned them over, marveling. 

I take them from her, 
make, at her command, 
the universe. Hands clasped, 

marking the limits of 
a world, we watch till sundown 
planets whirling in the sand. 

VI 

Softness everywhere, 
snow a smear, 
air a gray sack. 

Time. Place. Thing. 
Felt between 
skin and bone, flesh. 
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VII 

I write in the dark again, 
rather by dusk-light, 
and what I love about 

this hour is the way the trees 
are taken, one by one, 
into the great wash of darkness. 

At this hour I am always happy, 
ready to be taken myself, 
fully aware. 



. 



Shinkichi Takahashi: 
Con temporary 
Zen Poet 

I Like that of most important poets, East or West, Shinkichi 

Takahashi’s work can be read on a number of levels, each 

rewarding, yet one must bear in mind that his poems are 

those of a Zen Buddhist. The poet began as a dadaist at a 

time in Japan when experimentation based on Western examples 

flourished. The 20s and 30s were decades as restless in Japan as else¬ 

where, the best work of the leading modernists expressing that unrest. 

Dadaism and surrealism especially, while foundering most, inspired 

some interesting work and made a few reputations. Often transla¬ 

tions, for the most part little more than passable, were made of such 

poetry. There was inevitably more outright borrowing than serious 

emulation, and the ambitious modernist was more likely to resemble 

Tristan Tzara, say, than Basho, Buson, and other great masters of 

Japan’s past. 
Takahashi was born in 1901 in a fishing village on Shikoku, 

smallest of Japan’s four main islands. Largely self-educated, having 

left a commercial high school just before graduation for Tokyo, he 

hoped for a career in literature. He had no money and very little luck, 

contracting typhus, winding up in a charity hospital, eventually 

forced to return home. He did not give up. One day, reading a news¬ 

paper article on dadaism, he was galvanized. It was as if the movement 
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had been created those thousands of miles away with him in mind. 

He returned to Tokyo, worked a while as a waiter, then as errand boy 

in a newspaper office. In 1921 he produced a mimeographed collec¬ 

tion of dadaist poems, the following year a dada manifesto and more 

such poems. In 1923 he published Poems of Dadaist Shinkichi, in 

1926 Gion Festival and, in 1928 Poems of Shinkichi Takahashi. The 

books shocked and puzzled, but were warmly received by a few. A crit¬ 

ic called him the Japanese Rimbaud. 

Yet far from satisfied with life and work, he sought advice of the 

famed Rinzai Zen master Shizan Ashikaga, and was invited to come to 

his temple, the Shogenji. Takahashi participated in a special one- 

week retreat at the temple, applying himself strenuously to the very 

tough training. One day, walking in the corridor, he fell down un¬ 

conscious. Coming to, his mind was shattered. At twenty-seven years 

old, it seemed his creative life was finished. Sent home, he was locked 
up in a tiny room for three years, during which, however, he con¬ 

tinued to write poems. Before the disastrous incident at the Shogenji, 

and for years after, he was given to impulsive actions, often getting 

into trouble with the police. Indeed he was in a police cell when 

Poems of Dadaist Shinkichi appeared, and is said to have torn up 
the copy handed to him through the bars. 

He slowly made a thorough recovery, and in 1939 visited Korea 

and China. He managed during the war to support himself as writer, 

and in 1944 began work for a Tokyo newspaper. The following year, 

the newspaper office bombed out, he turned to free-lance writing. He 
married in 1951, and lives with his wife and daughter in the Nakano 

Ward of Tokyo a serene yet active Zenist-writer’s life. 

Not long after his return to Tokyo in 1932 the poet heard Shizan 

Ashikaga’s lectures on Zen, and in 1935 became the master’s disciple 

at Shogenji. Through almost seventeen years of rigorous training, 

he, like all working under a disciplinarian, experienced many hard¬ 

ships, but unlike most gained genuine satori a number of times. He 

describes in an essay two such experiences. The first, at the age of forty 

during a retreat at a mountain temple. It came his turn to enter the 

master’s room to present his view of a koan (problem for med¬ 

itation, usually highly paradoxical). As is the practice, he struck the 

small hanging bell announcing his intention to enter. At the sound, 
he awakened to the keenest insight he had ever had. The sound, he 

describes, was completely different from what he had so often heard. 

His other experience came some years later while in a public bath: 



Shinkichi Takahashi: Contemporary Zen Poet 39 

stepping out, he stooped to grasp a wash-pail. In a flash he discov¬ 

ered that he had no shadow. He strained to see, but there were no 

other bathers, and washpails, voices, steam itself had all disappeared. 

He had entered the Void. He lay back again in the bath, at ease, limbs 

stretched out. 

By 1952 Takahashi had learned all he could from the master, and 

the next year received in the master’s calligraphy a traditional “The 

Moon-On-Water-Hall,” formal testimonial of his completion of the 

full course of discipline. He was now recognized by the master as an 

enlightened Zenist, one of the handful of disciples so honored by 

Shizan. Now he was qualified to guide others, something Takahashi 

has done through his writings ever since. In addition to numerous 

books of verse, the poet has published books on Zen, among them 

Essays on Zen Study (1958), Commentaries on Mumonkan (1958), 

Rinzairoku (1959), The Life of Master Dogen (1963), Poetry and Zen 

(1969), and Zen and Literature (1970). Typically, in Essays on Zen 

Study he writes: 

Since, to my way of thinking, God transcends existence, to con¬ 

clude there is no God is most relevant to him. As it is best not to 

think of such a God, praying to him is futile. Not only futile, but 

also immeasurably harmful; because man will make blunders, if, 

presupposing good and bad with his shallow wisdom, he clings 

to his hope of God’s support. 

II Since the Kamakura period (13th century) many of Japan’s 

finest writers have been, if not directly involved in its study 

and practice, strongly drawn to Zen Buddhism, which 

some would claim has been among the most seminal phi¬ 

losophies, in its effect on the arts, the world has known. A modern ex¬ 

ample, the late Yasunari Kawabata, Nobel Laureate and author of 

among other important works the novel Yukiguni (Snow Country), 

was as writer of fiction greatly indebted to the haiku aesthetic, in 

which Zen principles dominate. His Nobel Prize acceptance address 

was virtually a tribute to Zen. Another world-famous author, Yukio 

Mishima, wrote plays, a few of which have reached an international 

audience, based on the Noh drama, which like the art of the haiku is 

intimately associated with Zen. Many other writers have been affected 
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by Zen, which, Arthur Waley has pointed out, has always been the 

philosophy of artists, its language that in which poetry and painting 

especially have always been discussed. Unlike Takahashi, however, 

few contemporary Japanese writers have trained under a Zen master. 

He is widely recognized as the foremost living Zen poet. 

The poet’s work is best read, then, in rather special context, its 

chief, perhaps most obvious, quality being what in Zen is called 

zenki, spontaneous activity free of forms, flowing from the formless 

self. This is best seen in the bold thrust of his images. No less impor¬ 

tant, and clearly Buddhist, is his awareness of pain, human and ani¬ 

mal, though it should be evident that his frequent references to things 

“atomic” need not be seen as exclusively Buddhist or Japanese. That 

many of his poems are “irrational” cannot be denied, but if once ir¬ 

rationality was a suspect element in Western poetry (it has never been 

in Oriental), it is less so today—witness the acceptance of artists who, 

like Takahashi, employ the surrealistic method, if only in modified 

form. Zen and Taoist poets have always been unconventional in their 

methods and attitudes, and Takahashi’s poems sin no more against 

the rational than Hakuin’s, the greatest figure in Japanese Rinzai 

Zen. Here is a typical poem by the eighteenth-century master: 

You no sooner attain the great void 
Than body and mind are lost together. 
Heaven and Hell—a straw. 
The Buddha-realm, Pandemonium—shambles. 
Listen: a tortoise strains her voice, serenading the snow. 
Look: a tortoise wearing a sword climbs the lampstand. 
Should you desire the great tranquility, 
Prepare to sweat w'hite beads. 

In his preface to our 7.en: Poems, Prayers, Sermons, Anecdotes, 

Interviews, Takashi Ikemoto wrote, “To a Zen poet, a thing of beauty 

or anything in nature is the Absolute. Hence his freedom from ration¬ 

ality and his recourse to uncommon symbols. Yet ultimately what he 

portrays is concrete, not a dreamy fancy or vision.” Surely one of the 

strengths of Takahashi’s poetry is its concreteness—a particular bird, 

beast or flower, a precisely rendered, however unusual, state of mind. 

And yet much of the poetry is admittedly very difficidt, one reason 

being that as in the case of all Zen poets, many of Takahashi’s poems 

read like koans, the purpose of which is to make clear to the seeker 

of answers that there is no distinction between subject and object, that 

the search and the thing sought are one and the same. One awakening 
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to such identification attains the state of muga, an important step 

toward the goal of training, satori. One of the best known koans is 

Hakuin’s “What is the sound of one hand clapping?” 

If read with some appreciation of the philosophy, Zen poetry 

need not be obscure. A few more of its features may be cited. There are, 

Takashi Ikemoto maintains, “conciseness, rigor, volitionality, 

virility, and serenity.” Yet, in spite of the importance, considering the 

poet’s intention, of analyzing the Zen elements in Takahashi’s 

poems, they should be fairly intelligible to those familiar with much 

modern poetry, even in English translation (if not, the poet is less to 

blame than his translators), for as has often been said that which is 

most translatable in poetry is the image, and it is in his use of imagery 

especially that Takahashi is perhaps most unique: 

My legs lose themselves 
Where the river mirrors daffodils 
Like faces in a dream. 

—“A Wood in Sound” 

The peak of Mount Ishizuchi 
Has straightened the spine 
Of the Island of Futana. 

—“Rat on Mount Ishizuchi” 

Sunbeams, spokes of a stopped wheel, 
Blaze through the leaves of a branch. 

—“Sun Through the Leaves” 

Yet Takahashi wishes to be judged—if as poet at all—as one 

whose work expresses more than anything else the Zen spirit. A poem 

like “Canna,” which in addition to being effective poetry communi¬ 

cates powerfully one of the Bodhisattva ideals of Mahayana Bud¬ 

dhism, sacrifice for others, is therefore of particular importance. In 

Takahashi such ideals are everywhere given expression. Some of his 

pieces concern Zen discipline, “Life Infinite” being typical. 

Life Infinite 

Beyond words, this no-thingness within, 
Which I’ve become. So to remain 

Only one thing’s needed: Zen sitting. 
I think, breathe with my whole body— 

Marvellous. The joy’s so pure, 
It’s beyond love making, anything. 
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I can see, live anywhere, everywhere. 
I need nothing, not even life. 

In spite of its apparent simplicity, such a work is very difficult 

to understand outside a Zen context—and extremely hard to render 

properly in another tongue. Take the last line: if it had been given 

somewhat less paradoxically, as, say, “I need nothing, fearing not 

even death,” the poet would have been misrepresented and the reader 

misled, for there is no fear of death in Zen. While poems like “Life 

Infinite” may not to some be quite as rewarding artistically as other 

of Takahashi’s pieces, they are understandably of great importance to 

him and thus must not be passed over. 

While an alert reader may find it possible to read a poem like 

“Life Infinite” with not too much difficulty, there is another kind of 

poem which, though dealing as directly with the Zen experience, 

works somewhat more subtly and can prove most puzzling. “Destruc¬ 

tion,” which exhibits as well as any the quality of zenki, is such a 

poem, for here there is not only “spontaneous activity free of forms, 

flowing from the formless self,” but the destruction of the most rigid 

of all forms, a conceptual universe. 

Destruction 

The universe is forever falling apart— 
No need to push the button, 
It collapses at a finger’s touch: 
Why, it barely hangs on the tail of a sparrow’s eye. 

The universe is so much eye secretion, 
Hordes leap from the tips 
Of your nostril hairs. Lift your right hand: 
It’s in your palm. There’s room enough 
On the sparrow’s eyelash for the whole. 

A paltry thing, the universe: 
Here is all strength, here the greatest strength. 
You and the sparrow are one 
And, should he wish, he can crush you. 
The universe trembles before him. 

What the poet says to us is man, unlike the sparrow, has created 

forms which confine and frustrate, and until he sees that they have no 

reality, are paltry, “so much eye secretion,” will continue to tremble 

before them, their prisoner. He must live freely as the sparrow who 
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can, should he wish, crush the universe and its creator. Indeed all 
forms, not the universe alone, “tremble before him.” 

Throughout Takahashi’s work, as in all Zen writing, such at¬ 

titudes are prominent, yet they need not be seen as peculiarly Zenist 
or, for that matter, Oriental. In his “Worpswede” the German poet 

Ranier Maria Rilke writes what could very well serve as paraphrase of 
a poem like “Destruction”: 

We play with obscure forces, which we cannot lay hold of, by the 

names we give them, as children play with fire, and it seems for a 

moment as if all the energy had lain unused in things until we 

came to apply it to our transitory life and its needs. But repeat¬ 

edly . . . these forces shake off their names and rise . . . 

against their little lords, no, not even against—they simply rise, 

and civilizations fall from the shoulders of the earth. . . . 

Ill Shinkichi Takahashi might have written, as Chekhov to 

a friend, “A conscious life without a definite philosophy is 

no life, rather a burden and a nightmare.” That the poet 

has found such a definite philosophy in Zen Buddhism 

has perhaps been demonstrated, and it is doubtlessly true that his 

work is distinguished largely because of the philosophy underlying 

it. He has worked hard, as all Zenists must, to discover truths which 

can hardly be expressed in anything less than poetry. Indeed if the 

Western reader interested in Zen wants some indication of what the 

philosophy can mean to a practitioner, he might do well to seek it in 

the work of Takahashi. For centuries Zenists have through poetry ex¬ 

pressed insights afforded by their discipline. With that in mind, it 

might prove useful at this point to give some idea of the manner in 

which the art has been employed, particularly by great masters. 

Even in translation—such is the hope—Zen poetry is so sugges¬ 

tive in itself that, as in a piece like “Life Infinite,” explication is 

rarely necessary. Older Japanese Zenists did not theorize about the 
poems they would write from time to time, for good reason: to them 

poetry was not an art to be cultivated for itself. Rather it was a means 

by which an attempt at the nearly inexpressible might be made. 

Though some poems are called “satori” poems, others “death” 

poems, and some are little more than interpretations, meant for pre- 
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sentation to a master, of koans (these may equally be satori poems), 

all the poems deal with spiritually momentous experiences. There 

are no “finger exercises,” and though some Zen poems are compara¬ 

tively light there are few less than fully inspired. Indeed when one 

considers the traditional goal, the all-or-nothing striving after il¬ 

lumination, this is hardly to be wondered at. 

Poets of the Chinese Ch’an sect (“Zen” is the Japanese translit¬ 

eration of “Ch’an”), on whose works early Zenists modeled, in every 

respect, their own, were less reluctant to theorize. They speak, for 

example, of the need to attain a state of calm, making it possible for 

the poet to get the spirit of nature into his poems. If Zen masters con¬ 

sidered it out-of-role to write on the nature of poetry, many affected by 

Zen did not, and great haiku poets like Basho, an enlightened Zenist, 

had disciples who would transcribe their words. Here is Basho’s dis¬ 
ciple Doho: 

The Master said: “Learn about a pine tree from a pine tree, and 

about a bamboo plant from a bamboo plant.” He meant that the 

poet should detach the mind from himself, and by “learn” that 

he should enter into the object, the whole of its delicate life, feel¬ 

ing as it feels. The poem follows of itself. 

Another way of thinking about this most important principle of 

Zen aesthetics, and a suggestive one for Westerners, is to recall Keats’s 

“Negative Capability,” by which the poet implies that the true artist 

does not assert his own personality, even if imagining himself pos¬ 

sessed of one. Rather he identifies as far as possible with the object of 

his contemplation, its “personality,” without feeling that he must 

understand it. There are many Zen poems about this state of mind, 
one of the best being Nanei’s: 

Splitting the void in half, 
Making smithereens of earth, 
I watch inching toward 
The river, the cloud-drawn moon. 

Zen poetry has always been richly symbolic, and while hardly 

unique to Zen the moon is a common symbol. It should be remem¬ 

bered, in relation to the use of such symbols, that as religion Zen is a 

Mahayana Buddhist sect, and that the Zenist searches, always within, 
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for the indivisible moon (essence) reflected not only by the sea but by 

each dewdrop. To discover this, the Dharmakaya, in all things, 

whether while in meditation or writing a poem, is to discover one’s 

own Buddha-nature. Most Zen poems delineate graphically what the 

spiritual eye has been awakened to, a view of things seen as for the first 

time, in their eternal aspect. Here, a fourteenth-century piece by the 
master Hakugai. 

Last year in a lovely temple in Hirosawa, 
This year among the rocks of Nikko, 
All's the same to me: 
Clapping hands, the peaks roar at the blue! 

One of the most important Zen principles, so appealing for ob¬ 

vious reasons to Westerners interested in the philosophy, is the need 

to “let go.” It is a principle based on the idea, demonstrably true, that 

one never gets what is grasped for. Seek not, in other words, and ye 

shall find. Here is how the nineteenth-century master Kanemitsu- 

Kogun expresses it: 

My hands released at last, the cliff soars 
Ten thousand meters, the plowshare sparks, 
All’s consumed with my body. Born again, 
The lanes run straight, the rice well in the ear. 

Traditionally death poems are written or dictated by masters just 

before dying. The master looks back on his life and, in a few highly 

compressed lines, expresses for the benefit of disciples his state of 

mind at the inevitable hour. The Void, the great Penetralium of Zen, 

is often mentioned in the death poems. The mind, it is thought, is a 

void or empty space in which objects are stripped of their objectivity, 

reduced to their essence. The following death poem by the fourteenth- 

century master Yuzan is typical: 

What’s life? What’s death? 
1 blast the Void. 
Winds spring up 
In every quarter. 

It would be misleading to claim only Zenists exhibit such stoic¬ 

ism before death. In his brilliant essay, “Artists and Old Age,” the 
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German poet Gottfried Benn tells of the diamond dealer Solomon 

Rossbach who, just before leaping from the top of the Empire State 

Building, scrawled what is by any standards a great death poem: 

No more above, 
No more below— 
So I leap off. 

Because of the extremely private nature of sanzen, meeting of 

master and disciple during which the latter is expected to offer inter¬ 

pretations of koans, sometimes in the form of poetry, not too much 

can be said about those poems based on koans. Perhaps the following 

anecdote will give some idea of what takes place at such an interview, 

particularly the manner in which the disciple’s poem is handled: 

Kanzan (1277-1360), the National Teacher, gave Fujiwara-Fuji- 

fusa the koan “Original Perfection.” For many days Fujifusa sat 

in Zen. Fie finally had an intuition and composed the following: 

Once possessed of the mind that has always been, 
Forever I’ll benefit men and devas both. 
The benignity of the Buddha and Patriarchs can 

hardly be repaid. 
Why should I be reborn as horse or donkey? 

When he called on Kanzan with the poem, this dialogue took 

place: 

Kanzan: Where’s the mind? 

Fujifusa: It fills the great void. 

Kanzan: With what will you benefit men and devas? 

Fujifusa: I shall saunter along the stream, or sit down to 

watch the gathering clouds. 

Kanzan: Just how do you intend repaying the Buddha and 

Patriarchs? 

Fujifusa: The sky’s over my head, the earth under my feet. 

Kanzan: All right, but why shouldn't you be reborn as horse 

or donkey? 

At this Fujifusa got to his feet and bowed. “Good!” Kanzan said 

with a loud laugh. “You’ve gained perfect satori." 

Though satori, death and koan interpretation figure strongly in 

early Zen poetry, many of the poems deal with nature and man’s place 

in it. The Buddha-nature is by no means man’s alone, being discover- 
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able in all that exists, animate or inanimate. As Arthur Waley puts it 
in Zen Buddhism and Its Relation to Art: 

Stone, river and tree are alike parts of the great hidden Unity. 

I hus man, through his Buddha-nature or universalized con¬ 

sciousness, possesses an intimate means of contact with nature. 

The song of birds, the noise of waterfalls, the rolling of thunder, 

the whispering of wind in the pinetrees—all these are utterances 
of the Absolute. 

And as Shinkichi Takahashi expresses it in “Wind Among the 
Pines”: 

The wind blows hard among the pines 
Toward the beginning 
Of an endless past. 
Listen: you’ve heard everything. 

IV It is clear that Shinkichi Takahashi is an important Zen 

poet, but what is it, apart from his philosophy, that makes 

him a remarkable contemporary poet, read with almost as 

much appreciation in the English-speaking world as in 

Japan? There are many reasons for the appeal of his work, but surely 

the chief is the breathtaking freedom of imagination, his capacity, as 

Robert Bly in his anthology News of the Universe claims, to handle 

seven or eight things at the same time and thus write “the poetry of the 

future.” This is best seen perhaps in those poems dealing with the life 

of creatures, for in order to empathize in such ways the poet must 

imagine fully, enter the world of his subject spontaneously, no 

holding back. In poem after poem Takahashi reveals how totally he is 

able to identify with his subject. 

In much of the poet’s work, seemingly scornful of logical 

development, he achieves something close to pure poetry, which 

comes only of an unburdened imagination. Now pure poetry is as 

difficult to define as write, yet an attempt must be made. If we take 

into account those elements of poetry which, as far back as Aristotle, 

have been considered pre-eminent, chiefly vital metaphor and verbal 

energy, then we are forced to conclude pure poetry is very rare indeed, 
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and much that goes by the name of poetry is really little more than 

metered prose. In modern criticism a great deal of space is devoted to 

the praise and refined analysis of experimentation, those ingenuities 

which so often cloak hollowness. Yet the serious reader is not so easily 

fooled, poets like Hart Crane and Dylan Thomas capture him readily 

enough, because their work is comparatively pure, charged with 

potent images. 

A fine poet is something of an anomaly, and may be likened to a 

perfectly functioning sensorium, one sense related organically to all 

the others—eye to the ear, and so on. Whether he turns to poetry be¬ 

cause it is natural for him to do so as the bird to sing, or because the 

making of poems may confer a distinction not attainable otherwise, I 

cannot say. Nor tell whether the themes associated with much serious 

poetry—social justice, for one—come naturally to a poet or are just 

used as suitable subjects to engage the imagination of the gifted 
human. 

When we hear Takahashi claim his philosophy is more impor¬ 

tant to him than anything he writes, we are perhaps entitled to a de¬ 

gree of skepticism, yet bear in mind that traditionally Zen is not only 

the philosophy of artists, it is essentially, in its highest forms, un¬ 

abashedly elitist. The Sixth Patriarch of Zen, the Chinese Hui-neng 

(683-713), who was handed “the robe and the law” of succession 

mainly because of the insight expressed in a short poem written for 
his master, claims in his Platform Scripture: 

■ . . there is no distinction between sudden enlightenment and 

gradual enlightenment in the Law, except that some people are 

intelligent and others stupid. Those who are ignorant realize the 

truth gradually, while the enlightened ones attain it suddenly. 

Just as the gifted man finds it possible to attain ends more quick¬ 

ly in a philosophy like Zen, he can, once setting mind to it, attain in 

the arts what others, however sincere and assiduous, cannot hope to 

reach. The fact is—were it acknowledged—that most critical writing 

deals with the phenomenology of failure, with why X, were he more 

like Z, might turn out to be slightly superior to Y. We wind up mis¬ 

trusting much criticism, and aesthetic theorizing, because in spite of 

it, and all standards and criteria it propounds as essential to the judg¬ 

ment of art, a work either frilly engages the imagination, or doesn’t. 

Which is why Ezra Pound could claim audaciously that “It is better to 
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present one Image in a lifetime than to produce voluminous works.” 

The important artist stands alone. 

Though as Zenist, Takahashi disclaims any ambition of the 

kind, he must—as all poets, whether working within a particular dis¬ 

cipline or not—be judged first as artist. In order for a poet anywhere 

to become an artist, he must become maker of the new, and that which 

chiefly distinguishes the poem of an artist from that of a writer of 

verse is that it can live alone, palpably there, unsupported by any¬ 

thing outside itself, indifferent to the uses made of it. A work of art is 

no vehicle of preachment or propaganda, and whatever the idea in the 

name of which it was brought into being—Zen, Marxism, Art itself— 

it lives or dies to the degree it possesses qualities which, though seem¬ 

ingly unique to its medium, are rightly seen as held in common by all 

genuine works of art—appropriate form, freshness of detail, integral¬ 

ity of tone, and relevance to human experience. 
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I One spring day in 1912, the German lyric poet Rainer 

Maria Rilke had an extraordinary experience, which, 

based on the poet’s account to her, the Princess Marie von 

Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe described in the following 
manner: 

He wandered absent-minded, dreaming, through the under¬ 

growth and maze of briars, and suddenly found himself next to a 

huge old olive tree which he had never noticed before. . . . The 

next thing he knew he was leaning back into the tree, standing on 

its gnarled roots, his head propped against the branches. . . . 

An odd sensation came over him so that he was fixed to the spot, 

breathless, his heart pounding. It was as though he were ex¬ 

tended into another life, a long time before, and that everything 

that had ever been lived or loved or suffered here was coming to 

him, surrounding him, storming him, demanding to live again 

in him. . . . ‘Time’ceased to exist; there was no distinction be¬ 

tween what once was and now had come back, and the dark, 

formless present. The entire atmosphere seemed animated, 

seemed unearthly to him, thrusting in on him incessantly. And 

yet this unknown life was close to him somehow; he had to take 

part in it. . . . 

Of course, the princess was suitably impressed and saw the experience 

as further proof of the poet’s otherworldliness, romantic disposition. 
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Had Rilke spoken with a Zen master of the event, it would have been 

called perhaps by its right name, spiritual awakening. Zen Bud¬ 

dhism’s main purpose is to make such experiences possible, for their 

result is liberation. 

Because Zen exists as a discipline to make an awakening possible, 

and because its adherents are made aware, early in their training, that 

all their labors will be fruitless unless they are enlightened, many 

have at least simulacra of the event. If in the West the mystic realiza¬ 

tion is extremely rare, in the Zen communities of the Far East it is con¬ 

sciously worked for, induced in a thousand and one ways. Often the 

Zenist writes a poem expressing the essence of his awakening, the 

depth of which is suggested by the quality of the poem. 

Zen is unique as a religion-philosophy of artistic manifestation, 

the attainments of its practitioners often gauged by the works of art 

they make. The disciple is expected to compose poetry of a very spe¬ 

cial kind (toki-no-ge in Japanese, or “verse of mutual understand¬ 
ing”) on the occasion of the momentous event which the solving of 

his koan, or problem for meditation, always seems to be. Koans are set 

to disciples by the masters so as to make them realize that there are 

things beyond the reach of common sense and logic, that the sensible, 

normal way of handling things does not always work and that if they 

hope to win enlightenment they must break through the barriers cre¬ 

ated, in all of us, by “mind.” Satori poems are always genuine 

because only those winning the approval of the poet’s spiritual guide 

are designated as such: the poet does not himself refer to a poem as an 

enlightenment poem before the fact of his master’s approval. 

As a consequence of the anciently established practice, a rather 

natural process of criticism and selection takes place: what has passed 

down as satori poetry is, in other words, the cream—the rest, what in 

fact was not reproduced, was for some reason found wanting (this is 

true only of awakening poetry: “death” poems are written only by 

mature and established masters who have earned the right to be heard 

at such a time, and “general” poems written by those masters whose 

words are considered important enough to preserve). Enlightenment 

poems rejected by masters are sometimes, as the result of the poet’s 

later eminence, reproduced, as in the case of the Chinese master 

Chokei, the first of whose following satori poems was rejected, the 

second approved: 

Rolling the bamboo blind, I 
Look out at the world—what change! 
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Should someone ask what I’ve discovered, 
I’ll smash this whisk against his mouth. 

# 

All’s harmony, yet everything is separate. 
Once confirmed, mastery is yours. 
Long I hovered on the Middle Way, 
Today the very ice shoots flame. 

It would be presumptuous even to try to imagine why the first of 

these poems was rejected as lacking sufficient insight by Chokei’s 

master (to assume that it was its “arrogance” would be risky, as many 

true satori poems seem even more “arrogant”), but the second is 

surely an extraordinary poem. Only the master, aware of his disciple’s 

barriers, can determine whether a breakthrough has been made: if it 

has, the poem will show it. Such judgment, considering the spiritual 

context, places the highest sort of value on art. The most famous ex¬ 

ample in Zen history of the manner in which a satori poem is written, 

and the tremendous consequences it can have for the writer, is re¬ 

counted in one of the most important Zen texts, the Platform Script¬ 

ure of the Sixth Patriarch of Zen in China, Hui-neng: 

One day the Fifth Patriarch, Hung-jen, called all the disciples 

together and said: “Life and death are serious matters. You are 

engaged all day in making offerings to the Buddha, going after 

blessings and rewards only. You make no effort to achieve free¬ 

dom, your self-nature is obscured. How can blessings save you? 

Go and examine yourselves—he who is enlightened, let him 

write a poem, which, if it reveals deep understanding, will earn 

him the robe and the Law and make him the Sixth Patriarch. 

Hurry, hurry!” Shen-hsiu, the senior monk, wrote: 

Our body is the tree of Perfect Wisdom, 
And our mind is a bright mirror. 
At all times diligently wipe them, 
So that they will be free from dust. 

Then the humble Hui-neng, who as a mere “rice pounder” 

was practically unknown in the monastery, wrote in response to 

Shen-hsiu’s poem: 

The tree of Perfect Wisdom is originally no tree, 
Nor has the bright mirror any frame. 
Buddha-nature is forever clear and pure. 
Where is there any dust? 
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Which so impressed the Fifth Patriarch that Hui-neng was 

named his successor, saying: “You are now the Sixth Patriarch. 

The robe is the testimony of transmission from generation to 

generation. As to the Law, it is to be transmitted from mind to 

mind. Let men achieve understanding through their own effort. 

Death poems are perhaps the most unusual of the Zen poems: 

rarely morbid, self-serving, or self-sorrowful, and never euphemistic, 

they serve a uniquely spiritual end, as inspiration for the master’s im¬ 

mediate followers and for the Zen community at large. The tradition 

of the death poem is very old, and as with many traditions, it per¬ 

petuates itself. Expected to write such a poem, the master not only 

steels himself for the task but for death itself. He is, as a Zenist, ex¬ 

pected to face the inevitable stoically, and he does not fail his dis¬ 

ciples. There are many anecdotes about the valor, before death, of the 

masters, the following being well known: 

When a rebel army took over a Korean town, all fled the Zen tem¬ 

ple except the Abbot. The rebel general burst into the temple, 

and was incensed to find that the master refused to greet him, let 

alone receive him as a conqueror. 

“Don’t you know,” shouted the general, “that you are look¬ 

ing at one who can run you through without batting an eye?” 

“And you,” said the Abbot, “are looking at one who can be 

run through without batting an eye!” 

The general’s scowl turned into a smile. He bowed low and 
left the temple. 

In the Zen communities not only the masters were expected to 
write death poems. The greatest of the haiku writers Matsuo Basho 

(1644-94) was asked by his friends, when it was clear that he was about 

to die, for a death poem, but he refused them, claiming that in a sense 

every poem he had written in the last ten years—by far his most pro¬ 

ductive period and one of deep Zen involvement—had been done as if 

a death poem. Yet on the next morning his friends were called by the 

poet to his bedside and told that during the night he had dreamed, and 

that on waking a poem had come to him. Then he recited his famous 
poem: 

Sick on a journey— 
over parched fields 
dreams wander on. 



Poetry and Zen 55 

There are perhaps as many ways of dying, or at least of facing 

death, as there are of living, and though all death poems are compact, 

deep, intense, they reflect, as might be expected, the many differences 

to be found among men, including Zen masters. There is, for exam¬ 
ple, the serenity of Hofuku Seikatsu: 

Don’t tell me how difficult the Way. 
The bird’s path, winding far, is right 
Before you. Water of the Dokei Gorge, 
You return to the ocean, I to the mountain. 

The power of Dogen: 

Four and fifty years 
I’ve hung the sky with stars. 
Now I leap through— 
What shattering! 

The self-honesty of Keisen: 

The first illusion 
Has lasted seventy-six years. 
The final barrier? 
Three thousand sins! 

In the case of enlightenment and death poems, there are certain 

recognizable norms and standards, and it is possible to compare them 
for their concision and gravity, whatever the distinction of the poets. 

The general poems, as might be expected, are less easily judged and 

cover a multitude of subjects, for in spite of the exigencies of the Zen 

life, not to speak of the expectations from him of others—to be ig¬ 

nored at peril—the Zen man finds himself moved to poetry by things 

not ostensibly associated with his discipline (though many general 

poems are so associated). As some have remarked, Zen art, be it the 

monochromic inkwash painting (sumie) long connected with Zen, or 

poetry, is best characterized by its celebration of, its wonder at, the 

intimate relationship of all that exists in the world. Such feeling is, of 

course, not unknown in the West, and is beautifully expressed by 

Martin Buber: 

Believe in the simple magic of life, in service in the universe, and 

the meaning of that waiting, that alertness, that "craning of the 

neck” in creatures, will dawn upon you. Every word would fal- 
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sify; but look! round about you beings live their life, and to what¬ 

ever point you turn you come upon being. 

In Zen poetry the phenomenal world is never treated as mere set¬ 

ting for human actions; the drama is there, in nature, of which the 

human is an active part, in no way separated from his surroundings, 

neither contending with them, fearing them nor—for that matter— 

worshiping them. The Zenist is no pantheist: in order to feel at home 
in nature he does not find it necessary to imagine it as a godly imma¬ 

nence. Many of the general poems, then, express a simple awe at the 

beauty of the world: 

Hearing the Snow 

This cold night bamboos stir, 
Their sound—now harsh, now soft— 
Sweeps through the lattice window. 
Though ear’s no match for mind, 
What need, by lamplight, 
Of a single Scripture leaf? 

—Kido 

Disciplined by wind and snow, 
The Way of Reinan opens. 
Look where—moon high, plums a-bloom— 
The temple’s fixed in stillness. 

—Eun 

Though most of the general poems are written in the spirit of 

celebration, some are clearly meant to instruct or hearten the master’s 

disciples, or as in the case of the following waka by Dogen, inspire 

those among the followers who might in moments of weakness ques¬ 
tion the purpose of what they are required to do: 

Waka on 7.en Sitting 

Scarecrow in the hillock 
Paddy field— 
Mow unaware! How useful! 

II What have all Zen poems, of whatever type, in common 

and what distinguishes them from poems written by the 
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artistic equals of the masters who work in other traditions, 

or independently? Zen’s aesthetics are well and very subtly 
defined. 

The four traditionally recognized dominant moods of Zen- 

related art are: Sabi, Wabi, Aware, and Yugen. Often in large-scale 

works such as Noh plays, as the result of natural modulations, all the 
moods may be suggested, but in short literary works and in sumie 

painting the mood is clearly apparent. These moods are not con¬ 

sciously created, as in the case of Indian rasas (emotional “flavors” so 
precise that one rasa, say of a sitar melody, may “belong” to a particu¬ 

lar time of the day and is always deliberately induced): they are ex¬ 
perienced as we experience the light of the sky, hardly aware of the 

delicacy of its gradations. 

Sabi may be defined as the feeling of isolation, or rather at a mid¬ 

point of the emotion when it is both welcome and unwelcome, source 

of both ease and unease. This mood, as all strong moods, comes as the 

result of many things, but clearly associated with Sabi is the sense of 

being detached, as in Honei’s poem “Fisherman”: 

On wide waters, alone, my boat 
Follows the current, deep/shallow, high/low. 
Moved, I raise my flute to the moon, 
Piercing the autumn sky. 

Of importance to the mood of the poem is that in ancient China the 

fisherman, one of the so-called “four recluses” (the others being the 
farmer, the woodcutter, and the herdsman), was held in great esteem 

by Taoists and Zenists. Hakuin, greatest of the Rinzai Zen masters of 

Japan, significantly titled a remarkable account of his spiritual pro¬ 

gress, Yasenkanna, which can be rendered as “talk in a boat at night.” 

Sabi is associated with the period of early monastic training 

when, if one is to succeed in Zen discipline, a strong detachment must 

be cultivated. While in training, the fifteenth-century Japanese mas¬ 

ter Saisho wrote as an interpretation of the koan on Joshu’s Nothing¬ 

ness a poem the equal of Honei’s in its spirit of Sabi: 

Earth, mountains, rivers—hidden in this nothingness. 
In this nothingness—earth, mountains, rivers revealed. 
Spring flowers, winter snows: 
There’s no being nor non-being, nor denial itself. 

Here the feeling of detachment is not only strong, it is identified as 
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an essential precondition of enlightenment. Ch’ing-yuan’s well- 

known words on the importance of wu-hsin (no-mind, detachment) 

will serve to paraphrase Saisho’s poem: 

Before I had studied Zen I saw mountains as mountains, waters as 

waters. When I learned something of Zen, the mountains were no 

longer mountains, waters no longer waters. But now that I 

understand Zen, I am at peace with myself, seeing mountains 

once again as mountains, waters as waters. 

Wabi is the spirit of poverty, the poignant appreciation of what 

most consider the commonplace, and is associated in Zen with one of 

the principal characteristics, if not ideals, of the sect, an anti¬ 

relativism: what’s good? what’s bad? what’s valuable? valueless? The 

mood is perhaps most apparent in relation to that quintessential Zen 

art, the tea ceremony, which—from the utensils employed in the 

preparation of the tea to the very timber of the tea hut—is a celebra¬ 

tion of the humble, the “handmade.” The nineteenth-century haiku 

artist Masaoka Shiki writes: 

Thing long forgotten— 
pot where a flower blooms, 
this spring day. 

Wabi is not to be found in objects alone. As in the following 

awakening poem by the sixteenth-century Japanese master Yuishun, 

it is the feeling of something hitherto ignored suddenly being seen for 

the precious thing it is (and always has been, though hidden from us 
by illusion): 

Why, it’s but the motion of eyes and brows! 
And here I’ve been seeking it far and wide. 
Awakened at last, I find the moon 
Above the pines, the river surging high. 

One day while practicing zazen (formal sitting in meditation) 

with his followers, the Chinese master Daibai was moved to say aloud 

for their benefit, “No suppressing arrival, no following departure.” 

Immediately after the words were spoken, the shriek of a weasel 

pierced through the meditation hall, and Daibai recited this extem¬ 
poraneous poem: 
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I’m at one with this, this only. 
You, my disciples, 
Uphold it firmly— 
Now I can breathe my last. 

To know what Daibai meant by asking his followers to “uphold” the 

simple fact of the weasel’s shriek is to appreciate the importance of 

Wabi to Zen. How much more real, how much more relevant to the 

spiritual quest than even the wisest words is Nature’s least manifesta¬ 
tion, when accepted for the profound thing it is. 

Aware is the sadness that comes with the sense of the imperman¬ 

ence of things, the realization that they are lost to us even as they are 

found. It is so constant a mood in the poetry touched by Buddhism, 

that as far back as the tenth century, when the Japanese poet Ki no 

Tsurayuki (died 946) compiled the anthology Kokinshu, the first 

done under Imperial order, he could write: 

When these poets saw the scattered spring blossoms, when they 

heard leaves falling in the autumn evening, when they saw re¬ 

flected in their mirrors the snow and the waves of each passing 

year, when they were stunned into an awareness of the brevity of 

life by the dew on the grass or foam on the water . . . they were 

inspired to write poems. 

A few centuries later, Kenko Yoshida, a famous poet and court 

official of his day who became a Buddhist monk in 1324, wrote in his 

Essays in Idleness: 

If we lived forever, if the dews of Adashino never vanished, the 

crematory smoke on Toribeyama never faded, men would hardly 

feel the pity of things. The beauty of life is in its impermanence. 

Man lives the longest of all living things—consider the ephem¬ 

era, the cicada—, and even one year lived peacefully seems very 

long. Yet for such as love the world, a thousand years would fade 

like the dream of one night. 

At times the sense of Aware is so powerful that the only way of 

coming to terms with it is to identify with it totally, perhaps retiring 

from the world and the constant reminders of its limited, conditioned 

nature. Many of the finest Zen poems, seemingly “escapist,” have this 

spirit of acceptance, of oneness with what is, whatever it happens to 

be. Here is the fourteenth-century Japanese master Jakushitsu: 
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Refreshing, the wind against the waterfall 
As the moon hangs, a lantern, on the peak 
And the bamboo window glows. In old age mountains 
Are more beautiful than ever. My resolve: 
That these bones be purified by rocks. 

And here the Chinese master Zotan is seen praising a fellow 

monk, “Shooku” (Woodcutter’s Hut), whose retirement very much 

impressed him: 

Is the live branch better than the dead? 
Cut through each—what difference? 
Back home, desires quelled, you sit by 
The half-closed brushwood door the spring day through. 

It is perhaps in haiku poetry that Aware is most keenly felt, 

though, because it is so commonly suggested (Sunt lacrimae rerum— 

There are tears for things), it is the spoiler of many otherwise accept¬ 

able verses. But by those who care for haiku, the sentimental is never 

mistaken for the poignant, and a piece like the following by Yosa 

Buson (1715-83), important Nanga-style painter as well as poet, is 
greatly prized: 

A sudden chill— 
In our room my dead wife’s 
comb, underfoot. 

Yugen, most difficult of the dominant moods to describe, is the 

sense of a mysterious depth in all that makes up nature. Often the 

term is used in almost a purely aesthetic way, as in the theoretical 

writings on Noh theater by the most important figure in its develop¬ 

ment, Zeami (1363-1443). In his essay, “On Attaining the Stage of 

Yugen,’’ he speaks of the mood as that which “marks supreme attain¬ 

ment in all the arts and accomplishments” and describes its essence as 

“true beauty and gentleness,” a “realm of tranquility and elegance.” 

Though such may be the effect of Yugen on the Noh stage, perhaps a 

better sense of what the mood can represent in Zen is suggested by 

these words of the contemporary Japanese Soto master Rosen Taka- 
shina: 

I lie true basis of the universe is stillness, its real condition, for 

out of it comes all activity. The ocean, when the wind ceases, is 



Poetry and Zen 61 

calm again, as are the trees and grasses. These things return to 

stillness, their natural way. And this is the principle of medita¬ 

tion. There is night, there is day, when the sun sets there is a 

hush, and then the dead of night, when all is still. This is the 

meditation of nature. 

Yugen is the sense of the mystic calm in things (in T. S. Eliot’s 
phrase, in “Burnt Norton,” ‘‘the still point of the turning world”), 

which is always there, below the surface, but which reveals itself only 
to the ‘‘ready.” 

Etsuzan, the Chinese master, aware that his time was nearly up, 
looked into things as never before, and wrote: 

Light dies in the eyes, hearing 
Fades. Once back to the Source, 
There’s no special meaning— 
Today, tomorrow. 

For him the world had returned to a stillness, its natural condition, 

and perhaps the realization gave him comfort in his final hour. 

Yugen also suggests the sense of a strong communion with nature, a 

descent into depths, as in this poem by the seventeenth-century Japa¬ 

nese master Manan: 

Unfettered at last, a traveling monk, 
I pass the old Zen barrier. 
Mine is a traceless stream-and-cloud life. 
Of those mountains, which shall be my home? 

And in this poem, one of his most famous, by Dogen: 

This slowly drifting cloud is pitiful; 
What dreamwalkers men become. 
Awakened, I hear the one true thing— 
Black rain on the roof of Fukakusa Temple. 

To hear that ‘‘black rain” with Dogen, to sense that it—or anything 

like it, for though intensely particular it is symbolic—is the ‘‘one true 

thing” is to enter the realm of Yugen, which as a mood is not of course 

peculiar to Zen but which, nonetheless, is most commonly felt in its 

art. Not to hear it, on the other hand, not to know' if one hears that one 

has identified with the Source is to remain a “dreamwalker,” blind 

not only to the beauty of the world but to its reality. 
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The four dominant moods, however closely associated with Zen 

art, are not exclusively related to the philosophy, whereas zenki, the 

sense of a spontaneous activity outside the established forms, as if 

flowing from the formless self, is the constant in its art. Without Zen 

there could not be zenki, just as without muga (so close an identifi¬ 

cation of subject and object that “self” disappears) the goal of Zen, 

satori, could not be realized. There have been occasional attempts to 

describe in detail the characteristics of Zen art, the most comprehen¬ 

sive being Dr. Hisamatsu’s in Zen and Fine Arts, which gives as its 

chief qualities the following (all of which, according to Dr. Hisa- 

matsu, are present harmoniously in every Zen work, whatever the 

medium): asymmetry, simplicity, freedom, naturalness, profundity, 

unworldliness, and stillness. 

It is perhaps in poetry that these characteristics—subject and 

theme dictating to what degree, of course—are most apparent, the 

desired qualities of an aesthetic. The following poems have a com¬ 

mon theme, and each in its way might be seen as representing the 

ideal Zen poem in Japan. This is by the thirteenth-century master 

Unoku: 

Moving/resting is meaningless. 
Traceless, leaving/coming. 
Across moonlit mountains, 
Howling wind! 

And here is one by the fourteenth-century master Getsudo: 

The perfect way out: 
There’s no past/present/future. 
Dawn after dawn, the sun! 
Night after night, the moon! 

Against the facts of that wind, that sun, that moon, what are concepts 

such as time? these poems seem to be asking. And as in all genuine Zen 

art, calm replaces restlessness. 

In Zen painting there are only the essential strokes, the space 

surrounding them being filled in by the mind, which poises itself on 

(imagines) what it knows best, that which is always tranquil, agree¬ 

able. I he brush strokes, however few, serve to make the mind aware of 

the space, suggested not so much by the absence of objects but by the 

manner in which the objects are absorbed. And in poetry, perhaps the 
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most important things are to be found in the silence following the 

words, for it is then that the reader or listener becomes conscious of 

the calm within. It is something felt, not known, and precious in the 
way that only the spiritual can be. 

Ill There are distinct types of Zen poetry, and distinguishing 

qualities, but what makes it unique in world literature is 

that it is recognized as a mystic Way—to a most difficult 

truth. Zen has other Ways (do) but Kado, the Way of 

poetry, is one that has always held a place of honor in its culture, 

which has always valued directness, concision, and forcefulness of 

expression. As Dr. D. T. Suzuki writes in one of his essays, “The 
Meditation Hall”: 

The Zen masters, whenever they could, avoided the technical 

nomenclature of Buddhist philosophy; not only did they discuss 

such subjects as appealed to a plain man, but they made use of 

his everyday language. . . . Thus Zen literature became a 

unique repository of ancient wisdom . . . [refusing] to express 

itself in the worn-out, lifeless language of scholars. . . . 

The masters also discouraged the dependence on scriptural writings, 

and a master like Tokusan could proclaim (in one of the stories of the 

Mumonkan [Barrier Without Gate], an early thirteenth-century 

classic of Chinese Zen): “However deep your knowledge of the scrip¬ 

tures, it is no more than a strand of hair in the vastness of space; how¬ 

ever important seeming your worldly experience, it is but a drop of 

water in a deep ravine.” And as the fourteenth-century Japanese 

master Shutaku wrote: 

Mind set free in the Dharma-realm, 
I sit at the moon-filled window 
Watching the mountains with my ears, 
Hearing the stream with open eyes. 
Each molecule preaches perfect law, 
Each moment chants true sutra: 
The most fleeting thought is timeless, 
A single hair’s enough to stir the sea. 

While discouraging dependence on scripture (sutra learning), 
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the masters strongly encouraged the cultivation of non-attachment, 

upheld by all the sects of Buddhism, the ultimate aim of whose dis¬ 

cipline was, quoting from Dr. Suzuki again, “to release the spirit 

from its possible bondage so that it could act freely in accordance with 

its own principles—that is what is meant by non-attachment.” 
To give some idea of the manner in which such an important 

ideal, one with scriptural authority, is dealt with by Zenists, here is 

the Japanese master Takuan (1573-1645) in a “Letter to the Shogun’s 

Fencing Master”: 

If your mind is fixed on a certain spot, it will be seized by that 

spot and no activities can be performed efficiently. Not to fix 

your mind anywhere is essential. Not fixed anywhere, the mind is 

everywhere. . . . The Original Mind is like water which flows 

freely . . . whereas the deluded mind is like ice. . . . There is 

a passage [in the Diamond Sutra] that says: “The mind should 

operate without abiding anywhere.” 

Presumably dissatisfied with his explanation, Takuan goes on: 

It is like tying a cat with a rope to prevent it from catching a baby 

sparrow which is tied up nearby. If your mind is tied down by a 

rope as is the cat, your mind cannot function properly. It is better 

to train the cat not to harm the sparrow when they are together, 

so that it can be free to move anywhere. . . . That is the mean¬ 

ing of the passage [in the Diamond Sutra], . . . 

How bumbling and obvious when compared with the poem Takuan 

was to write on the theme some time later: 

Though night after night 
The moon is stream-reflected, 
Try to find where it has touched, 
Point even to a shadow. 

Which is perhaps the equal of Dogen’s poem on the same passage in 
the Diamond Sutra: 

Coming, going, the waterfowl 
Leaves not a trace. 
Nor does it need a guide. 

And resembles the eighteenth-century master Sogyo’s: 
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Careful! Even moonlit dewdrops, 
If you’re lured to watch, 
Are a wall before the truth. 

And the contemporary Japanese Zen poet Shinkichi Takahashi’s 
“Fish”: 

I hold a newspaper, reading. 
Suddenly my hands become cow ears, 
Then turn into Pusan, the South Korean port. 

Lying on a mat 
Spread on the bankside stones, 
I fell asleep. 
But a willow leaf, breeze-stirred, 
Brushed my ear. 
I remained just as I was, 
Near the murmurous water. 

When young there was a girl 
Who became a fish for me. 
Whenever I wanted fish 
Broiled in salt, I’d summon her. 
She’d get down on her stomach 
To be sun-cooked on the stones. 
And she was always ready! 

Alas, she no longer comes to me. 
An old benighted drake, 
I hobble homeward. 
But look, my drake feet become horse hoofs! 
Now they drop off 
And, stretching marvelously, 
Become the tracks of the Tokaido Railway Line. 

Thus an important Buddhist principle, first advanced by scrip¬ 

ture, often quoted and allegorized by masters (as in Takuan’s “Letter 

. . . ” or Hyakujo Ekai’s famous injunction, Fujaku fugu—No 

clinging, no seeking), is transmuted into superb poetry by men who 

not only know truth but feel. 

We have examined the nature of the three main types of Zen 

poetry, its characteristics, and have shown the manner in which it 

expresses insights afforded by the philosophy. Perhaps from our dis¬ 

cussion something like a viewpoint has emerged; namely that if one 

wishes to “understand” Zen Buddhism, one could do worse than go to 

its arts, especially the poetry, compared with which the many dis¬ 

quisitions on its meaning are as dust to living earth. 



. 



Buddhism and 
Modern Man 

What think you, disciples, whether is more, the water which is in 

the four great oceans, or the tears which have flowed from you 

while you strayed and wandered on this long pilgrimage, be¬ 

cause that was your portion which you abhorred and that which 

you loved was not your portion? 

Samyutta-nikaya 

Buddhism, better than most religions, seems to have adapted to 

modern life, many considering it to be, among other things, not only 

a method of self-discovery but a source of ideas for social orientation 

without equal in the West. By some, it is not thought to be a religion 

at all: it lacks the ritualism of most world religions, including the 

hebetude-inducing regularity of church going, and the one thing all 

the others most certainly have—a God. As a religion-philosophy it 

has had for centuries a strong appeal to rationalists, who have felt the 

need for spiritual guidance but wanted, at the same time, some as¬ 

surance that it was toward a realizable end. 

There has been in recent years much discussion of Buddhism, 

most of which has been the kind hardly conducive to appreciation, 

let alone understanding, of the twenty-five-hundred-year-old doc¬ 

trine. One suspects for example that those who have been quick to 
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draw parallels between its metaphysics and those of the most prom¬ 

inent schools of Western philosophy have been in part motivated by 

the desire to establish a base of respectability, however exotic, for 

generally unpopular views. There is nothing reprehensible in that, 

surely, and, if anything, the perception of such similarities can lead 

to the sort of mutual respect many have assumed could never be 

brought about, yet the result is often confusion. 

Schopenhauer was among the first of the major Western philo¬ 

sophers to find in Buddhism true parallels to his own thought, and it 

is in his The World as Will and Idea (1818) that these are best seen: 

If that veil of Maya, the principle of individuation, is lifted from 

the eyes of a man to such an extent that he no longer makes the 

egotistical distinction between his person and that of others, but 

takes as much interest in the suffering of other individuals as in 

his own, and therefore is not only benevolent in the highest de¬ 

gree, but even ready to sacrifice his own individuality whenever 

such a sacrifice will save a number of other persons, then it clear¬ 

ly follows that such a man, who recognizes in all beings his own 

inmost and true self, must also regard the infinite suffering of all 

suffering beings as his own, and take on himself the pain of the 

whole world. 

But Schopenhauer was an exception, perhaps a natural Buddhist; he 
wrote: 

If I am to take the results of my philosophy as the standard of 

truth, I should be obliged to concede to Buddhism the pre¬ 

eminence over the rest. In any case it must be a satisfaction tome 

to find my teaching in such close agreement with a religion pro¬ 

fessed by the majority of men. This agreement must be all the 

more satisfactory because in my philosophizing I have certainly 

not been under its influence. 

Remarkable as such similarities in thought may be, and in spite 
of the value of having them pointed out, Buddhism should not he 

considered, as it apparently is in some quarters, an ancient form of 

phenomenology. That it is phenomenological in its approach to 

matter and experience, that certain of its sects developed techniques of 

psychic control suggestive of the aims of current psychotherapy, can 

hardly be questioned, yet the doctrine is far more than the pragmatic- 

minded would make it out to be, offering most when there are no 
preconceptions concerning it. 
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One reason for the contemporary interest in Buddhist psychol¬ 

ogy is that most of its literature is that of dramatic confrontation be¬ 

tween master and disciple, the one dedicated to helping the other rid 

himself of illusion and egoism. In the West, such relationships are 

understood chiefly in psycho-therapeutic terms, yet those who have 

observed their results in the East respect more than anything else their 

naturalness. By and large, the differences between Western and East¬ 

ern, particularly Buddhist, dialogues are due to the former being 

based on the effort of the stronger party to formulate and defend ideas, 

as in the Socratic tradition, whereas the latter concern problems of a 

more ontological order: the question most frequently heard in West¬ 
ern dialogue is “Who am I?” in Buddhist, “What am I?’’ In other 

words, the Occident’s view of the natural scheme is essentially ideal¬ 
istic, with everything in its place and man somewhere in the center— 

doubting and perplexed at times, to be sure, but never questioning 

his right to be, perpetually. This view of the world may be the source 

—and the result—of the West’s reliance on empiricism, which can be 

made to offer proofs and invest the shakiest theories with invincibil¬ 

ity. It is also behind the West’s distrust of intuition and the Eastern 

penchant for will-lessness, which it has somewhat scornfully named 

“quietism.” 

I recall being asked by a well-meaning, though skeptical student, 

what a Buddhist, particularly a Zenist, would do in a calamity of some 

sort, say a flood. My answer was that Buddhists, as all men, act when 

they are forced to, whether in response to natural disaster or social 

disorder, but—and this is crucial—they act with their hands, not per¬ 

mitting their minds to wobble, lose center. Such objectivity results 

often in more effective action and is fully in accord with the Bud¬ 

dhist principle of non-attachment, a principle extremely difficult for 

Occidentals to understand, suggesting as it admittedly does uncon¬ 

cern and coldness. In Zen terms, attachment is a spiritual malady, 

chin, which is a state, attained through meditation, in which one 

feels gay and immaculate. As a Zen master explained, “Satori (sudden 

awakening) will make it possible for you to live constantly in a state 

of joy. But remember that one needs further discipline to rid oneself 

of this joy, for there must not be even the shadow of attachment, any 

kind of attachment, in Zen. In this way you can attain a genuine 

awakening.” 
Part of the difficulty experienced by Westerners with such ideas 

is the result, simply, of imperfect translation of terms, especially those 
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of Far Eastern origin. It is practically impossible to suggest with one 

English word the full meaning of a kanji (ideogram), which is why 

the Japanese are puzzled by foreign attempts to render with only 

seventeen syllables their haiku poems (a more realistic ratio, they 

maintain, would be two syllables in a Western language to one in the 

Chinese or Japanese). English being far less specific, the word “at¬ 

tachment” vaguely suggests feelings such as love and duty. In any 

case, as men everywhere, the Buddhist is involved emotionally in the 

life of his time and place. Yet if able to resist attaching himself to the 

impermanent, he may find it possible to avoid the suffering which the 

Buddha claimed was caused by craving and illusion. 

THE REALISM OF BUDDHIST AIMS 

No philosophy is more realistic in its methods and aims than 
Buddhism. Much has been said in recent years about the realism of 

Existentialism, and many presumably consider it to be a total philo¬ 

sophy with adequate answers to man’s major questions, yet its chief 

theorist and spokesman Jean-Paul Sartre, among the most brilliant of 

contemporary thinkers, speaks of death as the one absurdity, an abyss 

before which man must tremble. In so far as such an attitude betrays 
a slavish attachment to life, something man possesses temporarily 

and cannot own, Existentialism is, in comparison with Buddhism, an 

incomplete, thus unsatisfactory philosophy. It would be impossible 

for a Buddhist to comprehend how men can hope to find comfort, not 

to speak of guidance, in a system leaving perhaps their main question 
unanswered. 

The Zen master Shozan was typical in not shirking the issue. He 

lived in a period of Japanese history, the seventeenth century, when 

likely death by the sword was an everyday reality, and because many 

coming to his temple were involved in that reality, he chose to try to 

make it possible for them to overcome their fear. To turn his back on 

them would have been unthinkable to the master, and accepting the 

world for what it was, while doubtless wishing it were otherwise, he 

performed his duties with such success that he had a following among 

the samurai, the warrior class. To consider any part of life, even its 

natural end, an absurdity, to quake before it, is to make of it some¬ 
thing which does not exist, a cosmic agent the purpose of which is to 
act on man. 
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A MEASURE OF THE BUDDHA’S ACHIEVEMENT 

In order to appreciate the magnitude of the Buddha’s achieve¬ 

ment, it is necessary to try to imagine what life was like in early India, 

particularly in towns of the Ganges Valley like Kapilavastu, eighty 

miles north of Benares, where he was born about 560 b.c. Every year 

the river flooded the valley, overnight destroying crops wrung from a 

harsh earth, spawning famine and spreading its leavings—dysentery, 

cholera, and countless other ills; weakening men for the predatory 

beasts, particularly tigers and snakes. Meanwhile the Brahmanas, 

Hindu priests, chanted the Vedic hymns and offered fire sacrifices to 

Brahma, in one of his many forms, yet nothing they did could im¬ 

prove the conditions of the common man. 

From earliest times Hindu society was stratified to such a degree, 

caste so firmly established in the economy that to rise against it, as the 
Buddha in his own way certainly did, questioning even the wayward 

nature of asceticism, was to arouse anger. The Brahmanas, creators 

and perpetuators of a social order highly favorable to themselves, 

must have thought him a dangerous lunatic. Of caste the Buddha 

said, “A man does not become a Brahmana by his family or by birth. 

In whom there is truth and righteousness, he is blessed, he is a Brah¬ 

mana.” Nor did the Buddha accept the existing belief that because of 

their caste some were naturally unworthy of salvation: ‘‘My doctrine 

makes no distinction between high and low, rich and poor; it is like 

the sky, it has room for all; like water it washes all alike.” And, worst 

of heresies, the Buddha went so far as to deny the existence of Brahma 

himself: ‘‘Is there a single one of the Brahmanas . . . who has ever 

seen Brahma face to face? Does it not follow, then, that it is foolish 

talk to point the way to a state of union, with that which we have not 

seen?” The gods, to the Buddha, were creatures with very human at¬ 

tributes, as much in need of salvation as men. 
Perhaps the Buddha’s greatest spiritual accomplishment was the 

doctrine of the Middle Way, which he discovered only after renounc¬ 

ing the harsh practices of the forest dwellers, among whom he lived 

as an ascetic for some time. And yet, despite his doubts about existing 

religious practices, and his strong sense of mission, he did not think 

of himself as the creator of a new religion. Rather—and in this he was 

like Jesus Christ—he felt the need to purify the religion of his day. 

He took for granted the truth of Hindu conceptions such as Karma 

(causality), while insisting that they be examined in relation to their 
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psychological sources. It must have been evident to him that the Brah- 

manas, whether consciously or not, used a number of means to pre¬ 

serve the status quo, especially caste, which seemed almost designed 

to prove their superiority over the three other varnas—Kshatriyas 

(warriors), Vaisyas (traders and farmers), Sudras (serfs)—whom they 

considered to be little more than attendants upon themselves. It was 

not difficult for the Brahmanas to keep the lower groups in line, and 

they were actually able to convince the Sudras—so powerful was their 

hold—that their lot was miserable, because in past lives they had ac¬ 

cumulated a store of bad Karma. These lowest of the low were good 

enough to sweep roads and cart dung, but not worthy of entering a 

temple in the hope of purification. The Buddha described the caste 

arguments of the Brahmanas as casuistical as well as cruel, and he de¬ 

clared that all men lived within reach of Nirvana. 

The sixth century b.c. has been called the most remarkable in the 

spiritual history of mankind, producing in addition to the Buddha, 

Mahavira, Lao-Tsu, Confucius, Zarathustra, and Parmenides. The 

main events of the Buddha’s life are well known: the miraculous birth 

and precocious childhood, the princely upbringing, his marriage and 
the birth of his son, the fatal encounters with the old man, the sick 

man, the corpse, and the religious ascetic, which made him aware of 
suffering and convinced him that his mission was to seek liberation 

for himself and others; his renunciation and the six years spent in 

studying doctrines and undergoing yogic austerities, the giving up of 

ascetic practices for normal life, the seven weeks spent in the shade of 

the Bodhi tree until, finally, one night toward dawn, enlightenment 

came; then his sermons and missionary travels, which lasted forty- 

five years, during which he affected the lives of thousands, high and 

low; and, at the age of eighty his parinirvana, extinction itself. 

Such is the simple, dramatic outline of his life and mission, yet, 

as in the case of all great religious leaders, the literature inspired by 

the Buddha’s story is as various as those who have told it in the last 

twenty-five hundred years. To the first of his followers and the tradi¬ 

tion associated with Theravada Buddhism, and figures like the great 

Emperor Ashoka, the Buddha was a man, not a God; a teacher, not a 

savior. To those who, a few hundred years later, formed the Mahayana 

school, he was a savior and often a God, one concerned with man’s 

sorrows above all else. To this day, the former tradition prevails in 

parts of India, Ceylon, Burma, Cambodia, and Thailand; the latter in 
Tibet, Mongolia, Vietnam, Korea, China, and Japan. 
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THE THERAVADA AND MAHAYANA SCHOOLS 

Exactly how and when the Mahayana school came into being is 

one of the mysteries of world religion, yet most Buddhist historians 

seem fairly certain that of great importance to its inception was the 

Fourth Council of monks convened by King Kanishka, a convert to 

Buddhism, around 100 a.d. Whatever the purpose of the council, 

which has never been recognized by the Theravada, it represents an 

epoch-making event in the story of Buddhism in that it established 

Sanskrit as the language of the scriptures. Certainly the proceedings 

of the council resulted in a new atmosphere which, not long after, 

made it possible for figures like the metaphysician Nagarjuna, 

thought to be the founder of Mahayana, to work in a spirit of free 

inquiry. 

The simplest description of the differences between the schools 

is that of the Chinese traveler I-Tsing (635-713), who saw both, im¬ 

partially, as living realities in India: “Those who worship Bodhisat- 
tvas (enlightened beings) and read Mahayana Sutras are called Ma- 
hayanists, while those who do not do this are called Hinayanists 

(Theravadins).” Sir Charles Eliot, in his Hinduism and Bud¬ 

dhism (Volume II), enlarges on I-Tsing’s definition by conven¬ 

iently listing seven lines of thought or practice found in Mahayana: 

1. A belief in Bodhisattvas and in the power of human 

beings to become Bodhisattvas. 

2. A code of altruistic ethics which teaches that everyone 

must do good in the interest of the whole world and make over 

to others any merit he may acquire by his virtues. The aim of the 

religious life is to become a Bodhisattva, not to become an Arhat. 

3. A doctrine that Buddhas are supernatural beings, dis¬ 

tributed through infinite space and time, and innumerable. In 

the language of later theology a Buddha has three bodies and still 

later there is a group of five Buddhas. 

4. Various systems of idealist metaphysics, which tend to 

regard the Buddha essence or Nirvana much as Brahman is re¬ 

garded in the Vedanta. 

5. A canon composed in Sanskrit and apparently later than 

the Pali Canon. 

6. Habitual worship of images and elaboration of ritual. 

There is a dangerous tendency to rely on formulae and charms. 
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7. A special doctrine of salvation by faith in a Buddha, 

usually Amitabha, and invocation of his name. Mahayanism can 

exist without this doctrine, but it is tolerated by most sects and 

considered essential by some. 

Though it was during the reign of the third century b.c. Thera- 

vadin, King Ashoka, that Buddhism began to spread from India to 

other parts of Asia, there is little question that its greatest expansion, 

particularly in East Asia, was inspired by the altruistic Bodhisattva 

ideals of Mahayana, which was as a school less monastic, more out¬ 

going, warmer in charity, and more disposed to evolution and devel¬ 

opment than Theravada. As a result of this new spirit, Buddhism 

began to be felt as a force in the secular history and art of China 

around the second century a.d. A few centuries later, largely due to 

China’s great influence, it reached, with like impact, Korea and 

Japan. 

THE NOBLE TRUTHS 

To bring about a change in the way man views himself in the 

world is the highest purpose of religion and philosophy, and if today 

many are turning to Buddhism as the doctrine best able to help them 

achieve such transformations, it is not because other systems of belief 

have failed in their purpose but because, simply, they have been un¬ 

able to co-exist with those views of reality offered by science and 

humanistic disciplines, such as psychology, conditioned if not 
created by the empirical approach. That is claiming much, but many 

of the most penetrating thinkers of our time, from Jung to Toynbee, 

have for one reason or another been strongly attracted by Buddhism. 

In any case, it is apparently with the greatest sense of relief that some 

Occidentals have discovered a doctrine which, while dispensing with 

ritualistic trappings and other hindrances to intelligent appraisal, 

offers answers both profoundly spiritual and fully rational. The Bud¬ 

dha stated his views in the clearest possible manner, according to the 

capacity for understanding of his listeners, sometimes through the 

use of analogies and parables, sometimes straightforwardly, as when 

he claimed that man’s subjection to Samsara (time, life-and-death 

consciousness) is due to avidya (ignorance) leading to asava (illusion, 

depraved craving), from which state he must rise to vidya (enlighten¬ 

ment). From the moment of his own awakening to his death, he at¬ 

tempted to show men how to transform themselves, proclaiming the 

Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path, and the Middle Way. 
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The Middle Way was meant to help men find peace with them¬ 

selves and the world, whose Four Noble Truths were that there is 

Dukkha (suffering), that its origin is Samudaya (thirst, desire), that 

men can bring about its cessation, Nirodha, through the attainment 

of Nirvana, and that the only way to achieve Nirvana is to follow the 

Magga (the Noble Eightfold Path): Right Views, or acceptance of the 

Buddha’s teaching; Right Thought, or aspirations leading to purity 

and charity; Right Speech; Right Conduct; Right Livelihood; Right 

Effort, or avoidance of lapses into frailty; Right Mindfulness, or con¬ 

stant awareness of the truth of the doctrine; and Right Concentration, 

or spiritual exercises leading to an awakening. 

KARMA AND SAMSARA 

The Buddha’s doctrines were centered in two basic Hindu con¬ 

ceptions, Karma and Samsara. The Hindus believed that the universe 

is inhabited by numberless souls in various degrees of elevation, each 

passing through many births and deaths in a variety of bodily forms. 

Each instant of existence experienced by the soul, in each incarna¬ 
tion, is directly the result of action performed in a former birth, and in 

its turn affecting future experience. In short, each soul is made up of 

an endless chain of sorrow, and the only escape possible is spiritual 

insight and union with the supreme being, Brahma. As is well 

known, the Buddha formulated the doctrine of anatta (no-soul), re¬ 

jecting not only the idea of self but of God as well. He felt that by 

denying them he could rid humanity of its moral and intellectual 

weakness, caused in part by an insistence on individuation and its 

accompanying dualisms. One of the most strongly held views in the 

Buddha’s time was that, “Whatsoever happiness or pain or neutral 

feeling the person experiences, all that is due to the creation of a 

Supreme Deity.’’ In the Anguttara-nikaya, a book of the Pali Canon, 

his comment on this fatalistic view is quoted: 

So, then, owing to the creation of a Supreme Deity men will be¬ 

come murderers, thieves, unchaste, liars, slanderers, abusive, 

babblers, covetous, malicious, and perverse in views. Thus for 

those who fall back on the creation of a God as the essential rea¬ 

son, there is neither the desire to do, nor the effort to do, nor 

necessity to do this deed or abstain from that deed. 

Though much has been written about Karma (Pali: Kamma) and 

the principle of no-soul, they are still poorly understood, the chief 
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reason being that few have gone for clarification to Buddhist litera¬ 

ture itself—the Questions of Milinda, for example—preferring, as is 

unfortunately the custom in the West, to consult expositions of the 

subjects which, for the most part, are ponderously tricked out with 

psychological jargon. Avoiding such an approach, and using one of 

the best known analogies and inventing an extremely effective one of 

his own, Ananda Coomaraswamy, in his Buddha and the Gospel of 

Buddhism, discusses Karma and no-soul: 

Many are the similes employed by Gautama to show that no 

thing transmigrates from one life to another. The ending of one 

life and the beginning of another, indeed, hardly differ in kind 

from the change that takes place when a boy becomes a man— 

that also is a transmigration, a wandering, a new becoming. 

Among the similes most often used, we find that of the flame 

especially convenient. Life is a flame, and transmigration . . . 

is the transmitting of the flame from one combustible aggregate 

to another: just that, and nothing more. If we light one candle 

from another, the communicated flame is one and the same, in 

the sense of an observed continuity, but the candle is not the 

same. Or, again, we could not offer a better illustration, if a mod¬ 

ern instance be permitted, than that of a series of billiard balls in 

close contact: if another ball is rolled against the last stationary 

ball, the moving ball will stop dead, and the foremost stationary 

ball will move on. Here precisely is Buddhist transmigration: the 

first moving ball does not pass over, it remains behind, it dies; 

but it is undeniably the movement of that ball, its momentum, 

its kamma, and not any newly created movement, which is re¬ 

born in the foremost ball. Buddhist reincarnation is the endless 

transmission of such an impulse through an endless series of 

forms; Buddhist salvation is the coming to understand that the 

forms . . . are compound structures subject to decay, and that 

nothing is transmitted but an impulse . . . dependent on the 

heaping up of the past. It is a man’s character, and not himself, 

that goes on. 

In order to explain the nature of being in the light of his doc¬ 

trine, the Buddha hit upon the important formula of “Origination in 

a Sequential Series” (Pali: Patichchasamuppada), which is made up 

of the following: Ignorance caused by Karma, the false belief in self; 

Conformations issuing from ignorance, the potentialities of love, 

hatred, and similar attachments which are the results of actions in a 
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former existence and inspire to future actions; Consciousness of finite 

beings, resulting in “Name and Form” (Pali and Sanskrit: ndma- 

rupa), the conception of a world of particulars; Six sense organs, from 

such a conception, which make contact with these particulars, lead¬ 

ing to sensations of feeling and desire which, in turn, lead to the at¬ 

traction of individual life and its attachments; Being (Pali and San¬ 

skrit: Bhava), or finite existence and the passing of consciousness 

through its stages of birth, sorrow, death. Then, as the result of the 

old Karma and reinforced by that newly acquired, the process begins 

again. 

In other words, the Buddha reasoned that the individual is 

merely a combination of name and form, the former including all the 

subjective phenomena of thought, feeling, and the above-mentioned 

conformations, all of which are called “aggregations” (Pali: khand- 

has); the latter standing for the four elements of physical nature 

(earth, water, fire, air) and their products, a fifth khandha. It is Karma 

which unites the five khandhas into an apparent individual, and rep¬ 

resents the link preserving the identity of a being through the count¬ 

less changes undergone in its progress through Samsara. Buddhism’s 

purpose is to destroy Karma, which can be accomplished only by 

voyaging the Eightfold Path to salvation, either in the present or, as 

the result of perfections, in the future. 

NEITHER PESSIMIST NOR OPTIMIST 

Because of such doctrines, it is quite naturally assumed by West¬ 

erners that Buddhism is pessimistic, but to consider it as such is to 

grossly simplify and infer, at the same time, that even in the face of 

incontrovertible evidence that they live in a fool’s paradise, men pre¬ 

fer their illusions. Buddhism is neither pessimistic nor optimistic; it 

is realistic, dealing objectively with the human experience. What the 

Buddha meant by Dukkha was not suffering alone but impermanence 

and imperfection, and he was very far from denying the possibility of 

happiness, spiritual and material. He simply maintained that it 

could not last and that to believe otherwise was to court disappoint¬ 

ment. Yet there was a form of happiness that could endure, and it 

came with the knowledge and acceptance of the universal essence, 

manifesting itself as the Tri-kaya (Three Divine Bodies): Dharma- 

kaya, or Essential Body, which is primordial, formless, and eternal; 

Sambhogakaya, or Reflected Body, wherein dwell the Buddhas and 
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the Bodhisattvas while embodied in superhuman form; and Nirma- 

nakaya, or Incarnated Body, in which exist the earth-bound Bud¬ 

dhas. 
It is the first of these, Dharmakaya, which is considered to be the 

Buddha-nature and noumenal source of the cosmic whole, the One 
Mind which, when grasped, leads to the perception of the undifferen¬ 

tiated nature of Samsara and Nirvana. Though Samsara and Nirvana 

form an inseparable entity, the Buddha himself declared that Nirvana 

is a state of transcendence over “that which is become, born, made and 

formed.’’ Thus it is realized as the result of the stripping down of ap¬ 

pearances, the penetration of their reality. As has been seen, the con¬ 

cept of Samsara, in which the law of Karma operates, is based on the 

belief that nothing is permanent, not even death, which must turn to 

new life. The Buddha was no fatalist. He maintained that man can 

work out his future, conquer time, but only at the cost of great sacri¬ 

fice and the rooting out of self. 

In his “Psychological Commentary” on The Tibetan Book of the 

Great Liberation (ed. by W. Y. Evans-Wentz, Oxford University 
Press, 1954), Dr. Jung writes: 

The fact that the East can dispose so easily of the ego seems to 

point to a mind that is not to be identified with our ‘mind.’ Cer¬ 

tainly the ego does not play the same role in Eastern thought as it 

does with us. It seems as if the Eastern mind were less egocentric, 

as if its contents were more loosely connected with the subject, 

and as if greater stress were laid on mental states which include a 

depotentiated ego. It also seems as if Hathayoga were chiefly use¬ 

ful as a means for extinguishing the ego by fettering its unruly 

impulses. There is no doubt that the higher forms of yoga, in so 

far as they strive to reach samadhi, seek a mental condition in 

which the ego is practically dissolved. Consciousness in our 

sense of the word is rated a definitely inferior condition, the state 

of avidya (ignorance), whereas what we call the ‘dark back¬ 

ground of consciousness’ is understood to be a ‘higher’ con¬ 

sciousness. Thus our concept of the ‘collective unconscious’ 

would be the European equivalent of buddhi, the enlightened 
mind. 

There have been many attempts in the West to describe philosophi¬ 

cally and morally the “collective unconscious,” yet it is one thing to 

claim that all men share in something, another to behave as if one 

really believed that they do. As the Buddhist scholar and translator 
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Edward Conze, discussing the Western interest in the philosophy, has 

said, “Although one may originally be attracted by its remoteness, 

one can appreciate the real value of Buddhism only when one judges 

it by the result it produces in one’s own life from day to day.’’ 

The failure in such terms of much Western philosophy, even the 

most progressive, is due largely to its being too easily acquired, call¬ 

ing for very little discipline and sacrifice on the part of its adherents. 
If one reads Plato and approves of his view of the world, one is auto¬ 

matically a Platonist; if one “understands” the phenomenologists 

and appreciates the imaginative writings of Jean-Paul Sartre one can 

call oneself an Existentialist, and so on. Of course there are Occi¬ 

dentals who accept, as if converts, a rather spurious neo-Buddhism 

which, as one commentator claimed, “Plays amongst living religions 

the part of Esperanto amidst the natural languages.” Yet when one 

takes into account the varying capacities of men, one finds it possible 

to tolerate almost anything, even the apparent need for escapism 

satisfied by a strange doctrine. By and large Western response to Bud¬ 

dhism is based on the most human of needs, that of self-understand¬ 

ing, and the philosophy’s value is judged by the result it produces. 

THE QUEST FOR PEACE 

Regarding Western religious practice, it would appear that in 

order to “belong” to a church very little effort is required and less 

questioning countenanced. To become a Buddhist, the Emperor 

Ashoka knew that he must renounce all that he had hitherto believed 
and lived by, including warfare. His Thirteenth Rock Edict, which 

refers to his decimation of the Kalingas, suggests how complete was 

the transformation brought about in him through his conversion: 

When the king, Beloved of the Gods and of Gracious Mien, had 

been consecrated eight years, Kalinga was conquered, 150,000 

people were deported, 100,000 killed, and many times that num¬ 

ber died. But after the conquest of Kalinga, the Beloved of the 

Gods began to follow Righteousness (Dharma). . . . Now [he] 

regrets the conquest of Kalinga, for when an independent 

country is conquered people are killed, they die, or are deported, 

and that [he] finds very painful and grievous. . . . For all beings 

the Beloved of the Gods desires security, self-control, calm of 

mind, and gentleness. [He] considers that the greatest victory is 

the victory of Righteousness. 
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Echoing Ashoka, the contemporary Japanese Zen master Tenzan 

Yasuda, in an interview dealing in part with warfare, had this to say: 

“In a sense, Buddhism is the only religion capable of helping the 

world achieve peace. Its fundamental teaching is that all things are 

Buddhas—not men alone but all things, sentient and non-sentient. 

And not merely the earth, but the other planets as well. Universal 

peace will be realized when men all over the world bow to the pre¬ 
ciousness and sacredness of everything.” According to Buddhism, 

then, there is no justification whatsoever, least of all political expedi¬ 

ency, to think of another human being as an enemy. 

In the essay from which I have already quoted, Dr. Jung describes 

the Western religious attitude: 

In its religious attitude, too, the West isextraverted. Nowadays it 

is gratuitously offensive to say that Christianity implies hostil¬ 

ity, or even indifference, to the world and the flesh. On the con¬ 

trary, the good Christian is a jovial citizen, an enterprising 

business man, an excellent soldier, the very best in every pro¬ 

fession there is. Worldly goods are often interpreted as special 

rewards for Christian behavior, and in the Lord’s Prayer the ad¬ 

jective . . . supersubstantialis, referring to bread, has long 

since been omitted, for the real bread obviously makes so very 

much more sense! It is only logical that extraversion, when car¬ 

ried to such lengths, cannot credit man wdth a psyche which con¬ 

tains anything not imported into it from the outside, either by 

human teaching or divine grace. From this point of view it is 

downright blasphemy to assert that man has it in him to accom¬ 

plish his own redemption. Nothing in our religion encourages 

the idea of the self-liberating power of the mind. 

Yet, today, it is precisely that which is being attempted by many 

in the West, if not through the study of Eastern philosophy, particu¬ 

larly Zen Buddhism and Yoga, then with the aid of the so-called con¬ 

sciousness-expanding drugs such as LSD, which as one chiefly re¬ 

sponsible for the interest in them has explained, make of the body a 

virtual laboratory if not temple, the last refuge of the freedom-seeking 

man. Now no one seriously involved in the study of Buddhism can 

witness such short-cuts to nowhere as less than pathetic, but equally 

appalling are the conditions forcing men to grope in such directions. 

To many, modern life is simply unbearable, and there are things 

happening, or threatening to, which make of our time a perilous ab¬ 

surdity. Man’s choices have been so severely curtailed, his involve¬ 

ment in decisions of life-or-death magnitude so limited, that he often 
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finds himself lacking totally in purpose. Paradoxically, Western 

man’s strong response to Buddhism may very well be the result of his 

being forced by circumstances to accept one of its major premises, 

that human experience is not individualistic. Those things which 

have made of life, for some, a veritable hell, have at the same time 

thrown its richest possibilities into relief, the chief being the sense of 

man’s oneness with others. 

If the writings of authors like Hesse and Salinger are popular 

with the young, it is because they too seem to offer alternatives to what 

is clearly no longer acceptable. When they think back to their own 

school years, it must seem incredible to the parents of today’s students 

that they have chosen as models, even heroes, figures like Siddhartha 

of Hesse’s story of the same name, or the suddenly enlightened coed, 

Franny, of Salinger’s. Siddhartha, another of the Buddha’s titles, 

meaning “he whose aim is accomplished,” is made to say things by 

Hesse which in this age are well-nigh blasphemous: “Wisdom is not 

communicable. The wisdom which a wise man tries to communicate 

always sounds foolish,” and “The world is not imperfect or slowly 

evolving along a long path to perfection. No, it is perfect at every 

moment.” 

If formerly it was customary to cite philosophers like Bergson 

when questioning some of the findings of science, today one is as 

likely to hear quoted an authority like the thirteenth-century Jap¬ 

anese Zen master Dogen, who in his great work Shobogenzo (The 

Correct-Law Eye Treasury), a collection of ninety-five essays dealing 

with Zen dialectics, said of time that it is man’s experience of it which 

gives it form and duration—it is otherwise nonexistent. Everywhere 

one turns one observes doubt concerning thought structures of the 

past, a questioning of the very nature of our response to the physical 

world, our measuring, codifying, categorizing, the neat formulae and 

pat answers. If once it was natural to look out and name the day and 

the hour, experiencing Wednesday as something different from Sun¬ 

day, we now realize that these equivalent periods of “time” have no 

consciousness of the roles we have given them. The solipsistic fairy¬ 

land and pathetic fallacy men have made of the world is being shat¬ 

tered, partly as a result of the interest in Oriental philosophy. 

BUDDHISM AND MODERN SCIENCE 

Indeed, as has already been suggested, and as Maurice Percheron 

points out (Buddha and Buddhism, Harper and Brothers, New York, 
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1957), modern science fully supports the earliest findings of Bud¬ 

dhism: 

And so we see physics joining Buddhism in its theory of univer¬ 

sal flux, of the lack of substance inherent in matter, of imper¬ 

manence, of fundamental error attaching to the testimony of the 

senses and consequently of doubt over the validity of the mind’s 

speculations. We also see modern psychology concerned only 

with an essentially labile psyche: a fluid personality governed by 

temporary conjunctions escaping all control, and depending 

more or less on circumstances, acts, and thoughts either barely 

acknowledged or not acknowledged at all. What else did the Bud¬ 

dha understand two thousand five hundred years ago but this?— 

that man has a certain vision of the universe through the medium 

of his senses; that he has another if he disengages himself from 

his sensory impressions; and yet another if he goes beyond per¬ 

ception of the laws that rule the balances of the universe and out¬ 

side the causal sphere, to reach the domain of the unconditioned, 

which is an unthinkable for the intellect as is the identity of mat¬ 

ter with magnetic fields and energic forces of attraction or repul¬ 

sion. If we accept atomic physics as true ... it is perfectly 

legitimate to accept the idea of vacuity, a state of unconditioned¬ 

ness outside phenomenal perceptions of time and space. 

If Occidentals have been able to find in Buddhism parallels to 

their own thought and ideas sufficiently novel to make of it a source 

of insight and discovery, they have by and large proved themselves in¬ 

sensitive to its spiritual content. Many books of a generally pragmatic 

nature have been produced in recent years, showing the usefulness of 

Buddhism, especially Zen, to the development of new approaches to 

psychotherapy, literature, architecture, sports, even organized re¬ 

ligion, yet for the most part their authors view the philosophy as 

technique and discipline, or one which perhaps more than any other 

offers concrete evidence, particularly in the arts, of its vitality. There 

is no gainsaying that aspect of Buddhism, and its gifts to the West 

have been substantial, yet Buddhists are often made uncomfortably 

aware of what they sense to be an exclusively utilitarian involvement 

in their doctrine. They would prefer, without proselytizing, to make 

Westerners conscious of Buddhism as religion, or at least as keenly 

melioristic philosophy. 

The Occident’s difficulty in accepting Buddhism’s spiritual role 

is due in part to certain historical misconceptions. Even those fa- 
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miliar with its literature do not distinguish properly between the 

Theravada and Mahayana, assuming their differences, some of which 

have already been discussed, to be similar to those between, say, the 

Catholic and Protestant churches. The fact is that in comparison, and 

in the things that most matter, the differences between the schools are, 

if not considerable, certainly of great importance. As has been seen, 

Mahayana not only elevated the Buddha from noble teacher to virtual 

God, but even created something very close to a pantheon, in which 

the Bodhisattvas (enlightened beings) had their just place. 

The Bodhisattva, unlike his Theravada counterpart the Arhat, 

who is concerned mainly with self-salvation, voluntarily renounces 

the bliss of Nirvana, though fully qualified for it, so as to remain 

among the still unenlightened and work for their salvation. He is 

reverenced, even worshiped, for his ardor and compassion. Small 

wonder, then, that Mahayanists consider “Hinayanists” to be selfish. 

Their views on such matters led the Mahayanists to an acceptance— 

often reluctant—of myth and superstition associated with popular 

worship, resulting in the formation of, among others, the Japanese 

Pure Land Sect, which promises its followers a heaven as delectable 

in every way as the Christian or Muslim, and the Nembutsu cults, 

which consider the invocation of the Buddha Amida’s name, and his 

praise, in this formula, Namu Amida Butsu (Honor to the Buddha 

Amida), as sufficient, if sincerely repeated, to assure salvation. Yet, 

balancing this tendency and of much more importance to Mahayana 

is the metaphysical speculation the most gifted of its followers have 

always engaged in, on subjects which in Theravada literature the 

Buddha refused to take seriously, and the like of which has rarely been 

witnessed elsewhere. The differences between the schools are dealt 

with openly throughout Buddhist literature, and in the Lotus Sutra 

the Buddha is quoted as claiming that he had first taught the Thera¬ 

vada doctrine because men were not yet ready for the more advanced 

ideas of the Mahayana. 

THE TEN STAGES OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

So far as the West is concerned, it is perhaps in Mahayana litera¬ 

ture that Buddhism’s spiritual message is most clearly heard, and it is 

as exalting as that of any comparable doctrine. As much as anything 

else in the literature, the Dacabhumi (Ten Stages of Bodhisattva- 

hood), as given in the Avatamsaka Sutra, suggests the purity and zeal 

of Mahayana faith. As they fully represent salvational Buddhism and 
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define the ideal Buddhist, in what follows, a paraphrasing of Dr. 

Suzuki’s account of them in his Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, an 

attempt is made to relate the Ten Stages, briefly, to the philosophy as 

a whole. 
Pramuditd (Joy), the first stage of Bodhisattvahood, is the result 

of turning from what Mahayanists see as the nihilistic contemplation 

of Nirvana practiced by Hinayanists, and is inspired by the realiza¬ 

tion that self-salvation is not enough, that there are others walking 

about in ignorance who must be made to recognize the error of their 

ways. It is only when men are made aware of suffering that the great¬ 

est joy possible to them, sacrifice for others, can be achieved. Once 

this stage is reached, it is natural for the enlightened man to teach and 

exhort, to go among the people, without discrimination, bearing his 

gifts. 

Vimula (Purity) is attained through the spiritual insight gained 

at the first stage. Now that he is selfless, the enlightened one is with¬ 

out anger or malice. No longer can he conceive of taking the life of a 

living creature, no longer does he covet what belongs to others. His 

speech is direct and considerate, though never flattering. Now he is 

not only possessed of a sense of mission, he is morally qualified to 
carry it out. 

Prabhakari (Brightness) characterizes the intellectual condition 

of the awakened man, and is the result of newly acquired insight into 
the nature of things. He now understands that all is impure, imper¬ 

manent, subject to sorrow and without soul, and recognizes at the 

same time that the real nature of things is neither created nor subject 

to death. All share in the selfsame essence, which is above time and 

space. It is only the unenlightened man, consumed with worry over 

the passing of grasped things, who adds to his store of Karma and is 

certain to suffer for it in future states. Yet it is precisely such a man 

that the Bodhisattva is sworn to save, his plight which fills him with 

spiritual energy. The following prayer by the Japanese Zen master 

Daichi expresses the feeling of this stage: 

My one desire is to dedicate this body born of my parents to the 

vow-ocean of Buddha, Law and Order. May I in all bodily ac¬ 

tions be fully in accord with the holy rules, cherishing Buddha’s 

Law throughout the rounds of birth and death until my rein¬ 

carnation as a Buddha. May I never grow tired of saving all that is 

sentient wherever I happen to be. May I ever be masterful, 

whether in the forest of spears, the mountain of swords, the boil- 
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ing caldron, or the heap of binning coals, always bearing the 

Treasure of the Correct-Law Eye. May Buddha, Law and Order 

testify to my faith! May Buddhas and patriarchs safeguard me! 

And here is a similar prayer by the Zen master Bassui: 

May I, with clear Marga (truth)-eye, inherit the wisdom of Bud¬ 

dhas and patriarchs and, training superior beings, pitying those 

in error, conduct men and devas along the road to enlighten¬ 

ment. If any be so unlucky as to fall into the three hells—fire, 

blood, swords—I will suffer for him. Should the torment last a 

hundred million kalpas (aeons), I will not retreat. 

Arcismati (Burning) refers to the manner in which the enlight¬ 

ened man consumes all elements of evil and illusion in the purifying 

crucible of his new insight. It is at this stage that he practices stren¬ 

uously the thirty-seven Bodhipaksikas (Virtues Conducive to En¬ 

lightenment), among the seven categories of which are the “Four 

Contemplations”: on the impurity of the body, the evils of sensuality, 

the passing away of worldly interests, and the soul-less quality of 

things. 

Sudurjaya (Invincibility) is reached by the awakened man when, 
armed with the Virtues, he breaks the hold of all evil passions. Feel¬ 

ing intense love for humanity, inheriting the wisdom of past Bud¬ 

dhas, he is fearless in his quest for even greater truth, which in its 

highest form is perceived by him as an essence manifesting itself in a 

world of particulars. He also sees that absolute and relative know¬ 

ledge are one and the same, and that the quality of particularity ap¬ 

pears only when subjectivity is disturbed. 

Abhimukhi (Revealing Oneself) is entered upon when the en¬ 

lightened man reflects on the essence of all Dharmas (doctrines), 

which are of a piece. Perceiving their truth, he feels compassion for 

those still straying in Samsara and meditates on Karma, which 

brings about and is, at the same time, brought about by the hunger 

for individuation. His insight makes it possible for him to see beyond 

what is created and destroyed. 

Dhrangamd (Going Far Away) is the stage in which the awaken¬ 

ed one attains Upayajnd, the knowledge which enables him to find 

whatever expediency is necessary to the work of salvation. Though he 

realizes that the Buddhas are no different from himself, he does not 

cease to do them homage, though he thinks constantly on the nature 
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of the absolute, he does not abandon merit-accumulation, though no 

longer troubled by worldly thoughts, he does not disdain secular 

affairs. He knows that life is illusion, yet he toils on in the world of 

particulars and submits to the workings of Karma. He knows that the 

language of the Buddhas is beyond normal comprehension, yet he 

uses many devices to make it intelligible to the people. All of which 

suggests that while he lives on the highest plane of spirituality, he 

does not withdraw, preferring to engage himself in Samsara for the 

benefit of mankind. 
Acala (Immovability) is the state attained by the Bodhisattva 

when he acquires the very highest knowledge, which is that every¬ 

thing in the world partakes of Suchness (Sanskrit: Tathata). This 

knowledge, unconscious, intuitive, is the opposite to that derived by 

logic. Suchness is the term used by Mahayanists for the absolute and 

unconditioned quality of life, and in a sense is the positive expression 

of Voidness (Sanskrit: Sunyata), for it is to be found in all separate 

things and is neither different from nor divided by them. As it is not 

distinct from anything, it cannot be named the One as distinct from 

the Many, and nothing concerning it can be affirmed or denied, for 

these are modes of expression which by excluding suggest opposition. 

Nagarjuna, the greatest Mahayana metaphysician and founder of the 

Madhyamika school, was the first to teach the doctrines of Suchness 

and Voidness. Possessing such knowledge, the awakened man enters 

a stage where all is immediately brilliant and his actions are spon¬ 

taneous, innocent, even playful. He wills and it is done, he is nature 
itself. 

Sadhumati (Good Intelligence) is the stage reached by the en¬ 

lightened man when already sentient beings benefit by his works, and 

he is led to the Dharma of the deepest mystery, the penetration of 

which requires the four aspects of comprehensive knowledge: the self¬ 

essence of all beings, their individual attributes, their indestructibil¬ 
ity, and their eternal order. 

Dharmameghh (Clouds of Dharma), the last stage of Bodhisat- 

tvahood, is attained when the enlightened man has practiced all the 

virtues of purity, has accumulated all that constitutes transcendent 

power, is fortified with intelligence men see as genius, practices uni¬ 

versally the principle of compassion, and has followed with vigor the 

path of the Buddhas. His every thought now reaches the realm of 

eternal tranquility, for he has the knowledge of all things and has 

arrived at the summit of all activities. He is the personification of 
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love, sympathy, and the Good Law, and the least of his actions results 
in benefit to mankind. 

In the Dacabhtimt\ we see detailed not only those qualities 

gained, step by step, by the Bodhisattva but the specific ideals of Ma- 

hayana throughout the Buddhist world it dominates. The first step in 

the pilgrimage to the Mahayana was the idealization of the Buddha, 

the second the positive view of Nirvana, and the last, and perhaps 

most important, the salvational mission of the Bodhisattvas, founded 

on the conviction that at the heart of the Eternal there is a love which 

surpasses all human understanding. The Mahayana brought about 

great changes in Buddhism, but the philosophy’s major goals re¬ 

mained the same, and so did its chief assumptions regarding the 

world and man’s journey through it. Without Kshanti (patience), 

Karuna (compassion), and Prajna (wisdom) it would be a chaos, and 

man could never liberate himself from Samsara. 

“The West will never be ‘Buddhist,’” Christmas Humphreys, 
who is in a position to speculate, has said (Buddhism, Penguin 

Books, 1957), “and only the most unthinking zealot would strive to 

make it so.” He goes on: 

The Western mind will never be content with second-hand clo¬ 

thing, and all that Western Buddhists have the right to do is to 

proclaim the Dhamma to all who have “ears to hear,” and to 

suggest why, and in principle how, it should be applied. It may 

be that from the mingling streams of the Pali Canon, the com¬ 

passionate splendour of the Mahayana, and the astringent force 

of Zen will come a Navayama, a new “vehicle” of salvation. 

But is there need for a Navayama? In his syncretistic approach to 

Buddhism, however noble its aim, does the Occidental betray the very 

characteristic which places its greatest truth beyond his reach? If the 

most cherished of Buddhism’s gifts to the West is the pointing out of 

the path to self-discovery, its most valuable lesson is that as the con¬ 

sequence of that discovery the self is lost. With that in mind, why 

should not the West be Buddhist? Why should Westerners resist, 

merely because it is “second-hand clothing,” a doctrine which can 

lead to the vision of a realm which knows neither East nor West? The 

Buddha, who spoke the first and must have the last word concerning 

the doctrine, never stated it more simply or movingly than while stay¬ 

ing at Kosambl in the Sisu Grove: 
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The Buddha gathered up a handful of sisu leaves and addressed 

the monks: "Which do you think are the more numerous, monks, 

this small handful of leaves or those in the whole grove?” 

“Very few in number are the leaves you have taken up. Much 

more in number are those in the whole grove.” 

"Even so, monks, much more in number are those things I 

have discovered but not revealed. And why, monks, have I not re¬ 

vealed them? Because they are not concerned with profit, they do 

not conduce to the holy life, nor to aversion, to detachment, to 

cessation, to tranquility, to comprehension, to wisdom, to Nir¬ 

vana. That is why I have not revealed them. 

“And what is it, monks, that I have revealed? 

“Why, that this is suffering, this the arising of suffering, 

this the ceasing of suffering, this the practice leading to the ces¬ 

sation of suffering. 

“And why did I reveal this alone? 

“Because, monks, this is concerned with profit and is the be¬ 

ginning of the holy life; this conduces to aversion, detachment, 

cessation, tranquility, comprehension, wisdom, Nirvana. There¬ 
fore have I revealed it.” 



Zen Poetry 

I The Golden Age of China, T’ang through Sung dynasties 

(ad 618-1279), began not long after the Western Roman 

Empire came to an end and lasted well beyond the First 

Crusade. One of the most cultivated eras in the history of 

man, its religious, philosophical, and social ground had been pre¬ 

pared centuries before Christianity, and men perfected their lives and 

arts certain that they gave meaning to something higher than them¬ 

selves. To artists of the time, numerous and skilled, poetry and paint¬ 
ing were Ways—two among many, to be sure, but glorious Ways—to 

realization of Truth, whose unfolding made possible not only ful¬ 

filled life but calm acceptance of its limitations. They saw in the 

world a process of becoming, yet each of its particulars, at any mo¬ 

ment of existence, partook of the absolute. T his meant that no dis¬ 

tinction was drawn between the details of a landscape—cliffs, slopes, 

estuaries, waterfalls—shaped by the artist’s emotions. Foreground, 

background, each was part of the process, in poetry as in painting, 

the spirit discovering itself among the things of this world. 

On the rocky slope, blossoming 
Plums—from where? 
Once he saw them, Reiun 
Danced all the way to Sandai. 

—Hoin 
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The artist’s visions were held to be revelatory; painting, poem 
meant to put men in touch with the absolute. Judgment of art works 

was made principally with that in mind. Some might delight the 

senses, a few exalt the spirit, whose role was taken for granted to be 

paramount, the greatest artists respecting its capacity to discover it¬ 

self anew in their works. Over centuries the West has deduced the 

guiding aesthetic principle of such art to be “less is more,” and a 

number of stories bear this out. 
One concerns a painting competition in the late T’ang dynasty, 

a time of many such events and gifted competitors, all of whom, 

brought up in an intellectual and artistic meritocracy, were aware of 

what success might mean. Judged by master painters, most carefully 

arranged, each had its theme, that of our story being “Famous Mona¬ 

stery in the Mountains.” Ample time was provided for the partici¬ 

pants to meditate before taking up brushes. More than a thousand 

entries of monasteries in sunlight, in shadow, under trees, at 

mountain-foot, on slopes, at the very peak, by water, among rocks— 

all seasons. Mountains of many sizes, shapes, richly various as the 

topography itself. Since the monastery was noted “famous,” monks 

abounded, working, praying, all ages and conditions. The competi¬ 

tion produced works destined to be admired for centuries to come. 

The winning painting had no monastery at all: a monk paused, re¬ 
flecting, on a misty mountain bridge. Nothing—everything—more. 

Evoking atmosphere, the monk knew his monastery hovered in the 

mist, more beautiful than hand could realize. To define, the artist 

must have learnt from the Taoism of Lao-Tsu or the Zen of Hui-neng, 
is to limit. 

II Zen began its rapid growth in early T’ang China, a pro¬ 

duct of the merging of the recently introduced Buddhism 

of the Indian monk Bodhidharma, who reached China in 

520, and Taoism, the reigning philosophy of poets and 

painters for some thousand years. Providing a rigorously inspiring 

discipline, insisting on the primacy of meditation, its temples and 

monasteries were havens for seekers after truth throughout the T’ang, 

Sung, and Mongol-shadowed Yuan dynasties. Zen masters, religious 

guides, often themselves poets and painters, made judgments con¬ 
cerning the spiritual attainments of artist-disciples on the basis of 
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works produced. Neither before nor since has art had so important a 

role in community life, and there are countless instances of poems or 

paintings affecting the development of the philosophy itself. 

Writers of enlightenment poems did not think themselves poets. 

Rather they were gifted men—masters, monks, some laymen—who 

after momentous experiences found themselves with something to 

say which only a poem could express. Enlightenment, point of their 

meditation, brought about transformation of the spirit; a poem was 

expected to convey the essential experience and its effect. Such an 

awakening might take years of unremitting effort, to most it would - 

never come at all: 

One day Baso, disciple of Ejo, the Chinese master, was asked by 
the master why he spent so much time meditating. 

Baso: “To become a Buddha.” 
The master lifted a brick and began rubbing it very hard. 

It was now Baso’s turn to ask a question: “Why,” he asked, “do 
you rub that brick?” 

“To make a mirror.” 
“But surely,” protested Baso, “no amount of polishing will 

change a brick into a mirror.” 
“Just so,” the master said: “no amount of cross-legged sit¬ 

ting will make you into a Buddha.” 

Yet masters did their best to guide disciples: one device was the 

koan, which they were asked to solve. As no logical solution was 
possible, the meditator was always at wits’ end—the intention. One of 

the koans, usually first given, was Joshu’s “Oak in the courtyard,” 

based on the master’s answer to the standard Zen question “What’s 
the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming to China?” These awakening 

poems, responses to this question of the masters, suggest the range of 

possibilities: 

Joshu’s “Oak in the courtyard”— 
Nobody’s grasped its roots. 
Turned from sweet plum trees, 
They pick sour pears on the hill. 

—Eian 

Joshu’s “Oak in the courtyard” 
Handed down, yet lost in leafy branch 
They miss the root. Disciple Kaku shouts— 
“Joshu never said a thing!” 

—Monju-Shindo 
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Given their importance, it is not surprising to find in early 

Chinese enlightenment poems frequent references to koans. Most 

poems, though, deal with major aims of the philosophy, escape from 

space-time bondage, for example, a hard-won precondition of 

awakening: 

Twenty years a pilgrim, 
Footing east, west. 
Back in Seiken, 
I’ve not moved an inch. 

—Seiken-Chiju 

Earth, river, mountain: 
Snowflakes melt in air. 
How could I have doubted? 
Where’s north? south? east? west? 

—Dangai 

Many express swift release from conventional attachments: 

Searching Him took 
My strength. 
One night I bent 
My pointing finger— 
Never such a moon! 

—Keppo 

Need for such release, transcending of doctrine (finger pointing 
at the moon, never taken for the moon itself), was the theme of Bod- 

hidharma’s historical interview with Emperor Wu of Liang, shortly 

after his arrival in China (by then some schools of Buddhism had been 
established there a few hundred years): 

Emperor Wu: From the beginning of my reign, I have built 

many temples, had numerous sacred books copied, and sup¬ 

ported all the monks and nuns. What merit have I? 

Bodhidharma: None. 

Emperor Wu: Why? 

Bodhidharma: All these are inferior deeds, showing traces of 

worldliness, but shadows. A truly meritorious deed is full of wis¬ 

dom, but mysterious, its real nature beyond grasp of human in¬ 

telligence—something not found in worldly achievement. 

Emperor Wu: What is the first principle of your doctrine? 

Bodhidharma: Vast emptiness, nothing holy. 

Emperor Wu: Who, then, stands before me? 

Bodhidharma: 1 don’t know. 
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Not long after this, Bodhidharma wrote his famous poem: 

Transmission outside doctrine, 
No dependencies on words. 
Pointing directly at the mind, 
Thus seeing oneself truly, 
Attaining Buddhahood. 

As might be expected, awakening poems were held precious in 

Zen communities, serving for generations as kocms themselves or as 

subjects for teisho (sermons). Interpretation was often made in the 

light of the master’s life, what led to his experience. Nan-o-Myo, 

awakened when asked by his master to interpret “Not falling into the 

law of causation, yet not ignoring it,” wrote: 

Not falling, not ignoring— 
A pair of mandarin ducks 
Alighting, bobbing, anywhere. 

Every utterance of a worthy master was thought significant. The late 

Sung master Tendo-Nyojo, an example, guided Japan’s great Dogen 

(1200-1253) to enlightenment, which alone made his death poem, 

simple as it is, glorious to the Japanese: 

Sixty-six years 
Piling sins, 
I leap into hell— 
Above life and death. 

Zen death poems, remarkable in world literature, have a very an¬ 

cient tradition. On their origin one can only speculate, but probably 

in early communities masters felt responsibility to disciples beyond 

the grave, and made such poems in the hope that they would help 

point the way to attainment, not only for disciples but for posterity. 

To some the final poem was not felt to be itself of much importance: 

Life’s as we 
Find it—death too. 
A parting poem? 
Why insist? 

—Daie-Soko 

Many, however, considered it to be a symbolic summation, quite 

possibly preparing well before the inevitable moment. It would 
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stand, every syllable pondered, and lives might well be affected by 

truth, absolute, whatever its message and worth as “poetry.” Differ¬ 

ences between death poems give a sense of the variety of temperament 
among Chinese masters. Fuyo-Dokai’s vital self-assurance: 

Seventy-six: done 
With this life— 
I’ve not sought heaven, 
Don’t fear hell. 
I’ll lay these bones 
Beyond the Triple World, 
Unenthralled, unperturbed. 

Koko’s sense of release from a harsh existence: 

The word at last, 
No more dependencies: 
Cold moon in pond, 
Smoke over the ferry. 

Shozan’s astringent mockery: 

“No mind, no Buddha” 
Disciples prattle. 
“Got skin, got marrow” 
Well, goodbye to that. 
Beyond, peak glows on peak! 

There is no way of telling, records being scant and unreliable 
(there are wild variants of birth and death dates), whether all wrote 

death poems, but given their solemn purpose they probably did. By 

1279, when China was overrun by Mongols, Zen had flourished for 

almost one hundred years in Japan. There from the start death poems 

of masters were thought to have great religious meaning. Dogen left, 
exulting: 

Four and fifty years 

I’ve hung the sky with stars. 
Now I leap through— 
What shattering! 

Ill Centuries before the introduction of Zen in the Kamakura 

Period (1192-1333), Japan had been virtually transformed 
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by Chinese Buddhism. Every aspect of life, from the Nara 

Period (710-84) on, reflected in one way or another the 

Chinese world vision. Painters and poets looked to China constantly, 

as did the greatest painter in the Chinese style, Sesshu, who crossed 

there for instruction and inspiration. Not all became Zenists like 

Sesshu, who was to join the priesthood, but most were guided by the 

philosophy, their works revealing the extent. In the earliest Zen com¬ 

munities enlightenment and death poems were written strictly in 

kanji (Chinese characters), in classical verse forms preferred by the 

Chinese masters—there is little to distinguish poems of the first Japa¬ 

nese Zenists from those written in China centuries before. 

Here is the 12th century master Kakua’s enlightenment poem: 

How can I tell what I’ve seen? 
Fall, stand—it’s clear at once. 
Wearing my cowl backwards, I 
Trample the old path. And the new. 

And here is the 13th century master Doyu’s death poem: 

Fifty-six years, above Buddhas, Patriarchs, 
I’ve stood mid-air. 
Now I announce my final journey— 
Daily sun breaks from the eastern ridge. 

The Japanese masters composed not only enlightenment and 

death poems in Chinese verse forms, they often wrote of important 
events in the history of Zen, like Bodhidharma’s interview with the 

Emperor Wu. Here is Shunoku’s poem on the subject. (“Shorin” is 

the temple where Bodhidharma, on discovering that the emperor 

lacked insight, sat in Zen for nine years. To reach the temple he had to 

cross the Yangtze River.) 

After the spring song, “Vast emptiness, no holiness”, 
Comes the song of snow-wind along the Yangtze River. 
Late at night I too play the noteless flute of Shorin, 
Piercing the mountains with its sound, the river. 

Even in writing on general themes associated with Zen life, the 

masters employed the purest literary Chinese. Since few Japanese 

knew the language, this practice made the Zen poems elitist, leading 

to the feeling on the part of masters like Dogen that an indigenous 

verse form, tanka (or waka), should be utilized. Such works would 
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be understood in and out of the Zen communities, and surely it was 

possible to be as inspiring in Japanese which, though using kanji, 

had a syllabary and was very different from Chinese. The most im¬ 

portant collection of early Japanese poetry, the Manyoshu (eighth 

century), contains three kinds of verse forms: choka, tanka, and 

sedoka, all based on arrangements of 5-7-5 syllable lines, the most 

popular, tanka, structured as 5-7-5-7-7 syllables—strictly, without 

any possible variation. 

In the Heian Period (794-1185), which immediately preceded the 

first age of Zen, tanka was the favorite verse form at the courts. To¬ 

wards the end of Heian, renga (linked verse), became popular: a chain 

of alternating fourteen and twenty-one syllables independently com¬ 

posed but associated with the verses coming before and after. By the 

fifteenth century, renga expiring of artificiality, something more 

vital was found, the haikai renga, linked verses of seventeen syllables. 

Later came individual poems of seventeen syllables, haiku, the 

earliest authentic examples by writers like Sogi (1421-1502), Sokan 

(1458-1546), and Moritake (1472-1549). 

Basho, thought by many Japanese to be their finest haiku writer 

and greatest poet, lived from 1644 to 1694. Like almost all noted haiku 

writers he was a Zenist, practising discipline under the master 

Butcho, with whom, according to Dr. D. T. Suzuki, he had the fol¬ 

lowing exchange: 

Butcho: How are you getting along these days? 

Basho: Since the recent rain moss is greener than ever. 

Butcho: What Buddhism was there before the moss became 
green? 

Resulting in enlightenment and one of Basho’s best-known haiku: 

Old pond, 
leap-splash— 
a frog. 

Whether or not they undertook discipline, haiku writers thought 

themselves living in the spirit of Zen, their truest poems expressing its 
ideals. To art lovers, the appeal of haiku is not unlike that of a sumie 

(ink-wash) scroll by Sesshu, and many haiku poets, like Buson, were 
also outstanding painters. 

Zenists have always associated the two arts: “When a feeling 
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reaches its highest pitch,” says Dr. Suzuki, Zen’s most distinguished 

historian, ‘‘we remain silent, even seventeen syllables may be too 

many. Japanese artists . . . influenced by the way of Zen tend to use 

the fewest words or strokes of brush to express their feelings. When 

they are too fully expressed, no room for suggestion is possible, and 

suggestibility is the secret of the Japanese arts.” Like a painting or 

rock garden, haiku is an object of meditation, drawing back the cur¬ 

tain on essential truth. It shares with other arts qualities belonging to 

the Zen aesthetic—simplicity, naturalness, directness, profundity— 

and each poem has its dominant mood: sahi (isolation), wabi (pov¬ 

erty), aware (impermanence), or yugen (mystery). 

If it is true that the art of poetry consists in saying important 

things with the fewest possible words, then haiku has a just place in 

world literature. The limitation of syllables assures terseness and con¬ 

cision, and the range of association in the finest examples is at times 

astonishing. It has the added advantage of being accessible: a seasonal 

reference, direct or indirect, simplest words, chiefly names of things 

in dynamic relationships, familiar themes, make it understandable to 

most, on one level at least. The haiku lives most fully in nature, of 
great meaning to a people who never feel it to be outside themselves. 

Man is fulfilled only when unseparated from his surroundings, how¬ 

ever hostile they may appear: 

To the willow— 
all hatred, and desire 
of your heart. 

—Basho 

White lotus— 
the monk 
draws back his blade. 

—Buson 

Under cherry trees 
there are 
no strangers. 

—Issa 

In the West, perhaps as a result of fascination with the haiku (its 

association with the development of modern poetry at one extreme, 

its universal appeal in schools at the other), it arouses as much suspi¬ 
cion as admiration. It looks so easy, something anyone can do. A most 

unfortunate view, for haiku is a quintessential form, much like the 



98 Encounter With Zen 

sonnet in Elizabethan England, being precisely suited to (as it is the 

product of) Japanese sensibility, conditioned by Zen. For Basho, 

Buson, Issa, haiku permitted the widest possible field of discovery and 

experimentation. 

The Zen experience is centripetal, the artist’s contemplation of 

subject sometimes referred to as “mind-pointing.” The disciple, in an 

early stage of discipline, is asked to point the mind at (meditate upon) 

an object, say, a bowl of water. At first he is quite naturally inclined to 

metaphorize, expand, rise imaginatively from water to lake, sea, 

clouds, rain. Natural perhaps, but just the kind of “mentalization” 

Zen masters caution against. The disciple is instructed to continue 

until it is possible to remain strictly with the object, penetrating more 

deeply, no longer looking at it but, as the Sixth Patriarch Hui-neng 

maintained essential, as it. Only then will he attain the state of muga, 

so close an identification with object that the unstable mentalizing 

self disappears. The profoundest haiku give a very strong sense of the 
process: 

Dew of the bramble, 
thorns 
sharp white. 

—Buson 

Arid fields, 
the only life— 
necks of cranes. 

—Shiko 

To give an idea of the way haiku work, without making an 

odious cultural comparison, here is Ezra Pound’s “In a Station of the 

Metro,” perhaps the most admired (and for good reason) haiku-like 
poem in English: 

The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 

A simile, the poem startles as haiku often do, but much of what is said 

would, to a haiku poet, be implied. Incorporating the title {haiku are 
never titled), he might make the poem read: 

Faces in the metro— 
petals 
on a wet black bough. 
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If asked why, he might answer: the first few words, “The apparition 

of these,” though sonorous enough, add nothing. Nor does the refer¬ 

ence to “crowd,” metro “stations” usually being crowded—besides, 

the “petals" of the simile would make that clear. His revision, he 

might claim, transforms the piece into an acceptable haiku, one 
rather like, perhaps less effective than, Onitsura’s: 

Autumn wind— 
across the fields, 
faces. 

Without using simile, Onitsura stuns with an immediacy of vision— 

those faces whipped by a cold wind. 

For centuries haiku has been extremely popular, and there are 

established schools with widely differing views. Typical is theTenro, 

truly traditional, working with the 5-7-5 syllabic pattern, clear sea¬ 

sonal reference, and possessing a creed—Shaseij on-the-spot compo¬ 

sition with the subject “traced to its origin.” There are around two 

thousand members all over Japan, and it is usual for groups to meet 

at a designated spot, often a Zen temple, and write as many as one 

hundred haiku in a night, perhaps only one of which, after months of 

selection and revision, will be adequate. It will then be sent to one of 

the school’s masters and considered for the annual anthology, repre¬ 

senting poems of some thirty members. 

Untypical by comparison is the Soun (free-verse) school, which 

feels no obligation to stick to the seventeen-syllable pattern. Short 

and compact, however, its poems are written in the “spirit of Basho.” 

Their creed is more general—Significance—and is very close to Zen, 

many of the members involved in discipline. They follow an ancient 

dictum, Zenshi ichimi (Poetry and Zen are one), and Kado, the Way of 

poetry. As they strive for the revelatory, fewer poems are written than 

in the Tenro. Both schools, while opposed in principle, relate haiku 

to Zen, as do all other schools. Yet very few contemporary haiku could 

have pleased Basho, for, however lofty the ideals, they are generally 

derivative. 
Kado, the Way of poetry to self-discovery, is similar in aim to 

other do (Ways) of Zen: Gadd (painting), Shodd (calligraphy), Jindo 

(philosophy), Judd (force). Haiku teachers and Zen masters expect no 

miracles of disciples, yet maintain that with serious practice of an art, 

given aspirations, men perfect themselves: farmers, professors make 

their haiku, most egalitarian of arts. To those who find art a mystery 
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engaged in by the chosen, the sight of a haiku-school group circling 

an autumn bush, lined notebooks, pens in hand, can be sharply 

touching. Only a cynic would think otherwise. 
The few, of course, achieve true distinction in the skill, and are 

known to all who care for poetry. Usually they echo early masters, but 

some find that language cramping and consciously introduce the 

modern—factories, tractors, automobiles. They will admit, without 

derogating, to taking little pleasure from old haiku. They are, how¬ 

ever, generous readers of each other’s work and that of certain con¬ 

temporary poets. One in whom many are interested, despite his not 

being a writer of haiku, is Shinkichi Takahashi, regarded throughout 

Japan as the greatest living Zen poet. 

IV Overlooking the sea in a fishing village on Shikoku Is¬ 

land, a poem is carved on a stone: 

Absence 

Just say, ‘He’s out’— 
back in 
five billion years! 

It is Shinkichi Takahashi’s voice we hear. He was born in 1901, and 

the commemorative stone, placed by his townsmen, is one of many 

honors accorded him in recent years: another is the Ministry of Edu¬ 

cation’s prestigious Prize for Art, awarded for Collected Poems (1973). 

In Japan poets are often honoured in this way, but rarely one as 

anarchical as Takahashi. He began as a dadaist, publishing a novel, 

Dada, in 1924, and defied convention thereafter. Locked up in his 

early life a few times for “impulsive actions,’’ when his newly printed 

Dadaist Shinkichi’s Poetry was handed to him through the bars of a 
police cell, he tore it into shreds. 

In 1928 Takahashi began serious Zen study under the master 

Shizan Ashikaga at the Shogenji Rinzai Temple, known for severity 

of discipline. He trained for seventeen long years, doing zazen (formal 

sitting in meditation) and studying koans—on which he wrote 

numerous poems. He attained enlightenment (satori) the first time on 

reaching the age of forty. In 1953, when fifty-two, he was given inka 

(his awakening testified to) by Shizan, one of six or seven disciples so 

honored. In addition to some fiction and much poetry, he has written 
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books on Zen highly regarded by Zenists, among them Stray Notes on 

Zen Study (1958), Mumonkan (1958), Rinzairoku( 1959), and A Life of 

Master Dogen (1963). 

Takahashi has interested fellow-poets and critics, East and West. 

A Japanese poet writes: 

Takahashi’s poetry is piquancy itself, just as Zen, the quin¬ 

tessence of Buddhism, bawls out by means of its concise vocabu¬ 

lary a sort of piquant ontology. . . . Where does this enlivened 

feature come from? It comes from his strange disposition which 

enables him to sense the homogeneity of all things, including 

human beings. It is further due to his own method of versifica¬ 

tion: he clashes his idea of timelessness against the temporality of 

all phenomena to cause a fissure, through which he lets us see 

personally and convincingly the reality of limitless space. 

The American poet Jim Harrison comments in the American Poetry 

Review on his “omniscience about the realities that seems to typify 

genius of the first order,” and goes on: 

Nothing is denied entrance into these poems. . . . All things are 

in their minutely suggestive proportions, and given an energy we 

aren’t familiar with. . . . Part of the power must come from the 

fact that the poet has ten thousand centers as a Zenist, thus is 

virtually centerless. 

Philosophical insight is uncommon enough, but its authentic 

expression in poetry is extremely rare, whether found in T. S. Eliot’s 

“Four Quartets” or in Shinkichi Takahashi’s “Shell”: 

Nothing, nothing at all 
is born, 

dies, the shell says again 
and again 

from the depth of hollowness. 
Its body 

swept off by tide—so what? 
It sleeps 

in sand, drying in sunlight, 
bathing 

in moonlight. Nothing to do 
with sea 

or anything else. Over 
and over 

it vanishes with the wave. 
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On one level a “survivor” poem, inspiring in its moral grandeur, on 

another, surely important to the poet, expressing dramatically Zen’s 

unfathomable emptiness. Here is the Chinese master Tao-hsin, Zen’s 

Fourth Patriarch, in a sermon on “Abandoning the Body”: 

The method of abandoning the body consists first in meditating 

on Emptiness .... Let the mind together with its world be 

quietened down to a perfect state of tranquillity; let thought be 

cast in the mystery of quietude, so that the mind is kept from 

wandering from one thing to another. When the mind is tran¬ 

quillized in its deepest abode, its entanglements are cut asunder 

. . . the mind in its absolute purity is the void itself. How almost 

unconcerned it appears .... Emptiness, non-striving, desire- 

lessness, formlessness—this is true emancipation. 

According to the great Taoist philosopher Chuang-tzu, his ad¬ 

mirer, Tao-hsin said, “Heaven and earth are one finger.” In the poem 

“Hand,” Takahashi writes, “Snap my fingers—/ time’s no more.” 

He concludes, “My hand’s the universe, / it can do anything.” While 

such a poem may show indebtedness to masters like Tao-hsin, in a 

piece like the following, deceptively light, the poet’s grasp is equally 

apparent: 

Afternoon 

My hair’s falling fast— 
this afternoon 
I’m off to Asia Minor. 

Always in Takahashi there is evidence of profound Zen, in itself dis¬ 

tinguishing. His appeal, though, is by no means limited to Zenists, 

for his imagination has dizzying power: cosmic, surging through 

space and time (“Atom of thought, ten billion years— / one breath, 

past, present, future”), it pulls one beyond reality. At times, among 

his sparrows, he resembles the T’ang master Niao-k’e (Bird’s Nest), so 
called because he meditated high in a tree, wise among the creatures. 

Yet Takahashi is never out of this world, which for Zenists is a 

network of particulars, each reflecting the universal and taking 

reality from its relationship to all others: it has otherwise no exist¬ 

ence. This doctrine of Interpenetration, as known in Zen and all other 

schools of Mahayana Buddhism, cannot be understood without being 

felt: to those incapable of feeling, such ideals have been thought mere 

“mysticism.” Poets and philosophers have attempted for centuries to 
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explain interdependence. Here is the late second-century Indian 

philosopher Pingalaka: 

If the cloth had its own fixed, unchangeable self-essence, it could 

not be made from the thread . . . the cloth comes from the 

thread and the thread from the flax ... It is just like the . . . 

burning and the burned. They are brought together under cer¬ 

tain conditions, and thus there takes place a phenomenon called 

burning . . . each has no reality of its own. For when one is 

absent the other is put out of existence. It is so with all things in 

this world, they are all empty, without self, without absolute 

existence. They are like the will-o’-the-wisp. 

For one who believes in the interpenetration of all living things, the 

world is a body, and if he is a poet like Takahashi, troubled by what 

the unenlightened inflict upon one another, he will write: 

Why this confusion, 
how restore the ravaged 
body of the world? 

And against this confusion he will invoke the saving force of Bud¬ 

dhism, the layman Vimalakird who “at a word draws galaxies to the 

foot of his bed,’’ and Buddha himself, in a poem like “Spinning 

Dharma Wheel,” which ends: 

Three thousand years since Buddha 
found the morning star—now 
sun itself is blinded by his light. 

The poet once wrote, “We must model ourselves on Bodhid- 

harma, who kept sitting till his buttocks grew rotten. We must have 

done with all words and letters, and attain truth itself.” This echo of 

Lao Tsu in the Taoist classic Tao Teh Ching (“He who knows does 

not speak”) is, as truth, relative: to communicate his wisdom, Lao 

Tsu had to speak, and Takahashi’s voice is inexhaustible. No one 

would question his seriousness, the near doctrinal tone of some of his 

work, yet his best poems pulse with zenki (Zen dynamism), flowing 

spontaneously from the formless self and partaking of the world’s 

fullness: 

Camel 

The camel's humps 
shifted with clouds. 
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Such solitude beheads! 
My arms stretch 

beyond mountain peaks, 
flame in the desert. 

V Such are the three major phases of Zen poetry, spanning 

nearly fifteen hundred years from the earliest examples to 

the present, and displaying distinctive characteristics: the 

Chinese master Reito would very likely have appreciated 

Shinkichi Takahashi, much as Takahashi values Reito. This con¬ 

sistency, while very special, is by no means inexplicable. The philo¬ 

sophy underlying the poetry is today, in every respect, precisely what 

it was in T’ang China: it worked then, it works now, in the face of all 

that would seem bent on undermining it. In Japan, where industry is 

king, the need for Zen intensifies, and particular care is taken to pre¬ 

serve its temples and art treasures, numbered among the nation’s 

glories. 

Perhaps today Zen’s spirit shines most purely in its poetry, some 

of which is familiar to all, wherever they happen to live and however 
limited their knowledge of the philosophy. Yet consciously or not, 

those who care for Fuyo-Dokai, Issa, Shinkichi Takahashi, know 

Zen—as much as those who revere Mu-ch’i and Sesshu. For to respond 

strongly to poetry and painting is to understand the source of their 

inspiration, just as to relate fully to others is to understand Zen’s in¬ 

terpenetration—more completely than do those who, though famil¬ 

iar with its terminology, are incapable of attaining its spiritual 

riches. Walt Whitman, a poet much admired by Zenists, wrote in 
“Song for Occupations”: 

We consider bibles and religions divine—I do not say they are 
not divine, 

I say they have all grown out of you, and may grow out of you 
still, 

It is not they who give the life, it is you who give the life, 
Leaves are not more shed from the trees, or trees from the earth, 

than they are shed out of you. 

Zen always travelled well in time and space, through denying 
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them. Its poetry will continue to move some to heroic efforts towards 

light, constantly delight others—which is as it should be. “Zen is 

offering something,’’ the master Taigan Takayama said, “and offer¬ 

ing it directly. People just can’t seem to grasp it.” Zen not only offers 

itself directly, but everywhere, and nowhere more authentically than 

in poems written in its name and honor, as the Chinese layman So,- 

toba realized a thousand years ago when he wrote in his enlight¬ 

enment: 

The mountain—Buddha’s body. 
The torrent—his preaching. 
Last night, eighty-four thousand poems. 
How, how make them understand? 





Part II 

ENCOUNTERS 





Rinzai Zen Master 
S a tori 

Yamaguchi, the “Kyoto of the West,” is one of the best preserved 

castle towns of Japan and is well known for its superb Zen tem¬ 

ples, among them Toshun, one of the most beautiful in spite of 

its age (or because of it), which the billowy green of the young 

bamboo trees planted on the slope of the mountain against 

which it was built tends to belie. As has so often been the case in 

this crowded land, the mountain has served to protect the temple 

from the encroachment of those seeking breathing space on the 

outskirts of town. In this respect it most clearly resembles Kyoto: 

to its ring of mountains might be attributed the fine state of its 

shrines and temples, if not their very survival. 

If the reader has seen Kurosawa’s Rashomon, he will remem¬ 

ber the opening scene: the rain, the old gate, the wasted grandeur 

of the temple. Well, it was raining when Takashi Ikemoto and I 

bicycled up from the national university where we were teaching, 

and I was strongly reminded of that scene. We parked our bi¬ 

cycles and entered the temple. A few minutes later we were met by 

Taigan Takayama, master of the Toshun, and led to his recep¬ 

tion hall, which overlooks a lovely garden. Takayama is young 

(thirty-four), intellectual (a graduate in Chinese Philosophy of 

Kyoto University) and, Ikemoto has informed me, he journeys to 

Kyoto a few times a year to undergo more discipline. 

Though we had about a week to mentally prepare for the ex- 
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change, we did not think it in the spirit of Zen to prepare a list 

of questions. Perhaps this would turn out to be a mistake. It was 

agreed that we take turns asking questions and that Ikemoto 

would record what was said and translate the difficult parts. 

Before we begin, a few words from Takayama: “I know very 

well that Zen is above explanation, and that the Westerner may 

find expository remarks in a Zen interview inadequate. Nonethe¬ 

less, an exchange between a Westerner and a Japanese master 

might very well serve as a stimulant toward the reader’s further 

efforts for a better appreciation of Zen. Indeed, the remark that 

Zen is above explanation applies only to those destined to remain 

ignorant of it. As for those, on the other hand, possessed of in¬ 

sight keen enough, they will be able to intuit a Zen meaning in a 

master’s words, spoken or written. It is my hope that the reader 

will read the following exchange in the proper way and, thus, see 

into the spirit of Zen.” 

STRYK: Takayama-san, as a Zen priest, you have been 

trained in the ways of proper meditation. Now, if I were to undertake 

Zen discipline it would be with the view of achieving something like 

inner peace. Is it that which the priest seeks when meditating, or does 

his meditation lead him to other, more “religious” things? And if the 

latter is true in the case of the priest, what is it the serious lay Zen Bud¬ 

dhist seeks when he attempts to gain a satori awakening? 

TAKAYAMA: In a sense Zen is a religion of peace of 

mind; therefore Zen and “inner peace” seem to be connected. But all 

depends on what is meant by this “inner peace,” inasmuch as, com¬ 

plications being incidental to life, we must invariably confront them. 

The way of coping with them determines the nature of the “inner 
peace” experienced. 

STRYK: You surprise me. Rightly or wrongly, I have 

always considered inner peace to be a rather absolute thing. If I under¬ 

stand correctly, you feel that the peace achieved through zazen and 

through satori itself is dependent on the circumstances of one’s life at 

the time of meditation, on the things, perhaps, which made one turn 

to meditation in the first place. Is that right? 
TAKAYAMA: Yes. 

STRYK: But if a person seeks shelter in a storm, it 

doesn’t much matter, does it, whether it is a rain or snow storm, so 

long as he finds on entering the shelter the protection he sought? 
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T AKA Y AM A: This type of inner peace is different from 

that offered by Zen. A Zen-man, you see, must be able to keep his 

mental serenity in the midst of life’s greatest difficulties. Here is a 

well-known Zen poem by Manura, the Twenty-second Patriarch of 
India: 

The mind moveth with the ten thousand things: 
Even when moving, it is serene. 
Perceive its essence as it moveth on, 
And neither joy nor sorrow there is. 

(translated by D. T. Suzuki) 

This “being serene” is the inner peace of Zen. As to your second ques¬ 

tion, of course both priest and layman seek the self-same serenity. 

IKEMOTO: When recently questioned about the secret 
of manipulating his puppets, a prominent American artist replied: 

“The most important thing is to love the puppets. When I manipu¬ 

late Judy, my fingers become Judy. When I move the monkey, they 

become the monkey. I forget myself and become the thing I handle. 

That’s the secret.” Now, it seems to me that his words resemble those 

of a Zen master. Am I right in thinking that the puppeteer has realized 

a Zen state, at least as far as his art is concerned? 

TAKAYAMA: Perfectly right. 

STRYK: I dislike leaving that puppeteer, but there is 

something that interests me very much. Ikemoto-san has pointed out 

to me that, unlike Christian mystics who seek vision, the Zen-man 

seeks release from vision. It is sometimes described, is it not, as a 

vision of emptiness? Now, is this image of nothingness complete and 

instantaneous or, to use the metaphor of the room, does one cushion 

at a time, say, then the walls themselves, have to be removed? 

TAKAYAMA: I’ m very much afraid that Zen has no¬ 

thing to do with your vision of nothingness. How can one have such a 

vision? 

STRYK: Well, we’ve all tried to vision the reaches of 

space, haven’t we? Surely the open eye sees, even emptiness. 

TAKAYAMA: Nevertheless Zen, which disowns all that 

has form, rejects any and all kinds of vision. According to it, a moun¬ 

tain is not high, nor is a pillar vertical. Emptiness in Zen is that in 
which being and non-being originate. It is realized, if you continue to 

insist on the term, when the dualism of being and non-being is done 

away with. The emptiness is not there as something to be seen or not 
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seen, it is what you have become. And its realization is instantaneous, 

meaning timeless, without beginning or end. It is perhaps to be con¬ 

ceded that one can experience emptiness at a given moment, but the 

experience itself transcends time. 
IKEMOTO: While we’re on the subject of that experi¬ 

ence, Dr. Daisetsu Suzuki, who as you know is a follower of the Rinzai 

sect, has always been of the opinion that there is no Zen without 

satori. It appears that Western readers of Dr. Suzuki have been in¬ 

trigued above all by his dramatic descriptions of satori awakening. 

Yet the Soto sect, which has many more adherents, insists on the pri¬ 
macy of sitting in meditation without seeking satori. With West¬ 
erners in mind, what is your opinion of the Soto standpoint? 

TAKA YAM A: Simply, though perhaps inadequately 

put, it seems that Rinzai Zen is more accessible to Westerners. 

STRYK: To continue our discussion of satori, exactly 

what does one feel as distinct from what one sees, or no longer sees, 

at the moment of the awakening, and how long does the feeling 

last? 
TAKAYAMA: The feeling will differ with individuals, 

of course, but perhaps I can say this much. Until the coming of satori, 

one’s being is filled with doubt. At the moment of awakening, the 

Zen-man is beside himself with joy to know that he has discovered 

THAT properly. This ecstacy will not last very long, maybe only a 

few hours, but after satori he cannot move outside its world whether 

awake or asleep. As you well know, Zen masters are in the habit of ex¬ 

pressing in their verse their state of mind while in satori. The follow¬ 

ing poem by Yomoyo-Enju, a Chinese master, is among the best 

known. It may be helpful to know that he had his awakening at the 

instant of hearing a pile of firewood topple. 

Toppling over is none other than THAT: 
Nowhere is found an atom of dust. 
Mountains, rivers, plain— 
All reveal the Buddha-body. 

Satori will make it possible for you to live constantly in a state of joy. 

But remember that one needs further discipline to rid oneself of this 

joy, for there must not be even the shadow of attachment, any kind of 

attachment, in Zen. In this way you can attain a genuine awakening. 

IKEMOTO (after tea and a few minutes of small talk): In 

principle, Zen masters should be able to read and utilize any kind of 
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writing. Again with Westerners in mind, do you think that even the 

Bible could be read and commented on from the Zen point of view? 

TAKAYAMA: Why not? If, that is, a talented master sets 
about it. 

STRYK: Since Ikemoto-san brought up Westerners a- 

gain, in a recent article read by each of us the writer states that unlike 

Westerners, Japanese are Zen-minded, and for that reason Zen, as it is 

practiced here, is really inaccessible to someone like myself. Do you 

agree? To pursue this in a different way, were you more Zen-minded 

than your friends at the university? Would many of them have been 

able to undergo Zen training? And here I am perhaps repeating my¬ 

self: would a serious Westerner have a fair chance of understanding 

Zen, finding the true path? And if so, why do some Westerners known 

for their interest in Zen speak of the effectiveness of certain drugs in 

the attainment of satori? Is drug-taking compatible with Zen prac¬ 

tice in Japan? 

TAKAYAMA: I’ll take these questions up one by one. It 

is true, perhaps, that Zen may be somewhat inaccessible to West¬ 

erners. This is only natural. Of course, in itself, Zen has no such 

limitations: there’s no East nor West in it. But in its most important 

manifestations, it has been characterized by geographical and his¬ 

torical features peculiar to China and Japan. Indeed, it may very well 

be these special features which most strongly appeal to the West. And 

maybe for that very reason, I should add, they stand more or less in the 

way of a Westerner’s attainment of real insight, let alone Zen awaken¬ 

ing. Speaking of myself, I was not more Zen-minded than my fellow 

students in Kyoto, and I firmly believe that anyone should be able to 

profit by Zen discipline, though it is undeniable that some people, 

by reason of character and temperament, are more suited to the dis¬ 

cipline than others. If a Westerner can find a master willing to train 

him, he should be able to find the true path you speak of as quickly as 

a Japanese, always assuming of course that he understands the lan¬ 

guage. As you are no doubt aware, history offers many such instances. 

When Zen thrived in China, a number of Japanese went there to study 

and some of them attained true satori. It should be unnecessary to 

add that they already had, before leaving these shores, a proper know¬ 

ledge of Chinese culture in particular and Buddhism in general to 

make the experience profitable. Finally and most emphatically, 

drug-taking is not compatible with Zen. 
IKEMOTO: Both of us are teachers of literature and are 
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interested in Zen poetry. As you probably know, the contemporary 
poet Shinkichi Takahashi has undergone regular discipline and, it 

seems, is known as a Zen poet among his fellow writers. What do you 

think of the following poem, one of his most recent? 

The Peach 

A little girl under a peach tree, 
Whose blossoms fall into the entrails 
Of the earth. 

There you stand, but a mountain may be there 
Instead; it is not unlikely that the earth 
May be yourself. 

You step against a plate of iron and half 
Your face is turned to iron. I will smash 
Flesh and bone 

And such the cracked peach. She went up the mountain 
To hide her breasts in the snowy ravine. 
Women’s legs 

Are more or less alike. The leaves of the peach tree 
Stretch across the sea to the end of 
The continent. 

The sea was at the little girl’s beck and call. 
I will cross the sea like a hairy 
Caterpillar 

And catch the odor of your body. 

TAKAYAMA: Most interesting, from both the Zen and 

the literary points of view. Let’s begin with the former: an Avatam- 

saka doctrine holds that the universe can be observed from the four 

angles of (1) phenomena, (2) noumenon, (3) the identity of noume- 

non and phenomena, and (4) the mutual identity of phenomena. 

Now, whether he was aware of it or not, the poet depicted the world 

in which noumenon and phenomena are identical. Considering the 

poem with Zen in mind, the lesson to be drawn, I suppose, is that one 

should not loiter on the way but proceed straight to one’s destination 

— the viewpoint of the mutual identity of phenomena. But from a 

literary point of view, the significance, and the charm of the poem lies 

in its metaphorical presentation of a world in which noumenon and 
phenomena are identified with each other. 

STRYK: A very profound reading. I must confess that I 
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didn’t see half as much in the poem, though I like it very much for the 

freedom of imagination and the harshness of tone. To continue with 

the arts, do you think Zen could be “used” by artists, as might have 

been the case with the master-painter Sesshu, to achieve, well, the 

proper state of mind for serious production? 

TAKAYAMA: Zen is not something to be “used.” Its art 

is nothing more than an expression of Zen spirit. 

STRYK: I see. Well then, how would you describe that 

spirit, as it relates, that is, to the artist and his work? And though here 

I may be asking too much, would you say that artists—painters, 

writers, composers—might gain by periods of discipline? And if so, 

what have they to gain that drink or, to be more consistent, prayer and 

the seeking of vision might not be able to afford with far less diffi¬ 

culty? Finally have you yourself felt, however vaguely, creative while 

meditating? I ask because I have always thought of creative activity as 

being an assertion of self and can’t imagine its taking place in a state 

of “non-being.” 

TAKAYAMA: In a sense, I have already described the 

Zen spirit or state of mind. Doubtless there are artists who try to 

achieve through Zen the proper spirit for serious production. Well, 

I’ll try to relate the Zen mind to the artist and his work, though I 

should mention at once that I, myself, am not an artist and, to answer 

one of your questions, have not felt even vaguely creative while medi¬ 

tating. Let’s put it this way: it is a state of mind in which one is identi¬ 

fied with an object without any sense of restraint. In this connection 

one could mention the wakefulness of Zuigan, the Chinese master, 

who had the following dialogue with himself every day: 

Master! 
Yes, sir! 
Be wide awake! 
Yes, sir! 
And from now on don’t let anyone deceive you! 
Yes, sir! Yes, sir! 

When an artist, in this state of mind, depicts an object in words, he 

has a fine poem; when in lines, a true picture. Fundamentally, how¬ 

ever, Zen offers nothing to gain, but there is something in this non¬ 

gaining which quite naturally becomes part of the Zen-man’s whole 

being. As Rinzai, the founder of our sect, put it, you gain worthiness 

without seeking it. No, after all, I suppose it is possible to say that 
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artists would gain by Zen. As to what it offers the artist who seeks in¬ 

spiration from it that drink, say, cannot hope to give him, well, try it 

and see. 
STRYK: You tempt me, but I’m sure to find the disci¬ 

pline too strict. By the way, have you yourself ever found it to be too 

strict? I ask this from a rather special point of view, from that of one 

who might find it too difficult, even impossible, to accept disciple- 

ship in an order so authoritarian, but who is very willing to concede 

that the authority must be imposed for the good of the initiate. 

TAKAYAMA: No, I have never felt the discipline to be 

too strict. Indeed it is a very tough mental job at times, especially dur¬ 

ing a period of sesshin when for seven days, all day long, one is trained 

in devotional matters. But I am simply grateful for all this. 

STRYK: Our time is almost up and Ikemoto-san, out of 

his usual courtesy, insists that I ask the final questions. You have 

heard of the great interest in Zen in my country. I understand that 

while in Kyoto you were sometimes approached by Americans seek¬ 

ing explanations. From your reading and observation, do you think it 

likely that those Americans who think of themselves asZen-men, and 

there are a fair number, know what true Zen is? Is not the taking of 

drugs, upon which you have commented, a simple confession of de¬ 

feat? And what about those who think that satori, or something like 
it, can be gained through drink or strenuous love-making? Last of all, 

does Zen have anything to offer the serious Westerner who, though he 

may not wish to undergo discipline, feels himself in search of a truer 
way? 

TAKAYAMA: Well, I would have to meet those Ameri¬ 
cans you speak of before passing judgment. But, yes, drug-taking as 

it relates to the seeking of an awakening, could very well be described 

as a confession of defeat. By the same token, those given to excessive 

drinking and woman-chasing and who still hope for Zen are no doubt 

deluding themselves. Certainly they have never heard the old Zen 

saying: “A man of consummate activity knows no rules to follow.” 

Zen offers Something to everyone, Westerner or Oriental, but just 

what it offers is beyond conceptual understanding. Indeed, Zen is 

always offering that Something and offering it directly. People just 
can’t seem to grasp it. 



Rinzai Zen Master 

The Joei Temple in Yamaguchi City is known throughout 

Japan for the rock garden laid behind it by Sesshu (1420-1506), 

Zen master and one of the greatest painters in the Chinese style. 

The garden has been lovingly preserved by generations of Zen 

priests who doubtless were chosen to serve at Joei for their per¬ 

sonal qualities. Yasuda-Tenzan-Roshi, the present master of 

Joei, possesses such qualities. He is very well known, even re¬ 

vered, in Yamaguchi as an expert in the art of tea and one who is 

familiar wdth the other arts historically associated with Zen. 

From all over Japan people converge on Joei Temple, usually 

on Sundays and often in large tour groups. But on weekdays it is 

possible to feel isolated there and, apart from the pleasant sound 

of ducks paddling in the garden pond and, alas, the occasional 

blare of a loudspeaker giving a description of the garden when 

such is requested, there is silence. 

The garden lies at the foot of one of the many fair-sized moun¬ 

tains circling the city, and the impression made on the visitor is 

that of a perfect unity of art and nature, a Zen ideal. One is at a 

loss to define where the garden ends and the mountain slope be¬ 

gins, so well did Sesshu’s genius achieve this desired unity. The 

mountain is thick with pine and bamboo, through which a path 

winds from the garden, and at times the whole appears to be one 

gigantic various tree. Wandering up the path alone, one may 

find oneself having some rather strange, bird-like illusions. 
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It is autumn, the most beautiful season in Yamaguchi, and 

Takashi Ikemoto and I are looking forward to the exchange on 

Zen with the roshi. The appointed day is a fine one, and though, 

as in the case of our first interview with a master, we haven’t pre¬ 

pared questions, we feel confident that the meeting will be a 

fruitful one. We bicycle out to Joei and are met at the gate by the 

roshi himself. Our greetings are very informal, and the roshi 

leads us to a room with a fine view of the garden, which I have 

grown to love, and immediately begins preparing green tea on a 

brazier. It has been decided that this time, in the interest of con¬ 

sistency, we ask our questions separately (if I know him as well as 

I think, Ikemoto-san will insist that I ask most of them). At his 

insistence I begin. 

STRYK: Roshi, it is very good of you to take the time to 

answer our questions, but please, if you find any of them too sensitive, 

say so. 
ROSHI: Open-mindedness, I like to feel, is character¬ 

istic of Zen masters, especially when you compare them with those of 

other Buddhist sects. I’ve nothing to hide, though of course I can’t 

promise to answer questions that are too personal. 

STRYK: I have heard that wabi (the spirit of poverty and 

self-denial) is rarely to be found in modern tea ceremonies, and that 

most people attend them to show off their finery. As a well-known 

master you are in a position to know; is this true? We know that 

everything in modern society would tend to make a mockery of seek¬ 
ing wabi. Is the tea ceremony, as it was originally performed by 

masters like Rikyu (1521-1591), doomed because of this? 

ROSHI: I agree with what you say about wabi. You find 

all too little of it in tea ceremonies these days, something I’m always 

complaining about to those who attend the monthly ceremonies here. 

But you must bear in mind that though wabi is a state of scarcity, 

it doesn’t mean lacking in things. Rather, they should be cast aside, or 

at least not used, nor even seen, during the ceremony; the ideal is to 

minimize life’s essentials. Suppose you live in a mansion. You should 

have tea in a room of four-and-a-half mats or less. After all, the spirit 

of tea is the spirit of Zen itself and can be described with the words, 

simplicity, conciseness, intuition. I’m afraid that ceremonies today 

are like those in the feudal castles before Rikyu’s time. People prize, as 
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they did then, expensive utensils and what not. It was from the time of 

the master Enshu (1579-1647) that the cult began to introduce 

artistic elements. Needless to say, in the old days women did not take 

part in the ceremonies. Nowadays the ceremony is not serious enough 

for my taste. It’s like a social gathering, a recreation for well-to-do 

women. Yes, I feel with you that tea as conceived by masters like 

Rikyu may be doomed, though, I hasten to add, there will always be a 
core of traditionalists. 

STRYK: While we’re on the subject of tea and Rikyu, in 

reading accounts of his last ceremony with his intimates, at the end of 

which he was on Lord Hideyoshi’s order to commit suicide, I have 

been disturbed by a few of the things that are supposed to have hap¬ 

pened. You’ll recall that after breaking the cup with the words, 

“Never again shall this cup, polluted by the lips of misfortune, be 

used by man,” and then dismissing his friends, save for the most in¬ 

timate of them all, he killed himself “with a smile on his face.” Now, 

it seems to me that the breaking of the cup and his expression of self- 

sorrow, however justified in the human sense, were neither in keep¬ 

ing with the spirit of tea nor the famous stoicism of Zen. When we 

compare Rikyu with Socrates, who died by poisoning himself in 

almost exactly the same circumstances, Zen does not come out as well 

as Greek stoicism. Have you yourself ever been disturbed by what I 

have sensed to be an inconsistency in Rikyu’s final act? 

ROSHI: I’ m not certain that the breaking of the cup is 

a historical fact, but if it is a comment must be made. First of all, you 

must understand that Rikyu, though a great tea master, was very far 

from attaining perfect Zen, which is clearly revealed in his death 

poem, a most unsatisfactory one from the Zen standpoint. Take, for 

example, the line, “I kill both Buddhas and Patriarchs.” I’m afraid 

that contains very little Zen, and it shows that he failed to reach the 

state of an “old gimlet,” or mature Zen-man, one whose “point” has 

been blunted by long use. The Zen title “Rikyu” had been given him 

by his teacher Kokei, in the hope that it might help him soften his 

temper, but all that was in vain. Kokei once praised Rikyu in a poem, 

speaking of him as “an old layman immersed in Zen for thirty years,” 

yet one can surmise, Rikyu was unable to discipline himself through 

use of the koan. Incidentally, as you probably know, it was Sotan, 

Rikyu’s grandson, who created the wabi tea cult. Sotan had taken a 

regular course of Zen study. From what I’ve said, I hope you see that 

Rikyu was not a true Zen-man and for that reason cannot be com- 
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pared, at least as a representative of Zen, with a great sage like Soc¬ 

rates. 
STRYK: That’s most interesting. Now, if you’ll permit 

me to change the subject and ask one of those sensitive questions I 

threatened you with, I’d like to begin by saying that I’m troubled by 

two seemingly minor things in contemporary Japanese culture, as it 

relates to temples, gardens, and monuments. And, if you don’t mind 

my saying so, both are to be encountered right here at the Joei. 

ROSHI: Don’t hesitate to ask your questions. 

STRYK: Thank you. Well, the first concerns the use of 

that loudspeaker out there. I realize that it is used, to inform visitors of 

the very interesting history of your temple and Sesshu’s garden, and 

that loudspeakers are used in exactly the same way at all the famous 

places in Japan, yet because of the blaring it’s not really possible to 

feel the calm which, among other things, one comes to find. As loud¬ 

speakers serve merely an educational end, could not printed informa¬ 

tion suffice? The other, more important thing I have in mind is the 

apparent need to supply obvious “comparisons” for visitors. In Aki- 

yoshi Cave we are informed that certain formations resemble mush¬ 

rooms, others rice paddies, etc. Here at your temple some of the gar¬ 

den rocks out there are supposed to look like mountains in China, 

and of course both Akiyoshi Cave and Sesshu’s garden have their 

Mount Fujis. Even the world-famous Ryoanji rock garden in Kyoto 

is spoken of in this way. It all amounts to an aesthetic sin. I’m in¬ 

clined to feel, and I use a word as strong as that because such naive 

analogizing runs strongly counter to the genius of Japanese art, 

which, most would agree, consists of great subtlety and suggestive¬ 

ness, as in Basho’s poetry. Finally, isn’t it true that Zen, being very 

direct in all matters, would insist that a rock is a rock? I have it on 

good authority that masters like Sesshu did not themselves make these 

curious comparisons. Why not leave it to the visitor to imagine for 
himself, if he is so inclined, what such things look like? 

ROSHI: Fundamentally, no information about the gar¬ 
den is necessary, I suppose; but really, you know, in order to appre¬ 

ciate his garden fully, you must have almost as much insight as 

Sesshu himself. I his, needless to say, very few possess. Ideally, one 

should sit in Zen for a long period before looking at the garden; then 

one might be able to look at it, as the old saying goes, “with the 

navel.” But to answer your questions, one at a time. As things stand, 

I’m obliged to resort to such devices as the loudspeaker, especially 
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when a large, hurried group of tourists comes, because, frankly, most 

of them would scarcely bother to read printed information. The 

“blaring’’ you hear out there, unpleasant as it may be, serves an end, 

you see. After all, it’s important to me at least that as many people as 

possible are informed of the essentials of Sesshu’s gardening. Next, 

the problem of supplying “comparisons.” Sesshu, it is true, left no 

written record of this type. The description of the garden given today 

seems to have started in the Meiji era (1867-1912). Nevertheless, it’s 

most important to keep certain things clear. Sesshu was the first 

Japanese painter to adopt the technique of sketching, which in his 
hands became something like abstract painting. As the Zen meth¬ 

od of expression is symbolic, it is likely that Mount Fuji out there 

(and you’ll have to admit that the rock does look like it) represents 

Japan, while some of the other mountain-rocks represent China, and 

so on. In other words the garden is an embodiment of the universe, 

as seen by a Zen master. In short, those are symbols you see out there, 

not naive resemblances. 

STRYK: I understand, but perhaps what I have in mind 

is the tendency itself. For example, last Sunday I visited a Zen temple 

in Ube, and the priest was good enough to take me around the back 

for a look at the garden. A very beautiful one, I should add. Well, 

without even being asked, he began pointing to the rocks and shrub¬ 

bery and offering comparisons. As the garden is laid on a slope, it 

appears that the azalea bushes which fringe the foot of the slope 

(they’re not in bloom now, of course) represent clouds. Frankly, I 

wish he had simply permitted me to take a look at the garden. But 

perhaps we’ve spoken enough about the few things that have troubled 

me, and I must say that you have answered my questions about them 

with the greatest forbearance. Something I saw inside the temple at 

Ube leads me to my next question. A group of men were sitting inside 

having tea, and when I asked the priest about them, I was informed 

that they had come to consult him about the traditional Zen-sitting 

for laymen, which, I understand, usually takes place twice a year, at 

the hottest and coldest times. These men formed a very mixed group, 

it seemed to me, and I’ve heard that those who come to temples for 

zazen represent all walks of life. Is that right? What is it they seek? 

Are they troubled? Do any of them succeed in attaining satori? Do you 

preach to them in a special way? As you see it, is the zazen session as 

necessary in these days of psychoanalysis, and so forth, as it was in the 

past? What, in short, has the layman to gain by lodging in a cold Zen 
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temple, eating only rice and vegetables, and while sitting in Zen, 

being whacked if he so much as dozes? Finally, among those who 

come to your temple for the sessions, are there some who work, in one 

way or another, in the arts? 

ROSHI: Most of the people who come here are students 

who, for the most part, are merely restless. They want hara (abdomen, 

or Zen composure). Then there are the neurotics, who come accom¬ 

panied by their protectors, and older people who are troubled in one 

way or another. Many come simply for the calm, others, university 

lecturers, for example, because they are not able to find as much in 
other religions. I’m afraid that very few of them, whatever their rea¬ 

son for coming, attain satori worthy of the name. They may or may 
not be given koan, but after all one’s problem can be koan enough. I 

give a teisho (lecture on a Zen text) on such books as Mumonkan or 

Hekiganroku. Additionally, and this is a feature of the Rinzai sect, 
there is dokusan, or individual guidance. Whether the session ends in 

success or not depends on the temperaments of the participants and 

on the efforts they make. On a slightly different subject, perhaps you 

know that Professor Kasamatsu of Tokyo University has conducted 

experiments, through measuring brain waves, on Zen priests engaged 

in zazen. He’s found that even those who’ve been sitting for as long 

as twenty years do not have “tranquillized” brain waves. But I seri¬ 

ously doubt the importance of such experiments. As to whether those 

who come here for zazen are in any way connected with the arts, I sus¬ 

pect so, but really we don’t go into such things. 

STRYK: You are aware of the great interest in Zen in the 

West. Some feel that it is due to the same needs that made Existential¬ 

ism and phenomenological thinking so popular in the years follow¬ 

ing World War II. Briefly, this might have been due to a kind of 

enlightenment, a sudden need for simplicity, directness, and the for¬ 

mation of a world of real things and manageable experiences. In other 

words, the disillusionment with high-sounding phrases, idealistic 
concepts, and intellectualism generally, forced men to search out 

something radically different. In some measure Zen seems to offer an 

adequate substitute for the unrealizable promises of idealism. Is this 
your feeling too? Finally, do you think that, given the major reasons 

for the need of so great a change in the way men view living, as far as 

the West is concerned, Zen can, among other things, teach us how to 
achieve peace? 

ROSHI: It appears that the great interest in Zen in the 
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West is motivated by utilitarianism. This may be good or bad, but it’s 

important to bear in mind that Zen does not aim directly at simplicity. 

The Zen-man’s chief aim is to gain satori, to which simplicity, direct¬ 

ness, and so forth, are mere adjuncts. Indeed, it is quite impossible 

that there be an awakening without such mental tendencies. In this 

respect, I gather, Zen seems to be able to satisfy the new spiritual needs 

of the West, Really, you know, in one sense Zen is the only religion 

capable of helping the world achieve peace. Its fundamental teaching 

is that all things are Buddhas—not men alone but all things, sentient 

and non-sentient. And not merely the earth, but the other planets as 

well. Universal peace will be realized when men all over the world 

bow to the preciousness and sacredness of everything. Zen, which 

teaches them to do this, is the religion of the Space Age. 

STRYK: My final question deals with the arts and 

touches on Sesshu and your temple. What would you say are the chief 

qualities of Zen art, be it painting, poetry, drama, or gardening? To 

put the question another way, and to narrow it considerably, when 

you look at a scroll by Sesshu, when you look out at this marvelous 

garden, in what way do you feel his creations to be different from 

those works of Japanese art which, though perhaps equally impor¬ 

tant, have no connection with Zen? Last of all, what is there about 

Western art, if anything, that might leave you as a Zen master dis¬ 

satisfied? 

ROSHI (returning from a back room with an album of 

Sesshu reproductions): What expresses cosmic truth in the most 

direct and concise way—that is the heart of Zen art. Please examine 

this picture, “Fisherman and Woodcutter.’’ Of all Sesshu’s pictures, 

this is my favorite. The boat at the fisherman’s back tells us his oc¬ 

cupation, the bundle of firewood behind the woodcutter tells his. The 

fisherman is drawn with only three strokes of the brush, the wood¬ 

cutter with five. You couldn’t ask for greater concision. And these two 

men, what are they talking about? In all probability, and this the at¬ 

mosphere of the picture suggests, they are discussing something very 

important, something beneath the surface of daily life. How do I 

know? Why, every one of Sesshu’s brush strokes tells me. I’m sorry to 

say that I’m not very familiar with Western art, though occasionally 

I’ll drop in to see an exhibition. To be sure, Western art has volume 

and richness when it is good. Yet to me it is too thickly encumbered 

by what is dispensable. It’s as if the Western artist were trying to hide 

something, not reveal it. 
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STRYK: Thank you for answering my questions so 

frankly and thoughtfully. Now it’s Ikemoto-san’s turn. 

IKEMOTO: Thank you. My questions will be of a more 

personal nature. To my knowledge, Roshi, you are the only qualified 

master in this prefecture. Please tell us about your career from the 

beginning. 

ROSHI: I was born of peasant parents and went to live 

in a temple in my sixth year. In those days it was customary for one of 

the children of a religious family to enter the priesthood, and an uncle 

of mine was a Zen priest. I began to study Zen in the second year of 

junior high school, but it was only after the university that I under¬ 

went serious training. The temples I chose for this purpose were 

Tofukuji, Bairinji, Yogenji, and Engakuji, which are located in dif¬ 

ferent parts of the country. I obtained my Zen testimonial from 

Ienaga-Ichido-Roshi, chief abbot of Tofukuji. I learned from him 

how to handle koans in the way favored by the Takuju school of the 

Rinzai sect, but I also desired to know how to deal with koans accord¬ 

ing to methods used by the Inzan school of the same sect (it seems a 

pity to me that few students of Rinzai Zen nowadays desire to know 

about both schools), so I went to Engakuji in Kamakura. There, 
under the master Furukawa-Gyodo-Roshi, I succeeded in my pur¬ 

pose. His strictness impressed me. His own teacher, by the way, was 

the famous Shaku-Soen-Roshi, one of whose lay disciples is Dr. D. T. 
Suzuki of Western fame. Soen-Roshi, a scholarly master, was very 

different from Gyodo-Roshi, of course, but both were great masters. 

IKEMOTO: Could you tell us how and under what cir¬ 

cumstances you achieved satori? I ask you to do this because reading 

an account of your experience may encourage students of Zen. 

ROSHI (his face brightening): It happened on the fifth 

day of the special December training at Yogenji, while I was engaged 

in what is called night-sitting. As is sometimes done, a few of us left 

the meditation hall and, choosing a spot in the deep snow near the 

river, began our Zen-sitting, each of us engrossed in his koan. I was 

not conscious of time, nor did I feel the cold. Suddenly the temple bell 

struck the second hour, time of the first morning service, which we 

were expected to attend. I tried to get up, but my feet were so numb 
with cold that I fell to the snow. At that very instant it happened, my 

satori. It was an enrapturing experience, one I could not hope to 

describe adequately. This was my first satori; now about my second. 
But you may be wondering why more than one satori? 
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IKEMOTO: I understand that it often happens to true 
Zen-men. 

ROSHI: It was the second satori, experienced at Enga- 

kuji, that gave me complete freedom of thought and action. As I’ve 

already said, Gyodo-Roshi valued activity above all else. He gave me 

Joshu’s Mu as koan. Well, for a whole year, every view of it I offered 

was curtly rejected by the master. But this was the Inzan method of 

dealing with the koan. At any rate, one day on my way back from san- 

zen (presenting one’s view of a koan to the master) and while descend¬ 

ing the temple steps, I tripped and fell. As I fell I had my second satori, 

a consummate one. I owe a great deal to Gyodo-Roshi, for without his 

guidance I might have ended up a mere adherent of koans, a man 

without insight into his true nature, which is afforded only by an 
awakening. 

IKEMOTO: Most interesting, Roshi. By the way, this is 

the so-called instant age. I wish there were a special recipe for gaining 

satori instantly. 
ROSHI: Well, the master Ishiguro-Horyu is said to have 

devised a way of training toward that end. It’s rather easy to get Zen 

students to have special experiences, such as hearing the sound of fall¬ 

ing incense ash or feeling themselves afloat. But that’s not satori. 

Satori consists in a return to one’s ordinary self, if you know what I 

mean—the most difficult thing in the world. 

IKEMOTO: I understand. Finally, may I ask whether 

you are training successors? 
ROSHI: A Zen master is duty-bound to transmit the 

nearly untransmittable truth to at least one successor. But everything 

depends on circumstances. You see, it’s not a matter of five or six 

years. A training period of fifteen to twenty years is necessary. I am 

awaiting the appearance of earnest seekers after the truth. 



. 



Rinzai Zen Master 
Teacher 

Roshi Gempo Nakamura, master of Jishi-in, a sub-temple on the 

grounds of the important Rinzai temple Nanzenji in Kyoto, is a 

graduate in Chinese philosophy of Kyoto University. Expert in 

Chinese literature, especially early Zen poetry, he is a disciple of 

the late Shibayama Roshi, one of the great modern masters 

known in the West for his writings and lectures, particularly in 

the United States which he visited several times. Shibayama 

Roshi, who died in 1974, was once master of Jishi-in, and his 

tomb lies behind the temple. Gempo Nakamura studied with 

him many years, receiving inka (testimony to his enlighten¬ 

ment), one of few so honored by the master, another being Tai- 

gan Takayama, a co-translator of Zen Poems of China and 

Japan: The Crane’s Bill. Shibayama honored these men, calling 

them his rarest disciples. 

On this brisk October afternoon, maples on the temple 

grounds beginning to take on color from the sun, I look forward 

to my talk with Gempo Nakamura. Master of Jishi-in for thir¬ 

teen years, since Shibayama Roshi left to serve as chief abbot of 

Nanzenji, he has tended it well, judging from the garden, one of 

the most renowned in Kyoto. Rocks placed harmoniously on 

raked sand, a touch of vivid shrubbery—so beautiful, that it’s no 

wonder many come to visit. Such places resemble, in some ways, 

colleges of Oxford and Cambridge, a great temple like Nanzenji 
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having a number of small temples circling its main building. 

The sub-temples use the large refectory in common, and the Sodo 

(meditation hall), each sharing the upkeep of a united whole. 

From them abbots are chosen to lead the main temple and, as 

with Nanzenji, its subordinate temples throughout Japan. 

Rinzai, one of the three chief schools of Zen (the others being 

Soto and Obaku), has sects, the Nanzenji of Rinzai being one of 

the most important of these. One day Gempo Nakamura, as his 

master before him, may be chosen to guide the Nanzenji complex 

of temples and subordinate temples. 

Before our meeting, I wander through Jishi-in with a young 

disciple studying for the priesthood, who, in turn with fellow 

disciples, assists the master greeting visitors, and so on. He seems 

happy to be showing me the temple, which he clearly loves, his 

home for years to come, while I am awed by the openness of 

Jishi-in, whose garden can be readily viewed by all (most temples 

these days take entrance fees). The young disciple has been in¬ 

structed to take me on to Shibayama Roshi’s tomb, for which I 

am grateful. The dedication in The Crane’s Bill shows our re¬ 

spect for the late master. His tomb, a simple white stone in the 

heart of the garden, is destined to be a pilgrims’ resting place for 

Zenists throughout the world. Now I go in to meet Gempo Naka¬ 

mura, whose welcome is informal in the large reception room 

overlooking the pattern-sanded garden. Slight, not too carefully 

shaven, like all Zen masters disciplined in movement, he begins 

preparing tea—among many accomplishments, he is an expert 

in this art. So we sip the aromatic tea, speaking casually of com¬ 

mon friends. Now, he informs me, he is ready for my questions. 

STRYK: As you know, I am interested in the different 
branches of Zen. Could you give me your idea of the three major sects? 

NAKAMURA: The differences, alas, are better known 
than similarities: Rinzai’s insistence on koan interpretation, its often- 

misunderstood austerities, its indifference to scripture. Yet, like the 
others, its chief concern is Zen itself. Really a matter of temperament, 

each offering a unique something to the seeker. The young, feeling 

need for what Zen offers can, this day and age, choose, and it’s by no 

means uncommon for students to change sects, in mid-stream, so to 

speak. 1 hat is, begin with a Rinzai temple or monastery and, for 

whatever reason, on discovering its ways are not for him (or her: you 
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know we have our nuns in Zen), can approach a master of Soto or 

Obaku, asking to be taught by him. Finding the right master, you see, 

may be the most important thing of all. Dogen spoke of the danger of 

dwelling on divisions, maintaining Zen itself the one concern. 

There—here I am, a Rinzai quoting a Soto master! 

STRYK: What is your hope for those who come to train 
here? 

NAKAMURA: That as the result of discipline they are 
able to live as Zenists—nothing less, or more. 

STRYK: What does that mean to a young Japanese? 

NAKAMURA: What it has always meant to young 

Japanese, always. Zen views, after all, are highly distinct. 

STRYK: How many working with you are likely to 
achieve satori? 

NAKAMURA: As you’ve no doubt discovered, there’s 
great reluctance to talk of that. What, after all, does it mean? 

STRYK: You surprise me. What satori means is surely 
no secret. 

NAKAMURA: Very rarely, however, do we think of it in 

an absolute sense, and I believe that’s what you have in mind. Such 

awakening is the rarest thing in the world, now as in the past. 

STRYK: But the literature is alive with accounts of 

satori. Surely that’s the whole point of discipline. When a master 

gives inka, when you received it from Shibayama Roshi, there’s a very 

definite experience in mind, is there not? 

NAKAMURA: Yes and no. You see, one works under a 

master for years—there are many ways of demonstrating attainment. 

Inka is given only when the master is assured, over a long period, that 

transformation, sudden or gradual, has occurred. The literature you 

speak of—and I admit it tends to emphasize awakening—usually con¬ 

cerns a specific event, proper to such literature. But all those things 

which came before and happen after are, if anything, more impor¬ 

tant. The daily life of the disciple, the way he conducts himself in and 

out the temple, is everything. The master’s always sizing up, quite 

unconsciously: the young man who took you to the roshi’s tomb, for 

example, was, I’ll confess, observed. Also I wanted to look at you 

before our meeting! In other words, not quite the drama that the 

literature, especially all those anecdotes about sudden enlighten¬ 

ment, would make it seem. Inka is given after many years of close 

judgment and, yes, friendship. In giving it, the master testifies in no 
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uncertain terms a disciple’s training has been satisfactorily com¬ 

pleted, that in his judgment he is now able to teach himself. That’s 

almost the prime consideration, for there must be successful trans¬ 

mission if Zen is to be kept alive. 
STRYK: Very illuminating, even to one who has lived 

the literature for years! Attainment, whether leading to a clearly 

recognized satori or not, is measurable then? 

NAKAMURA: Observable may be a better term. All 

involved in the discipline gain immeasurably, and from the first days 

of training, it is possible to determine who is likely to succeed. You 

must understand that only those showing great capacity for sacrifice 

and hard work are received for training in the first place. This may 

be during sesshin, a few weeks in the coldest and hottest times of year, 

when those not able to cope with the regimen are noticed and in¬ 

formed that they should not continue. Indeed, only a few expect to 

give up their conventional life for temple or monastery. Yet things 

aren’t as clear-cut as all that. Often one, unable to cope at first, returns 
to find he can. 

STRYK: And he is permitted to do so? 

NAKAMURA: Of course—such people often make the 
best disciples. 

STRYK: Was Shibayama Roshi a strict master? 

NAKAMURA: The strictest, and we revered him for 

that. He encouraged us to think of Zen life as made up of two phases, 
the attainment of true self, followed by a life of service. 

STRYK: Our friend Taigan Takayama would seem to 

be a good example, wouldn’t he? I have in mind the way he serves his 

community together with his work as priest. I recall he is director of 

the council for social welfare of Yamaguchi, as well as that of the pre- 

fectural association for the protection of cultural properties. And to 

top it off, he directs the Yamaguchi orphanage, on the grounds of his 

temple, Toshunji. I remember how dear he was to those children, a 

father. Then there is his great interest—one you share, I know—in 
Zen poetry. 

NAKAMURA: Yes, Shibayama Roshi, all of us, were in¬ 
spired by his dedication. Often Takayama returns for meditation in 

our Sodo. A remarkable man—who does not think himself that at all. 
Things of little merit, he always says. 

STRYK: Is it usual for an enlightened man to come to 
his home temple for meditation? 
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NAKAMURA: For meditation, and friendship. Shiba- 

yama Roshi encouraged the practice. Without it, one gets caught up 

in activities, forgetting gradually the primal experience which led to 

all in the first place. Taigan Takayama believes firmly in the necessity 

of zazen, at which he always excelled. 

STRYK: Excelled? 

NAKAMURA: Yes. There are differences even when it 

comes to so basic a part of our life. Takayama sat perfectly while a 

disciple, everything he did, the humblest task, was performed in the 

spirit of meditation. He lives as he does today, doing all those things 

you mentioned, because his meditation was deep and lasting. A true 
Zenist. 

STRYK: Like Takayama, you are interested in the arts, 

especially Chinese Zen poetry. Could you give me some idea of the 

way the arts of Japan have been conditioned by Zen? 

NAKAMURA: A tall order! Well, I know of your interest 

in Zen art, and am aware of the way most Westerners associate Zen and 

art. I would caution against assuming that the connection is absolute. 
Far from it. There’s nothing intrinsically Zen in any art, in spite of the 

way some seem to reflect Zen principles. It is the man who brings Zen 

to the art he practices. 

STRYK: I see, but surely some arts would not have de¬ 

veloped as they did had it not been for Zen. Haiku, for example. 

Basho was profoundly Zenist, an enlightened man, and quite 

possibly for that reason haiku became an important art. 

NAKAMURA: There is, to be sure, a strong taste of Zen 

in his best poems, and it’s true he studied Zen with the master Butcho. 

Perhaps he best illustrates the point I’m making. He brought Zen to 

the art of haiku, which was well-established before he came onto the 

scene. It was not really there before him. 
STRYK: It might equally be said, would you agree, that 

there was not true haiku before him? Surely, from Basho on, there’s 

something characteristically Zen-like in the form itself. The greatest 

haiku contain the sense of revelation we associate with Zen, and 
there’s compression, which resembles that of sumie (ink-wash) paint¬ 

ing of artists like Sesshu. 
NAKAMURA: Such art is the expression of Zen spirit, 

whether painting or poetry—and all types of poetry, tanka as well as 

haiku. Many haiku, those of its finest practitioners, have no Zen 

whatsoever. No, it is man who fills a poem with Zen. Always man. 
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STRYK: As that’s a problem which most interests me, 

may we pursue it? I have in mind the various do (Ways)—Kadd, the 
Way of poetry, for example. As I understand, one follows a particular 

Way to the heart of Zen. For Eugen Herrigel, it was the Way of arch¬ 

ery. Coming to Japan to learn something of Zen, he was informed the 

best way to grasp it might be through an art, working with a master. 

It seems he succeeded. 
NAKAMURA: I’m familiar with Herrigel’s book; it is 

very convincing, but you must bear in mind he was following his 

natural bent—since he was deeply interested in the bow. And of 

course he was fortunate working under one of its greatest masters. I 

would insist it was he who brought his growing sense of Zen to ar¬ 

chery, for there’s absolutely nothing in that activity itself which leads 

to achievement in Zen. 
STRYK: Isn’t that rather like the old question—Which 

came first, the egg or the hen? 
NAKAMURA: I am being adamant on the point because 

I feel strongly that Zen is done a disservice by the easy association 

many make, here as well as in the West, between it and the arts. The 

problem is more complex than one would suppose. I’m simply main¬ 

taining that few works of so-called Zen art, including haiku and 

sumie, have true Zen. It’s precisely the feeling that led Professor Awa- 

kawa to publish, a few years ago, his remarkable volume Zenga (Zen 

Painting) where he isolates the sumie that are true zenga, giving rea¬ 

sons, making distinctions. The same might be done with poetry and 

all other arts. Awakawa quotes, by the way, a fine story concerning 

one of the Kano School painters who would always tell disciples they 

must be in a constant state of enlightenment. One day, it appears, 

while the master lay sick in bed, though it was raining hard, his dis¬ 

ciples came to visit. Suddenly the conversation was interrupted by 

loud singing in the street. “An interesting man,” the master said. “Do 

you understand his state of mind as he walks singing in the down¬ 

pour? That’s how you should feel when painting?” The greatest prac¬ 

titioners of the arts we’re discussing were profound Zenists—none 

would deny that. It doesn’t follow, however, that when a man lifts 

brush or pen he is automatically engaging in Zen activity. He may not 

be the kind to sing in the rain! 

STRYK: What, then, if he is in fact a Zenist, meditating, 
following principles? 

NAKAMURA: Wouldn’t matter in the least—though 
perhaps it should. 
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STRYK: Thus it may be possible for one without know¬ 

ledge of Zen, even antagonistic to it—I’m being very hypothetical— 

to produce a true Zen work, something perhaps superior to work of a 
practicing Zenist. 

NAKAMURA: It happens constantly, though I must 

add at once that, here in Japan at least, there’s little of what you call 

antagonism. We are not a dismissive people, except in politics! 

Nevertheless, it is certainly possible that one without active interest in 

Zen might very well produce a superior work. 

STRYK: Could it then be truthfully claimed as Zen art? 

NAKAMURA: Why? One knows at once whether work 

has Zen dynamism balanced by composure. One doesn’t consult a 

biography to determine the artist’s qualifications. There is zenki (Zen 

spirit) or there isn’t, whatever the man calls himself. 

STRYK: You put your argument strongly. 

NAKAMURA: With good reason. For too many years 

such associations have been casually made, often by people who 

should know better. Ours is a distinct Way, its expression in any form 

unique, rare. Just as attainment is. 
STRYK: It must be irksome then to hear people claim to 

have discovered the truth of Zen? 
NAKAMURA: Irksome? Hardly. In any case, I would 

have to know the people before passing judgments. 
STRYK: Does the rebirth, East and West, of Zen give you 

much satisfaction? 
NAKAMURA: As Shibayama Roshi’s disciple, how 

could it fail to? You know how important it was to him. 

STRYK: Yet you seem skeptical about the nature of Zen 

experience? 
NAKAMURA: I am a teacher, my life work is to assure 

the spread of Zen, guiding others to its truth. The claims you speak of 

do not distress me, so long as those who make them benefit to some 

degree. 
STRYK: That would be enough? 
NAKAMURA: Considering what life is for most, more 

than enough. 
STRYK: That makes the master’s role very special, 

doesn’t it? Like that of psychoanalyst. 
NAKAMURA: No, for we do not treat the ill. Our as¬ 

sumption is not that those coming to us need such attention, but 

that they seek as conscious beings something beyond self, thus find- 
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ing the true self. There is an overabundance of analysts in Japan; we 

do not compete with them. You must bear in mind we accept for 

training only those who, in our judgment, are clear-visioned, able to 

train successfully. For the most part, superior persons who might do 

well at most things. 
STRYK: Superior? Surely they must feel some lack to 

take on discipline arduous as Zen. 
NAKAMURA: Precisely, because they are superior. 

They feel restless, uncertain, things all feel—but they take action. 

What they seek, however, is not help with personal problems, of 

whatever kind, but a Way to truth which makes all such things unim¬ 

portant. Until they know that Way, they grope in darkness. Yes, what 

the Zen aspirant seeks is light. 
STRYK: And sometimes it flashes suddenly before one? 

NAKAMURA: More often it is a small light at the end of 

a tunnel, approached gradually, becoming larger, brighter, as one 
nears. 

STRYK: To the layman that sounds more like Soto than 

a Rinzai point of view. 

NAKAMURA: Less a lay than Western misconception, 

I’m afraid. Zen seems so easily understood when such distinctions 

are made—Soto’s gradualness, Rinzai’s suddenness, Obaku’s middle- 

of-the-roadness. In reality there are no such distinctions, or at least 

they are not so profound as some assert. As I’ve said, there is only Zen 

and the temperaments of those seeking it. I’m very much afraid most 

Western books on Zen, many of which, with Shibayama Roshi’s help, 

I’ve read with care, too often stress dramatic differences. Simple, 
colorful, but far from truth. 

STRYK: That’s very humbling, especially to one who 

writes on Zen! My final question concerns something which interests 

us both so much, Zen poetry. Would you agree enlightenment and 

death poems of the masters, Chinese and Japanese, are the most im¬ 

portant expressions in the literature of Zen? 

NAKAMURA: I would indeed. Especially the death 

poems, which give the very essence of a life, a brush of wind, and are 

often pondered like koans by students of Zen. We have always learnt 

from them, they are infinitely precious. You are right to be interested 
in them. 



Painter and Poet 

Koichi Awakawa, seventy-six, one of Kyoto’s most distinguished 

painters and poets, is a legendary figure whose work is esteemed 

in Japan and highly regarded in the West. I have wondered at his 

remarkable sumie scrolls in museums and galleries, known for 

years of his collection of art works, often referred to in books on 

Zen. Entering his house, virtually a museum, I stand in the 

largest room filled with painting and calligraphy hung behind 

glass. Works by masters like Ryokan and Sengai, the latter being 

his favorite, Awakawa informs me, of all Zen artists. On the wall 

there is a photograph of the artist next to Sengai’s tomb in 

Hakata, where Sengai had served as Zen master in the last half of 

the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth, dying in 

1837. Near the photograph, in Sengai’s very distinctive calli¬ 

graphy, hangs his death poem. 

Koichi Awakawa greets me warmly and immediately begins to 

show me his house. He is taller than the average Japanese, thin, 

delicately-featured, slightly stooped, and like all the Zenists I 

know, moves and speaks vitally. He is clearly proud of his collec¬ 

tion, and has for many years kept his house open to those in¬ 

terested in Zen arts. Admirers have come from America, where he 

himself lectured at universities like Harvard and Stanford, also 

giving demonstrations of sumie technique. In telling of these 

experiences, he becomes highly animated, offering to do a sumie 
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for me on the spot, on any subject. I tell him Daruma (Bodhid- 

harma) would please me greatly. Without ado, he kneels, mixes 

some ink wash, and in minutes brushes a fine one, very much in 

the manner of Sengai. I am thrilled and honored, for though I do 

not tell him, 1 have longed for some time to own one of his works, 

of which I’ve seen a number at an art shop near my room in cen¬ 

tral Kyoto, but they are far beyond my means. When finished, he 

holds up the Daruma for inspection, very pleased at my response. 

I am overwhelmed receiving such a gift. Placing it in a large 

folder of fine paper, he hands it to me with a slight bow. 

I feel he is anxious to tell me of his life and work, but kindly 

offers to take me to the other rooms before we start. In the hand¬ 

some study, books are everywhere, many volumes of poetry, 

which, since he is also a fine poet, he esteems. Toward the back of 

the house, we enter a room with many precious ceramics, then a 

storehouse-room for works not currently displayed. There he 

hands me tea bowls to examine, and each time I express delight, 

for they are very beautiful, he beams, speaking briefly, lovingly 

of each piece. He tells with reverence of his Zen master, Mumon 

Roshi, a very wise man, some of whose writing I know. After we 

have had refreshment, we return to the museum-room where, 

crosslegged on cushions, surrounded by his glorious collection, 

we begin our conversation. 

STRYK: Sengai must be very dear to you. The fine 

Daruma with which you have honored me is very much in his spirit— 

he happens to be one of the masters whose poems I have translated. I 

see the photo of you at his tomb, and notice you also have his death 
poem displayed. 

AWAKAWA: Yes, he is my favorite—in painting and in 

poetry. His genius was inexhaustible. 

STRYK: You must be aware of the great interest in him 
in the West? 

AWAKAWA: Indeed, I was often asked about him in 

America. As you may know, the British critic Herbert Read spoke of 

him as one from whom all Western artists might learn. 

STRYK: As a painter, do you consciously follow him? 

AWAKAWA: I suppose I do, yes—one could do worse! 

STRYK: Do you ever have misgivings about that? I 

mean, do you feel at times your interest in him might inhibit the 
development of something personal? 
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AWAKAWA: I have been asked that before, always by 

Westerners. Perhaps we have a different conception of originality, or 

perhaps it is not the ideal for us. I’m not sure. I would rather be a good 

painter following Sengai, whose work has spiritual meaning, than a 

mediocre painter working without inspired guidance. The main 

thing surely is to preserve a priceless spirit, something we must not 
permit to disappear. 

STRYK: I see what you mean. It may be true, what you 

say about the Western view of originality and the very high store 

placed in it. Is your attitude peculiar to Zenists? 

AWAKAWA: I wouldn’t say so. The history of our arts 

demonstrates from the very beginning transmission of certain in¬ 

sights, and methods employed expressing them have been all- 

important to our artists from the start. Gives us something to strive 

for, much more difficult than you would imagine. 

STRYK: You are not concerned, then, when your work 

is described as being like Sengai’s? 
AWAKAWA: Humbled, rather. But you must bear in 

mind that working as I do, in so definite a tradition, I will achieve 

something personal by the use of that tradition to depict my world, 

one quite different from Sengai’s. 

STRYK: In the things that make it up? 

AWAKAWA: Partly—in pace, tone, coloration. 

STRYK: Recently, I spoke with some haiku poets, some 

of whom reject outright the old haiku, even Basho’s, claiming they 

have nothing to do with the present day. These poets consciously in¬ 

troduce the modern—writing of factories, automobiles, such things. 

Is that what you have in mind when speaking of our world being 

different from Sengai’s? 
AWAKAWA: I would not like to make comparisons 

with that view, since I find deplorable such rejection of the old. I don’t 

know what kind of haiku they write, but I’ll venture they have little 

sensitivity if they dismiss Basho. One simply cannot be a serious poet 

and do that. Would a poet reject, for whatever reason, Shakespeare? 

I am certain fine poets think of Basho as I think of him and Sengai: 

there could not be good poetry today without their example, simple 

as that. I don’t think it necessary, in order to be modern, to write of 

machines. Far from it. One has to be more subtle than that. 

STRYK: You are a traditionalist in painting, using ink 

and brush exclusively. What of your poetry, while we’re on that sub¬ 

ject? Do you write haiku? 
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AWAKAWA: Ha, when it comes to poetry, I’m even 

more traditional! I write Chinese poems, using kanji (Chinese char¬ 

acters) and classical forms. Perhaps it’s because I am also a callig¬ 

rapher, and of course a Zenist. The great Zen poems, Chinese, 

Japanese, were written in the old Chinese forms. But you know all 

that. 
STRYK: Could you tell me in detail what makes kanji so 

special for the calligrapher? 
AWAKAWA: The Chinese character has great expres¬ 

sive power. There’s nothing to compare with it for that. 

STRYK: Could you give me an example? 

AWAKAWA: In classical Chinese poetry nothing is left 

to chance, all is harmony, created in part by choice of characters, their 

graphic compatibility. There’s balanced structure, and careful rhym¬ 

ing, among other things, including a very special form of parallel¬ 

ism. Our greatest masters—Dogen, Hakuin—wrote strictly according 

to Chinese rules of versification. 
STRYK: But they also wrote tanka and haiku. 

AWAKAWA: Yes, but their finest poems are in Chinese, 

those giving the profoundest sense of Zen. Natural enough, for their 

works were deeply influenced by those of the Chinese masters. 

STRYK: You spoke of the expressive power of kanji. 

AWAKAWA: When the brush is used, of course, not 
printing—but even there, what I have in mind can be suggested. 

Surely attempts are made by the best printers. Yet it is possible for a 
character to say a great deal more, when brushed, than it normally 
means. 

STRYK: That’s puzzling. 

AWAKAWA: The best kind of example might be the 

character for wind. Now the calligrapher, without using a modify¬ 

ing adjective of any kind, can give not only the intensity of wind, 

through the thickness of his stroke, but even its direction through 

slanting or dripping ink. And this is true of most such things. The 

effect of fine calligraphy can be extraordinary. 
STRYK: Like painting? 

AWAKAWA: Precisely, the relationship between the 
two is intimate. 

STRYK: Can one in a limited sense do the same with 
Japanese? 

AWAKAWA: Of course, but the nature of a syllabic lan- 
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guage—and as you know Japanese has a syllabary—makes constant 

expressiveness of the kind I’ve described far more difficult. Still there 

are great Japanese calligraphers, great because they turn such dis¬ 
advantage to strength. 

STRYK: Please explain. 

AWAKAWA: Well, the calligrapher, in taking account 

of the non-kanji elements, can, if he’s very skillful, create an even 

greater sense of intensity through pacing and contrast. In any case, he 

never seems to be inhibited by them; our best work rivals in every 
sense fine Chinese examples. 

STRYK: Is not the writing of Chinese poems very diffi¬ 

cult for a Japanese? Where is his audience? There can be only few able 
to read and appreciate such poems. 

AWAKAWA: When have such considerations ever 

proved deterrents? One writes Chinese poems because one loves the 

art, thrills to its depth and harmonies; and because Li Po, Tu Fu, 

Wang Wei wrote such poems. Where is their equal, anywhere? 

STRYK: For you as Zenist the fact that the great masters 

wrote such poems must be an added inducement. Could you tell me 

something about that? 

AWAKAWA: Yes, overwhelmingly inspiring, for great¬ 

est insights, especially in enlightenment and death poems, were ex¬ 

pressed through them. When I read them I feel that I am standing in 

the presence of the masters, their voices are so clear. Naturally my 

poems, written in the same spirit, according to the same aesthetic, 

take strength from theirs; a feeling far more mysterious than I can 

hope to express. 
STRYK: Your paintings are exhibited and sold in gal¬ 

leries. What of your poems? It must be difficult to print Chinese 

poems. Is there much interest in them? 
AWAKAWA: Limited, I’m afraid, to fellow Zenists, per¬ 

haps scholars. We have our magazines, few to be sure, but they are 

good. Then, of course, I exhibit calligraphy of my poems along with 

paintings—that’s my chief interest as artist. 

STRYK: Have any contemporaries writing exclusively 

such poems won fame? Are their books bought and discussed? 

AWAKAWA: Hardly! No, we’re a small group—not that 

it matters. 
STRYK: You have some Daumier reproductions. Do 

you like Western painting? 
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AWAKAWA: Some—obviously Daumier, his simpli¬ 

city, directness, the strong linear quality. Such things attract me 

strongly to him. 

STRYK: There are others like Daumier. 

AWAKAWA: I beg to disagree, though admittedly I’ve 

not made a deep study of Western art. Many in Japan think Daumier 

supreme. 

STRYK: Impressive as Sengai? 
AWAKAWA: Not to me. Even at his best, he does not 

give essentials in the way that Sengai does. You see, a Zen painter 

works swiftly, captures the essence of a moment, therefore the ab¬ 
solute. No thinking, no deliberation, no mind-work to cloud the 

image. Painting like Sengai’s is pure zenki (dynamism), a combina¬ 

tion of lightness and depth, that’s what makes it unique. 

STRYK: Nonchalance? 

AWAKAWA: That’s often the effect, to be sure, but only 

through careful preparation lasting years. Discipline is always part of 

it, making possible the freedom you admire, the nonchalance. Such 

quality can’t be found elsewhere. 

STRYK: When you lectured and demonstrated in Amer¬ 

ica, did you encounter any skepticism? 

AWAKAWA: Little, if any. No, those who came to listen 
and observe seemed very sympathetic. 

STRYK: Did that extend to Zen itself? Was the interest 
serious? 

AWAKAWA: Strangely enough, more so perhaps than 

in Japan at that time. Bear in mind I speak of twenty years ago. Now 

the interest here is very strong again, stronger than ever before. 

STRYK: To what do you attribute that? 

AWAKAWA: The need is greater today. Look around 

you: most have gone mad with desire for material things. Zen reaches 

inside them when they are off-guard, revealing something precious 

which they know must be preserved. It is, after all, their heritage. In 

recent years that need, that realization, has intensified. Zen painting 
and calligraphy have never been more in demand. 

STRYK: The prices bear that out. When living here in 
1962, it was possible to find treasured sumie selling for $100. Today 

the same scroll would sell for $1,000, and one would have to be lucky 
to find a truly good one. 

AWAKAWA: All that began about ten years ago, when 

suddenly the Japanese woke up to find themselves among the wealthy 
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of the earth. What a surprise, when you consider what happened to 

us. People began buying feverishly back into their past, especially the 
old scrolls. 

STRYK: Most Japanese painters though are as ultra¬ 

modern as their contemporaries elsewhere, and their works often 

command high prices. What of traditional modern art? 

AWAKAWA: There’s no comparison. People like my¬ 

self find it impossible to live by painting alone. 

STRYK: Are you troubled by the way so many work to¬ 

day? I mean advanced painters, whose works resemble in every way 

those of Westerners. 

AWAKAWA: Troubled? Should I be? 

STRYK: Well, do you value what they do as art? 

AWAKAWA: A better question may be, Do they think it 

is? If so, why shouldn’t they work that way? So long as there are those 

who appreciate what they do. 

STRYK: Very little of it, I feel, is good. Recently I went 

to an exhibit of contemporary works at the Modern Museum at Ueno, 

Tokyo: acres of sameness plastered the walls. 

AWAKAWA: Ah, you seem to be troubled by the fact. 

STRYK: Puzzled, certainly. I found nothing distinctive 

in their works, certainly nothing of Japan. 

AWAKAWA: Quite the contrary. Much of contempo¬ 

rary Japan, I’m afraid, a new Japan which for the most part has 

little interest left in things concerning me. But it, too, is Japan— 

that’s reality. 
STRYK: What do such artists think of tradition, as up¬ 

held by you, by Zen communities? 
AWAKAWA: You’d have to ask them. I suspect they 

tolerate us, I doubt they despise us. Most are young and very tired of 

what they think is past. 
STRYK: I find such tolerance remarkable. You feel no 

misgivings? 
AWAKAWA: None, truly—were I to, what good would 

it do? What interests me has never had broad appeal, for it concerns 

enlightened vision, something few attain. Yet there is interest 

enough. Works like mine, after all, are exhibited, drawing some—if 

only grudging—attention from the critics. 
STRYK: For you, then, painting is Gado, the painter’s 

Way to truth? 
AWAKAWA: That I cannot claim, such claims cannot 
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be made. If my painting leads to insight, revelation, then perhaps 

Gado may be my Way, but it could equally be Shodd (calligraphy) or 

Kadd (poetry)—or a combination of the three! All that is for others to 

decide. You see, ours is a language of honorifics. One does not call 

oneself poet, for example. If one is gifted and fortunate in poetry, 

others may call one so. As you can see, your question is somewhat 

embarrassing. 

STRYK: Yet art is your whole life, and even in these 

times your work is much admired. 

AWAKAWA: That should mean nothing to a Zenist. 

STRYK: That reminds me of something the master 

Taigan Takayama said in his foreword to our volume Zen Poems of 

China and Japan. He spoke of our translation of the poems, with 

Takashi Ikemoto, as a thing of no merit. He was right, in the strict 

Zen sense, but I’d like to feel it is good to see one’s endeavors having 

merit. Else why engage in them? Is that a Western attitude, a form of 

attachment? 

AWAKAWA: All such things are relative. One should of 

course regard one’s work as the most important thing in the world for 

oneself, which indeed it could well be, yet in the grand scheme of 

things, it truly may be of no merit. In any case, it might be dangerous 

to think otherwise. 

STRYK: Dangerous? 

AWAKAWA: The Zenist, you see, learns early in his 

career—whatever it may be—that the only worthwhile pursuit is the 

discovery of the original man, which takes a lifetime’s effort. All 

those things we do—paint, make poems, whatever—should serve that 
effort. 

STRYK: So that’s what’s meant by a do, a Way? 

AWAKAWA: Yes, though it’s a bit more complex than I 

put it. On such matters we expect our masters to pass judgment— 

they decide whether a man’s art may become his do. 

STRYK: Have you felt over the years, through your 

activities, a discovery of the original man in yourself? 

AWAKAWA: The masters with whom I’ve worked from 

time to time advised me to continue my work in the arts. They seemed 
to feel it helped in my endeavor. 

STRYK: Have they been competent to judge your work? 

AWAKAWA: More competent, I can assure you, than 
many so-called art experts! 
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STRYK: Because of knowledge of the arts? 

AWAKAWA: Rather because of their knowledge of man, 

of me, and all those things historically true of Zen. None of them have 
been practising artists. 

STRYK: But such spiritual qualifications, important as 

they are to Zen itself, would not assure competence in judgment of art 

works. I’m a bit puzzled when you speak of seeking their approval 

over that of qualified critics. Indeed, it’s that kind of mysticism which 
troubles many interested in Zen. 

AWAKAWA: Why mysticism should be troubling, I 

can’t fathom. Perhaps such a person should look elsewhere for in¬ 

tellectual stimulation. I have never known a Zen master less than un¬ 

erring in his judgment of such matters. For one thing, all are expected 

to excel, if not in actual making of art works of one kind or another, 

then in the appreciation of the aesthetic on which they are normally 

based. That should not surprise the student of Zen. 

STRYK: Yet it does surprise me in a way. 

AWAKAWA: Let’s put it this way: a master’s main con¬ 

cern is the enlightenment of those who come to him, whatever they 
bring him in their hands. His assessment of what’s offered, whether 

the solution of a koan, a poem, a painting, is based on a clear aesthetic 

of Zen. He knows instinctively whether a work touches on essentials. 

It’s for that reason he is the best possible evaluator. Were you to hand 

him a haiku, he would take for granted it’s composed of seventeen 

syllables, and so on. That need not be discussed. What would interest 

him would be whether the poem reveals, brings light to darkness. It 

would be revelatory, by his high standards, only if finely done, yet, 

technique taken for granted, he would only discuss content. 

STRYK: Whereas an art critic might discuss method at 

the expense of spirit? 
AWAKAWA: Naturally, he would see that as his job. His 

judgment would have a limited kind of importance to his readers— 

but that’s as far as it would go. 
STRYK: Are there not masters indifferent to art, feeling 

it a waste of their disciples’ time? 
AWAKAWA: There are some less involved than others. 

Zen artists naturally show their works to masters whose interest is 

strong, perhaps practitioners themselves. Just as there are different 

sects appealing to distinct temperaments, there are masters right for 

some, wrong for others—though sometimes he who appears the 
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wrong one may be just the right one! His lack of sympathy or natural 

interest spurring the disciple to greater effort, whatever’s being done. 

There are many such examples. 
STRYK: Art for you, then, is a way to understanding? 

AWAKAWA: That’s the intention behind everything I 

undertake. 
STRYK: That in itself sets a very high standard. 

AWAKAWA: In things of spirit—can any standard be 

too high? 
STRYK: What I have in mind is the personal quality of 

works made in that spirit. How can one determine, whatever the re¬ 

sponse, whether in producing a work its maker experienced revela¬ 

tion? 

AWAKAWA: Simple enough: if we are moved by it, he 

must have been, if a truth is revealed, it was revealed to him in mak¬ 

ing it. 

STRYK: That sounds simple, but is it? Life even for the 

enlightened isn’t always intense. Surely there are times when one feels 

very ordinary yet is able to produce impressively. 
AWAKAWA: An enlightened man must feel ordinary at 

all times, but this ordinary state is, comparatively, on a high plane of 

awareness. No, I don’t mean to suggest the artist creates in a state of 

excitement—he would not work well that way. Rather as a result of 

certain experiences, usually coming early in his career, his mind has a 

certain cast, everything seen in a certain light—where perhaps there 

would be darkness for others. He may not even be conscious of that 

light, but we are, standing before his works. Sengai’s nonchalance, 

as you call it, everywhere present, in the most casual of his efforts, was 

surely the result of his awakening, gained early in life. From the very 

start he was unique, thus he is unique in our culture. 

STRYK: Because of his art do you place him above other 
masters? 

AWAKAWA: Strictly as Zenists? 
STRYK: Yes. 

AWAKAWA: Well, we must remember Sesshu too was a 

Zen master—and there’s Hakuin. But, yes, Sengai is my favorite, and 

he was a very important Zen master. Fortunately there are records, 

anecdotes, concerning him as priest. They verify the spirit every one 

of his paintings and poems suggests—vivacity, extraordinary per¬ 
ception. 
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STRYK: If there were no such records? 

AWAKAWA: The works themselves would tell. When¬ 

ever I consider one, I envy those who knew him, whose Zen came to 

perfection under him. They were blessed! 

STRYK: Yet there must be fine artists who would make 

poor spiritual guides. 

AWAKAWA: Undoubtedly, but not Zenists. No Zenist 

could possibly be such a one. The works of such men, however 

valuable, would probably not appeal to Zenists. 

STRYK: It must be wonderful to live, work with so clear 

and exalted an idea of art’s meaning. 
AWAKAWA: That’s what Zen means to me. 





Noh Actor 

After two hundred years the Kongo Noh Company remains one 

of the most active and highly respected in Japan; the original 

hall in the heart of Kyoto well-preserved. Its seasonal cycle of 

plays is attended for the most part by subscribed connoisseurs, 

from all over, many of whom devotedly follow the action with 

one eye on the text, like music lovers listening to a favorite score. 

This is especially true when classics like Miidera are performed, 

one of two major offerings on this afternoon. Later, I am to meet 

Mitsiharu Teshima, the actor who will play the leading role, that 

of a mother crazed with grief over a lost child. Mitsiharu 

Teshima is son of the “Living National Treasure,” Dazaimon 

Teshima, who will also perform this afternoon, giving a remark¬ 

ably moving interpretation, undistracted by a filming of the per¬ 

formance—a not uncommon practice, I am told. Flashbulbs flick 

among the audience, even at the highest moments of the drama, 

but most are very calm, clearly absorbed. A field-day for enthu¬ 

siasts: the richly-colored, patterned costumes, the stark but 

brilliant setting dominated by a painted pine tree, the ceremon¬ 

ious grace of actors, musicians, chorus, the panorama of the long 

ramp over which all enter. Once Miidera is underway, I sense 

once more why Noh is thought the perfect art, using music, 

chanting, gesture, dance, and, above all, poetry, with absolute 

harmony. The play lasts a little over an hour, yet the impression 



148 Encounter With Zen 

is of great length, transporting one into a timeless realm. In¬ 

tense experience, some are so overcome they leave the hall briefly 

to recover with warm tea, usually when the chorus takes over 

from the actors to relate in most expressive chanting the story, for 

only the highest moments are enacted. 

Deeply stirred by the artistry of Mitsiharu Teshima’s style, I 

can hardly wait to talk with him about his art, the way in which 

it has been affected by Zen. Noh, preserved, developed for cen¬ 

turies by its masters and priests, has long been considered Zen art. 

This being my first meeting with a Noh actor, I have strong ex¬ 

pectations. His performance in Miidera overwhelms me. I find 

myself relieved that it comes early, giving me the chance to com¬ 

pare his work with that of other actors, including that of his 

famous father, the principal in the other of the two major of¬ 

ferings, Tenko. The acting of the “Living National Treasure” 

is what one might expect, there is a great hush at his every en¬ 

trance—such men are greatly honored by the Japanese. But his 

son is no less impressive, every gesture, every subtle turn of head 

so that the light on the mask alters expression, the heartbreaking 

voice. A half-hour after the last play, we meet backstage: his 

room, large, dimly lit, is filled with packing cases, small silk- 

lined wooden boxes holding masks, and costumes. Mitsiharu 

Teshima sits, head bowed, at a small table in the center, and 

when I enter rises, bows deeply, lifts his fine head. His face, hid¬ 

den until this moment behind a mask, is beautifully expressive. 

I am surprised to find that he is not tired, rather elated, all having 

gone so well. His voice, which on stage echoed like a singer’s, is 

deep and calm, his smile most welcoming. I begin by asking 

about the dance in Miidera (dance is the climax of all Noh plays), 
which he performed magnificently. 

STRYK: One of the many things which interest me is the 
idea of variations on what I assume to be a set dance, in movement, 
speed, and gesture. Are any possible? 

TESHIMA: Yes, and no. That is, variations, if I get your 

meaning, are always themselves set or prescribed, nothing impromp¬ 

tu permitted. That surprises you. Well, I can assure you if an audience 

detects any such attempt they walk out as a man—or worse. Yet pre¬ 

scribed variations are known to all lovers of Noh, and an actor who 

could not use them would not be taken seriously. But great care must 
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be taken—always is. There is no place for the ambitious amateur, out 
to shock, in our theater. 

STRYK: Do such variations differ from one Noh school 
to another? 

TESHIMA: Schools differ in all things. I speak only of 

ours, the Kongo. Were you to see another school’s Miidera, you’d find 

many differences. We are a Kyoto school, our interpretations reflect 

life and taste here. Costuming, chanting, pacing, atmosphere, every¬ 

thing. In some schools the mother’s dance in Miidera may be, shall 

we say, more vigorous, but perhaps lacking in the refinement we aim 
at. 

STRYK: Would that make it less effective? 

TESHIMA: Far from it. As one might expect, Tokyo 

dancing is more vigorous, like the place itself. I’ve been formed not 

only by our Noh tradition but the very tempo of Kyoto life, the am¬ 

biance of all that makes this city unique—temples, gardens, weather, 
everything. 

STRYK: I was so much affected by your voice, resonant, 

even behind the mask. Could one become so fine a performer without 

such natural delivery? 

TESHIMA: “Even behind the mask?” Rather because, 

in part, of the mask, knowing how to use it. Yes, it’s doubtful one 

could achieve the same result without an expressive voice, simply 

because voice delivers the poetry—most expressive in Noh. The voice 

need not be deep as mine, a purely physical matter, like the shape of 

an ear. Without depth of voice one could still be very expressive, so 

long as feeling’s there and the voice pointed properly from behind the 

mask. The same must be true in the West—surely all your great in¬ 

terpreters of Shakespeare don’t have deep voices. One knows the ex¬ 

pressive possibilities of words, understands the author’s intention. 

Besides, when a voice is not naturally rich, there may be compensat¬ 

ing qualities: grace, poise, delicacy of gesture, a thousand and one 

things. 
STRYK: It must be gratifying to have given so much 

pleasure to so many this afternoon. The audience seemed electrified. 

There may have been some critics among them. Do you read what 

they write of your performance? Can you learn from them? 

TESHIMA: Not at all. Usually critics of Noh are men 

with much time and minor literary skill. Their praise is often ef¬ 

fusive, and always very general—always the same adjectives—one 
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article echoing echoes of echoes. You know well, as a writer, what I 

mean. The same things must be true in all the arts all over the world. 

I don’t mean to sound ungrateful—I’ve been very generously treated 

—but as a group, despite a handful with talent, their taste generally 

saddens me. They seem to care only for the more sensational things. 

It would take the most sensitive poet to deal adequately with these 

things. The poets are of course busy writing poems. Most critics seem 

to feel they must appear in print for one reason or another, in order to 

hold jobs, writing on cultural matters in very general terms, no matter 

whether it’s on flower arranging, pastry making, or a performance of 

Noh. Learn from them? Hardly. 

STRYK: At times it must be difficult to be son of a “Liv¬ 

ing National Treasure”—so much to live up to. Watching your father 

perform Tenko, watching the audience respond to him, I felt some¬ 

thing awesome unfolding. Did you begin training very young? Was 

your father strict? Are you still learning from him? 

TESHIMA: I began training when seven or eight, the 

usual age in Noh families, and, yes, my father is known to be a dis¬ 

ciplinarian—with everyone, not only me. Always with himself. But 

of course I have learned from others, as you might expect—some very 

different from my father in their approach to the art. Perhaps more 

than through technique, he taught and inspired me through the 

quality of his life. He has given me what he has always had, some¬ 

thing important to live for. That’s the important thing, isn’t it, what¬ 

ever the pursuit? Noh is my world, but I’m interested in all arts. 

STRYK: Ballet, opera? 

TESHIMA: Among others. Anything that’s touched 
with poetry, for that’s what Noh is—poetry. Nothing less. In what¬ 

ever art, that is what matters to me. Work without it would be 
worthless. 

STRYK: I know Noh texts are read more as poems than 

plays. Are you especially affected by the text? Is a fine Noh play with¬ 
out an impressive one imaginable? 

TESHIMA: No such play exists: text is everything. I 
could not possibly perform a play whose text does not move, even 

exalt. I act out poetry, the greater the poem the better my acting—if 

I am up to it. That’s the main thing, being worthy of the poetry. It 
takes a lifetime. 

STRYK: Miidera is renowned for splendid poetry. 

Could you have performed it as well as you’ve done today, say, ten 
years ago, when around twenty? 
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TESHIMA: I would not have been given the chance! I 

could not have done well, had I been: ten years make all the difference 

when it comes to the interpretations of words so profound. Life 
teaches, life prepares. 

STRYK: What are the conditions of ideal performance? 

TESHIMA: Well, assuming such performance possible, 

everything—musicians, timing, what we refer to as yugen, a depth of 
mystery which has to enter the audience itself. 

STRYK: Audience? 

TESHIMA: Oh yes—they vary, time to time, place to 

place. Some watch very keenly, like participants. One always does 
better for them. 

STRYK: How was today’s? 

TESHIMA: For Kyoto, these days, not bad, but surely 

you must have felt as strongly as I up on the stage something pro¬ 

foundly wrong with all that filming and so on. Appalling. Yet it’s 

something we have grown to expect, must live with. However, it 

doesn’t happen always, or everywhere. Tokyo audiences are better, we 

find. Perhaps we do our best work there. 

STRYK: That’s hard to believe. Though the filming was 

at times distracting, I felt the audience very much in harmony. They 

certainly seemed moved. 

TESHIMA: What we feel from the stage is often very 

different. I’m simply trying to give frank answers to your questions. 

The truth is, need, when it comes to audiences, is a major factor. In 

Kyoto, culture is everywhere. People living here hardly distinguish 

between its various manifestations, visiting a famous garden in the 
morning, going to a performance of Noh in the afternoon, in the 

same spirit in which they attend a fashion show of new kimono at 

Nijo Castle. Perhaps I exaggerate, but not much! In Tokyo where the 

sensitive often feel brutalized by the city, they truly need the poetry of 

Noh. When given the chance, they rush to it with a kind of hunger. 

The actor feeds their hunger with his best and gives it gladly. Don’t 

judge Noh audiences by what you found here today. 

STRYK: One thing which intrigued me was the way so 

many looked on at the text, like music students at the playing of a 

great quartet. Yet it might be disconcerting to you that every word is 

not only being listened to but read? 
TESHIMA: I neither approve nor disapprove the prac¬ 

tice. Still I can’t imagine those who come to follow texts are re¬ 

sponsive to the whole, though they must have great appreciation of 
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the text. What of the unwritten poetry, gesture, harmony of move¬ 

ment? That takes both eyes to appreciate. 

STRYK: Though small, the hall was filled today, yet 

numbers were scant compared with the great gatherings at Kabuki. 

Is Kabuki so much more popular? 

TESHIMA: It would seem so. Obviously it gives more 

pleasure—simple as that. 

STRYK: What do you think of Kabuki? 

TESHIMA: The finest performers are wonderful. Un¬ 

like many fellow artists, I don’t find Kabuki vulgar because it is flam¬ 

boyant. Yet I think it a lesser art, by far. To sense the difference, you 

must see a play like Kanjincho done first as Noh, then as Kabuki. 

Historically, as I’m sure you’re aware, the Noh came long before the 

Kabuki version. The Kabuki is very colorful, emphasizing the sensa¬ 

tional part of the story, the Noh is very subtle and yet, at the same 

time, building in intensity. Well played, the Noh is far more dra¬ 

matic. The difference between Kabuki and Noh is essentially that be¬ 

tween prose and poetry, and the prose of Kabuki, though wonder¬ 

fully vigorous at times, is always prose. As I’ve said, Noh is poetry. 

The difference lies in the texts themselves. 

STRYK: A very tolerant view of an art form that seems to 
threaten the survival of one’s own! 

TESHIMA: Kabuki has never threatened the survival of 

Noh. When has prose threatened the survival of poetry? Never—not 
in a thousand years! 

STRYK: Could you speak a little of the use of mask in 
Noh? 

TESHIMA: The mask is all-important, having a force of 
its own, as the actor feels putting it on. 

STRYK: The great poet W. B. Yeats was strongly af¬ 

fected by Noh, basing his own dramatic work on its principles—plays 

very much admired. In an essay dealing with Noh, he spoke of the 

mask as assuring the gravity and depth of performance. He thought it 
a constant, superior to the living face in its expressive range—a shock 
to those brought up to value Western theater. 

TESHIMA (gently lifting with a cloth the mask of the old 

woman he had worn in Milder a): This mask, my friend, is two hun¬ 

dred years old. For generations it has served our theater, its tradition. 

Wearing it, I step outside time; what in Buddhism we call Samsara. It 

fills me with confidence I couldn’t possibly feel without it. My face, 

changing from minute to minute, registering the whirl of self, is in- 
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capable of expressing what it expresses, what it always has and always 

will, the absolute. I would feel naked, vulnerable without it. 

STRYK: I am beginning to see. Tell me, did the wearing 

of such a treasured object take a long time to get used to? 

TESHIMA: Almost as another self. There is great art in 

wearing it. Pointing it to take the light just so, at precisely the right 

moment. Using voice so that it emerges just right, for the mask is a 

kind of echo chamber and plays tricks. 

STRYK: Do you always handle it so gently with a cloth? 

TESHIMA: Yes, that’s why the lacquer is unfaded. It has 

been handed down respectfully, just so, for a very long time. 

STRYK: When you say that you have learnt from many, 

do you mean you find yourself learning constantly, and as you 
develop in the art, do you find your life changing? 

TESHIMA: There’s no end to learning. My father claims 

to learn each time he sets foot on the stage, and that at over seventy 

and having attained, as you know, the highest possible recognition. 

I am only just beginning to grasp his meaning. 

STRYK: What importance has Zen in your life? 

TESHIMA: Noh has always been associated with Zen, 

and many of its finest artists have been priests. In fact the young man 

who played my son in Milder a is studying for the priesthood. I have 

been a Zenist by family tradition and by necessity—it is my Way. For 

most of us the writings of Zeami, the greatest figure in Noh, author 

of our greatest plays, are sacred, read like a bible. As you may know, he 

based the Noh aesthetic on Zen ideals. 
STRYK: Do you practice zazen, attend a Zen temple? 

TESHIMA: I have done, but I am now so fully into my 

career that it takes all my time, energy, and imagination. Yet all that I 

learned of the Way has carried over into my work. 
STRYK: In a few weeks, I have been told, your company 

will appear on NHK Television. Are you excited? 

TESHIMA: Excited? No, but pleased, since it’s our hope 

to share Noh’s beauty with as many as possible. More than hope, re¬ 

sponsibility. It could enrich the lives of many, were they to give it a 

chance. 
STRYK: In preparing for television, do you contem¬ 

plate doing anything which might make the performance more ap¬ 

pealing, less difficult? 
TESHIMA: What a thought! No, of course not. That 

would destroy its spirit altogether. 





Potter and Poet 

That he is a wonderfully vital eighty-three, Hokuro Uchijima 

attributes in part to a spare Zen diet, which he began when under¬ 

going discipline some fifty years ago. He was one of three chief 

disciples of Kenzan Ogata (another was Western potter Ber¬ 

nard Leach, whose work is represented in ceramics collections 

throughout the world). He was also student of the great sumie 

painter and follower of Sengai, Kasen Tamita. All of these asso¬ 

ciations are greatly valued in Japan. For years he practiced zazen 

at Shokokuji Temple in Kyoto, his last master being the re¬ 

spected Mumon Roshi. Telling of his friendship with Mumon, 

he leads me into the guest room of his beautiful house, near the 

Kyoto National Museum, where his works are in the permanent 

collection. To the right of the alcove is a superb Buddha figure 

and a fragment of Gandhara sculpture given him by Mumon, to 

whom it was presented by the Indian government—a token of 

great regard for the artist. Their friendship, Uchijima says, has 

been the greatest influence in his life. 

Like most Zenists, Uchijima is informal. After looking at 

splendid tea bowls and pots, many his own work, we wander into 

other rooms, one exhibiting works of fellow potters he admires. 

Some magnificent examples are the late works of Kenzan Ogata 

and Bernard Leach. He handles them quite casually, passing 

delicate cups to me for close examination. I hold them gingerly, 
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sharply conscious of their pricelessness. I feel honored, but 

wonder at his trusting me this way. We end up back in the guest 

room where he invites me to sit, back to the alcove, gesture of 

respect, and serves tea in his own lovely bowls. Like most Zen- 

ists, he is a chanoyu (tea ceremony) devotee, and tea is taken in 

the formal way—three long sips, while turning and admiring the 

bowl. 

Hokuro Uchijima collects sumie scrolls and calligraphy, par¬ 

ticularly of haiku, in which he is a leader of the So-Un Haiku 

School. These days he spends his creative energy on haiku, as, 

he informs me, he is getting too old to work much at his wheel. 

His schoo', one of the most unusual in the history of haiku, is 

very controversial. Among other things, it is a free-verse school, 

not bound by the most important formal elements, including the 

seventeen-syllable limitation. I want to know about So-Un, since 

in translating haiku I have heard much of the school in recent 

years. Well-known as haiku poet, it is as potter he has won most 

fame, works exhibited everywhere, including France, where he 

won an international prize. In recent years his home has become 

school for his disciples in haiku, and he edits the So-Un maga¬ 

zine of which he shows me copies. Beautifully printed and de¬ 

signed, it puts most poetry magazines to shame. After leafing 

through some copies, and some fine books where his works are 

illustrated and commented on by experts, I ask my questions. 

STRYK: You have won distinction in so many things. 
How have you accomplished so much? 

UCHIJIMA: By living eighty-three years! 

STRYK: It is not unusual for Zenists to practice more 
than one art, but rarely with such success in each. 

UCHIJIMA: Man is a flower with at least five petals. If 

you look hard enough, you’ll discover them all. 

STRYK: That’s very humbling—I wonder how true it is. 
It must have been inspiring to be disciple of so great a potter as Ken- 

zan Ogata. Did you work at his studio along with Bernard Leach? 

UCHIJIMA: Yes. Leach and I were good friends, and we 
adored Ogata—though he was tough on us, so hard to please. 

STRYK: Could you give some idea of your discipleship 
in pottery? How did you become apprentice-disciple of Kenzan 

Ogata? I ask because such an arrangement, common for centuries in 
Japan, is less known in the West. 
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UCHIJIMA: Really? Think of the great Italian masters 

of the past—but perhaps it is the significance which may not be as 

much appreciated. Important Western potters, men in all arts, have 

assistants who may surely go on to do work of their own. The ex¬ 

pected way, everywhere. What you have in mind, I feel, is how much 

more is made of such associations here. 

STRYK: Yes. The first time I heard of you, for example, 

I was informed you trained along with Bernard Leach under Kenzan 

Ogata. At the recent exhibit of your work here in Kyoto, again there 

was reference to that in the first paragraph of the brochure. I realize 
your relationship with Ogata must have been extremely important to 

your career, but . . . 

UCHIJIMA: Because it was important to my life! 

STRYK: Of course, but what I have in mind is the pos¬ 

sible difference in the practice, East and West. An assistant of sculptor 

Henry Moore, say, may become a fine sculptor—I’m sure that has 
happened—but one is not likely to hear much, if anything, about it 

when his work is exhibited. Indeed, it may well be that the younger 

artist would rather that it not be dwelt on. Perhaps because he con¬ 
siders the association, however important to training, might prove 

detrimental to his career: he might be thought less individual, critics 
picking out the Moore in him, no matter if his work were highly indi¬ 

vidual. 
UCHIJIMA: I see. Bernard Leach, very much a West¬ 

erner in all respects despite involvement in our arts, didn’t seem to 

be like that at all. On the contrary. He was proud, as proud as I, to 

work with such a man. 
STRYK: You trained in Zen under, among others, Mu- 

mon Roshi at the Shokokuji. Do you feel, thinking back, that your 

work with him resembled in any way that with Ogata? 
UCHIJIMA: Interesting question, very hard to answer. 

Ogata was a Zenist, but no master. We talked chiefly of ceramics, yet 

my work with him did resemble that with Mumon. Hard to explain. 

In a sense, I suppose, I was trying to realize myself through both. Yet 

first things first: my work in Zen prepared me for everything— 

ceramics, painting, poetry were extensions of it, my way of attempt¬ 

ing to attain the goals it defined. Everything Ogata taught me would 
have been approved by Mumon, and vice versa—of that I am sure. 

The principles underlying the arts I’ve practiced are naturally those 

of Zen. 
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STRYK: I wonder if you’d mind my asking what may be 

a somewhat sensitive question. Do you approve the way art objects, 

especially ceramics, are displayed and sold in galleries and depart¬ 

ment stores? 
UCHIJIMA: Approve? Artists have to live! 

STRYK: Again, what I have in mind is the way the 

artist’s association with his master is always mentioned, indeed made 

much of. Works of a famous master potter you would naturally ex¬ 

pect to be expensive—that’s true all over—but this is extended to that 

of his students. Yours, for example, are always associated with 

Kenzan Ogata and Bernard Leach. You’ve already explained it as the 

custom here, and results may be generally good, but isn’t there an 

accompanying danger, a lessening objectivity in judgment of works? 
UCHIJIMA: I’ m frankly puzzled. What do you mean? 

STRYK: Well, consider a gifted potter wishing to ex¬ 

hibit, someone who hasn’t had the privilege of working under a dis¬ 

tinguished artist, who may even be self-taught. There must be many 

such. Would it be possible for him to exhibit, earn adequately from 

his works? Would he be given a chance? 

UCHIJIMA: I’ m sure young, gifted artists in the West 

have similar problems. They wouldn’t expect to earn as much as 

Picasso. 

STRYK: True, nor would it matter if they had studied 

with Picasso. What disturbs is the suggestion of pedigree in such a 

practice—though, as in your case, there’s no question of the value of 
the work! 

UCHIJIMA: I see. Perhaps I should explain the great 

ones like Ogata do not have schools. Those working with them dare 

not even mention the association without their approval. It would be 
unthinkable, really. 

STRYK: Ah, then it’s rather like a Zen master’s inka, for¬ 

mally acknowledging a disciple’s study is successful? 

UCHIJIMA: Yes and no. An artist doesn’t do anything 

so formal, of course. He simply lets it be known that the younger art¬ 

ist has perfected works ripe for display. Always being asked to exhibit, 

sometimes he cannot, suggesting his assistants show things in his 

place. Most natural, hardly suspicious! The rest, as you can imagine, 
happens of itself. 

STRYK: I see. Then an exhibit is arranged and the art¬ 
ist’s association with the master referred to in publicity? 

UCHIJIMA: That often happens. 
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STRYK: Is it possible for a potter, of whatever back¬ 
ground, to make a decent living? 

UCHIJIMA: Things are better these days, because of the 
new wealth, but it has never been easy. 

STRYK: Is it still usual to make things on order? 

UCHIJIMA: That’s how it’s often done once an artist 

becomes known. Before that he works as artists everywhere without 

too much expectation, developing whatever individuality possible. 

He will occasionally exhibit alongside others, only fairly late in his 

career can he expect a one-man show. What happens then makes all 

the difference to whether he receives commissions and so on. 

STRYK: What sort of things are ordered? 

UCHIJIMA: Tea bowls mainly, by people beginning to 

take interest in tea-ceremony. A father will order one for his daughter, 

say, as a birthday present—a son one for his mother. Then there are 

vases, all sizes, occasionally coloring specified. The kind of order one 
dreads, I’m afraid, but one must eat. Those who respect my work ex¬ 

pect me to offer the best I have, but these days there aren’t too many 
orders and I’m reluctant to sell my favorite pieces done over the years 

that aren’t in collections. These I like holding onto—I’m not sure 

why! 

STRYK: I suppose every artist hopes something will be 

preserved, there’s a tradition of that kind. I’m thinking of those re¬ 

markable tea bowls, with names like “Maple Leaf,” “Chrysan¬ 

themum,” one sees at museums, some handed down for centuries, 

considered precious works. What has led to their preservation, their 

beauty or fame of their makers and owners? 

UCHIJIMA: Both. Of course they would have to be 

beautiful to be chosen by men like Ikkyu, for example, but there’s 

little doubt the fact they were held in such hands with great reverence 

makes them all the more valuable to us. If for the samurai the sword is 

envisioned as his spirit, for the tea master it’s his bowl. Yes, we value 

such things above all others. 
STRYK: Perhaps a hundred years from now a Uchijima 

bowl will be shown with such veneration. 
UCHIJIMA: Who knows? One works with that kind of 

hope—like poets and all other artists. 
STRYK: Is the fragility of what you make important to 

the way you think of it? 
UCHIJIMA: All that’s relative. From life on, what isn’t 

fragile? If what I make is fine, it will be well taken care of. 
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STRYK: Even if it were cracked or broken, it could be 

restored? 

UCHIJIMA: Sometimes that’s fortunate! Some of the 

greatest works have been enhanced by restoration. That’s an art in 

itself. 
STRYK: As one successful in so many arts, you must 

have had to make choices of one kind or another—in how to portion 

out your time and energy, among other things. These days you de¬ 

vote much time to haiku and your famous So-Un Haiku School. Does 

this give as much satisfaction? 

UCHIJIMA: Yes, altogether as much. Naturally there’s 

a difference. When I fire my bowl, that’s it. With haiku I must mold, 

tear down over and over till I get it right. I like that. There’s less ten¬ 

sion in the process, paper is so expendable! These days haiku is my 

chief interest. 

STRYK: The So-Un School is perhaps the most unusual 

in the history of the art. In some quarters, I’ve discovered, it’s little 
short of notorious! 

UCHIJIMA: Has been for fifty years. 

STRYK: That long? Then I assume it started with the 

interest in free verse, which caught on about that time. 

UCHIJIMA: Yes, the first So-Un poets were clearly in¬ 

fluenced by the writers of free verse, but, if anything, their innova¬ 

tions were more daring, as you can well appreciate. Never in three 

hundred years or so had anyone dared depart from strict haiku form. 

STRYK: You mean the abandoning of the seventeen- 
syllable limitation? 

UCHIJIMA: That was the most obvious break with the 

past, but not the only. The idea behind all of So-Un’s departures from 

the norm was precisely that they had become the norm. Our first 

writers wanted to restore haiku’s vigor: the art was in a bad way— 

little originality, less depth. They wanted to return the spirit of Basho 

to haiku, whatever the consequences. We’re still trying to do just that. 

STRYK: Were the first So-Un poets Zenists? 

UCHIJIMA: Yes, above all they wanted their works to 
have zenki. That was behind all they did. 

STRYK: Resistance must have been powerful. 

UCHIJIMA: It was, of course, because haiku societies 

have always been deeply traditional. By most our school was dis¬ 
missed out of hand, simply not to be taken seriously. 

STRYK: And today? 
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UCHIJIMA: Things haven’t changed that much, I’m 

afraid. You’ve met with members of other schools and should know. 

STRYK: It’s true they’re skeptical of So-Un, regarding 

it as the “School of one-line poems,” but they are nevertheless im¬ 

pressed with many of the works—especially yours. 

UCHIJIMA: Good to hear! But really we go along in our 

own way, have our own ideals. 

STRYK: How would you sum up the ideals of So-Un? 

UCHIJIMA: To put it simply, significance. 

STRYK: Significance? You mean seriousness of theme? 

UCHIJIMA: That and depth of treatment, whatever the 

theme. I tell my students haiku’s not a game, at least not in So-Un! We 

aren’t a mutual admiration society—I expect my own work to be 

judged sternly. 

STRYK: You have many students, most of them young. 

Are any Zenists? 

UCHIJIMA: Nominally, perhaps all, but their youth 
must be taken into account, they could change. They are all interested 

in Zen culture—they would have to be, working with me. I’m always 

talking about it. I love working with the young—more than anything 

else perhaps, it keeps me young. 

STRYK: Do you find your position like that of a Zen 

master? 

UCHIJIMA: Oh no! Merely a teacher of haiku. 

STRYK: But you do recommend your students sit in 

Zen, among other things? 

UCHIJIMA: I recommend that to everyone! Addition¬ 

ally I ask them to read certain books, apart from collections of 

poetry—koans, for example, to sharpen their wits. But that’s as far 

as I go and for good reason. We have to be very suspicious of those 

who set themselves up as Zen masters. Only the few have the right to 

do so—that shouldn’t surprise you. 
STRYK: What then qualifies a man to be a master? 

UCHIJIMA: Enlightenment, testified to by a master, 

and the gift to guide others. 
STRYK: That gift is rare, surely, even among the en¬ 

lightened. 
UCHIJIMA: So it is. There are of course differences 

among masters, some more successful with disciples than others. Just 

as one would expect, in all pursuits. 
STRYK: Including haiku? 
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UCHIJIMA: Most especially in an art like haiku. There 

are many fine writers incapable of teaching well. If I do, it’s for love 

of my students. I think of teaching as having very broad application, 

you see—the better the life, the better the poetry. 

STRYK: Better? In the sense of deeper experience? 

UCHIJIMA: Yes. I insist my students work and rework 

until the subject is given its proper significance. Everything must 

serve that end. 
STRYK: I see. And the involvement in Zen makes the 

difference, leads to an awareness of significance? 
UCHIJIMA: When the involvement is true, yes. You 

must bear in mind that those who work with me expect, come pre¬ 

pared, for such involvement, knowing the school’s association with 

Zen has always been strong. My students, some of whom are quite 

old, by the way, come to me and other So-Un teachers knowing full 

well what’s expected. The process, in its entirety, is a very natural one. 
STRYK: When a student begins to take up Zen, is the 

effect on his work apparent? 

UCHIJIMA: Usually, not perhaps at once. We must 

keep things in perspective: only serious people join us, and they are 

aware of our historic connection with Zen. In a sense, you see, they 

are Zenists from the start. 

STRYK: What 1 have in mind is more specific. When 

you recommend a student begin zazen, for example, or koan study— 

then do his poems begin to change? 

UCHIJIMA: Rarely in a dramatic way, but over the 

years very much so. Zen is not magic. What it offers is already in one¬ 

self, waiting to be discovered. For some the original self emerges 
quickly, for others slowly. 

STRYK: Are the former better poets? 

UCHIJIMA: I think I know why you ask that, and dis¬ 

like disappointing you, but no, they are not always better poets. What 

Zen offers is simple and direct, however difficult of attainment, but art 

is the mystery. Who knows why some succeed when many fail? Ob¬ 

viously the question is of inner need, capacities which may be as 

much visceral as spiritual. Perhaps my work in ceramics and paint¬ 

ing convinces me of this, or having worked alongside men of genius 

like Ogata and Leach. Some are simply more suited to a calling than 
others. 

STRYK: Yet all your students advance in some way? 
UCHIJIMA: I like to feel they do, yes. 
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STRYK: Some win fame? 

UCHIJIMA: Fame? I couldn’t claim that. Indeed I dis¬ 

courage such ambition, something I’ve never been concerned about 

myself. For years I refused interviews with journalists to talk about 

my work. I ve a suspicion of those who actively seek notoriety, having 

seen what happens to so many. In spite of what you’ve heard of my 

work, the rewards it brings, I am a small flame. That it has never gone 

out is my good fortune—nonetheless it is a small flame. 

STRYK: You are familiar with classical Zen poetry. 
Have you written any? 

UCHIJIMA: As you know, classical Zen poetry is 

written in Chinese. I am a Japanese. I write for my people. 

STRYK: Do you admire such poems? 

UCHIJIMA: Who would not? But I admire more the 

haiku of Basho. He wrote for us, while possessed of as much Zen 

insight as the masters. We revere him for that. No, though I’ve the 
greatest respect for those differing with me on this point, I feel 

strongly that Japanese genius is best expressed in our own language. 

STRYK: Since it greatly interests me, may we take that a 

bit further? I understand why you say that, and agree a people’s 

genius is best expressed in its own language, yet your school more 

than any other group I know is Zenist. When you read the great en¬ 

lightenment and death poems of Japanese masters, most of which 

were written in Chinese, aren’t you tempted to employ those forms? 

Surely they contain great wisdom, Zen truths not normally found in 

haiku. 

UCHIJIMA: I disagree! Haiku often have such wisdom, 

in a different way, of course. A sympathetic reader, lover of our art, 

finds in haiku written by Zenists as much wisdom as in classical 

poems. And though it’s true our most illustrious masters wrote poems 

in Chinese, they also used Japanese forms—Dogen theivaka, Hakuin 

the haiku—and are as profound in each. The important thing to me 

is that, written for everyone, all can understand them. 

STRYK: Then the democracy of haiku is important? 

UCHIJIMA: To me, profoundly, as it must have been 

for those who first wrote them. Though I believe talent very rare, I feel 

everyone should at least be able to appreciate an art. That’s the ideal. 

STRYK: Well, haiku is certainly popular. Would such 

poems as yours, so free of convention, be popular as those of tradi¬ 

tional schools like Ten-Ro? 
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UCHIJIMA: We have fewer adherents, just as free verse, 

but there are some who value our work. 
STRYK: Are you criticized for your freedom? 

UCHIJIMA: Rarely. As you know, Japanese tend not to 

be critical of each other, at least publicly. I suppose there are a few 

who regret we exist. By and large there’s appreciation. These days few 

sophisticated readers stop to count the number of syllables in a poem. 

Admittedly there are some, among them influential critics, but I 

sometimes wonder whether they are interested in poetry in the first 

place. 

STRYK: In what are they interested? 

UCHIJIMA: In the maintaining of tradition, as they 

understand it in their limited way, not simply as past, but as some¬ 

thing like a judge, or a god. 

STRYK: Which to you is oppressive? 

UCHIJIMA: Oh no—which does not exist, except as an 
accumulation of what is neither good nor bad. 

STRYK: For you and your followers, then, haiku is a 
Way? 

UCHIJIMA: One among others, but I hope a true one. 
STRYK: For all members of So-Un? 

UCHIJIMA: For most, and it’s my hope eventually for 

all. That’s what I strive for above all else—to make our poetry en¬ 
hance our lives. 



Student 

Over twenty years ago Hideo Kotaki was my student at Niigata 

University, serious, deeply involved in literature. Toward the 

end of my two-year stay he became ill with tuberculosis and was 

forced to enter a sanatorium for surgery and extended treatment. 

His family was too poor to help, and though my wage as visiting 

lecturer for the Japanese government was very meager, I did what 

I could, and by frequent visits to the sanatorium made it possible 

for him to continue his studies and complete my courses. All the 

time he was becoming increasingly interested in philosophy. 

Of all this he reminded me when, to my joy, I found him wait¬ 

ing to surprise me at the Niigata railroad station when my train 

pulled in near 1:00 a.m. one mid-October morning. He had dis¬ 

covered I was coming to lecture at Niigata University that day 

and had decided to pick me up and drive me to my hotel. In spite 

of my fatigue from having lectured all week at universities 

throughout Japan, we had a wonderful reunion. His pretty wife, 

who had come along, said Hideo had talked for years in hope, 

one day, of our meeting once again. 

He had fully recovered, and had been a high-school teacher for 

some time. Also, he had undertaken a most thorough study of 

Zen, and since he was aware of my involvement with it (he had 

purchased my books on a study grant in America some years be¬ 

fore, at a time I was out of the country), he hoped when I had 
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rested we would have time to talk. We arranged to meet later, next 

evening. As we parted, noting my concern for him, he joked 

about his former helplessness. Now he was fit, life had been 

good to him. 

Later, former colleagues at the university told me he had in¬ 

deed distinguished himself and won their lasting respect. In fact 

they hoped to help him gain a scholarship which would make 

possible an advanced degree leading to college teaching, possibly 

there at his Alma Mater. That evening I met Hideo at the Spain 

Coffee House, a favorite meeting place where I had often gone 

with students after classes years before. The Spanish decor and 

recorded cante Hondo and flamenco were very pleasant, and he 

had suggested we meet there for old time’s sake. He had enjoyed 

and benefitted from my lecture, he assured me, and was very 

much now in the mood to talk. So, sipping coffee, we began. 

STRYK: When I was your teacher years ago, you were 

intensely absorbed in Western literature and philosophy. Besides 

that, you were at times a difficult young man, long before you be¬ 

came ill—difficult perhaps, for reasons beyond your control. I re¬ 

member, for example, that you didn’t like coming over to our house 

for conversation with the other students, always wanting my atten¬ 
tion for yourself. 

KOTAKI: I had little respect, I’m afraid, for all those 

who went regularly to your house, arrogantly thinking them glib. As 

you know, we Japanese tend to mistrust those who talk a great deal. 

STRYK: I’ve never been able to understand why. Could 
you tell me a little about it? 

KOTAKI: Probably not much you would find helpful. 
It’s simply a dislike for what you call eloquence, possibly because a 

sensitive person distrusts words. There are other ways of expressing 
oneself, some more important. 

STRYK: Gestures? 

KOTAKI: More than gestures, though they’re part of it. 
A person’s air, the way he holds himself, his look as he listens. Such 
things mean more than all the words he uses. 

STRYK: Each of my students must have felt his words 
important enough—did you find them superficial? 

KOTAKI: Perhaps the way they could open their 
thoughts in public made me feel them weak, unmanly. 
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STRYK: You’re an intellectual. You must realize that’s 
what the rankest anti-intellectual might say. 

KOTAKI: In the West perhaps, not here. 

STRYK: In any conceivable way is the feeling, thinking 

of it now, connected with your interest in Zen—or Japanese art, per¬ 

haps, its restraint, economy? 

KOTAKI: I don’t know, but it is deep. People I most 
respect share it. 

STRYK: What made you turn to Zen? I don’t remember 
your concern with it in those days. 

KOTAKI: My illness, perhaps, the realization that 

comes when at nineteen one is dying. I suddenly began seeking 

depths, answers to questions nothing else would answer—not that I 

was sure Zen could. Anyhow, I found no help in normal pursuits or in 
the subjects I had been studying. 

STRYK: Did you begin doing zazen after leaving the 
sanatorium? 

KOTAKI: While there. I had time on my hands, had 

always been a great reader. But school books became lifeless, the very 

thought of school. A fellow patient, a Zenist, handed me books on the 

subject. As I turned the pages, my thoughts went to my early years 

when Buddhism had played a small part in my life. When I started 

studying Zen, I was amazed to find so much in Buddhism which I 

hadn’t seen before. Life became so simple, so real. 

STRYK: And you began to meditate? 

KOTAKI: Yes. Suddenly I knew the discipline was good, 

the literature began to fascinate me. 

STRYK: Had you thoughts then of entering the priest¬ 

hood? 

KOTAKI: No, not a notion. I just felt I had found the 

way to make life livable, that was more than enough. I had become so 

bitter about my illness, felt so hard done by, desperately sorry for my¬ 

self. Zen seemed to make it possible to find a deeper sense of what life 

was about—I had, after all, no more certainty that I would live, even 

the look of health in others disgusted me. Suddenly what time was 

left I wanted to be different. My study of English, all such things, be¬ 

came absurd; a stupid game, nothing to do with actuality. 

STRYK: I remember we were reading poets like Tenny¬ 

son. Did you turn from that kind of reading? 

KOTAKI: It became very foreign, no longer interesting. 
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I began discovering Japanese poetry, especially haiku and the old Zen 

poems. But not only poetry. I began reading Dogen’s essays, 

Hakuin’s. A revelation! I think—and I’m quite serious—that such 

works saved my life. It was then I resolved to become totally Japanese 

in every way. 
STRYK: When did you turn back to other literature 

again—you must have, resolutely, for you certainly distinguished 

yourself in it later. 
KOTAKI: Slowly, as my recovery became certain. I re¬ 

turned to former interests with a vengeance! I found after leaving the 

sanatorium, studies became easier, that in many respects I was far 

ahead of my classmates. 

STRYK: Politically those were active days—in fact 

many of your classmates were radical. I remember it took time and 

patience for me to win their confidence. Were you involved in such 

things? 

KOTAKI: No, even then I had a hatred of abstractions— 

national interests, class war, “isms” of all kinds. I didn’t argue, just 

went my way. 

STRYK: Were you criticized for being that way? 

KOTAKI: Not to my face! But it wouldn’t have changed 

things. I knew what I was after; it had nothing to do with politics— 

only life. 

STRYK: And Zen? Did the interest continue once you 

regained your health and came once more to studies? 

KOTAKI: Formally, no, but by then Zen was so impor¬ 

tant it didn’t have to be a conscious interest, or pursuit. I’m sure that 

often happens. It was just part of my life. 

STRYK: How part of your life? 

KOTAKI: Well, when young and taken on school trips 

to famous temples, I couldn’t have cared less. I don’t think I even 

found them beautiful—just old, historical. Now, well, when I visit a 

temple or view an exhibit of sumie, say, I feel so deeply. Those things 

speak a language that penetrates, one that I need. Same with poetry. 

Now I read haiku with keen appreciation; whereas the poems of 

Basho and Buson were once just things we schoolboys had to learn. 

STRYK: Do your friends feel this as much? 

KOTAKI: I ve no idea—how can such things be mea¬ 

sured? But I have my doubts. Perhaps one has to face the void, as I did, 
to feel this way. 
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STRYK: One hears the young are, for the most part, in¬ 

different to the older culture, more interested in modern art, litera¬ 

ture, and music. Even that some are hostile to things like haiku. 

KOTAKI: I’m not aware of that, though as a high school 
teacher I should be. I only know what’s important to me. In the long 

run, I don’t suppose it matters how many people at a given time have 

similar interests. Basho’s poems have been around over two hundred 

years, will be for centuries to come. At times they’re ignored, at others 
revered—the main thing is they exist. 

STRYK: Do you think that’s true of Zen? 

KOTAKI: Again, my approach is personal. The Zenists 

I know are serious about it, as men were at the time of Bodhidharma. 
Do numbers matter? 

STRYK: Don’t you fear there’s danger, should few 

people care, that Zen culture will die out—unable to survive this 

world’s increasingly materialistic trends? 

KOTAKI: I really doubt it. Zen teaches constant evolu¬ 

tion, change. Perhaps it too must undergo such transformations; per¬ 

haps a few hundred years from now it will be altogether different. 

STRYK: Then it would no longer be Zen. 

KOTAKI: So? What matter, so long as it serves the 
living? 

STRYK: But unless it is very close to what it’s been for 

centuries, could it possibly serve in the same way? 

KOTAKI: To me Zen, progress, just is—neither good 

nor bad. It’s hard enough to ever know what’s good. When are we ever 

sure that what we think good really is? Why fret about what will be 
good in the future? 

STRYK: Ah, you have understood the great Zen lesson, 

non-attachment! 

KOTAKI: Not consciously, yet from the moment I got 

off my back and went out through the sanatorium gates, I felt some¬ 

thing like that. A wonderful uplifting sense of freedom from all 

thought of time, of conventional morality, swept through me. All I 

cared to do was live, and though it’s true I became a better student, I 

had very pragmatic reasons for becoming one. I thought, to hell with 

past, hell with future, make the most of now. 
STRYK: You’ve always been a student of literature, 

more than philosophy. Has Zen changed that, have you been reading 

more philosophy? 
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KOTAKI: No, less. 

STRYK: What of books on Zen? 
KOTAKI: I no longer need them—that may be one of the 

results of my Zen studies. In the sanatorium I did quite a bit of reading 

of that kind—studies on Zen, Western philosophy, the phenomenolo- 

gists, existentialists. Suddenly all that sort of thing, for whatever rea¬ 

son, became distasteful. So for years I’ve not touched such works. 

STRYK: Discovering the truth of the old adage, not mis¬ 

taking the pointing finger for the moon? 

KOTAKI: I’ m not sure I can put it that way. How easy it 

is to deceive oneself about the rightness of one’s actions. Finger point¬ 

ing at the moon: living in a relative world—can one escape the neces¬ 

sity of pointing that finger? Would one know what to do with that 

moon? No, it would be putting what I’ve found in far too favorable a 

light to make such claims. Philosophy bores me, it’s simple as that. 

Whereas fine novels, poems—Asian, Western—seem to contain all 

wisdom, at least all I require. You see, I’ve no special philosophy of 

my own. In any case, you as poet would, I suspect, be inclined to agree 
fine literature reaches to truth. 

STRYK: A poem or novel does it more interestingly? 

KOTAKI: Yes, thus captures more of it. 

STRYK: Though I can understand, I feel good reason 

for philosophy. Some are incapable of gaining the wisdom we speak 

of from art. For such people more explicit forms are necessary. Let’s 

remember, few works of art contain the wisdom that helps us live— 

most being little more than entertaining. Surely you will agree? 

KOTAKI: I admit I’m speaking personally, but that’s 

the point of our discussion. Philosophy, including Zen, for me is 

something best discoverable outside its own terms, if I can put it that 

way. I’m not only bored but offended by writers who tell me, ex¬ 

plicitly, this or that is good or true. Let me discover for myself, let 

those things which teach me appeal to the whole of me. They have to. 

STRYK: Have you ever thought of working with a 
master? 

KOTAKI: I don’t see the point. 

STRYK: Well, Basho did. Shinkichi Takahashi, the 
contemporary poet you admire, did for years. 

KOTAKI: I’m not a poet. What could a master do for me 
that I can’t do for myself? 
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STRYK: That’s incredible. I don’t think I’ve ever heard 
that from a Zenist. 

KOTAKI: You see, my ambition, if it can be called that, 

is limited: it is to understand, appreciate the creations of others, and 

inspire students to the same thing. That’s not so arrogant, is it? I want 

to be a good teacher above all, because I know a life can not only be en¬ 
riched, but saved by art. 

STRYK: Saved? Why—you’re thinking still of your own 
illness? 

KOTAKI: Who isn’t ill? Blindness to reality is illness, 

isn’t it? Indifference to beauty, unawareness of depths. Those things 

can be overcome by awareness of what gifted men have shown us. 

STRYK: Among them philosophers, and Zen masters. 

KOTAKI: Granted—but not for me. Philosophers ex¬ 

plain everything for themselves ingeniously, cleverly to be sure: that’s 

the extent of them. At his best an artist does not tell, he reveals. That’s 

what interests me. 

STRYK: Not all artists reveal, or to the same degree. 

KOTAKI: Those are not artists. 

STRYK: Hideo, you’ve been intensely affected by Zen 

studies, consciously or not, for the arts of Zen are meant to do just that. 

KOTAKI: Not those of Zen alone. Zen would be false if 

it claimed otherwise. Artists with no knowledge of it accomplish 
what I have in mind when I speak of revelation. I’ve found some of 

their work to be altogether as revelatory as the works of great Zenists. 

It would be limiting one’s world unnecessarily to confine one’s search 

for truth to such works only. 

STRYK: I feel with you in that, so long as one knows 

what’s meant by revelatory. Could you tell me of that? 

KOTAKI: In the presence of the revelatory, by defini¬ 

tion, one knows that instant change takes place in one. Kawabata 

wrote a novel set here in Niigata, Yukiguni (Snow Country). When I 

put that book down, one of the most startling I’d ever read, this was a 

different place: mountains I’d often gone by on the train, villages I’d 

often passed and thought mere stations on the route to Tokyo, sud¬ 

denly came alive. I saw them for the first time, the very air pulsed with 

their reality. That’s what I mean by revelatory art. 
STRYK: Interesting that you chose to make your point 

with the work of a Zenist! Kawabata’s Nobel Prize acceptance address 
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must be the finest tribute to Zen ever. I very much appreciate what 

you’re saying, but I’m still trying to narrow down to something quite 

specific. Chekhov once wrote a friend that life without a definite 

philosophy is a nightmare, yet there’s no direct hint of philosophy as 

such, except now and then by some of the characters in his plays, and 

other works: he never deals explicitly with issues in philosophical 

terms. The point is, though, he felt philosophy had to be there, direct¬ 

ing him. More recent writers like T. S. Eliot have felt the same. 

KOTAKI: True, but why speak of those men? 

STRYK: Well, I’m puzzled. You feel you have benefitted 

so much through Zen, and at the same time have no use for philo¬ 

sophy. 

KOTAKI: But is Zen philosophy? If it were, I doubt I’d 

have been affected by it. You suspect, I’m sure, that I’m something of 

an anti-intellectual. Perhaps I am—what’s so special about intel¬ 

lection? 

STRYK: Come now, Zen to be sure is anti-conceptual, 

suspicious of held attitudes, ideas, but from a distinctly philosophical 

point of view—paradoxical as that sounds. Once I was giving a lec¬ 

ture at a woman’s college in America, and a teacher of philosophy ac¬ 

cused me of trying to corrupt the minds of students with my anti- 

conceptual talk. She felt threatened, and plainly said so. Now I 

maintain the viewpoint of Zen, anti-conceptual though it may be, 

constantly challenging our abstractions, trusting only the moon it¬ 

self and not the pointing finger, is not only philosophy but a most 

complete one, based very fundamentally on Buddhism. 

KOTAKI: Our experience of it differs. You approach it 

looking for a system, from outside. I could not do so because it has 

always been near me, part of all I cherish in our culture since I awak¬ 

ened to its richness. Though closer admittedly than other Westerners, 

you still look on from outside. At times the Western interest in Zen not 

only astonishes but makes us feel guilt, since we’re not involved in the 

same way. I’m trying to be frank as you would have me: I feel that 

seeking such a Way or system, even one so congenial to those who find 

contemporary values turn them off, is in itself a fruitless pursuit. I 

have a feeling you’re asking provocative questions to draw me out, 

and I don’t mind at all, but surely as an artist you agree that only the 
immediate can be trusted. 

STRYK: The immediate is different for each of us; what¬ 

ever it is can be approached in many ways. There are things, events, to 
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be reckoned with day in, day out. What makes them special, revela¬ 

tory, is obviously the way we perceive them. That’s what philosophy 

is meant to do for us. I can assure you that has been precisely my ex¬ 

perience, as artist. I he hand, the eye, must be guided by the inquiring 
mind—if the work is to have depth. 

KOTAKI: Well, as writer you are conscious of such 

things. You feel you have to understand the process of awareness: 

making poems, you have an aesthetic. Not being involved in all that, 

I give it little thought. Yet I suppose even for someone like myself, 

before appreciation can take place, there may be something like 

philosophical preparation. That much I’ll grant. Zen art, after all, 
moves me—I had to learn to need it. 

STRYK: Have you tried persuading friends to benefit 
from Zen? Your students? 

KOTAKI: Never. Why should I? If they feel the need, 

they’ll find it for themselves. No one will have to tell them, as Japa¬ 

nese, where to go. You must remember that we tend to be less eclectic 

than Westerners—there are fewer choices anyway. 

STRYK: Yet at one time you were interested in Existen¬ 
tialism, that sort of thing. 

KOTAKI: True enough, but always as part of study. 

Rarely—so far as I know—out of personal need. The difference is 

great. 

STRYK: Are you content with life these days? 

KOTAKI: Why not? I’m fortunate, in work, in marriage. 

Every day, for years, has been a kind of bonus—as my father, who 

survived combat, has told me, like a soldier. That’s my feeling. 

STRYK: Wonderful. 

KOTAKI: I regained more than health, you see—a sense 

of what one should be healthy for. 

STRYK: Has Zen lessened your ambitions in some ways? 

I mean do you strive less for things most would consider important? 

KOTAKI: I don’t understand. 

STRYK: Where you live, for example. Are you content 

living in Niigata, do you regret not living in what some might con¬ 

sider a more beautiful and stimulating place—that sort of thing. 

KOTAKI: Ah, perhaps in that sense I have been most 

affected, for truly I can’t imagine better circumstances. With the 

proper attitude, one can make a great deal of what others might deem 

worthless. Nothing is worthless, nothing “better.” 
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STRYK: What of the humble tasks that go with teaching 

high school, things many people do find thwarting. 
KOTAKI: I am sorry for such people—their delusions! 

I’m very fortunate. I want no more than I have. Whether that’s to be 

attributed to Zen, I’m not sure, but it’s a fact of my life and whatever 

led to it was a good thing. Yes, it might very well have been Zen. That 

I’ll concede. 



Potter 

Takashi Sasaki lives in the small town of Uozumi, overlooking 

Akashi Straits and Awaji Island, a beauty spot made immortal by 

Japan’s great painters, fifteen miles from Kobe at the beginning 

of the Inland Sea. At first glance the seventy-eight year old potter 

seems to blend into the scenery, firm as those small crooked pines 

dotting the hills and beaches far into the distance. At once he 

apologizes for the “blight” of jerry-built homes sprung up 

everywhere, none of which existed when he moved to Uozumi 

more than twenty years ago. Most of the new structures are 

owned by people out from Kobe, easily accessible by rail, and for 

the most part they are eye-sores. 

His own old house with its fine garden stands superbly on a 

cliff facing the sea. Awaji, one of the large islands of the Inland 

Sea, is visited season on season by thousands who come to mar¬ 

vel, as I discovered on a visit there the previous day: it deserves its 

reputation. From Takashi Sasaki’s front room one can’t see the 

ugly buildings he despises. There are grape vines stretched along 

the windows, changing color every day. He observes from seeds 

on to flower and to fruit: now, early September, they are ripen¬ 

ing along with the persimmons in the garden. His wife, a gra¬ 

cious lady, blind since the war, serves us sun-warm persimmons 

with our tea, moving with sureness, ceremonious and pleasant. 

In the room are Picasso and Beardsley prints, and pots and tea 
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bowls arranged next to the alcove, before which, as guest, I have 

the honored place. For many years Takashi Sasaki has enjoyed 

local fame, exhibiting chiefly in Kobe, occasionally elsewhere. 

He is proud his son is studying sculpture in far-off Rome, and 

has hopes for his future in the art. Among a fine collection of 

ceramics, there is much Western—Picasso, Chagall—, though 

some of the best is traditionally Japanese. Though he has been 

involved in Zen for years, one of the reasons f am anxious to 

speak with him is that he has so strong an interest in Western art. 

As I look over his collection, I find myself a bit uneasy about 

what appears to be a high degree of eclecticism in taste. 

Takashi Sasaki shows me his fine kiln outside. Despite his age, 

he is an active potter, and many pieces wait the firing. Like most 

artists, he finds it impossible to live on art alone, and so for many 

years taught ceramics at a local college. He still teaches part- 

time, though now mostly art history, which might account for 

his strong interest in Western artists like Picasso. He mentions 

students who have distinguished themselves as potters, and is 

disappointed that f do not know their work. I find myself com¬ 

paring him with other artists I’ve been meeting, since he alone 

among them claims to have been inspired by Western art while 

at the same time practicing Zen. 

STRYK: How deeply into Zen are you? 

SASAKI: At one time it was of first importance, but I 

haven’t done zazen in many years—if that’s what you mean. 

STRYK: Most artists involved in Zen tend to be more tra¬ 

ditional in their tastes than you. Have you always admired artists 
like Beardsley and Picasso? 

SASAKI: Almost from the start of my work in ceramics. 

STRYK: In your collection design and painting pre¬ 
dominate, as in your own work. That seems especially Western—am I 
wrong? 

SASAKI: Far from the truth, among contemporary pot¬ 

ters. We’re no different from Western artists in that respect. I’m also a 

painter, as are most my fellow potters, and many modern Japanese 

masters have excelled in painted ceramics. Though it may be true they 

were more interested in purely decorative possibilities of paint, 

whereas great Western artists, Chagall for example, try to make their 

surfaces more expressive. Perhaps that’s why we think their work so 
personal. 
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STRYK: The result is very different from the more tradi¬ 

tional Japanese schools like Tomba. I’m particularly fondofTomba, 

by the way, its simplicity and practicality, the sense of the usefulness. 
Would you agree? 

SASAKI: Tomba is one of the greatest schools. Who 

would not admire its purity and strength? But few living potters work 

in such modes: wonderful as it is, it is the past. 

STRYK: You speak like an anti-traditionalist. Isn’t that 
unusual for a Zenist? 

SASAKI: I’ m far from being anti-traditionalist, as you 

can tell from many works in my collection. But Zen insists we be our¬ 

selves, that the great treasure is original self. I like what I like, do what 

I want, never bound by conceptions of what is proper or improper. 

STRYK: There’s something I very much want to ask. If 

true that each art has a quintessential nature, then the beauty of fine 
pottery is found in shape and texture, is it not? 

SASAKI: To be sure. 

STRYK: Then allow me to tell you what troubles me 

about the Picasso and Chagall pieces. In such works painting domi¬ 

nates all else, hiding the essentials—the pot’s shape and texture. 

SASAKI: Does that matter, if the result is pleasing? 

STRYK: Well, would such work be less, however fine 

the painting, done on any other surface, even brick? One responds to 

such work as to painting. 

SASAKI: Theoretically that might be, but they are good 

only because those great men were very much aware of painting pots, 

not bricks. They would have painted very differently otherwise, of 

that you can be sure! 

STRYK: Perhaps I should explain that my concern is 

the result of going to a recent show of Tomba pottery in Kobe. I was 

so strongly affected by the beauty of work made to hold and use, 

whereas when I look at so much modern work I’m affected by surface 

alone. I wonder whether that’s enough. In any case it would be fright¬ 

ening to use one of Picasso’s pieces in any way, though fine to look at 

on a shelf. Traditional schools have this practical element which I 

find true to life, and know to be important to Zen. 

SASAKI: Not all arts done in the name of Zen are prac¬ 

tical. Far from it. Some of its works are held precious, things to be dis¬ 

played with caution from time to time, once in so many years, at the 

temples which own them. 
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STRYK: Yet there’s the truth that nothing should be 

revered to that point. Perhaps that’s why Tomba would seem more 

satisfying. Some of the best-known contemporary pottery done in 

Kobe, though based on traditional methods and fired in ancient kilns, 

is in the light of such ideals, seriously wanting. Recently I visited one 

of the most famous red-clay kilns, of the Akahada School, in Nara 

Prefecture. I was disappointed not only in the works produced but by 

the very atmosphere—frankly it struck me as a sleazy tourist opera¬ 

tion, almost all the work commercially designed. The day I went a 

group of ladies from a tea-ceremony school were being shown the 

operations generally. It struck me that the obvious intent of those in 

charge was to sell the very costly and for most part vulgarly designed 

tea-bowls, lacking personal distinction, done hurriedly, as for a 

supermarket—something in which the owner of the kiln took great 

pride. 

SASAKI: I know the sort of thing—outrageous. But isn’t 

that to be expected nowadays? I doubt that it reflects anything worth 

worrying over. Serious artists go their own way, hoping always to 

produce genuine works. How that’s accomplished is always a mys¬ 

tery. One moves according to one’s own lights, you see, whether pro¬ 

ducing tea-bowls for fashionable young ladies or following tradi¬ 

tional ways, like Tomba. Or like myself trying something altogether 

new and personal. One must above all remain oneself. 

STRYK: Is it not difficult to work contentedly in an art 
with so direct a market link? 

SASAKI: Don’t all artists, even poets, make things to be 
used, one way or another? Isn’t that behind all art? The main thing is 
how it’s used, in what circumstances. 

STRYK: You make your pots with that in mind? 

SASAKI: Not exactly, but one hopes for a buyer capable 
of appreciating his purchase, whatever purpose it’s put to. 

STRYK: I’ve always found that a problem. I mean even 

with a book of poems one fears it will get into the hands of one who 
will toss it onto a shelf and forget it. 

SASAKI: Your view is idealistic. As potter I can hardly 
be expected to share it. 

STRYK: I have asked others something that interests me 

very much: I wonder, are you concerned about the importance of 

artistic lineage? I mean the way pottery is displayed in shops, that 

being always stressed—the disciple of such-and-such a master, that 
sort of thing. The difference in value can be very great. 
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SASAKI: I’m trying to understand. I suppose you feel 
unfairness in all that? 

STRYK: Frankly, yes, for some of the things thus priced 

don’t seem superior. One may be paying purely for a name. 

SASAKI: That’s a practice, I suppose, in any highly tra¬ 

ditional culture—one of the best reasons to challenge it! I have, all my 
life. Not that it’s done much good! 

STRYK: Have you always challenged tradition? 

SASAKI: Not all that consciously, but I’ve certainly felt 
threatened at times. Yet I’ve not planned my career, so you see have 

never really taken such matters into account. I know what appeals to 

me, and couldn’t care less about the nationality of artists producing 
things I love. 

STRYK: Your son is studying sculpture in Rome. On 
your advice? 

SASAKI: Not directly, but, as my son, he’s been around 

art of the world. I suppose in a way I might have encouraged him. 
Why not—he’s very talented. 

STRYK: Would you have liked to study in Europe? 

SASAKI: Would I indeed! But reaching maturity in the 

war years, there was no hope of that. 

STRYK: Is your son interested in the great sculpture of 

Japan? The Buddhist sculpture and wood carving of Nara, for ex¬ 

ample. 

SASAKI: Humans always seem to be stimulated by what 

is different—challenged by it. I have been, so has my son. Great as our 

sculpture is—and I’m first to admit that in certain respects it is su¬ 

preme—there’s something about Italian sculpture—Donatello, Mi¬ 

chelangelo—inspiring to grandness of conception, with or without 

religious significance. Men, not Bodhisattvas, are celebrated. For 

some reason, to me, and certainly to young men like my son, that’s 

very important. 
STRYK: Is your son involved in Zen? 

SASAKI: No! Forgive my laughing, but the thought of 

my son doing zazen amuses me. That would be true of most his 

friends, I’m afraid. You must remember Zen is not religion, as you in 

the West think of religion. It’s a discipline leading to composure of 

mind, and in the arts work expressive of that composure. In my time 

we were led to believe it was more than that, always its arts were held 

to be significant. For some, war changed all that—what good’s com¬ 

posure when threatened at every turn? Survival was what mattered. 
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STRYK: That’s very Western! 

SASAKI: So be it, but it’s true, has been for years. I’m 

Zenist because I never lost hope, even in those dark days. I lived as one 

—have tried to all along. But my son, and his generation—that would 

be too much to expect from most. I’m afraid I’m disillusioning. I 

know your work in Zen, and you know mine, but I can only be frank 

in these matters. There was a time when Zen, its arts, was all- 

important to many. No longer true. One possible effect, and it’s some¬ 

thing I have certainly felt, is artists have looked elsewhere—to Picas¬ 

so, Chagall, among others. I’d like to feel that isn’t wholly bad. 
STRYK: The change in your attitude, concerning Zen 

culture, came as the result of war. But you were in mid-career as artist 

at its start, your attitudes were by then surely well-established. 

SASAKI: I fear I’ve overstressed the changing attitude. 

As you know I consider myself Zenist, in all matters. Perhaps what 

I’m trying to point out is the attitude of Zenists like myself was to 

some degree altered. Simply put, we became more international, less 

insular, without losing what Zen gave us. 

STRYK: Was there an official view of Zen during the 

war? 

SASAKI: No official view, no, and for good reason. The 

fortunes of Buddhism waned to some degree, because of its innate 

pacifism, while those of Shinto improved, yet Zen was after all the 

discipline behind Bushido, the Way of the warrior, and many 

soldierly virtues have been associated with it from the start. Thus Zen 

was in a highly ambiguous position at that time, something felt 
especially by the masters. 

STRYK: Did many of your friends become anti-tradi¬ 

tionalist, mistrusting the past, all those things which after all led 
Japan to war? 

SASAKI: Do you mean artists? 

STRYK: Artists, fellow Zenists. 

SASAKI: Again a highly individual matter, depending 
on the degree of participation in war, something naturally overriding 

principles and theories. If one’s son was a soldier, for example, those 

days were harrowing, if one’s house was burnt down in a bombing 

. . . immediate things of that kind. I was more fortunate than most, 

my feelings about war are based on principles. But I could certainly 

sympathize, even then, with those in no position to consider ques¬ 

tions of philosophy. And with them, right or wrong, I wanted Japan 
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to survive intact—since by the middle of the war no intelligent person 
expected her to win. 

STRYK: A painful subject—I hope you’ll forgive me for 
bringing it up. 

SASAKI: On the contrary—painful or not, war should 

be discussed by more than former politicians and generals. It’s still 

something that needs cleansing from our system. 

STRYK: What is your hope as artist? 

SASAKI: At my age! That’s a tough question, has always 

been—I’ve asked it of myself for years. Perhaps my hope has always 

been to give pleasure, make things which might be treasured by the 

discerning. 

STRYK: It does matter who owns your work, who uses? 

SASAKI: Deeply. Not that I have much choice! I always 

had to sell my work to live, at least to make some material difference 

to my life—as you know, I also teach. I don’t suppose I would ever 

have refused a sale, yet whenever I’ve been able to control such mat¬ 

ters I’ve tried. My art is delicate, perishable, must be handled with 

care. And as perfectionist, I’ve not produced that much. I believe my 

work is valued by those possessing it, and though I’m not as famous 

as the renowned men you spoke of, my work does costa bit—twenty 

times as much as when I first began to shape my clay those fifty years 

ago! Yet it’s my dream someone will see my work as more than just an 

object to place on a shelf, glance at occasionally, serve tea in on 

special occasions. The best I can do is fully expressive of my being—a 

poet like yourself would know what that means. Yes, that’s my dream. 



. 



Teacher of Aesthetics 

Son of a Zen priest, Keisho Morikawa, thirty-eight, lives in 

Maiko, near Kobe, where he teaches aesthetics. He is a tea 

ceremony expert and a much-admired aesthetician with a broad 

knowledge of Western and Oriental art history, has written 

valued works in the field. Since childhood he has been intimate 

w'ith Zen, and is never happier than when discussing the 

discipline and its related arts. I meet him at his gate, close to the 

railroad tracks, where he introduces me to his young wife, 

educated at the famous Nara College for Women and deeply 

attentive to her husband’s work. Besides their two children, Mrs. 

Morikawa’s parents live with them, and they all gather to greet 

me warmly as I enter the house and am shown into the guest 

room upstairs. Keisho Morikawa’s father-in-law has been look¬ 

ing forward to our discussion, and asks permission to join us. 

He is a descendant of the great Zen painter Miyamoto Musashi, 

known to all students of Oriental art, and owns one of the mas¬ 

ter’s most famous scrolls, a Daruma, often shown in books on 

Japanese painting. I very much hope to see it, but think better of 

asking, for strangely I have found over the years a great reluct¬ 

ance in possessors of such works to show them. 

Sitting before the alcove, I watch Keisho Morikawa, slight 

and delicately featured, begin to prepare tea, which as an 

acknowledged master he does with grace and skill, though with 
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movements surer, brisker than others I have seen. Soon he serves 

us tea in rare and beautiful Kiyomizuaki cups. Fully conscious of 

the honor, I express appreciation. As we drink he shows me, 

among other priceless pieces, a set of Ming cups, very precious, 

which I handle nervously, to their amusement. 

When we have finished, the utensils wiped clean and replaced 

in their wooden containers, Keisho Morikawa asks whether I 

would care to see the Miyamoto Musashi scroll. I am overjoyed, 

and tell him so. Opening the container with great care, he gently 

removes the scroll and hangs it in the alcove by a bowl of flowers, 

specially arranged there by his wife for my visit. The small 

firmly-inked Daruma I recognize at once, having long admired 

it. Magnificent! I stare, wordless. Even my hosts, who know its 

every stroke, are affected by it. As Keisho Morikawa explains, it 

is the family’s greatest treasure, and they unroll it only on very 

special occasions. His father-in-law adds it will be passed on to 

his grandson when he comes of age. Meanwhile the family 

enjoys, takes pride in its possession. 

When Keisho Morikawa offers to show some of their other 

scrolls, I beg him to leave this masterpiece before us while we 

talk. Since they appreciate and understand my wish, my gesture 

of respect, Daruma watches us as we begin. 

STRYK: A wonderful scroll. Is it customary for a family 

to pass such treasure on from one generation to another? 

MORIKAWA: Well, first of all, there are few such trea¬ 

sures outside museums. As you know, our ancestor Miyamoto 

Musashi, who is also called Niten, lived from 1584-1645 and was a 

famous general and swordsman, serving the Miyamoto family. He 

was also an ardent Zenist, and perhaps the finest of the samurai 

artists—a most important historical figure. Naturally a work of such 

a man, held by his descendants, is thought priceless, and treated ac¬ 

cordingly. Nevertheless sometimes such works are sold—many in the 

hard times following the war. Fortunately my wife’s family would 

have chosen to starve rather than part with this scroll, and other trea¬ 

sured things. What it takes, I suppose, in each generation, is someone 

who values such works above whatever money they would bring. 

STRYK: I realize that the scroll is infrequently dis¬ 

played, but do you often find yourself tempted to look at it? 
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MORIKAWA: We often do, for pleasure, but rarely is it 

left hanging more than an hour or two. Occasionally someone, some¬ 

times from afar, will ask permission to photograph it for an art book. 

As an art historian, I am always sympathetic—so long as I’m con¬ 

vinced of the book’s seriousness and am assured that the quality of 

illustration is likely to be high. I feel that in a sense the scroll belongs 

to all those people, wherever they are, capable of appreciating it. 

STRYK: Often those possessing great art works tend to 

be less generous, I’ve found. When living in Yamaguchi years ago, on 

asking to see Sesshu’s great long scroll, I was told by a representative 

of the Mori family that it was unrolled once a year and too many had 

applied to view it that year. I care for Sesshu deeply, and was bitterly 
disappointed. 

MORIKAWA: But Sesshu’s long scroll is everywhere 

available in reproductions, in much reduced size of course, but fairly 
good as such things go. You must not blame the Mori family for try¬ 

ing to preserve what after all is one of the nation’s greatest treasures. 

STRYK: The reproductions I’ve seen, those sold at 

museums, so tiny, give no conception at all of the work’s grandeur. 

No, I must admit to having been deeply hurt at the refusal, and with 

justice, I believe, since visiting dignitaries are never refused. But I was 

grateful to see recently Taigado scrolls owned by Mampukuji Temple 

at the Kyoto National Museum. Enough of my problems! How long 

have you been interested in the tea ceremony? 

MORIKAWA: I’ ve always been aware. After all, my 

father like other priests has a strong feeling for chanoyu. But it was in 

college that it became a passion. I was made leader of our tea cere¬ 

mony club, overseeing weekly meetings, making sure our standards 

were kept high. We made full study of the art, reading the literature, 

visiting museums with fine bowls and utensils, going to famous tea 

houses, that sort of thing. We often visited, back and forth, with other 

clubs. 
STRYK: I’ve been told the interest in tea is passing. Do 

you think most members of your old club remain involved? 
MORIKAWA: Some are, we meet occasionally for cere¬ 

monies. What you’ve heard, alas, is unfortunately true—as with so 

many things. 
STRYK: You teach aesthetics. Do you encourage stu¬ 

dents to take an interest? 
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MORIKAWA: Of course! I don’t insist. One forced to it 

is hardly likely to benefit—I’m the first to admit that. 

STRYK: How benefit? 

MORIKAWA: In every way. It has had influence on my 

life, and my family’s for years. Far more than ceremony is involved: 

study of tea scrolls, flower arrangement, architecture, gardening, pot¬ 

tery, utensils, dress, and, most important, cultivation of certain atti¬ 

tudes which reflect in conversation during ceremonies. A very com¬ 

plex art necessitating years of discipline and growing awareness. 

STRYK: A number of my friends here, intellectuals, pro¬ 

fessors, seem to have little use for the tea ceremony, claiming that it’s 

really for young ladies hankering for marriage and the life of gracious 

hostess. Unfair, I’m sure, but you must know such men. What do you 

tell them? 

MORIKAWA: What do you say to those who have no use 

for poetry? 

STRYK: It’s true one is always up against insensitivity, 

particularly as teacher. There must be many in teaching who regard 

your field as impractical, useless, given the nature of contemporary 
life. Do you have male students? 

MORIKAWA: A number, and they certainly are keen, as 

much and sometimes more than women, most of whom admittedly 

aren’t likely to continue feeling interest once through school and 

married. Still their lives will have been affected for the good—of that 
I’m sure. 

STRYK: How much time do you devote to Western aes¬ 
thetics in the classroom? 

MORIKAWA: A great deal, and of course inevitable con¬ 

trasts are drawn between Western and Asian approaches. We read 

Aristotle’s Poetics, Longinus’ On the Sublime, and more modern 
studies. 

STRYK: Are you affected by them? 

MORIKAWA: Deeply. That’s my calling. But most time 

is devoted to Asian aesthetics generally, Japanese specifically. 

STRYK: With much time spent on Zen? 

MORIKAWA: Zen’s importance to all aspects of Japa¬ 
nese art makes that inevitable. And of course I am a Zenist. 

STRYK: Can you give me an example from Zen paint¬ 
ing, say, of the way you go about it? 

MORIKAWA: A tall order! Let’s see. All right, since you 
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spoke of the recent Taigado exhibition in Kyoto, he will be our ex¬ 

ample. Though trained in Zen, he was really Bunjin, a literary 

painter of the Nanga (Southern Chinese School), learning something 

from, among others, I-Fu-Chu, the Chinese merchant painter who 

visited Nagasaki around 1720 and whose scrolls became so famous 

while Taigado was developing. Taigado, despite his brilliance, was 

something of a dilettante. His Zen studies, as well as his painting, 

helped him escape a world he thought ugly. 

STRYK: That’s no Zen attitude. 

MORIKAWA: Precisely. When you compare his work 

with Miyamoto Musashi’s, or any great Zen master’s, that becomes 

clear. Take Ikkyu. For him painting was the expression of insight. 

His painting, in contrast to Taigado’s, has zenkan, a very important 

principle of Zen aesthetics. Zenkan (kan means to watch), to put it 

simply, is the unity of watching, meditating. That’s the quality in all 

masterpieces, Sesshu’s, for example. There can be no Zen without it. 

STRYK: Then would you value Ikkyu’s work over Tai¬ 

gado’s? 
MORIKAWA: Far from it! I’m sure you too may find 

Taigado the greater painter. I’m simply trying to distinguish, with 

Zen in mind, to give you an idea how I conduct my classes. That’s 

generally the way I take. 

STRYK: I see. Though Ikkyu was, from the Zen point of 

view, the greater spirit—being after all one of the great masters—, you 

would place Taigado’s art above his. I’m not so certain I would, 

greatly admiring Ikkyu’s painting, yet I understand. Have you ever 

discussed this apparent contradiction with Zenists? 

MORIKAWA: No, you must bear in mind that to a 

Zenist there’s no eclecticism possible. He very naturally looks for 

things in art possessing zenkan, without being conscious of doing 

so—the purpose of art for him is to awaken. 

STRYK: Reveal? 
MORIKAWA: To express Zen spirit—only things ac¬ 

complishing that are worthy to him. Really, there’s no choice. 
STRYK: Then he might have reservations about Tai¬ 

gado? 
MORIKAWA: He very well might, feeling the work 

lacked zenkan. Not that he’d say so! It would be difficult to engage a 

master in such discussion, I can assure you. 
STRYK: That’s one of the difficulties I have with Zen 
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aesthetics. I feel I recognize zenkan, whether in poetry or painting, 

and admit there’s less of it in Taigado than Ikkyu or Hakuin, yet 

Taigado and, say, Buson have something I believe equally revelatory. 

Perhaps I’m most concerned about the way art is approached by those 

who, automatically, dismiss works more elaborate or ornamental 

than pure Zen works. Could preconceptions regarding an ideal rule 

the eye, make it see more in some, less in others? 

MORIKAWA: A problem of great magnitude, perhaps 

belonging as much to the realm of psychology as to aesthetics. When I 

said Taigado’s work suggests he might have been trying to escape the 

real world, I had in mind his subjects, most somewhat ideal: perfect 

landscapes, rich branches of blossom. As painter he seems to have 

turned from less than perfect things, as if unworthy of his brush. 

Many revere him for that, reassured that certain things are finer than 

others—not wakened to truth, which is not always beauty, of the rest 

of life. The Zen painter, by contrast, never seems to be choosing the 

best possible subjects, because indeed for him there are no best among 

them. He treats humble and exalted alike, seeming to prefer the 
former. 

STRYK: Thus exalting it? 

MORIKAWA: Not consciously so, of course, but in a 

way, yes. For, as you know, no such distinctions exist: what’s ugly? 
beautiful? high? low? Zenists always ask such questions, for good rea¬ 

son: only in delusion is the world divided up in such ways. That’s the 
source of most unhappiness. 

STRYK: How bleak a picture of what is after all nor¬ 
malcy. 

MORIKAWA: To the Zenist, art has a very direct bearing 

on life—not meant for stacking in museums, haggling over at gal¬ 

leries. It either awakens, helping man rid himself of illusion, or does 
not. 

STRYK: When it comes to such judgment, aren’t there 

degrees? Though Sesshu is thought the greatest Zen painter, he may 

appeal equally to those indifferent to Zen—and there are others like 
him. 

MORIKAWA: I can’t concede that those who respond to 

Sesshu could possibly be indifferent to Zen. In order to appreciate him 

fully, one simply must value all those principles. There’s no getting 
around that. 

STRYK: To a greater or lesser degree, surely. One might 

value the economy and directness of Sesshu, on the one hand, the deli- 
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cacy and elegance of Korin on the other—that superb ornamentation 

—, without reference to a given philosophy or aesthetic. Just widely 

differing responses to the world. Must one give up one to have the 
other? Would a Zenist consider love of Korin a betrayal of Sesshu? 

MORIKAWA: Of course not! Yet he might with some 

justice wonder by which of the two artists one is more fully ad¬ 

dressed. Consider your own feelings about them. I’ll speculate: by 

one you might be pleased, even thrilled, by the other affected spiritu¬ 

ally. You see, when it comes to art Zen insists on the necessity of defi¬ 

nition, being generally somewhat suspicious of syncretism in all mat¬ 

ters. Yes, one must define: either a work awakens to profound truth, 

or it does not. There is art for the senses, art for the spirit, and there is 

no true art without both. Every Sesshu painting examines the nature 

of reality, the bones beneath the flesh, and in so doing involves one in 

the process. 

STRYK: Process? 
MORIKAWA: Yes, the world of becoming. For to appre¬ 

ciate Sesshu one must penetrate surfaces, discover relationships only 

suggested by his brush. It takes time to go below the surface. 
STRYK: Whereas Korin, say, is nothing more than sur¬ 

face? 
MORIKAWA: We must watch our language! You won’t 

get me to claim exquisite Korin, one of my favorites, is superficial. 

Far from it. 
STRYK: Yes, it is dangerous to use some words, but I 

suppose the field of aesthetics has such pitfalls. 

MORIKAWA: No more than others! 

STRYK: Do you feel Zen aesthetics has been adequately 

dealt with by writers—Okakura, Hasegawa, Suzuki? 
MORIKAWA: Yes, and no. I believe that though they 

understand the nature of Zen art, there’s too much repetition: one 

senses they learn as much from each other as from the works them¬ 

selves. Perhaps they do not take sufficiently into account other pos¬ 

sibilities, other approaches. 
STRYK: The comparative, say? 
MORIKAWA: Yes, mainly, for their work is generally 

descriptive, and of course for Dr. Suzuki aesthetics is of important yet 

nevertheless minor concern. Each of them, as an example of what I 

mean, recognizes asymmetry to be essential to Zen art, but has there 

ever been a highly developed art ruled by symmetry? 
STRYK: Surely there has been, in the West. 
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MORIKAWA: When and where? 

STRYK: Why, in Greco-Roman art, particularly archi¬ 

tecture and sculpture. And Egyptian. 
MORIKAWA: Yet, even so, there are subtle departures 

from the symmetrical in the finest examples. In any case, I feel our 

aesthedcians overstate the case for asymmetry in Zen art—Korin, who 

has no Zen in him, is surely not bound by ideals of symmetry. 
STRYK: I see what you mean. I’ve discovered since turn¬ 

ing seriously to Zen art something very curious. Perhaps you might 

comment on it. Since learning to appreciate a scroll like yours, for 

example, I find I’m less inclined to visit museums. This may in part 

be due to the extraordinary quality of Zen art, the sense there’s no¬ 

thing to compare with it, but I’ve been wondering. Might it be teach¬ 

ing the profound lesson that nature offers all one needs—when 

looked at in the right way, with zenkan? Is nature, in all its vividness 

and thusness, beyond the reach of art, any art? It’s as if my eyes have 

been conditioned, particularly by sumie, to see a certain way, grasp¬ 

ing significant forms more readily. 

MORIKAWA: You speak like an awakened man! 

STRYK: But I am not—far from it. 

MORIKAWA: Well, as an aesthetician I can hardly be 

expected to approve an attitude or disposition which would keep one 

from museums! But I know just how you feel. Have you turned es¬ 

pecially from modern art? 

STRYK: No, certain artists still affect me deeply—the 

eighteenth-century Venetian Guardi is a favorite. I began appreciat¬ 

ing him since coming to artists like Sesshu. Perhaps it’s the vitality— 

not a figure in his many-peopled works is static. The effect is extra¬ 

ordinary, and is one chiefly of perspective, the eye being drawn to 

every point of the canvas by gesture, very subtly orchestrated. Yet 

nevertheless I feel as I’ve described, observing things out for a stroll 

which strike me as impressive as the greatest works of art, including 

Guardi’s. The vividness of any passing face is beyond anything on 
canvas. 

MORIKAWA: That makes art, and people like me, dis¬ 

pensable! I suspect that it’s a phase; you’ll once again return to the 

museum. In any case, art has taught you to see, Sesshu and Guardi 
revealing what is vital in the world. 

STRYK: Perhaps. Feeling as you do about art, and the 

tea ceremony, do you sometimes feel isolated in a place like this? Have 
you ever thought of moving? 
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MORIKAWA: All I need I have. No, I’m not tempted by 

big city life, even Kyoto—though admittedly I might feel different if 

I did not live close to the railway station. I teach in Kobe, as you 

know, and often visit other cities. 

STRYK: When you have the chance, you must enjoy 

Kyoto. 

MORIKAWA: Yes, because I go with hunger! That’s 

something I once read in Paul Valery—a profound aesthetician, by 

the way. He said when you go to a museum you should go with hun¬ 

ger. Well, here the hunger builds, you see. Though there are things 

all around which satisfy, and there’s always tea. 





Scholar 

Professor Shoei Ando, fifty, teaches American literature at Oka¬ 

yama University. Among his many scholarly books is Salinger 

and Zen, a most intriguing title. I reach his house via the back 

streets of Okayama, not far from one of the most famous and 

beautiful gardens in Japan. His book-filled study takes on a glow 

from a lovely flower arrangement. He owns several fine pieces of 

Bizen ware, pottery famous in the region, and some excellent 

scrolls. With great charm he presents a scroll of his own calli¬ 

graphy, specially mounted for me, with the characters “In no¬ 

thingness, the inexhaustible.” I am honored he has signed it with 

his first name, a gesture typical of this kindly man. I promise it 

will have a place of honor in my home. 

Stockily built, warm, intense, and very witty, Shoei Ando has 

twice experienced kensho, thus is permitted to speak of these 

events. Also he has been given inka by his master, and is qualified 

to guide others. Many are his own students at the university with 

whom he meets informally, as befits a follower of Bankei-Eitaku, 

least formal of great masters of the past, who could say in all 

seriousness, “When you tire of sitting, walk in meditation.” 

Shoei Ando is presently translating into English a large collec¬ 

tion of Bankei’s work, bound to be welcomed by the many who 

have felt strongly Bankei should be made accessible in English. 

He speaks of Bankei’s “illuminated heart” and comments gene- 
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rously on my translation of the master, done with Professor 

Takashi Ikemoto, my old friend and colleague at Yamaguchi 

University. He shares my admiration for Bankei, valuing the way 

he could reach out to people of all natures. 

Shoei Ando tells me how years ago Zen literally saved his life 

after the death of his first wife, when, suicidally morose, he came 

to it as a last resort. And now, a busy scholar and writer, he still 

finds energy to guide others toward awakening and the hope of a 

good life. The very words he chooses suggest a strongly moral 

man, who sees with the eyes of a Zenist. I wonder what he feels 

for Salinger, and ask. 

STRYK: Salinger’s famous silence has puzzled his ad¬ 

mirers for years. To what do you attribute it? 
ANDO: He has passed the first Zen barrier. His silence 

is nothing less than speechlessness before the second all-important 

barrier to realization. When overcome, nothing will stop him. 

STRYK: Are you sure of that? 

ANDO: He’s a profound man, and it’s not uncommon 

for such men to experience these things. When he’s through the 

second barrier, he will write effortlessly, better than before, with 

greater depth and lucidity. 

STRYK: I’ m sure admirers hope so, but may lack your 

confidence, feeling it possible he’s said all that he has to say, and as a 

serious artist will not repeat himself. 

ANDO: As a student of his work and life, I know more 
will come, and it will astonish the world. 

STRYK: Many writers have blocks, sometimes lasting a 

long time, particularly if they’re as serious as Salinger. The best of his 

stories, “Franny” say, give the sense that what he can’t abide is the 

useless, the talk about nothing, shams that make up a life. If he 

doesn’t feel able to go beyond this statement, he won’t write. Perhaps 
that’s what you mean by barrier? 

ANDO: Translated into literary and psychological lan¬ 

guage, perhaps, but it would be doing Salinger an injustice to reduce 

in such a way what is a veritable struggle for being. His best works 

clearly declare his philosophical commitments. It would be wrong to 

assume he has turned from his quest, and become a mere fictionist 

with a writing block. No, though I would hesitate to make such 
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claims for others, with Salinger I do not hesitate. Who would deny 

his genius, the way he penetrates the very soul of contemporary man? 

STRYK: You admire, I know, another great contem¬ 

porary, Zen poet Shinkichi Takahashi. Is he an example of one who 
has gone through the second barrier? 

ANDO: Yes, he is a fully enlightened Zenist—everything 
he writes bears that out. 

STRYK: The fact that he’s a lyric poet makes no dif¬ 
ference? 

ANDO: Why should it? Most poets find it impossible to 

write with such constant profundity. He’s a Zen poet, first, because 

he’s a true Zenist, one who has passed through the second barrier to 

self-realization—total, unmistakable. 

STRYK: Salinger’s silence is not confined to writing. 

He refuses to be interviewed, see anyone, is not interested in public 

concern with his career. 

ANDO: Yes, in that he proves himself. Why should what 

others expect matter? Only he knows how far he’s gone, how far 

there’s still to go. He has no place for time, its chronologies. 

STRYK: A remarkable attitude in our day. I know the 

importance of indifference to petty things, yet even among Zenists it 

must be quite rare. 
ANDO: Not among true Zenists, and there can only be 

true Zenists—there is no such thing as half-Zenist. One is or one isn’t, 

and if one is, one’s attitudes reflect that absolute condition. It’s un¬ 

mistakable. 

STRYK: You speak of the enlightened, surely. Most Zen¬ 

ists are hardly that. 

ANDO: As you’ll appreciate, this is difficult to discuss, 

but perhaps as one who tries to guide seekers on the way I must speak 

on the subject. Kensho is not realized by all. Those who experience it 

often wait for years, yet once one’s foot is on the proper path, miracu¬ 

lously, one undergoes important change—quite detectable, I can 

assure you. Students never cease to be amazed as very real changes in 

attitude, viewpoint overtake them, usually soon after beginning their 

study. When I speak as I do of Salinger, I have in mind that in order to 

have gone so far he would have had to experience extraordinary in¬ 

sights, if not kensho itself. This his mature stories reveal. Thus I pre¬ 

dict, once through the second barrier, he will glow even more bril¬ 

liantly. 
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STRYK: Are there examples in Zen history of such de¬ 

velopment? 
ANDO: Zen history is precisely the story of such becom¬ 

ing. There’s Hakuin’s Yasenkana, for example, or any of his writings 

in which he describes the way in which he rose from one kensho pla¬ 

teau to the next. Inspiring reading, I assure you. You have read much 

of Hakuin? 

STRYK: Yes, and what impresses me about him is his 

moral basis of self-judgment. He found time and again something 

lacking in himself which kensho should have brought him—com¬ 

posure, that sort of thing. Each time he made such a discovery, he 

immediately went back to the mat for further rigorous training. Is 

that what you have in mind? 

ANDO: Exactly. He knew that the composure, or what¬ 

ever he desired, was there in him all the time, part of his original self. 

Some weakness had troubled, beclouded it, but he knew it was there. 

His writings are remarkable in the way they detail that heroic quest. 

STRYK: And Salinger? He must know his creative 
strength is still within him? 

ANDO: Else he’d be selling his precious gift of insight 

cheaply—to interviewers, gossip magazines. 

STRYK: That’s what you find in Salinger, then, the gift 
of insight? More acute than in others? 

ANDO: He is a truly philosophical writer, the rarest of 

breeds—particularly among fiction writers. He has been, and will be 
again, a writer of wisdom literature. 

STRYK: Wisdom literature? You speak of that as some¬ 

thing rare. Is not all good literature essentially wisdom literature? 

ANDO: Far from it. Most writing, even the finest, 

doesn’t communicate this kind of wisdom. Few writers attempt it, 

few are sufficiently philosophical in their approach to things to make 
it possible. Very few indeed. 

STRYK: Yet there are writers who, without reference to 

a given philosophy, create what might be called wisdom literature. 

T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets, for example—philosophical poetry if 

ever there was any, much of it, as you know, based on Asian insights. 

ANDO: “The still point of the turning world.’’ Yes, and 

remember that in his early years, the most formative intellectually, 

long before he turned serious Christian, Eliot was a profound student 
of Asian philosophy, even studying Sanskrit. That sequence of poems 

might indeed be a form of wisdom literature. 
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STRYK: What of others without any interest in philo¬ 
sophical thought, Western or Asian? Can they not be writers of 
wisdom literature? 

ANDO: That’s stretching things a bit, isn’t it? There are 
limits. 

STRYK: I have often wondered. It might be claimed any 

work with insight, whether story, poem, or philosophical in ap¬ 

proach, can convey wisdom of the profoundest kind. I truly feel that. 

In any case, I’m curious about the restricting nature of such defini¬ 

tions. Is not all insight into reality a kind of wisdom, if only in a 
limited sense? 

ANDO: There, the crux of the problem! Limited sense— 

I’m glad you added that, in your wisdom! The kind of literature we’re 

discussing does not have limitation, dealing as it does with absolutes 

unrealized to those whose experiences are confined to the relative. 

That’s the purpose, wouldn’t you agree, of philosophy—to define, 

uphold the absolute? In his early poems, for example, Eliot does not 

write on the level of the Four Quartets—how could he have? It took 

a lifetime, as he says in one of those poems, of struggle with the 

inchoate, to come to realizations, whether Christian or generally 

philosophical, expressed so fully later. In such matters I’m inclined 
to insist on certain strict definitions. 

STRYK: You’ve written on American Transcendental 

literature and are a student of Emerson andThoreau. Do such writers 

deal with the absolute, according to the definitions you speak of? 
ANDO: Pre-eminently—that’s why they interest me. I 

think the Transcendental one of the most important phases of that 

literature. That’s why I study, teach it. Zenists, as you know, value 

Whitman, Emerson, Thoreau, indeed, are amazed by their closeness 

to our own great writers, even the masters. 

STRYK: I’ m aware of that, and think I see connec¬ 

tions, yet, frankly, have always been somewhat concerned by the ten¬ 

dency to look afar for similarities and parallels. Studying some of our 

Transcendentalists carefully, one is likely to become disenchanted. 

I’ve never been able to forgive Emerson, for example, for his ambival¬ 

ence toward Whitman—the initial warm response, then the cold 

condescension. Hardly the kind of behavior one associates with an en- 

lightened spirit. Thoreau is a case apart, at least in my judgment, very 

close in spirit to the masters, consistently, in all matters. 

ANDO: Yes, one need not look for similarities and 

parallels. I share your distaste for such attempts at easy syncretism, 
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yet when one finds, anywhere, an essential closeness, surely there’s 

no harm in pointing it out—especially when teaching. It’s often a 

great help. 
STRYK: Students who work in Zen with you are prob¬ 

ably interested in the arts, therefore somewhat exceptional. Do they 

read Zen literature extensively? 
ANDO: Of course, but our discussions are hardly liter¬ 

ary! They concern all major problems of life, the aspirations of those 

young people. If you were to overhear us, you’d be surprised, I think, 

to find how basic our concerns are. The usual problems of youth: 

family, friends. Indeed those who seek instruction are most sensitive 

to such things, often severely troubled. 
STRYK: In the course of working with them you find 

them becoming more than students to you? 

ANDO: Precious humans, rather, with the capacity to 

become awakened men and women. I stress the need for meditation, 

we have zazen sessions. To open up the mind they are given koans— 

and other things which would be used in guiding at a temple. 

STRYK: What happens when one has a severe problem, 

say death in the family, that sort of thing? 

ANDO: I try to imagine what Bankei would have done— 

nothing was too large or small for him to consider, which is why he 

was loved by the common people. If a student experiences great loss, 

as one did recently—it was his father—I try to console him, but also to 

make him understand, as I had to when my first wife died, that his re¬ 

sponsibility is not only to live on but to awaken to reality of life and 

death, the birthlessness of spirit Bankei and other great masters in¬ 

sisted on. My student seemed genuinely helped by these discussions, 

and continues to be among the finest it is my privilege to guide. 

STRYK: Like other masters, you “guide,” not teach. 

ANDO: Something of cardinal importance to Zen—we 

feel it impossible to do more than point the way. The only important 
discoveries are made by oneself. 

STRYK: Do you actively proselytize at the university, in 
the community? 

ANDO: Never! That’s unthinkable, just as teaching Zen 

would be. Again I guide those who come to me, simple as that. It has 

never been Zen practice, throughout its long history, to lure people to 

its way. In that it differs from other Buddhist sects. What happens is 

that someone undergoing discipline informs his friends of his ex¬ 

perience, its help in both large ways and small. If they are convinced, 
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feel need themselves, they then approach a master. Almost all have 
come to me that way, and for such reasons. 

STRYK: As teacher, do you approach works from the 
Zen view? 

ANDO: How could I avoid doing so? 

STRYK: Then is it difficult for you to be objective? I 
mean, though there are certain works, particularly nineteenth- 

century Transcendental works like Thoreau’s, which lend themselves 

easily, naturally to such treatment, most works surely would not. 
Melville’s for example. 

ANDO: Approaching works in a Zen state of mind is not 
claiming there’s Zen in them—far from it. I’m the first to admit such 

practice would be intellectually indefensible. Yet sometimes it’s pos¬ 

sible to discuss such matters most convincingly from a comparative 

point of view, as I’m sure you appreciate. The unknown related to the 

known—historically that’s always been the method favored by 

teachers. Take modern philosophy: Sartre, for example, often writes 

of fellow philosophers who are not existentialists or phenomenolo- 

gists, yet they are approached from the point of view of his 
philosophy. 

STRYK: Do you sometimes make comparisons between 

Salinger and other contemporaries? 

ANDO: Often. That’s the best way of showing what 
Salinger’s Zen, through fiction, is. I could not do otherwise. 

STRYK: If I may pursue that, do you sometimes com¬ 

pare his writings with great Japanese works possessing Zen, Kawa- 

bata’s say? Or when lecturing on poetry, Emerson with Basho? 

ANDO: For me that’s the natural way of going about 

things, though admittedly, with Emerson and Basho, there is very 

little similarity from a formal viewpoint. 

STRYK: Little indeed! And Basho is a great poet, which 

few would claim for Emerson. Yet you feel, I take it, in spirit they are 

close? 

ANDO: I am interested chiefly in the spiritual content of 

works I discuss. As a poet, you probably find that somewhat strange? 

STRYK: In the sense that I find it impossible to separate 

form and content, yes. Basho enlightens directly, Emerson versifies 

enlightened thought. The difference is very great, which is why I 

could not myself use such a method of teaching. But I realize your ap¬ 

proach may lead to greater appreciation and understanding. 

ANDO: That’s the hope! 
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STRYK: Are any of your associates at the university, 

other professors, equally affected by Zen? 
ANDO: If you mean professors of literature and philo¬ 

sophy, yes—how could they help being, as Japanese? Even if not con¬ 

sciously, they could not help being touched to some degree by Zen 

thought. Our arts and philosophy are permeated by it. Even today, 

while there seems to be declining interest in traditional values, Zen 

culture is there to be reckoned with as a predominant force in life— 

true for nearly eight centuries. 

STRYK: Always present then, in literature and life? 

ANDO: Yes, always there, and all one like myself can do 
is point to it. 



Calendar Maker 

Kazuo Takemoto, forty, having failed to become a priest, became 

a calendar maker, producing calendars illustrated with Zen 

scrolls and calligraphy well-known throughout Japan. He 

trained in Zen under the great master Shibayama-roshi, abbot of 

Nanzenji in Kyoto, who died in 1974. Undergoing strenuous dis¬ 

cipline for six months, he then left the temple to begin his life’s 

work, collecting for his superb calendars examples of sumie from 

living masters, one for each month of the year, and printing them 

with taste and delicacy. Still very much an active Zenist, he 

returns to Nanzenji for summer and winter sesshins, short 

periods in which disciples and laymen undergo strict training, 

practicing constant meditation in the most austere circum¬ 

stances. He says summer sesshins are almost unbearable, but 

doesn’t mind those held in winter. 

Kazuo Takemoto speaks of Shibayama with warmth, describ¬ 

ing him as tough disciplinarian when compared with his 

equally famous contemporary Mumon-roshi, known to be some¬ 

what lax in spite of being, like Shibayama, a Rinzai master. The 

differences between these Kyoto masters is borne out by their 

writings, translated into many languages. Takemoto, once a 

successful film and television producer, awoke one day disgusted 

at the hollowness of his fast life and sought an interview with 

Shibayama. He remembers their meeting, his subsequent 
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experience at Nanzenji, in great detail, is animated when describ¬ 

ing them. 
His office, simple, bare, has on the walls examples of his in¬ 

spired calendars, the art thematically suited to the month. With 

little help, he is busily producing next year’s, and excuses him¬ 

self for the fact that, in order to make calendars of such quality, 

he must engage in other forms of printing. Each master supply¬ 

ing him with painting or calligraphy must be visited, many 

works examined, considerable time spent in selecting appro¬ 

priate works, some of which have actually been made for him. 

Difficult as all that is, he is completely dedicated, gaining great 

insight through meeting such distinguished, gifted men. 

He has learned two great lessons from Shibayama: devotion 

and selflessness. Following the master’s counsel, he left the tem¬ 

ple to try to find a way to spread the word of Zen as far as possible. 

He took counsel literally, and because he had profound feeling 

for art, and knew much through his earlier career of printing and 

publicity, he decided in an inspired moment how to reach out to 

people. Within six years, thousands all over the world (many of 

his calendars are ordered from abroad), have had their lives 

touched daily with his labor of love. Thus he fulfills himself 

while repaying a debt of gratitude to Shibayama and Zen. He has 

a most sincere, engaging manner. 

STRYK: Besides distinguishing yourself as calendar 

maker, you are known as a kendo expert. How does your feeling for 
the sword meet with your interest in Zen? 

TAKEMOTO: In kendo we learn the sword is used only 

against evil, in the opponent, his illusion. Early in kendo training the 

disciple is shown how curved ends of many swords form an enso 

(mystical circle), a thing of great importance. 

STRYK: Fascinating. I’m familiar with the many paint¬ 

ings of the enso, the superb one by Hakuin’s best pupil Torei, for 

example, but had no idea it had existence as a symbol outside art. Is 

its meaning in kendo similar, something like spiritual perfection? 

TAKEMOTO: Precisely. As all involved in kendo, I 

have very complex feelings toward the sword. Are you interested, by 
the way, in the writer Mishima? 

STRYK: Very much. 

TAKEMOTO: Then perhaps you might know Mis- 



Calendar Maker 203 

hima, the day before his ritual suicide, phoned Shibayama-roshi and 

begged the opportunity to discuss Zen and the sword. Evidently he 

was very troubled, and Shibayama told him he would be glad to meet 

next day. Well, he didn’t show up. Shibayama was convinced—we all 

were when we heard what happened—that he could have swayed him 
from disaster, saved him. 

STRYK: Amazing! Had they ever met? 

TAKEMOTO: I’ m not sure, but Mishima had high re¬ 

gard for the master’s writings, knew his reputation as a wise man. 

STRYK: Most incredible. Is it customary for non-Zenists 
like Mishima to seek help of masters in times of stress? 

TAKEMOTO: I can’t say how frequently that happens, 

but since Zen masters are revered by all, it wouldn’t surprise me if it 

happens often. In their writings masters touch on the deepest emo¬ 

tions, attracting especially, I’d imagine, sensitive men like Mishima. 

STRYK: Sensitive? Brilliant, perhaps, but I wonder how 

sensitive. I can’t imagine a man whose actions were more opposed to 

the Zen spirit than Mishima’s—self-indulgence, glorification of vio¬ 

lence, that sort of thing. Though sadly nothing came of his last cry 

for help, it does great credit to Shibayama-roshi’s memory that of all 

masters he alone was sought by that unfortunate man. Was it per¬ 

haps in part because of Shibayama’s interest in swordsmanship? 

TAKEMOTO: He had no interest in kendo, though he 

might have mentioned it in writing. 

STRYK: Are you still involved in kendo, do you prac¬ 

tice? 
TAKEMOTO: Too little, I’m afraid. I’m busy these days 

trying to make a living selling calendars! 
STRYK: Different from the old days, when your life, 

somewhat more worldly, was spent making films and TV specials? I 

know you’ve no regrets. Apart from summer and winter retreats, do 

you still do zazenl 
TAKEMOTO: No, I can't imagine doing zazen on my 

own. Where would I? You see, to me a home is not a zendo. 

STRYK: Yet there must be in your life, the way you see 

things, something that’s a result of those long periods of meditation. 

TAKEMOTO: Unquestionably, but how would one de¬ 

scribe it—I’m no literary man! I feel my experience at Nanzenji trans¬ 

formed me, altogether. When I go for the retreats, it’s as if I’m return¬ 

ing home, had never been away. I meet old friends, sometimes new 
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people, including foreigners. In fact last summer an American sat 

with us. A very clever man! He brought some sort of incense with him 

—foul-smelling stuff—to keep off the mosquitoes. It seemed to work 

—fine for him, but bad for those near him—we were bitten all the 

more! An example, I suppose, of your compatriots’ famous in¬ 

genuity! 
STRYK: That’s a great story. Shibayama-roshi visited 

America, as you know. Did he speak much of those trips? 

TAKEMOTO: From time to time, and very warmly. He 

once said—I remember, for it made such an impression on us all— 

Zen is as much the world’s as Japan’s. I’m assisting at the moment in 

something which may be an outgrowth of his attitude, attempting to 
organize an exchange of Zen students with other countries. The plan¬ 

ning is in an advanced stage—we had a conference a short time ago. 

All that comes from Shibayama-roshi. As his visits overseas and many 
writings show, he was strongly convinced that Zen was something 

which could benefit the world. 

STRYK: Is that generally a Rinzai view? 

TAKEMOTO: No, I wouldn’t say so. I’m not sure to 
what degree, if at all, other sects reach out that way. The organization 

I mentioned is of the Nanzenji branch of Rinzai. I suppose, though, 

there are Soto and Obaku Zenists who feel this way. 

STRYK: What do you think of other sects? 

TAKEMOTO: I don’t know much about Obaku—rarely 

discuss it—but Soto, well, I don’t think much of it, I’m afraid. As you 

see, I’m a frank character! Shibayama-roshi occasionally spoke of 

distinctions among sects, but only when asked, as you are asking now 

—a very delicate subject. As you might expect, though, he was never 

critical of others. But, in going into distinctions, he made it fairly 

clear that through demanding more Rinzai would draw the very best 
from us. 

STRYK: How did he make those distinctions, what did 
he say? 

TAKEMOTO: Well, once he explained it this way: gold 
found in the earth, in order to become useful, valuable, must be pro¬ 

cessed. That’s very much the Rinzai attitude. Soto Zenists, Shiba¬ 
yama-roshi felt, believe it is valuable as found. 

STRYK: It is still gold. 

TAKEMOTO: Yes, but in the master’s view, and mine, 
that’s far from good enough! 

STRYK: Then, frankly, you’ve scant use for Soto Zen? 
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TAKEMOTO: How could I have, trained into Rinzai? 

It’s not enough to sit without an effort. Nothing there, nothing hap¬ 

pening—isn’t likely to lead toward awakening, the experience we 
hope for. 

STRYK: Have you had kensho? 

TAKEMOTO: Not I, far from it. But that doesn’t change 
my way of thinking, for I’ve worked alongside men who have, seen 
the results. 

STRYK: Can you be sure? 

TAKEMOTO: Absolutely—it cannot be faked by any¬ 
one. 

STRYK: When you go back to Nanzenji for the seasonal 
retreats, is that your hope and quest? 

TAKEMOTO: No longer, I’m afraid. It was my hope at 
one time—the greatest of my life. 

STRYK: Then why keep returning, disciplining your¬ 

self for hours in heat and cold? If you no longer have such expecta¬ 
tions, why? 

TAKEMOTO: Perhaps I’m—what’s the word—a mas¬ 

ochist! As you’ve no doubt discovered, it’s difficult examining a 

matter like satori. Fundamentally there’s little, if anything, one can 

say. Masters, men like Shibayama-roshi, his successors at Nanzenji, 

discourage talk and speculation of that kind. If it comes, it comes 

when least expected. 

STRYK: Well, let me put it this way: would you really 

go to those retreats without some hope? 

TAKEMOTO: Admittedly there’s hope! But one’s or¬ 

dinary self can hardly vision it will happen. When you consider the 

long road to such experience, all those aspects of life making it pos¬ 

sible, or impossible, there’s simply no real way of preparing. One can 

do too much, one probably does too little—each of us is different. 

There’s the master, awakened, an exceptional human whose experi¬ 

ence in turn has been testified to by a distinguished master, one whose 
life reveals him a man of satori—and there are disciples, not knowing 

where to go, always groping. The only sure thing is that the master is 

aware of our dilemma, and what he says or does is for our good. 

STRYK: Please do not answer if this troubles you, but 

did you leave Nanzenji because you discovered you weren’t cut out for 

the life, and were unlikely to qualify for the priesthood—unlikely to 

have kensho? 
TAKEMOTO: Who knows why I left, why I sought 
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acceptance at the temple in the first place? I felt a powerful need when 

I began, a need for all Zen held before me—an equally powerful de¬ 

sire to try the lessons learnt from Zen, back in the world of affairs. As 

you see, I turned out a poor Zenist, in most ways a failure! 

STRYK: That’s too hard, surely, when through produc¬ 

tion and distribution of these beautiful calendars you’re advancing 

the cause of Zen—exactly what Shibayama-roshi wanted for you. 

That seems far from failure to me. 
TAKEMOTO: It’s not all that selfless—I am making a 

living! But perhaps . . . we all have our aspirations, everyone, one 

way or another, fails to reach the highest of his goals. Perhaps that’s 

how it’s always been, even should be. We’re all cut out for different 

roles, are lucky to learn in time. I know now I could never be a guide. 

I am a follower, a grateful one, who reveres men like Shibayama- 

roshi because life is enriched by them. That’s enough for anyone, at 

least one with my limitations! 
STRYK: Then you don’t regret leaving Nanzenji so 

soon? Do you sometimes wonder whether with more time and effort 

you might have succeeded? 

TAKEMOTO: At first, and for some time, I wondered, 

was bitterly disappointed in myself. I thought of all the difficulties I 

had there, particularly with koans. I suppose I’m somewhat simple- 

minded: they were too much for me. I was inclined to see them as little 
more than crazy stories, and was astonished that I’d imagined I could 

live in such a way. In any case I never came up with satisfactory in¬ 

terpretations—often during dokusan I’d laugh aloud! 

STRYK: What did the master do? 

TAKEMOTO: Well, he didn’t join in the laughter! 

STRYK: Were you told your interpretations of koan, 

and so on, were unsatisfactory, or did you feel it in yourself? 

TAKEMOTO: Both! I was told all right—in no uncer¬ 

tain terms, I may add. You know Zen masters aren’t shy about such 

things, especially Nanzenji masters, known for strictness. 

STRYK: But in only six months, even if you had found 

interpretations of koan, is it not likely the master would have found 
other things to criticize? I thought it’s always done, even with pro¬ 
mising disciples, to keep them on guard? 

TAKEMOTO: So I tried to feel, but no, that’s not the 
way it was. I felt trapped, no way out, so tried to make use of reason or, 

remembering how I’d cope in my former life, became cagey. That 
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made matters worse, I felt myself becoming neurotic—no exaggera¬ 

tion, I really felt that I was going mad. I’d calm down for awhile, 

begin absorbing temple life, then with another dokusan about to take 

place, I felt things come apart. Finally I had to face up honestly to 

problems. I talked with fellow disciples, and though some expressed 

grave doubts, none seemed to have problems as serious. Forme, then, 

leaving the temple was not just the best, it was the only solution. Only 

then I talked with Shibayama-roshi about my future. 

STRYK: And as a result you decided to produce Zen 
calendars? 

TAKEMOTO: Oh no, that came later. As a result, I 

knew I had to do something in the world, be useful to others, to my¬ 

self—and so to Zen. I wanted to repay the many things, in spite of 

pain, discipline had brought me. Suddenly I was inspired, and all 
kinds of ideas came. 

STRYK: You were still at the temple? 

TAKEMOTO: Yes—I felt I couldn’t leave without a 
clear idea of what I’d do. The plan to produce Zen calendars came all 

at once, I knew I could carry it out. I really felt my life change! 

STRYK: Did you know at the time you would never 

leave the discipline, returning for retreats and so on? 

TAKEMOTO: That was Shibayama-roshi’s suggestion. 

Frankly, at first I didn’t feel I could—I’d made such a botch of things! 

Returning would only remind me of past failure. It was only when at¬ 

tending the first sesshin, the summer after formally leaving Nanzenji, 

that I knew it was the perfect answer. In fact, I found more that way 

than ever before. That was the biggest surprise of all! I was more re¬ 

laxed, relieved to feel, I suppose, that not too much was expected of 

me. Suddenly things clarified, I was even able to handle koans with 

some success. It was exactly the right path, and I’ve not backtracked 

since. 



■ 

. 



Wood Carver 

Son of a father whose father passed the legacy, the craft of wood¬ 

carving, to him, Hirohisa Kobayashi, carver of Buddhist sculp¬ 

ture and Noli masks, resides in Nara, a city where such legacies 

are commonplace. Nara, Japan’s capital when Buddhism was 

introduced into the country, has always been the center of Bud¬ 

dhist art. Born there, Kobayashi has a small house dominated by 

his studio. The calligraphy over the entrance to his studio, vivid 

on a rough-hewn board, reads, “Every cut of the knife leads to 

Nirvana.” 

This most distinguished artist is also an accomplished Noli 

actor, and has practiced Zen discipline for many years. He carves 

on a large butcher’s block when roughing out a work, then whit¬ 

tles with the object pressed between the knees, the traditional way 

of carvers in Japan. He is tall and spare with a thin, sensitive 

face, his hands firm, heavily-veined. He welcomes me together 

with his plump and smiling wife, who brings in tea, small cakes, 

and sliced nashi (Japanese pears). As we speak, she sits near on a 

cushion listening intently, proud as her husband tells about his 

work. Soon their son, home from school, is called to meet me. He 

too will be a carver of Buddhist sculpture. 

As he speaks there is a child-like eagerness in Hirohisa Koba- 

yashi’s face. His work has been his life since a small boy, now he 

is passing the gift to his son, who at this stage, he confides, is not 
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too enthusiastic. He says that at forty-seven he still learns with 

every undertaking, that he expects to be doing so forever. He 

works in the distinctive Itobori manner—quick, direct, close in 

spirit to sumie, for, like the painter, he cannot afford one false 

stroke. Itobori has long been associated with Zen. 

The work I see is strong, especially the Noh play characters 

close to three feet in height. Other carvings, small, delicate 

things, some but six inches, are exquisite. These he shows wear¬ 

ing soft white gloves to protect the painted surface, and the paint¬ 

ing is wonderful. He shows me pieces of a lord and lady, replicas 

of superb works finished recently for a friend of the provincial 

governor’s daughter, who on seeing them wanted exact copies for 

herself. He seems a little troubled as he tells me this, and I plan to 

ask if this is something he often does. At his bench I see knives, 

brushes, paints, and work in progress. To my delight, he shows 

me a small, beautifully made image of a prince, and saying it is 

mine, places it in a fine wood box. 

STRYK: When you spoke of producing replicas of those 

beautiful carvings for the friend of the governor’s daughter, I sensed 

that was something you would rather not have done. Was I right? 

KOBAYASHI: I’ m afraid you were. It gave me quite a 

problem, but since it rarely happens I agreed to do it. Like all carvers, 

I work best when into something new, making replicas is somehow 

degrading—certainly it’s boring! Yet it was a good commission; one 
must live. 

STRYK: You are known best as an Itobori carver. When 
you do such work, it must go very fast? 

KOBAYASHI: Not everything I do is in the Itobori 

manner—those companion pieces we discussed, for example. My Ito¬ 

bori works are usually Noh characters, the carving I most enjoy— 

then I can be myself, for such work is interpretive, the nature of one’s 
character expressed in every knife-cut. 

STRYK: Your Noh characters live for you? Like por¬ 
traits of living people? 

KOBAYASHI: Yes and no. Each of course has its mask, 

that’s a constant. But it’s possible, nevertheless, through gesture, 
stance, and other things, to suggest character. 

STRYK: As at a particular moment of the play? 
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KOBAYASHI: For me, yes. It might be too much to 

imagine that others see a character at a particular moment. As most 

associate him with an action, I often portray a character in mid-dance 
—always the most dramatic point in Noh. 

STRYK: The Itobori method is wonderfully suited to 
that work, yet the small, delicate things seem altogether different. 

One couldn’t imagine greater contrast. 

KOBAYASHI: Each piece, even each Noh piece, is ap¬ 

proached differently, whatever the method. One thing is certain— 

they all give me trouble! 

STRYK: In what way? 

KOBAYASHI: Well, I work slowly, deliberately, think¬ 

ing of the piece in hand both day and night. Occasionally a solution 

will come when I'm in bed. I get up to the challenge, work for hours— 

it’s always been that way. Fortunately, my wife is understanding! 

STRYK: Your works are very intricate, made of one 

piece of wood, including the fan and sword held in the hand. That 

must give great problems. 

KOBAYASHI: At all times! Take the folds, creases in a 

dress: one of the formal problems of my art. It might be said one 

knows a carver by folds that fall in a kimono. 

STRYK: You must have trained carefully in painting. 

Did that come naturally to you? 

KOBAYASHI: Japanese carvers work at painting equal¬ 

ly, for however fine the carving, if the painting doesn’t match it in all 

ways, the piece will fail. The painting of a face, making the eyes just 

right for instance, takes years of training. 
STRYK: Training and insight, surely? With all the 

training in the world, a carver could not make a head convincing un¬ 

less he had some sort of insight into character. Are all your works 

commissioned, or do you carve things for yourself? 

KOBAYASHI: For myself? Well, for exhibitions, which 

I have from time to time at galleries and museums. That’s where my 

best work goes. 

STRYK: Often? 

KOBAYASHI: Not often enough! Because I have to feel 

the pieces are not only worthy but complement each other to some 

degree, particularly Itobori work, Noh figures, and the like. You see, 

an exhibition when carefully arranged gives a sense of progression. 

STRYK: I assume you mean your development as artist? 
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KOBAYASHI: No, since for the most part I exhibit new 

work. I mean mood, or perhaps, intensity. I may show as many as 

thirty, forty pieces. Takes me a long time to plan, a nerve-racking yet 

exhilarating process. 
STRYK: I was always under the impression that cura¬ 

tors, gallery owners arranged exhibitions, with the artist’s approval. 

KOBAYASHI: I can’t imagine that! 

STRYK: You have won much fame. Is that the result 

chiefly of such exhibitions? 
KOBAYASHI: I think so: they are written about, attract¬ 

ing attention to the work. There’s another aspect which, though not 

interesting to speak of, is nevertheless important—my works are sold. 

And with commissions that provides livelihood. 
STRYK: I know you are a carver of Noh masks, masks 

somewhat rigidly defined as to types—is there room for individuality? 

KOBAYASHI: Well, a mask is fixed by tradition, the 

most famous type being hana no komote (Flower of the Noh Mask): 

there can be no obvious departure from the norm. Yet to a connois¬ 

seur, there are perceptible differences, fineness of detail, quality of 

lacquer, that sort of thing. Yes, I believe it possible to distinguish one¬ 

self in this difficult art—not that I think I’ve done so! Perhaps another 

twenty years! 

STRYK: Does acting in Noh plays make a difference to 

your work with masks? 

KOBAYASHI: Much, I should think. I might not have 

studied them so deeply had I not acted in Noh. For many years I’ve 

been a passionate devotee of the art. Living here in Nara how could I 

help but be? Besides, it’s a family tradition. 

STRYK: Are your masks used in performances? 

KOBAYASHI: Yes—that’s why I have none here to show 
you. Even the ones I use are keptat the local Noh hall. I supply masks 

from time to lime for Noh groups, generally new companies. The 

older ones have their masks for generations and take great care to pre¬ 

serve them. There’s a mystical feeling about a mask; all in Noh feel it 
strongly. 

STRYK: Not a good prospect for a hungry carver! 

KOBAYASHI: Well, I can’t blame them for trying to 

preserve their masks. One can hardly be expected to carve such masks 
these days. 

STRYK: A humble attitude—why not? 
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KOBAYASHI: Far from it. It’s simply true. Why? Well, 

for one thing artists like myself can’t afford sufficient time to their 

making. In the old days, say around a hundred years ago, a carver was 

paid handsomely, commissioned by a company to make masks. 

Could devote all his time, indefinitely, to the project. Thus the work 

was superb. Often he worked alongside a great company, with cos¬ 

tume-makers, other craftsmen. A lost world, I’m afraid. 

STRYK: True of Buddhist sculptors too, wasn’t it? I 
mean sculptors and carvers worked for temples. 

KOBAYASHI: Hundreds of years ago, when our great 

temples were created, carvers were engaged for years, not months. 
Time to make masterpieces such as the great gate, Kora Mon, at Nishi 

Hogangi Temple in Kyoto. I’m sure you know it? 

STRYK: I do indeed—one of the most extraordinary 

feats of man. 

KOBAYASHI: I ’ve spent weeks studying details on that 

gate: powerful, complex, yet such great refinement. One of the few 

real wonders of the world, each line a Buddhist inspiration. 

STRYK: Would you be happy carving such a project? 

KOBAYASHI: Happy? Blessed! But of course I could 

not do it justice—no one living now could. We’ve lost whatever it 

takes, yet we go on and do the best we can. 

STRYK: Are you intimidated by such works, made to 

feel small? 

KOBAYASHI: As poet do you not have similar feelings 

about Shakespeare, Dante? 

STRYK: Of course, but it’s the poet’s hope to express his 

own time, in his own way, and I imagined one in any art to feel the 

same. 
KOBAYASHI: As Buddhist I can’t feel such comfort. 

No, I would be too easy on myself, and my contemporaries, feeling 

we exist merely to express our time. I have often asked myself, since 

my emotions are so strong, so fully directed by Buddhism, why it isn’t 

in my power to create a masterwork like Kora Mon. I simply do not 

have the energy, the vision. Sad but true .... 

STRYK: But you might have had in those times—do you 

feel that? 
KOBAYASHI: Perhaps I haven’t made myself quite 

clear. I glory in works like Kora Mon, without envy or regret—the 

world would be an empty place without them. They were made lov- 
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ingly for us, for all capable of being moved, enlightened by them. Yet 

for one like me, well, it’s wonderful to be able to contribute, in this 

age, even small things to that tradition. 
STRYK: Since Itobon carving is associated with Zen, 

and you are a Zenist, could you tell me a little of the way in which the 

discipline affects your life and work? 
KOBAYASHI: Though true the Itobori method is asso¬ 

ciated in the minds of art historians with Zen, I’m not sure all those 

employing it are Zenists, even connect what they do with the philo¬ 

sophy. Things are never clear and simple as art historians and critics 

make them out to be. I suppose what they have in mind is the swift¬ 

ness and directness of Itobori carving—it’s true in such respects it 

resembles other arts of Zen, sumie certainly, but that’s far as it goes. 

STRYK: What of yourself? 

KOBAYASHI: I ’ve been a Zenist all my thinking life, as 

many with an interest in Noh. That’s not difficult to explain: Noh 

developed along clear aesthetic principles derived from Zen thought, 

and, as you know, our earliest practitioners and writers, like Zeami, 
were profound Zenists. My family, my life and art have always been 

affected by it. You know, I’ve never been asked this before, and find 

it tough. I suppose the way might be to relate my work to one of the 

most cherished Zen ideals, though I don’t think I’ve lived up to it: I 

mean in order to create anything, we must first create ourselves. 

STRYK: Could you explain a little more? 

KOBAYASHI: I’ll try! In Zen there’s strong belief man 

must be awakened to his true being, his original self—that takes great 

effort and long periods of meditation. 

STRYK: Chiefly a Rinzai view, at least as you express it. 
Is that your sect? 

KOBAYASHI: Yes, but I don’t think the feeling is pecu¬ 

liar to Rinzai. In any case, all Zenists believe, as men and artists, no¬ 

thing good is realized until the true self is attained. I know that 

sounds very mysterious, indeed is rarely talked about except by Zen 

masters and expounders on the subject, yet it’s fully understood by 
Zenists. 

STRYK: Is it perhaps a way of saying that before work 
can be strong and pure, the man must be? 

KOBAYASHI: Yes, but it takes far more than qualities 

of character to make fine works, character in itself would be far from 

enough. Yet assuming the artist has the gift, training, and perserver- 
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ance, those qualities will affect his work—which must be true every¬ 
where. 

STRYK: Westerners speak of style being the man, but 

not the style or man being of a special type. In Zen, since there’s a 

certain way of dealing with reality, a particular kind of art results— 

it’s unmistakable. Let’s think of an example. Yes, in Itobori carving, 

as all true Zen art, there’s avoidance of ornament, line being pure, 

uncluttered, that sort of thing. 

KOBAYASHI: True, that much can be said, yet I’m 

troubled: one just can’t talk about these things. They have to be ab¬ 

sorbed over the years, a way of dealing with reality that may be as 

much Japanese as Zen. I don’t know. It’s true Zen’s insistence on 

meditation gives its arts a special quality, distinct from other ways of 
working. 

STRYK: Perhaps then we can say no more. Do you 
meditate regularly? 

KOBAYASHI: Even that’s hard to answer. If you mean 

formally, no. At one time I did, of course, under a master. Once in the 

habit one looks at things a certain way, even when no longer practic¬ 

ing zazen. And there are other aspects of discipline that stay with one, 

affect one’s view of life. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific. The one 

thing interesting me is carving—it absorbs everything else. 

STRYK: When you were meditating under a master, did 

you have kensho} 

KOBAYASHI: I truly don’t know—that must sound 

odd. I mean, like all Zenists, I had sudden realizations which trans¬ 

formed my life. Have them still, realizations which might be kensho. 

A layman’s type, perhaps. 

STRYK: Layman’s type? 

KOBAYASHI: I must explain, though you understand 

I’m on shaky ground when talking of these things. Those entering 

temples who aspire to priesthood rarely have expectations of true 

kensho experiences. They’re always saying that, and I believe them. 

It takes years, extraordinary application, something very few even at 

temples and monasteries can give. Like them, I can’t claim to have 

had kensho, yet I wonder at the reluctance to consider certain un¬ 

mistakable revelations in such light. Perhaps the difficulty is in the 

words we use to describe them and their effects. 

STRYK: I often wonder at the reluctance myself. Were 

your insights always related to your art? 
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KOBAYASHI: Not directly, yet in some way. I suppose 

any realization of that kind is always translated into life-and-work 

terms. Has to be, if genuine. Anyway that’s been my case for years. 

STRYK: Perhaps that’s why you are spoken of as Zen 

artist. 

KOBAYASHI: I am? How interesting! Well, again that’s 

probably because of Itobori. On that subject I’ve told you what I 

think. I wonder what a real Zen artist is? Isn’t he first of all a Zenist 

who happens to be at the same time an artist? 

STRYK: Like the poet Basho? 

KOBAYASHI: Decidedly. His haiku are perfect ex¬ 

amples of Zen, so it seems to me—I’m not really very learned in liter¬ 

ary history. I do remember reading how he trained in Zen. 

STRYK: Do you find yourself inspired by other arts? 
Haiku for example? 

KOBAYASHI: Very much. Always I see connections be¬ 
tween such arts and my own. Natural, perhaps. I like to feel my best 

carvings have the flow of pure haiku, and of course sumie. That may 
be wishful thinking! 

STRYK: Have you ever written haiku, or practiced other 
arts? 

KOBAYASHI: I once tried writing a Noh play, the only 

serious poetry I’ve attempted. When young, like many, I suppose, I 

wrote some haiku—meant for my wife chiefly. I never thought of 

them as poems to show. And there is Noh performance, which I’ve 
done for years—that’s surely a Zen art. 

STRYK: Has acting in Noh given as much pleasure as 
carving? 

KOBAYASHI: In a sense, far more! But that’s because, 
in spite of my love for it, Noh is not my life. Carving is not only my 

profession, it’s my life’s blood. What I feel for it is far more complex 

than words could suggest. I am as much enraged, you see, as inspired. 

Mainly though, I’m troubled at my inability to do the work I so want 
to do. 

STRYK: Carve a Kora Mon? 

KOBAYASHI: Yes, in a way. That which would extend 

and challenge more than that I normally do. Don’t misunderstand, 
I’m not frustrated, most times I feel content with what I do. Yet always 

one aspires to finer, better things, faced with reality of one’s small 
gifts and dwindling energies. 
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STRYK: But you’re not old. 

KOBAYASHI: Twenty years ago I had great energy, 

wildness of spirit—tried anything! If someone had ordered, “Carve a 

temple gate to rival Kora Mon,” I would have plunged right in. It 

would not have turned out well, for, though I had the drive, I’d scant 

experience, the knowledge. An old story, I’m afraid. Today I may 

have the skill, but I also know my limitations. At times that saddens, 

makes the satisfaction you mention impossible. 

STRYK: Yet all respect your work, and you have fame. 

KOBAYASHI: Fame, respect. I’m grateful, to be sure, 

these make living the way I do possible. When I compare myself with 

others, I know I’m fortunate, but I must be honest with you, as with 

myself. I know what I can do, but it’s accomplished at the expense of 

great effort and the hardly suppressed knowledge that it’s not enough. 

My strengths are balanced against the limitations I’ve accepted; I’ve 

no self-satisfaction. Yet, each time my knife cuts into wood, I’m chal¬ 

lenged—perhaps one can’t ask for more. 
STRYK: Your works give pleasure to so many—you are 

to be envied for the life you live. 
KOBAYASHI: Perhaps that’s the real answer to your 

question. A serious artist can never be content with all he does, but 

must at all times reach to others: in a profound sense must live for 

them. 





Obaku Zen Master 

Mampukuji, main temple of the Obaku Sect, set on spacious 

tree-filled grounds, unique for its Chinese style—in form and 

color—is visited by those mindful of architecture and the arts. 

Every worthy book on Japanese temple art has illustrations of its 

structures and wood sculpture, among the most illustrious in 

existence. Gemyo Murasei-roshi, sixty, is abbot of Mampukuji, 

which has many sub-temples within its grounds, situated not far 

from Kyoto in Uji, a district famous for its tea fields. Founded by 

the Chinese master Ingen just over two hundred years ago, Mam¬ 

pukuji was the first Obaku temple and from the start considered 

foreign by Rinzai and Soto. 

Knowing of my interest in Zen art, Murasei-roshi kindly takes 

me to the temple’s Treasure House, where, among other true 

treasures, there are calligraphic scrolls by Ingen, impressive Bod- 

hisattvas by great Kano School painters, remarkable sculptures 

in both metal and wood and, most moving to me, having always 

cared deeply for his work, a large collection of scrolls by Ike-no- 

Taiga, who approximately two hundred years ago trained in Zen 

here. The treasure house is carefully tended and a keeper is 

always present, assuring that no one touches this rare and fragile 

collection. 

I have long known of Murasei-roshi as abbot, and editor of per¬ 

haps the most influential monthly dealing with, and entitled, 
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Zen. The magazine has a circulation of around three thousand 

throughout the world. The master is deeply informed on all 

aspects of the philosophy, the magazine not confined to Obaku 

Zen. I have many things to ask, but first he takes me round the 

temple grounds, and as we stroll explains, points out a structure, 

stops to admire a view of the surrounding countryside. He loves 

the temple he has served for forty years, is overjoyed to see how 

much I value all he shows me. He is extremely vital, laughing 

easily. As we leave one building for another, he is greeted 

warmly, with considerable respect, by priests and acolytes, even 

laymen wandering about the grounds—all stopping to bow be¬ 

fore him. 

Many companies send employees to train as laymen under him 

and his assistants for a week or two, the purpose being to gain 

confidence and self-composure. It always pleases him to see 

them: he welcomes their interest in Zen, which is bound to do 

much good. He is here to serve all men, from every walk of life. 

I am impressed by his patience and kindness, but since he will 

soon have to meet disciples for dokusan, his most important 

work, for which he must always prepare mentally, he suggests we 

return to Ryokuji-in, which also serves as Zen Culture Center for 

Youth. Reaching his large office, comfortable, hung with scrolls, 

photos, and testimonials, we are served tea by an assistant. After 

some easy conversation, he is ready to answer questions. 

STRYK: You are aware that in the minds of most with 

interest in Zen, your sect is less considered. In the West, for example, 

though many know Rinzai and Soto, hardly anyone hears of Obaku. 
Does that trouble you? 

MHRASEI: Why should it? We are here to serve the ones 

who come to us, and many do. It is inevitable, considering our his¬ 

tory, that we do not reach as many as the other sects. That never 
troubles us. 

STRYK: Some think of Obaku as an “in-between” sect, 

perhaps having in mind your use of koans and, what’s more unusual 

for a Zen sect, your chanting of Nembutsu (invocation of the Savior 

Bodhisattva Amida). Though traditional in many ways, you avoid 

the scriptures. Could you comment? 

MHRASEI: Well, that does appear to be our reputation, 

puzzling many, especially from afar. The reason for our strange way? 
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Perhaps we are trying to catch up—the others certainly had a head 

start on us! It is our purpose, a very well-defined one, I may add, to 

reach many, using all methods to make that possible. I suspect that is 

what’s behind the somewhat purist criticism often levelled against us. 

STRYK: Some feel your sect too syncredstic, offering 

everything to all, thus perhaps losing individuality. 

MURASEI: The logic of that escapes me! In what sense 

lose individuality—there are surely many forms of individuality, even 

an amalgam has that. In any case, there you have the proof of their 

illusion: what, after all, is sect, what importance has it in the grand 

scheme of things? So-called differences are not as clear-cut, large as 

some might think—far from it. The greatest may be our use of the 

Nembutsu, which, by the way, we treasure. It helps establish a strong 

religious base—Zen, after all, is a religion, something which in their 

emphasis on disciplinary formalities others sometimes play down. If 

the chanting of Nembutsu makes us more popular in approach, less 

elitist, well, that’s fine, the way it should be. We want to attract, and 

feel no shame about it! 

STRYK: You do employ koan, of course, but as strictly 

as Rinzai? 
MURASEI: That depends on masters—some are strict, 

some less so, in both sects. Certainly we believe in the importance of 

koan training, and we use the same koans, which after all are the pos¬ 

sessions of no single sect. 
STRYK: Rinzai masters take pride in their severity, in 

koan practice—are you personally thought severe? 
MURASEI: The young here seem to think so! Yet I dis¬ 

like the word severe—very misleading. Strict, yes. In fact, it is the 

greatest kindness to be strict in things designed to help. How easy to 

be lax, but it would defeat the purpose of the koan, which is meant 

precisely to keep a student on guard. 
STRYK: Scriptures: do you avoid them as much as other 

sects? 
MURASEI: I'm afraid I just don’t know, never having 

made a comparative study. You must understand that, looked at from 

outside, sects might appear to differ as your questions suggest, but we 

are not—at least I am not—conscious of such matters. Far too busy! 

We don’t recommend scriptural study, since students tend often to 

rely on learning, thinking it a substitute for what is all important— 

inner growth. A master, on the other hand, whatever he says about 
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those dangers, is likely to know the scriptures well, find inspiration 

in them. I certainly do, read them constantly. What’s more, I’m ex¬ 

pected to. 
STRYK: In part due to your being editor of Zenl 

MURASEI: I don’t think so, though many of our articles 

deal with scriptures. Consequently we have to know them well. No, I 

would be a student of scripture even if I were not editor of the maga¬ 

zine—which, by the way, is open to all sects, and read by all. 
STRYK: When training, were you cautioned against 

them? 
MURASEI: Not in so many words, far from it. They 

were simply not discussed much. It was made clear whatever truth the 

training would reveal was to be found in myself, not words, however 

exalted. 

STRYK: How do you go about the problem with dis¬ 

ciples, especially the studious ones? 

MURASEI: By making them know the necessity of con¬ 

centrating on personal development, suggesting they spend less time 

—in some cases, none—on reading. Meditation is everything, includ¬ 

ing and containing all that characterizes Zen. Like all sects, we 

emphasize work in the zendo. 

STRYK: Do Obaku Zenists meditate precisely the same 

way as others? 

MURASEI: Yes, but again depending on the masters. 

Some are traditional, more strict than others. As I’ve said, though 

I’m thought strict, I’m certainly not hard. We sit in lotus, and demand 

as much of ourselves as others. It is in the zendo rather than the library 

most important discoveries are made; hence, we encourage very seri¬ 
ous meditation. 

STRYK: As all masters you give teisho (lectures): do 
yours differ from those of others? 

MURASEI: Of course—we don’t parrot each other: 

unthinkable! In teisho a master distinguishes himself. I simply try to 

be myself, drawing from experience, the wisdom—if any!—I possess. 

My teisho are generally short, as most; their purpose to lead toward 
the awakened self. 

STRYK: Do you give teisho on scriptures? 

MURASEI: Not the whole of a scripture. Sometimes a 

sentence or two, a parable, rarely more. Mainly I lecture on ordinary 
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things—the season, holidays, social ills, whatever interests me at the 
moment. 

STRYK: As a lover of Zen arts, do you use Zen poems in 
your teisho? 

MURASEI: From time to time—an enlightenment or 

death poem, a great haiku. When, that is, I think disciples may be 

familiar with the piece. Few of them are literary types, you see. I have 

to be cautious about introducing unfamiliar material. 

STRYK: F m surprised. Surely some respond to poetry. 

MURASEI: A few, by no means all, and when I lecture it 

must be to all. Though there are some who have little to do with 

poetry, all are capable of appreciating insights of poetry, when 
pointed out. 

STRYK: Do you prepare teisho carefully, using notes? 

MURASEI: I don’t use notes because it’s best to be in¬ 

formal at such times, yet I think well on what I’m going to say, as you 

might expect. 

STRYK: From what you say, I gather there are great dif¬ 
ferences among disciples. Are some more competent than others? I ask 

because in other sects such things are dwelt on: great masters like Hui- 

neng seemed so elitist, claiming in no uncertain terms their Zen was 

meant for the gifted. Do you consider such things? 

MURASEI: I have great respect for the Sixth Patriarch, 

but what he said must be viewed in perspective. Zen was being formed 

in his time, indeed he was most instrumental in its rapid development 

in T’ang China. He must have felt a need to stress that Zen was meant 

only for those willing to make great personal sacrifice, the kind he 

himself had made. Thus, when he spoke of the less-gifted, he must 

have had in mind those incapable of gaining from Zen. He wanted to 

show the exceptional character of training, which is why he spoke of 

it being meant for the exceptional. When he is quoted in our time, 

such historical conditions are not borne in mind. 
STRYK: Would Hui-neng have thought those who 

train with you exceptional? 
MURASEI: What matters surely is that I think them so! I 

cannot claim Hui-neng would think them so, but I believe Ingen, the 

founder of our sect, would have been pleased with them. 

STRYK: Do you choose carefully? Are some rejected? 

MURASEI: Rejected? Those who come know great 
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demands will be made on them. That’s enough to discourage all but 

the most earnest. Yes, they are chosen most carefully, for their own 

good. 
STRYK: Do most stay on, complete their training? 

MURASEI: If you mean for the priesthood, no, not all 

complete the training. Often things get in the way, personal things 

over which they have no control. Others find training too arduous, 

but we don’t think of them as having failed, not at all. There are many 

things people do for which their training here prepares them better in 

one way or another. 
STRYK: Could you explain? 

MURASEI: Whatever one decides, he will have bene- 

fitted by serious training, whatever the duration. So long as the dis¬ 

cipline has been carried on honestly, sincerely, whatever is done in 

the world will be to some degree affected—that’s self-evident. 

STRYK: Yet surely the point of training is to lead 

toward awakening, is it not? 

MURASEI: Ideally, but few are awakened, even among 

those entering the priesthood. 

STRYK: All masters say that, but historically isn’t that 

the purpose of Zen life? 

MEIRASEI: Awakening is easy—stimulating—to speak 

about. In the West dramatic satori experiences are always being dis¬ 

cussed. We tend to be skeptical about that sort of thing—indeed con¬ 

sider it somewhat misleading, even dangerous. For one thing, it can 

be very discouraging to be told the chief purpose of Zen 1 ife is awaken¬ 

ing—very few, after all, have such experience, and those who do are 

most reluctant to discuss it. They’re hardly expected to, through fear, 

I suppose, of expressing improperly what is, all know, wordless. That 

is, if real, it is overpowering in effect. Very few have the gift to des¬ 

cribe such a happening. 

STRYK: Whether or not one was capable of expressing 

what happened, could you tell if it had? 

MURASEI: I would like to think so. Occasionally I have 

observed dramatic progress which only sudden and great insight 

could have brought about. Yet such inward experience cannot be 

dealt with as, say, scientific discovery described in terms of formulae. 

One isn’t suddenly possessed with the gift of tongue, however mo¬ 
mentous the experience. 
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STRYK: Isn’t that one of the major roles of poetry in 
Zen, expression of such insight? 

MURASEI: When one is a natural poet, yes. How many 

are? For some it would not be possible to write convincingly of any¬ 

thing, however consummate the event. That’s the advantage lettered 

men have always had, why we value so highly the achievements of 
great masters like Dogen, Hakuin, and Ingen. 

STRYK: Leading to the intriguing thought that there 

might have been many whose Zen experience was as profound but 

who could not express what happened. 

MURASEI: That’s always been the way. I’m sure. 

STRYK: Yet, as you’ve pointed out, the master is able to 

determine whether a disciple, whatever his gifts of expression, is 

awakened. There would be change in him, even great change? 

MEJRASEI: To be sure, but such changes are rarely at¬ 
tributed to satori, even if the result of it. The disciples would not, for 

the most part, be disposed to talk about change in such terms. If asked 

about differences in behavior and attitude, he might simply say he has 

begun to glimpse the truth of certain things, or meditation has begun 

to enrich his insight—all quite normal, when you consider that’s pre¬ 

cisely the role of meditation. 

STRYK: Once I might have thought such reticence to 

discuss satori due to sect, but having talked with Rinzai Zenists, I find 

all equally reluctant. I’m surprised: so much literature I’ve worked 

with stresses awakening. 

MURASEI: Yes, but bear in mind it deals with experi¬ 

ences of extraordinary men, those who in Christianity might be 

deemed saints. You can’t expect most of us to have equal experiences, 

or what is as much to the point, as we’ve observed, equal gifts of ex¬ 

pression. In that sense, I suppose, the literature can be misleading as 

to what actually goes on in temples and monasteries—what always 

went on, even in the days of masters like Dogen and Ingen. 

STRYK: For posterity it’s obviously important that 

there are such men, in all cultures, but what has impressed me about 

Zen is that it has a number of do, or Ways, among them Kadd, the way 

of poetry. Some of the other do, Judo, for example, are of course non¬ 

literary, yet it is possible through following such a Way—as in Judo 

classes here at the Ryokuji-in—for one to gain as much of Zen as 

through any other Way. That’s unique to Zen. I’ve thought of it as 
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something like a wheel, the hub being the truth offered, each spoke 

like a do. The spokes would have equal importance, all attached to 

the hub. Now it’s that kind of thing I have in mind when asking how 

a disciple’s progress can be judged. 
MURASEI: I don’t teach Judd, I’m afraid! You are right, 

of course—one Way is as important as the next—all lead to truth of 

Zen. But you must know we do not actively encourage the pursuit of a 

do, feeling perhaps the most important Way is found in life as it is 

lived from day to day. There, too, you understand, one’s progress in 

discipline is determinable—discovered in one’s relationships, for ex¬ 

ample, and the manner one conducts oneself in everyday affairs, at the 

temple or in street. That may be the highest do of all, the very center 

of your wheel. 
STRYK: I can see why so many come to Mampukuji for 

training! 
MURASEI: Yes, it is true we want our Zen to reach to all. 

Perhaps we are more active than other sects in seeking followers, 
starting with Ingen himself. By then Zen was established in Japan, 

had been for four hundred years, with two main sects. As you can 

imagine, there was resistance to the founding of another sect, and by a 
Chinese priest at that. Ingen actively sought help, support, and gave 

our sect the basis for more popular appeal. But not, I emphasize, to 

win converts. He felt Zen had become too aristocratic, that it needed to 

attract the common people. It had, after all, something profoundly 

important to offer to all, on all planes. That’s always the ideal of 

Obaku, and today, more than others perhaps, we attempt to attract 

laymen, offering training in various pursuits. And more important, 

offering meditation courses to workers, businessmen, any interested. 

We even have an active school for the young—that kind of thing. In 

fact, in summer the temple becomes like a youth hostel! 

STRYK: And some who visit might find the way to 

Obaku? 

MURASEI: If not immediately, later. Many return in 

hope of having their lives enriched. We welcome them with open 
arms. 



Priest 

Katsufumi Hirano, Obaku Sect priest, a disciple of Gemyo 

Murasei-roshi of Mampukuji, serves as managing director of the 

periodical Zen. In his mid-twenties, this tall, finely-featured man 

is most serene and self-assured in spite of his many responsi¬ 

bilities. In addition to doing the major part of the work on Zen, 

under the guidance of chief editor Murasei-roshi, he is in charge 

of running the very active Zen Culture Center for Youth at 

Mampukuji’s sub-temple, the Ryokuji-in. He has recently re¬ 

turned from Seattle, where he directed a two-week sesshin 

(meditation period) for some thirty Zenists associated with the 

University of Washington, which has always had strong ties with 

Asian culture. 

He speaks warmly of his visit and the kindness shown him. 

The Zen group there had taken care of all expenses on their own, 

with no support from the university—an indication of their 

seriousness. He was deeply impressed by their willingness to do 

zazen for hours on end, in strict lotus, finding them astonish¬ 

ingly self-disciplined, with purity of vision and resolve to 

achieve something in Zen. He asks about Zen in America, 

whether there are many such groups, their organization, so on. 

Clearly he has been surprised by the ability and attitude of those 

he met. 

His background is unusual. Having trained in Soto at the 



228 Encounter With Zen 

great master Dogen’s temple in Fukui, the Eiheiji (one I happen 

to know very well, having always been affected by Dogen’s life 

and writings), where he made good progress, he left after some 

years for Mampukuji to work under Murasei-roshi, because he 

began to feel the famous “just-sitting” of Soto was inadequate to 

his needs, and that through its meditation practice Soto could 

not reach in the desired way enough people. Rinzai Zen, on the 

other hand, was too severe and elitist for one of his temperament. 

Thus Obaku, with its employment of Nembutsu (mystical 

chanting), koan interpretation, careful avoidance of scripture in 

early stages of training, was all he had been seeking. He became 

an outstanding disciple and completed training for priesthood 

under Murasei-roshi. He is deeply idealistic, which, more than 

anything, qualifies him for his role at the Culture Center, in¬ 

spiring through his life and teaching the young who regularly 

come for zazen and often practice one or more of the Zen arts. I 

greatly enjoy meeting this sensitive scholar. 

STRYK: Were you surprised to find people you met in 

America so seriously involved in Zen training? 

HIRANO: Their invitation was the first surprise. I had 

no way of knowing what I would find: I was astonished. 

STRYK: Though capable of sitting for long periods, did 

their zazen impress you in other ways? 

HIRANO: It was true zazen in every respect, always full 

lotus, alert. Indeed more pure, at least in the physical sense, than that 
practiced by many here! 

STRYK: Incredible. Where, how did they learn? 

HIRANO: A number, after visiting Japan, began to 

study Zen, reading everything, becoming familiar with Zen arts—not 

difficult in a city like Seattle, where Asian art is so well represented 

in museums, where there are courses in Asian civilization at the uni¬ 
versities. 

STRYK: Apart from zazen, were they practicing in other 
ways? 

HIRANO: Well, being for the most part teachers, stu¬ 

dents, they are very busy but serious lay Zenists. All in all, a worthy 

group, which, if typical, speaks well for the practice in America. 

STRYK: Are they especially drawn to Obaku—is that 
why you were invited? 
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HIRANO: Their leader, a professor knowing Japan and 

the language well, is particularly interested in Obaku. Perhaps the 

work I do with young people at our Culture Center led them to me— 
they all knew of it. 

STRYK: Does Obaku have a stronger missionary ele¬ 
ment than other sects? 

HIRANO: We like to feel there’s little proselytizing in 

Zen, whatever the sect, but it is true Obaku actively draws as many as 

possible. That’s one reason for our Culture Center. We are known to 

welcome anyone genuinely wanting to gain from Zen. 

STRYK: Perhaps your magazine is instrumental in 
drawing people here? 

HIRANO: It well may be the most important publi¬ 

cation, in a sense the only one, dealing exclusively with Zen. But 

missionary? Far from it. We publish articles on all aspects, most 

scholarly, dealing with scriptures, that sort of thing. And there are 

reviews by experts of current books. 

STRYK: Were the Americans familiar with it? 

HIRANO: One or two, but that was not my purpose 
there. 

STRYK: What did you talk about? 

HIRANO: I conducted dokusan regularly, there were 

koans. 

STRYK: That surprises me, considering the shortness 

of your stay. How were the koans used? 

HIRANO: You’re justified in being surprised. The idea 

was to show how koans are employed, not too much was expected. 

Yet, for the most part, they were handled well under the circum¬ 

stances: I had the feeling that a few might, with more time, have come 

up with striking interpretations. As you know, it takes months, even 

years, to work out satisfactory views. 

STRYK: Was it possible for you to sense much dif¬ 

ference in approach? Were interpretations more logical, more West¬ 

ern—all that implies? 
HIRANO: Yes and no, yet I sensed behind their views 

the reading they had done in books of koan interpretation. Inevit¬ 

able, I suppose, with all those popular publications purporting to 

give answers to classical koans. A strange species of literature! To be 

fair, though, many Japanese go to such sources for help, have always 

done so. In any case, I don’t mean to suggest they read too many of 
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that kind, but there was a sense that a dependency on such works had 

been created—I cautioned against it in the future. Most strongly, I 

might add. 

STRYK: Presumably it is discouraged here? 

HIRANO: Yes, but as I’ve said, there are many such 

books, and they are widely read, part of an old tradition in Zen—great 

masters, after all, wrote down interpretations in the hope of guiding 

disciples on the right approach to koan. The best disciples have 

always known, or soon discovered, that no help of importance is 

gained by it. You see, there are no right or wrong solutions, each per¬ 

son not only has but should have his own highly individual way, con¬ 

ditioned by his needs and aspirations. That’s what the master expects 

of a disciple. Besides, koans are only part of training, with an im¬ 

portant but at the same time limited purpose—to help the master 

gauge his disciple’s progress. That is why he is often asked to work 
with the same koan for years, why his rendering of it will vary widely 

time to time. 

STRYK: I see that koans are as important to Obaku as to 
Rinzai? 

HIRANO: They are important to all, for in more limited 
yet significant ways they are also used in Soto. 

STRYK: When you trained at the Soto temple were you 
given koans? 

HIRANO: Of course. 

STRYK: Why is it then that Soto is supposedly the sect 
of “just sitting”? 

HIRANO: A most unfortunate, misleading notion, 
though it may be true Soto is literally based on the conception of 

gradual attainment. That goes back to Dogen, its founder. He 

thought it the most natural way of gaining insight, most human way 

—compared with Rinzai practice, which from the time of its found¬ 
ing in T’ang China was severe in approach. 

STRYK: Based on Hui-neng’s views, of course, as indi¬ 
cated in the Platform Scripture? 

HIRANO: Yes, especially there: an elitist document, as 
you’re well aware. Dogen knew it, must in spirit have rejected it. He 

was against all discrimination, in fact, saying there is only Zen itself. 

Tor him, all who hoped to gain from Zen were welcome to try—he had 

no use for Hui-neng’s categories of superior and inferior, thinking 
them most dangerous. 
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here? 
STRYK: You have high regard for Soto, yet left to come 

HIRANO: Hard to answer—I’ve been asked for years! 

Before I try, you should know it is not all that uncommon for dis¬ 

ciples to move on while training. I came because of Murasei-roshi, 

because of what I knew of him, his life, his excellent magazine, which 

I 'd read for years. In a sense, then, it was incidental that he was Obaku 

—that, too, I might add, is not uncommon among us. It’s more the 

man we seek than sect, the master is everything to us. Frankly, had I 

not found it possible to work well under Murasei-roshi, I might have 

journeyed on, settled for a Rinzai master! 

STRYK: Truly? In spite of the distaste you have for 
many Rinzai views? 

HIRANO: Well, I might never have found a Rinzai mas¬ 
ter for my needs, but I speak in principle. No, I don’t rule out the 

possibility. Sect is not important as some, especially from afar, make 
out. In that respect, Dogen was certainly right, all who follow 

seriously know it. 

STRYK: Yet some, whose seriousness is beyond ques¬ 

tion, have strong views on sect, dismissing the rest in strong lan¬ 

guage. 

HIRANO: It’s not for me to doubt their seriousness, but 

most assuredly their wisdom! To a true enlightened man how can it 

be of consequence? The various sects, each in its special way, admin¬ 

ister to the needs of different people. 

STRYK: Then you yourself are Soto or Obaku, and 

could not be Rinzai? 
HIRANO: In a sense, because I cannot accept, with my 

view of human nature, my weakness and strength, an insistence upon 

sudden method—of anything. If I could grasp all truth in such a way, 

still I would find myself sceptical regarding the claim that all should 

do so. 
STRYK: AtEiheiji was there concern about such things? 

Did any others worry about being part of a sect so often criticized as 

Soto, for being among other things a refuge for the slow, the lazy? 

HIRANO: Not at all! None troubled with such matters. 

You must remember some of those tangled up in sect disputes con¬ 

sider certain Rinzai Zenists—themselves most vocal critics of other 

sects—as being proud and vulgar. Some indeed think them literally 

mad in their pursuit of the unattainable. 
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STRYK: There perhaps is the crux of the problem. To 

non-Rinzai Zenists sudden enlightenment is unattainable, or at least 

there’s doubt concerning its possibility. 

HIRANO: Though I wouldn’t care to be counted a- 

mong them, I must confess to having doubts, or more explicitly, I 

doubt the importance of the issue. The main thing surely is discovery 

of true self. Sometimes for a Zenist it’s simply a matter of geography: 

he may live in a Soto district, and it wouldn’t occur to him to seek 

guidance outside, his understanding of Zen is conditioned by Soto 

views and practices. That’s very common. In any case, in Soto, in 

Obaku, the discovery of true self is thought to require a great deal of 

time and careful discipline, persistent, graduated, with clear, day-by- 

day evidence that development is taking place. 

STRYK: So, sudden awakening is impossible? 

HIRANO: We would not claim that! After all, the his¬ 

tory of Zen is full of such experiences, the most significant recorded. 

Yet it’s impossible to base a system of training on such probabil¬ 

ities—simple as that. As you know, Rinzai Zenists often experience 

what is called the Great Doubt, many literally going mad early in 

training. How can that be seen as ideal discipline, how can it be 
marked the best way to the fruits of Zen? 

STRYK: There are no cases of the Great Doubt in Soto or 
Obaku? 

HIRANO: None to my knowledge, though when one is 
working on koans there are necessarily moments of anxiety, periods 

of depression. There is not, however, the same kind of pressure—of 
that I can assure you. 

STRYK: Most troubling. I think the difficulty arises 

from the belief that for anything important to be attained great effort 

is required. One has to go beyond one’s normal self, however much 

the pain. Perhaps that’s why to Westerners the Rinzai view seems 
plausible. 

HIRANO: Great effort, of course, but surely not great 
pain, great doubt, which if not controlled can lead to disaster. In Soto, 

in Obaku, equal effort is expected, but there are simply no illusions, 

of the kind one finds in Rinzai, regarding possibilities of everything 

happening at once, just like that, utter finality! After all, judgment 

is based on observation, slow, scrupulous. I am not aware Rinzai pro¬ 

duces supermen! It too has variety of types, some progress very slowly, 

if at all. It is them I worry about. Considering the ideals of their sect, 
they are in the greatest danger. 
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STRYK: You think such people would be better off with 
Soto or Obaku masters, expecting less, guiding with more patience? 

HIRANO: Unquestionably. But it’s not simple as all 

that. Sometimes a disciple of a Rinzai master finds himself trapped 

in a system, unable to escape with self-respect. He may persist, there 

may be a successful outcome, or there may not. It’s all too risky. Why 

shouldn't the pursuit of Zen be normal, healthy, even joyous? Why 

should an intelligent, sensitive person with ambition to achieve 

greatness of spirit be made aware constantly of his shortcomings? 

STRYK: Have you ever thought Zen a form of therapy? 

HIRANO: Indeed not! Zen is religion, not psychoanaly¬ 

sis. As an editor I am faced constantly with that kind of problem: 

often I get articles from those who think of Zen as such, and in re¬ 

jecting them feel it my duty to give honest reasons. You can imagine! 

What I’m telling you I tell to others all the time. Our magazine tries 

to uphold the religious and philosophical character of Zen, defend 

its nature from those who would make something altogether dif¬ 
ferent of it—a form of therapy, for example. 

STRYK: And yet there’s the pragmatic element. In your 

Culture Center you surely encourage that. I mean you train those who 

want to be better at jobs, better athletes, that sort of thing. 

HIRANO: A different matter. We don’t expect such 

people to pursue beyond what they seek in such ways—of course, 

there is always the hope some will, a very strong hope. We exist only 

to serve the community, a feature of Obaku we are proud of. When it 

comes to training those who hope for priesthood, on the other hand, 

we hardly emphasize the pragmatic. If anything, we discourage that 

approach. 

STRYK: Do you think the day will come when the three 

sects will merge? Do you look forward to it? 
HIRANO: Realistically, I don’t think it will happen. 

We all know Dogen was right when he said there is only Zen, yet 

different sects seem to be meant for different human types. Not such a 

bad thing. I know, have always known, I am not a Rinzai type. Have 

never aspired to be, would certainly feel out of my element in that 

community. Yet as Zenist I know Rinzai Zenists are my brothers, we 

share the deepest communion in the essence of Zen. Our similarities, 

when we are seen alongside others, are far greater than our differ¬ 

ences—something none would dispute. And even supposed rivalries 

between us do some good, keeping us alert to strengths and short¬ 

comings. 
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STRYK: The sense of competition? 
HIRANO: Hardly! Yet our differences do represent the 

wisdom of experience and history—are very real. 

STRYK: Are you a man of satori? 

HIRANO: No. 

STRYK: Do you aspire to be? 
HIRANO: I cannot understand your question. If, as I 

think, you mean when you speak of a man of satori one whose devel¬ 

opment is based on revelation of a single momentous insight—and I 

think you do mean that—then I am emphatically no such man. But I 

may be wrong about you. Perhaps you have in mind someone who 

over the years has many insights, most coming very naturally, as if 

blossoming from within, few most sudden, yet, by virtue of being so, 

no more impressive than the others, well, then perhaps I can claim 

to be such a person. Obaku tends to be cautious about such matters; 

we fear they are overemphasized, particularly by writers on Zen— 

everywhere and at all times. 
STRYK: It must be wonderful for disciples to work in 

such an atmosphere. Yet is what you offer very different from the edu¬ 

cation offered by a university? 

HIRANO: Altogether different! Just as those who speak 

of the primacy of awakening, we have something special in mind 

training ourselves and others, something far above those humanistic 

qualities one associates with academic life. Our quest is for authentic 

spirit—none could claim otherwise. 

STRYK: It’s no wonder you attract so many! 

HIRANO: Not more than others, if anything, fewer. As 

you know we are the smallest of the three, no doubt always will be. 

What may be true, however, is that we attract a certain type, certainly 

there is more lay participation, as at our Center. For good reason. In 

our Center, for example, we offer something which, however unique, 

is meant for all. The source of our growing strength. 

STRYK: Obviously you are reaching out, judging from 

activities at the Culture Center, the numbers involved. Looking 

around, I wonder how many are attracted by the place itself, its extra¬ 

ordinary beauty, the serenity of its surroundings. 

HIRANO: An important thing, though by no means 

most important. To some less than to others. 

STRYK: Yet to some, Mampukuji must be a paradise 
compared with their own world. Is that altogether good? 
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HIRANO: I know why you ask that question! I can as¬ 

sure you our very purpose is to make such people see that their own 

world, wherever, whatever it happens to be, can also be paradise— 
seen with awakened eyes. 

STRYK: It’s interesting, Murasei-roshi felt that when I 

asked him about living here. Felt each place offered its own beauty, its 

own possibility of serenity. Yet that must be the hardest lesson of all. 

HIRANO: It is indeed, such realization offers the pro- 

foundest proof of attainment. Unless one feels its truth, one is 

doomed forever to frustration. 

STRYK: Do you feel privileged in having lived both at 

the Eiheiji, surely another of the most beautiful temples in Japan, 
and now here? 

HIRANO: How could I not feel so, but not so much be¬ 

cause of the physical element, for I have never been anywhere I could 

not find some beauty. Above all, I am grateful for outstanding mas¬ 

ters, would have found any place satisfying, working with them. I 

was asked a similar question in Washington by those fearing that 

when it became necessary to leave their beautiful mountainous sur¬ 

roundings they would be at a loss. Our discussions on the matter 
meant very much to them. 

STRYK: What of your life now: considering your many 

duties, are you able to give the best within you? 

HIRANO: I wonder what is best of oneself! I try, I’m 

very fortunate to be at an Obaku temple, precisely because it does ask 

so much of me. Our magazine, for example, though hard work, is very 

satisfying, having important things to teach. Sometimes we may seem 

wrong, somewhat partial, but we do reach those who find it challeng¬ 

ing, stimulating—that’s good to know. Then the Culture Center, 

which may be the most enlivening part of my work—the wonder of 

working with those who aspire, especially the young. 

STRYK: You are a happy man, and you deserve to be. 

That in itself must mean so much to those who come here. 

HIRANO: For the Zenist happiness is the feeling of in¬ 

tegrality, of life and work. In that sense I am happy. Yet day to day, I 

have moments of doubt, difficult decisions, problems to solve. What¬ 

ever serenity my life has, I can assure you, is hard won! 





Haiku Poet 

Noburo Fujiwara, whose handsome face belies his fifty years, is a 

prominent member of the Ten-Ro School of haiku, most tradi¬ 

tional and successful of many such schools throughout Japan. 

He informs me, as if confessing a youthful sin, that he once be¬ 

longed to the So-Un School, practicing free-verse to the point of 

ignoring the seventeen-syllable limitation, to which he now re¬ 

fers, embarrassedly, as the “one-line-poem” school. Members of 

the Ten-Ro question whether what is produced by So-Un is 

haiku at all. He feels and expresses himself strongly, leaving the 

impression that haiku is very important to his life. 

Ten-Ro has approximately two thousand members in Japan, 

possessing a creed, Shasei (on-the-spot composition, tracing all 

subjects to their origins). A loyal member of the school, he is 

active in its behalf, devoting most spare time to it. There are a 

number of special activities, and members sometimes meet in 

groups of fifteen to twenty at a designated place, often an old 

Zen temple, where they write up to one hundred haiku a day, per¬ 

haps only one of which, Fuj iwara hastens to explain, may be per¬ 

fected after a year or so’s work. Like other members, he selects 

possibly ten poems for the school’s annual anthology, the publi¬ 

cation of which is the high point of the year. Since only thirty or 

so poets have work printed, he is quite proud of being repre¬ 

sented yearly. 
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He has often written sequences of fifty to a hundred haiku on 

given themes, on love, a season, creating thereby a long poem. It 

is such writing which most interests him, on which he works the 

hardest. We are walking in the garden of the Hagi-no-Tera Zen 

Temple in Sone, a suburb of Osaka, a temple famous for its 

autumn flowers and large memorial stones inscribed with haiku 

exalting flowers by writers famed as Shiki, one of Fujiwara’s 

favorites. A remarkably beautiful place, it is literally dedicated to 

poetry. Fujiwara often visits for inspiration and to practice dis¬ 

cipline. He has meditated years under the priest’s guidance, 

along with other local members of Ten-Ro. It is, he says, their 

spiritual home. 

Fujiwara feels indebted to his haiku teachers, especially one 

who is able to do the seemingly impossible—live on his writing 

and teaching of haiku. Fujiwara explains that his master also 

writes for newspapers and periodicals on art and aesthetics, does 

some editorial work and often judges haiku contests. I am 

astonished to learn this teacher must sometimes read more than a 

thousand haiku a day, few of them good. Fujiwara’s devotion to 

his teacher is interesting, and I begin by asking about it. 

STRYK: Do you ever find yourself disagreeing with 

your teacher’s judgment? 

FUJIWARA: Hardly ever—he is a master haiku artist. I 

am always grateful for his criticism. 

STRYK: Do you meet with him to discuss your poems? 

FUJIWARA: Rarely—he is so busy. I send poems I feel 

I’ve worked on to the best of my ability, and he returns them with sug¬ 

gestions and corrections. 

STRYK: He serves you as a kind of editor? 

FUJIWARA: Much more than that—a teacher in the full 

sense. He comments not only on details, but relates to what he knows 

of my life and aspirations. 

STRYK: Is he a Zenist? 

FUJIWARA: Profoundly. Haiku, we like to feel, is the 

greatest of the Zen arts. As you know, Basho, our greatest haiku 

writer, was a Zenist. All important haiku artists have been. 

STRYK: Did your interest in Zen come before or after 
your work in haiku? 

FUJIWARA: I was interested early, it was my family’s 
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sect. But I didn’t understand too much, certainly wasn’t aware of any¬ 

thing special: a branch of Buddhism, that’s all. Only when I became 

involved in arts at the university did I discover, with surprise, how 

Zen had been always profoundly important to their development. 

Then I began my studies in earnest, started meditating. 

STRYK: Did other members of your family meditate? 

FUJIWARA: I don’t think so, at least they never men¬ 
tioned it. Most Zenists are only nominally so, hardly conscious of its 

significance to the arts. They know of course priests meditate, or do 
in training, and they themselves are urged to tranquilize their spirit 

through the practice, but few engage in what is true discipline. I hope 
that doesn’t disenchant you! 

STRYK: Did your formative years in Zen lead you to 
haiku? 

FUJIWARA: I doubt those early years had much im¬ 

portance, except that the beauty of our temples must have had some 

sort of influence. Hagi-no-Tera is not altogether typical, being in a 

sense dedicated to the spirit of art, particularly haiku, as you see on 

the memorial stones here in the garden, but it has the kind of beauty I 

mean. Most Zen temples have fine gardens, often rock gardens, some 

have great paintings—sumie, for the most part—, all that’s bound to 

make an impact, stir artistic sensibility. 

STRYK: How were you first affected by haiku? 

FUJIWARA: Like all children, I learnt about them in 

school, was strongly drawn to them, especially Basho’s. We were en¬ 

couraged from time to time to write our own, as a form of writing 

exercise leading to the cultivation of good style. The practical ele¬ 

ment was emphasized, the rules held all-important—the spirit of the 

poems only occasionally looked into. 

STRYK: When you first felt the need to express your¬ 

self, did you begin with haiku? 
FUJIWARA: Haiku and waka, but I felt constrained by 

difficult formal demands, perhaps intimidated by models constantly 

held up before an aspirant. I then wrote in freer forms—often the way 

with youth in our time. I suppose in Basho’s age things were dif¬ 

ferent: poets wrote formally, or not at all—nothing else was poetry. 

STRYK: Do you not feel that way? 

FUJIWARA: Now, yes, but not at first. Indeed, it took a 

long time to see into the reasons for the strictness of form—the seven¬ 

teen syllables, seasonal references, tonal unities, so on. Such things, I 
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was to discover, were meant to liberate, not confine. For many that 

discovery is made. 
STRYK: When you speak of freer forms, do you mean 

freer haiku forms, specifically the free verse of the So-Un School, to 

which at one time you belonged? 

FUJIWARA: No, much freer than that. I mean what you 

know as free verse in the West—indeed ours was much influenced by 

Western forms. We even had a group of poets calling themselves after 

T. S. Eliot’s famous poem, the Waste Land poets. It’s interesting you 

ask that, for what happened was that I began with modern free verse 

of that kind, then moved toward the So-Un style haiku, which, as you 

know, does not even apply the seventeen-syllables rule. After years of 

experimentation, I became more formal in my style. Indeed, having 

become a member of Ten-Ro is the best indication, since it is one of 
the most traditional of haiku schools. 

STRYK: How long did the transformation take? 

FUJIWARA: Perhaps ten years, but once part of it, I 
knew I had found my place. 

STRYK: What interests me mostly is that, as develop¬ 

ment, yours is the reverse of what usually happens in the West, where 

many young poets begin formally, using rhyme, say, and gradually 

become freer. That’s the usual route. 

FUJIWARA: Well, I do not speak for others, of course, 
but of how it worked for me. 

STRYK: Your school’s credo of shasei (on-the-spot com¬ 
position) fascinates, but at the same time, puzzles me. I think I know 

what the term signifies, but doesn’t all writing start that way? 

FUJIWARA: With haiku poets, no. What our teachers 
tell us, regarding shasei, which like all credo may be more ideal than 

practice, is every place is full of poetry. All one has to do is go find the 

poems. That’s why we can write one hundred poems in a day about a 

place we visit. We select an interesting and beautiful place and, on the 
spot, compose its poetry. 

STRYK: But you said earlier that few if any such poems 
are good. Perhaps only one, after months of selecting, polishing, may 
turn out good enough to print. 

FUJIWARA: Quite true, though at the time we feel all 
are good, at least might be worked on. The main thing is we really 

open our eyes, whether or not good poems come—and so discover a 

spirit there. We’re made aware, through active seeking, of the pre- 
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sence of poetry all around us; we begin, slowly to be sure, to see our 

personal world in the same spirit. I assure you the practice is based on 

fundamentals which lead to great discoveries. 

STRYK: Do your long sequences of haiku come when 
you visit such a place? 

FUJIWARA: No, my sequences are generally on more 

abstract themes, written over long periods of time—the way any poet 

might work. 

STRYK: Do you often work on such a sequence and does 
it give more satisfaction working on an extended piece? 

FUJIWARA: I like working that way, but should add 

there’s nothing in haiku tradition to encourage it. Few sequences are 

thought effective—by haiku’s exacting standards: the individual 

poem counts. The danger with a sequence is that a really fine piece 

coming somewhere in the middle, say, may be spoilt by lesser things 

surrounding it, losing effectiveness. Thus a sequence is a true chal¬ 

lenge. 

STRYK: What is a typical theme? 

FUJIWARA: The seasons, as you might expect, and 

familiar places. I think there are more “Spring” sequences than any 

other. That leads to a kind of problem for the poet hoping to be 

original. 

STRYK: Yet you keep at it? 

FUJIWARA: Yes, but cautiously, without claim to any 

outstanding sequence yet. Most I’ve broken up, salvaging effective 

things. 
STRYK: I still wonder at the practice of a group meet¬ 

ing at an appointed place and time to write scores of haiku. Though 

you’ve explained well why it’s done, it must be very daunting to go off 

with expectations of doing so much. I can’t imagine anything similar 

happening elsewhere, even by other haiku groups. What if one just 

isn’t feeling up to it? 
FUJIWARA: Simple—one can write about that too! 

Who knows, that may lead to something very special. I’m afraid, mad 

as it sounds to you, the practice is of cardinal importance to us. Our 

teachers long explain the reasons for it, adequately answering objec¬ 

tions, which often they attribute to natural lack of confidence in be¬ 

ginners, failing powers in the more experienced. Always they set ex¬ 

amples for us, never fail themselves in writing many haiku at such 

times. 
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STRYK: Always good? 
FUJIWARA: Of course! They are the masters—have the 

gift, all that it takes. You’re skeptical! I cannot say that everything 

they write meets their own standards, but they believe so strongly in 

shasei, practice it so fully, that whatever they produce is interesting. 

We follow; some do well, others not so, but all believe it can be done 

and work accordingly. 
STRYK: What goes on at such gatherings besides writ¬ 

ing? 
FUJIWARA: We talk, look at the sights, have tea cere¬ 

monies, dine together. Yet, with all that, we’re really on our own, our 

purpose never forgotten. We constantly make notes, observe. Then at 

night, we write. 
STRYK: Do your teachers show you their work? 

FUJIWARA: Only published work! 

STRYK: Is that fair? I mean, wouldn’t it be instructive to 

see the way they improve poems? You seem astonished—why? 
FUJIWARA: They are our teachers! It isn’t up to us to 

find fault with their works. 

STRYK: Do you hope to become a teacher one day? 
FUJIWARA: I’ m not good enough. To become so, one 

must produce fine poems, collect them in books which are highly 

esteemed. 

STRYK: Is publishing so difficult? 

FUJIWARA: Books, extremely. Though one can have 

them printed privately, which most do. There’s hope a publisher will 

ask to do one’s book, a slim hope. Many write without hope of such 

publication, satisfied to see their poems in anthologies produced by 

their respective schools. That’s the best way for us. 

STRYK: Why do you write haiku? 

FUJIWARA: Because I love haiku, and because I am 

Japanese: it expresses the spirit of our people. It makes one feel part of 

something essential to the culture of our nation. There are many per¬ 

sonal reasons, I suppose, but none that I could adequately express— 
except in poems! 

STRYK: Have you favorites among old haiku poets? 

FUJIWARA: Basho, Buson, Shiki—so many. Basho is 
my favorite, greatest poet of our nation. 

STRYK: What of Issa? 

FUJIWARA: I’m afraid he’s a bit too light for my taste. 
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Makes me laugh at times, but perhaps that’s not enough. No, I must 
confess a blind spot for Issa. 

STRYK: Do you value any contemporaries as highly— 
your teacher, for example? 

FUJIWARA: I prefer contemporaries! They write of 

things I live, using our language. Yes, my teacher is among the fin¬ 
est of them. 

STRYK Surely language hasn’t changed that much in 
two hundred years or so. Shiki lived into our century. 

FUJIWARA: What I have in mind is that a good writer 
ignores no aspect of contemporary life. 

STRYK: Machines, automobiles, highrises, such things? 

FUJIWARA: Why not, among many? They make our 

world, whether we like it or not. In Ten-Ro, with our shasei credo, we 

examine everything, nothing is too low or high for us. Traditional in 

method, we are very modern in spirit. 

STRYK: Then the work of Basho is archaic in language? 

FUJIWARA: It’s not that so much—the themes are not 

as interesting. It excites me to see how far one can take haiku into 

reality—very challenging to write of things never before associated 

with the art. 

STRYK: How many feel as you do on that subject? 

FUJIWARA: In my judgment, all good writers! The 

others are for the most part poor imitators of Basho and Buson, using 

their language, images, and I suspect they know it. Disgraceful, yet 

they can’t help it. 

STRYK: Why are they encouraged to continue? 

FUJIWARA: Not exactly encouraged. Still it’s true 

many haiku societies are made up of such people—inevitably. Take 

Ten-Ro, among two thousand or so, can one say a handful are true 

poets? But the rest support the school, purchase the magazine, attend 

meetings. We couldn’t exist without them. 

STRYK: Are teachers honest then about their work? 

FUJIWARA: I’ m not sure—mine certainly is. Judging 

from our annual anthology, I’d estimate fifty members write well, 

those who get poems included year by year. Standards are very high, I 

can assure you. The anthology is always warmly received by the press, 

some poets gaining national attention in that way. 

STRYK: As university lecturer can you devote much 

time to writing? 
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FUJIWARA: It’s the center of my life, has been for years. 

All my spare time and energy go into it, along with the activities of 

Ten-Ro. I write my teacher constantly, send poems, revise, revise, re¬ 

vise! It’s full-time work! 
STRYK: I know you often translate English poems, 

some rather long ones, into haiku. How do you manage that? 

FUJIWARA: The haiku I produce that way is a re¬ 

sponse rather than translation. My poems form a sequence, like 

stanzas in a long poem. What I produce, then, is a sequence of images 

based on the original. A common practice among us—anything and 

everything, we feel, can be made into haiku. We’re after essences, you 

see, nothing more nor less. 

STRYK: Incredible. The aesthetic has broad applica¬ 

tion, it would seem. Are you able to read poems of non-haiku writers, 

contemporaries, with appreciation? 

FUJIWARA: Few, I’m afraid. As you can imagine, I find 

their work for the most part dreadfully prolix. 

STRYK: What of Shinkichi Takahashi, the Zen poet? 

FUJIWARA: An exception, a genius. Even apart from 

his short poems, he’s never prolix. As a true Zenist, he couldn’t be. I 

read once he also thinks Basho the greatest Japanese poet. Yes, his 

work has been thought extraordinary for years, even when it is most 
difficult. 

STRYK: Are some haiku difficult to understand? 

FUJIWARA: I don’t think there has ever been an ob¬ 

scure haiku. The form won’t permit it. That’s one of the reasons they 

are so admired. There are pieces very highly concentrated—that’s the 

ideal—but never beyond understanding of intelligence and awakened 
sensibility. 

STRYK When renga cycles (sequences of related haiku 

by two or more poets taking turns) were popular, that wasn’t always 
the case, was it? 

FUJIWARA: The finest renga, say of the Basho circle of 

poets, are not at all obscure—Basho wouldn’t have permitted it. They 

are fine because the connections are lucid. In renga of lesser poets, of 
course, that doesn’t hold true. 

STRYK: And haiku sequences? 

FUJIWARA: There again, in a good sequence there is 
clarity, of development, of juxtaposition. No, obscurity is not a prob¬ 

lem, even when the poems deal with highly abstract themes. It would 
go against the very nature of the art. 
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STRYK: Perhaps that’s one of the most incredible fea¬ 

tures of Japanese art in general—its directness, clarity. Have you an 
idea of the reason for that? 

FUJIWARA: Well, I suspect it has much to do with our 

attempt to discover essences. About which Zen teaches us more than 

anything else. Take a sumie work: purely the essence of a scene, de¬ 

tails absorbed, harmonized. In haiku it’s the same—a weeding out of 

all that would clutter, muddy, confuse, leading to great incisiveness, 

clear purpose. What we are looking for, guided by Zen, is revelation, 

and our masters always reveal truths to us. Small as it is, the haiku is 

a repository of great wisdom, has been now for centuries. 

STRYK: How difficult it must be to achieve that! Even 

the freedom to try to do so, when you are set so firmly into a school, a 

master over you. Have you ever found yourself doubting the wisdom 

of such association? 

FUJIWARA: I ’ve never doubted. Tradition shows how 

many achieved greatness working in such a way. Only when one has 

learnt all there is to know about an art is freedom possible—always 

assuming the spirit is there. 

STRYK: But frankly I still wonder how working this 

way one can find those personal insights leading to important 

achievement. Isn’t there the risk that however good the work, it could 

never be as good as the master’s—I mean, the fear that it could never 

be, whether or not true. 

FUJIWARA: Your question calls for a personal answer. 

I too shall be frank. It may be true I am limiting myself in some ways, 

but when I consider how much I gain from criticism, how important 

the encouragement, I can’t feel anything but gratitude. I don’t feel 

I’m competing with my teacher, or anyone else. There’s always the 

sense among us that it may be possible for anyone of us to write a 

masterpiece. For that we strive—and should one of us achieve this, 

what one might see from outside as submission would have been 

more than worthwhile. I’m quite sure my teacher felt that way him¬ 

self, his teacher before him. 
STRYK: I know that attitude is common among Jap¬ 

anese artists, in all media, but it’s difficult for most to understand. 

What of the feeling that influence can be as harmful as useful? That in 

order to achieve work of importance one must become in a full sense 

oneself, a difficult thing indeed. I think that’s the source of power in a 

poet like Takahashi. From an early age he was an individual, had to 

rebel against society—there was a price to pay, a harsh one. 
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FUJIWARA: But Takahashi is a genius! Most of us live 

ordinary lives, even though in a sense we have to rebel in order to 

become artists. In that respect we’re no different from poets anywhere. 

When you consider the high regard we have for tradition, you must 

feel there’s small scope for adventure in our lives and art, but many of 

us feel the old haiku so far from satisfying that we try to introduce the 

most unpromising elements of contemporary life into our works. 

That, I can assure you, represents to many something very close to 

revolt, and they are horrified by haiku dealing with things of our 

time. So we are thought far from conventional. 

STRYK: One thing is clear—haiku is deep in you. 

FUJIWARA: Yes, everything to me. Though it’s doubt¬ 

ful I’ll achieve great reputation, the fact I am able to print my work, 

such as it is, increasingly, that it’s appreciated, means much to me. I 

can’t tell you how much! What would I be otherwise? A teacher of 

linguistics, an academic, not creator, though that’s how I earn my 

livelihood. My life may be richer than those of many of my fellow 

teachers. I have something important to live for. There are many 
things a man can do with his life. For me there’s no question what it 

is. 

STRYK: For you, then, in the Zen sense, haiku is the 
way to truth? 

FUJIWARA: Yes, as it can be for anyone, wherever he 
happens to live. 
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As in all arts, there are many poets involved in Zen discipline, its 

spirit has always appealed to Japanese artists. Shinkichi Taka- 

hashi, seventy-five, is considered the greatest Zen poet of our day. 

Many years a legend, he is a man of satori, deeply trained in Zen, 

his enlightenment testified to by Shizan-roshi, one of the most 

distinguished masters of the modern period. Represented in all 

major anthologies of Japanese poetry, his work is read not only 

by poetry lovers but by those with knowledge of the philosophy. 

As his friend and translator, I have impatiently waited the chance 

to ask that which I know many of his admirers would like 

answered. 

Takahashi, his wife, and daughter live in a quiet, narrow street 

in the Nakano Ward of Tokyo. The very steep staircase of his 

modest house leads up to his tiny study, stacked with books and 

box on cardboard box of manuscript. There is a photo of his Zen 

master on the wall, placed beside the inka presented by the mas¬ 

ter, the traditional “Moon and the Water” testament (Inka: the 

awakening of a disciple formally testified to by his Zen master). 

Pasted on the cardboard boxes are illustrations of paintings cut 

from magazines, some Western, for he is also a well-known art 

critic and has produced in recent years a series of art books with 

introductions and commentaries. There are numerous collec¬ 

tions of poetry on the bookshelves, some in foreign languages, 
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including English, which he reads and writes but does not speak. 

It is late August and extremely hot, soTakahashi pulls down 

his light yukata to the waist, turns on the fan. He is short, sturdy, 

extremely strong and vibrant for a seventy-five-year-old, though 

almost toothless. His delicate, fine head is tilted back, alert, 

though he is very much at ease, speaking thoughtfully with a 

poet’s care for language. He pauses, often illustrating responses 

with a passage from his books, among them a study of the great 

Chinese Zen master Rinzai. 

Having long known him to be one of the world’s great poets, 

I have much to ask, hardly know where to begin. Sensing this, he 

suggests some lunch first, and his wife brings a large tray of 

luncheon meats, some beer and sake, which he knows I like. The 

sake, very best, is from Hiroshima. So we eat and drink, chatting. 

His daughter, shy and charming, half hides a camera behind her 

back, finally gathering courage to ask permission to photograph 

her father and his “English voice.” The poet sits back formally, 

and I move to his side, greatly affected by the family’s deep pride 

and devotion to him. 

STRYK: My friend, you have long been thought one of 

the most revolutionary poets in Japan. Were you surprised when your 

Collected Poems received the coveted Prize for Art from the Ministry 
of Education last year? 

TAKAHASHI: Such awards always surprise, but funda¬ 

mentally they are of little importance. I doubt whether those award¬ 

ing it know anything of my poetry—except that there is interest in it. 

Largely due to your translations, I might add! Your book, as you 

know, has been much discussed in the press over here, always of 

course for the wrong reasons. Everyone is impressed when one of our 

artists is taken notice of overseas, his work published by a famous 

company, reviewed and so on. That must seem reason enough to give 

a prize. Please understand, I’m not ungrateful, but I’ve serious doubts 

they saw my poems on the page. If through you they hadn’t been pub¬ 

lished in London and New York, they would have been ignored. Any¬ 

how, if the judges were to read the poems, could understand, I wonder 

whether they would be so anxious to award the prize to another like 
myself in the future. 

STRYK: Yet you’ve been known for many years to all 
who care for poetry. 
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TAKAHASHI: That in itself means little. Mainly I’m 

notorious because of my involvement in Zen, my writing in that field. 

STRYK: Are you suggesting whatever fame has come 
your way is not due to the quality of your poetry? 

TAKAHASHI: Only that there are few capable of judg¬ 
ing—if any! 

STRYK: But why is that? 

TAKAHASHI: Well, as my translator, you should 
know! 

STRYK: For all that, many, especially in the West, re¬ 
spond forcefully to it. 

TAKAHASHI: Ah, responding is somewhat different 

from understanding. One can respond to images, for example, with¬ 

out a notion what they add up to, their reason, the kind of world they 

build. That’s not news to you. 

STRYK: Do you mean only fellow Zenists are capable of 
reading your work seriously? 

TAKAHASHI: There are Zenists and Zenists. Most 

would indeed be incapable. 

STRYK: Is that your belief, or the result of experience 

perhaps with critics or readers? 

TAKAHASHI: The latter. I haven’t read, heard any¬ 

thing, apart from work like yours and Takashi Ikemoto’s in your 

volume of translations, which convinces me I have been understood, 

for only one prepared to see the world as I do could possibly get my 

meaning. Perhaps I should be translated into Japanese itself! You 

know, I’m getting on, have been scribbling poems now for fifty 

years. . . . 

STRYK: Do you write only for those few capable of ap¬ 

preciating? 

TAKAHASHI: Of course not, I write for the world—not 

that it shakes it much. 
STRYK: What would it take, spiritual revolution, to 

bring about the insight to perceive what you do? 

TAKAHASHI: Nothing short of it. 

STRYK: Is that likely to happen in our lifetime? 

TAKAHASHI: Yours perhaps—what’s left of mine, 

hardly. 

STRYK: Are you embittered? 

TAKAHASHI: Not at all. Why should the perception of 
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any reality, including so small and personal a one as that, embitter 

one? Life, muddled as it is, goes on—we make the most of it. 

STRYK: Are there Zen poets living whose work you 

admire? 
TAKAHASHI: I admire all who write, just for writing! 

But hardly anything I read makes sense. To put that another way, 

hardly any strikes me as being worth the trouble. 
STRYK: As a Rinzai Zenist is your work appreciated 

chiefly by members of the sect? 
TAKAHASHI: I’ve no idea. Shouldn’t think it would 

appeal to Soto or Obaku—but then are they really Zenists at all? 

STRYK: Isn’t that severe? 

TAKAHASHI: Isn’t life? All they do is offer something 

worthless, making Zen a pleasant activity for people with time on 

their hands. As you well know, it isn’t that at all. As humans, I cherish 

them along with all others, as Zenists, bah! 

STRYK: Are there Zen artists you respect—painters like 

Munakata, composers like Takamitsu? 
TAKAHASHI: Munakata, though Buddhist, is not Zen¬ 

ist—I can understand why you may think he is, his work often is close 

to Sengai in spirit. Not close enough for my taste, though. He’s a 

respectable artist, that’s all. Takamitsu the composer seems authentic 

to me, but having no professional interest in music, I can’t go beyond 

that. I suppose you are still trying to discover whether there are living 

Zen poets I respect? As I said, the best way I can put it is that I respect 

them for writing what is thought poetry by most people—at least 
they try. 

STRYK: But you don’t think it poetry? 

TAKAHASHI: It is, for them! 

STRYK: Have your views on poetry always been tough? 

TAKAHASHI: Perhaps I’ve mellowed just a bit—you 

should have known me twenty years ago! 

STRYK: Well before then you were a dadaist poet, first 
in Japan. A lonely role? 

TAKAHASHI: Exhilarating! Thought I’d made a great 

discovery—so exciting it might revolutionize not only art but life 

here in Japan. I was young, my optimism was unjustified. 

STRYK: Was there hostility to your work? 

TAKAHASHI: It would have been poor dadaism if 

there hadn’t been! Isn’t it the purpose of such movements to arouse 



Contemporary Poet 251 

hostility—through questioning society’s sacred values? Our society at 
that—you can imagine! 

STRYK: Yet you abandoned it for Zen. 

TAKAHASHI: Dadaism was meant to be abandoned, it 

served its purpose. I had to get to more important things, like saving 
my life. 

STRYK: Your life? 

TAKAHASHI: Nothing less—for that I turned to Zen. I 

had no life, had to find whether one was possible. If so, whether it was 
worth keeping. 

STRYK: About that time you often got in trouble with 
the police, for anti-social conduct? 

TAKAHASHI: Yes, I was lost, didn’t care for anything 
or anyone. My troubles were small suicides. 

STRYK: Then you found Zen? 

TAKAHASHI: Lucky for me, and it was right. 

STRYK: Most Zenists go to a particular master. Did 

what you had heard of Shizan-roshi make him special in your eyes? 

TAKAHASHI: I was told he was a disciplinarian not 

likely to be impressed with my literary talents and ambition. It was 

fortunate I went to him. I might have given up with someone else—so 

very easily. 

STRYK: When you began training, did you have any 

idea what it would come to mean? 

TAKAHASHI: Shizan-roshi would not have bothered 

with me if he felt I wasn’t serious. I had the usual problems, even suf¬ 

fering the Great Doubt fully (The Great Doubt comes—and is se¬ 

verely felt—by Zen practitioners when they are totally unsettled by the 

very real struggle to attain awakening, usually early in their train¬ 

ing), but persevered because I felt increasing need for what I imagined 

Zen could offer. 

STRYK: Did other poets you knew also take it up? 

TAKAHASHI: Many were interested—after all, we are 

Japanese—yet few, if any, persisted as I did. Possibly they lacked the 

inner need. 
STRYK: For what? 
TAKAHASHI: You know me better than most: need for 

the certainties it expresses. 
STRYK: You feel your poems offer answers to questions 

posed by Zen. 
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TAKAHASHI: All good poetry offers answers to ques¬ 

tions, though only the poet knows what the questions are. 

STRYK: Intriguing. Could you explain? 

TAKAHASHI: The poet’s world is a puzzle, full of won¬ 

ders, full of questions. His poems attempt to come to terms—if 

serious, that is. 
STRYK: As a philosophical poet, what you say would 

bear that out, but surely not all poems are of that kind. 
TAKAHASHI: I think they are, though some offer sim¬ 

ple, some highly complex answers—which is good, leading to vari¬ 

eties of response. The questions are similarly deep and troubling. Am 

I a philosophical poet? I’ve never thought myself that: just a Zenist 

who happens to write. As you know, I spend much more time on 

prose. In fact in recent years I’ve written four, five poems a year, 

whereas my output on Zen increases. 
STRYK: So these days your answers to those questions 

are offered in conventional form? 

TAKAHASHI: Let’s say a form more easily understood. 

STRYK: Is that in itself important? 

TAKAHASHI: Why else would I be writing explica¬ 

tions, commentaries? Nothing is more important. 

STRYK: Is that the result of feeling that your poems 

have not been rightly understood? 

TAKAHASHI: You make it sound as if I’ve suffered a 

defeat of some kind! I never expected my poems to be popular. Could 

such a vision of life ever be? No, I write books on Zen in the same 

spirit in which I make poems, to reveal truths—only the terms, points 

of reference are different. 

STRYK: If, as they say, art imposes order on chaos, 

surely you have offered precisely that for many years, in the form of 
insight, to the world as you’ve known it. 

TAKAHASHI: By the response to my ordered world, it 

would appear as chaotic as world without order! Though some might 

have such ambition, there are other ways of looking at it: the poet 

might attempt to discover significance in flux, showing that what is 

normally ignored, taken for granted, is dynamically part of the be¬ 

coming world. As you know, my poems deal for most part with the 

subjective world, giving it objectivity, bringing a little light into 

darkness. Perhaps that’s the same thing as imposing order, I’m not 

sure. When I was writing poems, almost daily, what fascinated me 
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was the possibility of anything, everything being made poetry. 

Though I was hardly conscious of having an aesthetic program. All I 

wanted, truthfully, was for the poems to express world’s vibrancy. 

STRYK: As revealed by Zen? 

TAKAHASHI: Created by awareness. You see, I don’t 

think world reveals itself, it is we who reveal ourselves through prop¬ 

er relationship to it—when awakened. Truth is, all is there to be 

awakened to. 
STRYK: Was there a great shift in your work after you 

experienced kensho? 

TAKAHASHI: As if I’d been shot to another planet— 

one I’ve lived on ever since. 

STRYK: That’s amazing. 

TAKAHASHI: Would it have been kensho otherwise? 

STRYK: I’ ve never been less than astonished at such 

transformations. Hakuin’s, for example. Yet few contemporaries 

speak of them—indeed many are reluctant to admit even the possibil¬ 

ity, for most, of kensho. 

TAKAHASHI: For most, yes, but not to admit it hap¬ 

pens is, for a Zenist, sinful. 

STRYK: Sinful? 

TAKAHASHI: Nothing less—casting doubt on the 

most revered goal of Zen, alongside which all is as nothing. What is 

Zen without satori as its goal, life opened up by it? Clear and simple 

as that! 
STRYK: Even among Rinzai Zenists, that’s an unusual 

view, altogether inspiring. I must confess to being disillusioned by 

the many apologies and disclaimers—as if there’s fear, embarrass¬ 

ment. Meeting such people has been, to say the least, a puzzling ex¬ 

perience. Not that I doubt their integrity. 
TAKAHASHI: It’s clear you’ve encountered the wrong 

people. I can’t believe awakened men would fear discussing the center 

of their lives. 
STRYK: But they are Zenists, masters among them. 

TAKAHASHI: Nominal Zenists, perhaps, not what I’d 

call true Zenists. 
STRYK: There must be very few! 
TAKAHASHI: Indeed. What did you expect? Not know¬ 

ing of your work in Zen, they see you as a Westerner with curiosity. 

Perhaps that’s why they are reluctant to speak. Don’t be fooled by 
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that: they all take for granted there’s something to strive for, that 

they’ll be transformed by it. Why meditate, discipline oneself, under¬ 

go austerities? Only in hope they realize their amibition. 
STRYK: Could it be as poet you have the gift, words to 

express insight? Is that possibly the difference? 
TAKAHASHI: Ha! Now you force my hand—how 

would I know? Men make such disclaimers, yet Zen history is rich in 

detail of kensho experience, indeed it’s made up of such accounts, 

meant to inspire us. In every walk of life, in most pursuits, how few 

there are who succeed. Poet yourself, you know that’s true. How many 

real poets are there, among thousands who would be? Either insight 

and power’s there, or isn’t. Same holds true for Zen. Only few can 

transmit insight. 
STRYK: Transmit—is that necessary? 

TAKAHASHI: Most necessary. Isn’t that what poetry 

does, transmit? In Zen it matters more than anything. Why do we 

honor Hui-neng and Rinzai? Because they transmitted rare gifts of 

enlightenment. As poet I too have that responsibility. 

STRYK: Even more so writing on Zen? 

TAKAHASHI: How more so? Can one tell whether 

one’s poems transmit whatever wisdom one has gained? Perhaps with 

works on Zen one can make sure of sharing in that way. 

STRYK: So what, and to what degree, you communicate 
matters very much? 

TAKAHASHI: You know the old saying, “After satori, 
teach.” We learn that at the start of training, and hold it very dear. I 

feel responsibility to communicate what I know—on different levels, 

to be sure, the highest being poetry. 

STRYK: Isn’t there conflict when a poet writes philos¬ 

ophy? Language used differently? Are you actually satisfied, as poet, 

when writing books on Zen? 

TAKAHASHI: No conflict, none at all. Nagarjuna— 

you’ve a chapter on him in World of the Buddha—spoke of two kinds 

of truth, for that matter so did Buddha: absolute and relative. The 

poet deals with absolute truth, offering witness to it directly, experi- 

entially—the philosopher relative truth, using strategies of all kinds 

to assure understanding. Zen masters are aware of that distinction, 

deal with absolute truth during dokusan, when disciples stand be¬ 

fore them individually, dealing with relative truth when disciples 
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gather to hear a teisho. Then they discourse on the meaning of things, 

perhaps a passage from the scriptures. You see, they make allowances 

for many and real differences among disciples—in training, in in¬ 

sight, in the depth of their learning. 

STRYK: So when you write poems, you really are writ¬ 

ing for the few? 

TAKAHASHI: I don’t know, can’t afford to care. When I 

write poems, no allowances can be made. Thought of a poem’s diffi¬ 

cultness never troubles me, since I never consciously make poems 

difficult. 
STRYK: Your symbolism appears to casual readers very 

complex—for example, use of sparrow as protagonist in poem after 

poem. How strange that must strike some readers. 

The Position of the Sparrow 

The sparrow has cut the day in half: 
Afternoons—yesterday’s, the day after tomorrow’s— 
Layer the white wall. 
Those of last year, and next year’s too, 
Are dyed into the wall—see them?— 
And should the wall come down, 
Why, those afternoons will remain, 
Glimmering, just as they are, through time. 
(That was a colorless realm where, 
Nevertheless, most any color could well up.) 

Just as the swan becomes a crow, 
So everything improves—everything: 
No evil can persist, and as to things, 
Why, nothing is unchangeable. 
The squirrel, for instance, is on the tray, 
Buffalos lumber through African brush, 
The snail wends along the wall, 
Leaving a silver trail. 
The sparrow’s bill grips a pomegranate seed: 
Just anything can resemble a lens, or a squirrel. 

Because the whole is part, there’s not a whole, 
Anywhere, that is not part. 
And all those happenings a billion years ago, 
Are happening now, all around us: time. 
Indeed this morning the sparrow hopped about 
In that nebulous whirlpool 
A million light years hence. 
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And since the morning is void, 
Anything can be. Since mornings 
A billion years from now are nothingness, 
We can behold them. 
The sparrow stirs, 
The universe moves slightly. 

TAKAHASHI: But I don’t use the sparrow as protagon¬ 

ist in my little lyrical dramas. I write of him admittedly quite often, 

because I believe in his wisdom. I trust him, believe he has answers to 

our problems, perhaps—I don’t know. The truest way of putting it is 

I love watching, meditating on his life. If people think in writing of 

the sparrow I write of them, well, that’s their privilege. I’ve no such 

motive. What strikes them unusual is the result, maybe, of few other 

writers having noticed creatures that I love. Like most things, they 

are taken for granted, ignored, despised along with other creatures, 

pigeons, dogs, cats—other “protagonists” of mine. 

STRYK: In a review of Afterimages appearing in the 

American periodical Hudson Review some years ago, the writer said 

that Westerners, when they wish to enter nature, the world of crea¬ 

tures, have to descend into it, whereas you are always there, emerging 

occasionally with a poem like a seal rising from the depths of the sea. 

That struck me as a very true image. 

TAKAHASHI: Interesting, I suppose. One’s always a bit 

puzzled by criticism of one’s work, inevitably, because it’s assumed 

one is conscious of things one hardly ever thinks about. 

STRYK: You’ve written fiction—stories, parables, and 

there’s your novel, Dada. With such prose, do you feel you are treating 

reality, truth, in an absolute or relative sense? Is it more like poetry or 
closer to your expositions of Zen? 

TAKAHASHI: There’s nothing close to poetry. Fiction 
is possibly farther from it than prose exposition—when writing 

poems I’m a different person from the one who writes those things, 
including fiction. 

STRYK: You said you’re often puzzled by judgments of 
your poetry. Is that true when Zenists write on it? 

TAKAHASHI: I must be cautious here. You’ve written 
on my work. In your case, what convinces me that you know what I’m 

after are your translations. I can read them in English, and find them 

remarkable. I see I’m embarrassing you, but really, nothing anyone 

can write about my work could possibly have the significance of those 
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translations. Criticism I’ve seen (and I am interested in what’s 

thought of my work) strikes me for the most part as overly defensive— 

as if when a writer admires my work, he feels obliged to justify himself 

for tastes so strange. Often they write ingeniously because of that. 

STRYK: Yet you find yourself wishing critics were not 

so defensive? Feeling they’ve nothing to be defensive about? 

TAKAHASHI: I find myself wishing they would make 

clear my poems are the expression of my Zen—not less, not more. 

Why should I apologize for that? I am doing what Zen artists have 

always tried to do—change those who stand before my work. 

STRYK: That’s an extraordinary ambition. 

TAKAHASHI: So? It is the only sane one. Else why 

bother, why give oneself the trouble? I say through my work that it is 

possible for man to be freer than he finds himself, awaken to things he 

has hardly noticed around him. 

STRYK: Art carries responsibility, then—a moral task? 

TAKAHASHI: More simply what I try to do is share my 

sense of the world’s wonder, possibilities of living freely, magically— 

the Zen way, after all. What is written in its name has that kind of re¬ 

sponsibility, its poetry is surely its most perfect expression. 

STRYK: An American poet, reviewing Afterimages in 

American Poetry Review, expressed exactly that about your poems. 

Could it be that your work is better understood in the West? 

TAKAHASHI: I don’t think so. There perhaps its 

strangeness makes for the same kind of attraction as Japanese films. I 

don’t wish to give the impression that I doubt their understanding, 

especially to you, but I am a bit suspicious. What I ask myself is how 

one, not a Zenist, could get much, if anything, out of my words. 

STRYK: Zenist is but a word. I believe there are those 

with natural feelings for the world resembling that of Zenists. With¬ 

out ever having heard of Zen, they respond strongly to your poems, 

even as they do to Basho’s haiku. I know it to be true among young 

students hardly sophisticated in literature and philosophy—they are 

deeply affected by your poems. 
TAKAHASHI: No doubt by their strangeness! How 

wonderful to know my poems are read by the young—that pleases 

more than I can say. I’d like to hope they benefit by reading and dis¬ 

cussing them, but I’ve grave doubts about their being able to absorb 

them on the highest level. How could they? 
STRYK: You’re much concerned, then, about that? 
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TAKAHASHI: Were I a painter, I wouldn’t want my 

reds taken for blues, even though the perceiver finds what he thought 

was blue delightful. A poem is meant to express a definite state of 

mind, a highly particularized world—nothing approximate can do. 

STRYK: Who can confirm whether a poem is properly 

understood? 
TAKAHASHI: The poet alone—those who think other¬ 

wise delude themselves. 
STRYK: Once, when writing dadaist poems, you may 

have been influenced by foreign poets. Have you been since? 

TAKAHASHI: I wasn’t really influenced even then. I’ve 

never been influenced by others, though I should qualify: there are 

many great ones I’ve admired—Basho above all, greatest of our poets. 

Very few moderns, however. That’s something I’m neither proud nor 

ashamed of. I’ve gone my own way, the Zen way, important influ¬ 

ences on my life and art have been Zen masters. 

STRYK: Are you aware of having influenced others? 

TAKAHASHI: Not at all, I can’t imagine it. A man 

develops over years his special way: eyes see differently, senses mesh 

differently. One becomes his own man, preserving vitality the best 

way he can—his own. Only thus will he be taken seriously, only then 

has he the right to take himself and all he does seriously. No, great 

artists are never influenced beyond their earliest years. 

STRYK: You seem convinced your following in the 

West is the result of strangeness, but I would say you underestimate 

the seriousness of those responding to you anywhere. In some poems, 

“Burning Oneself to Death,” for example, which you wrote on hear¬ 

ing of self-immolation of a Buddhist monk in Viet Nam, protesting 

war, you gave a perspective totally fresh to any eyes. You write as an 

insider, knowing, feeling things few outsiders can imagine. Now, you 

may regard that as a quality of strangeness, but it’s a most important 

quality and much appreciated by your Western readers. 

TAKAHASHI: Well, that’s a special kind of poem. I 

have in mind those based on koan, feeling certain they are read as 

forms of Japanese surrealism. It’s that which troubles me, but as you 

say, it’s as true here. Nothing could be further from my intention than 

surrealism. My best readers, wherever they are, know it. 

STRYK: Reviewers of your work here do not give the im¬ 
pression that your work is all that difficult. 

TAKAHASHI: You’ve only seen a select handful, 
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chosen by Professor Ikemoto to illustrate points made about my 

work. They’re hardly typical, I’m afraid. By most my work’s dis¬ 

missed as merely odd—true ever since I began publishing. 

STRYK: That’s why you’ve become indifferent to your 
public? 

TAKAHASHI: I am not indifferent on the human level, 

not at all. I simply do not respect their capacity to absorb my work in 

any meaningful way. 

STRYK: Yet you’re surely the most productive poet in 
Japan! 

TAKAHASHI: Nothing to do with my public! I’ve been 

productive because for years I’ve arranged my life to make work pos¬ 

sible. For more than twenty years, I’ve been helped in that by my dear 

wife, in recent years, my daughter. We’re a close family; they care, 

respect all that I do, give all assistance possible. 

STRYK: Do you still meditate? 

TAKAHASHI: I always meditate, not necessarily in 

lotus—if that’s what you have in mind. For years now, as you know, 

I’ve seen the world with eyes reborn, result of meditation. That lies 

behind the quality in my work you’ve described as mysterious. Surely 

it’s the source of any originality I may have. 

STRYK: Hui-neng said one should not look at, but as 

things. That’s something you do more fully than anyone else. 

TAKAHASHI: Well, as my translator you may be some¬ 

what partial, but I appreciate your saying that. Hui-neng was right, 

as one of the greatest Zen masters he had to be right—about every¬ 

thing. 
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