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Preface

The temple, reached by a narrow mountain path five miles from
the bus stop, was in one of the most beautiful districts of Japan.
Surrounded by blazing maples, it appeared to have been rooted
there for centuries. To its right was a kiln with a batch of fresh-fired
pots, to its left a large vegetable garden where a priest bent, giving
full attention to a radish patch. He greeted me warmly and at once
asked me to stay the night. Talk would wait till evening, after his
meeting with parishioners—farmers, woodsmen—to discuss a
coming festival. Each, | noticed, brought an offering—fruit, eggs,
chestnuts. That time | came with nothing. Twenty years later |
brought a book of Zen poems, one of a number I'd translated since
that first inspiring meeting.

Poetry had always been part of my life, and my interest in Zen
poetry began as the result of that first visit. While teaching in Niigata,
I'd been moved by a show of ceramics, calligraphy and haiku
poems, and I'd asked a friend to take me to see the artist. The
evening of my visit | discovered that the priest’s life was devoted
equally to parish, ceramics and poetry. He spoke with love of haiku
poets—Basho, Issa—and mentioned great Zen masters who
excelled in poetry—Dogen, Bunan, Hakuin, names unfamiliar to me.

| was intrigued when he compared their work to certain Western
poets (he especially admired a particular passage from Whitman,
quoted here near the end of the Introduction), and | resolved to learn
something of Zen poetry. He was wonderfully impressive then, and |
found him even more so now, this priest-artist content with earth,
pots and poems, seeking no praise of the world, his deepest care
the people around him. | have owed him all these years a debt of



gratitude, both for my feelings about Zen and for the lesson that one
should make the most of the earth under one’s feet, whether Japan
or midland America, which have stemmed in large measure from our
meeting.

My second lectureship in Japan, some years after that visit, was in
Yamaguchi, the “Kyoto of the West.” There, at the Joei Temple,
where the great painter Sesshu had served as priest in the fifteenth
century, came another meeting which would leave its mark. Takashi
Ikemoto, a colleague at the university, and | were interviewing the
master of the temple for what later became our first volume of
translation from Zen literature. | said things about the rock garden
behind the temple—Iaid down by Sesshu and surely one of the finest
in Japan—which struck the master as shallow. He patiently
explained that in order to grasp the meaning of so great a work of
Zen, | would have to meditate, experience the garden with my being.
| was intrigued and humbled. Familiar, through translating the
literature, with the ways of Zen masters, | accepted his reproval as
challenge. Thus | began a sequence of poems on Sesshu’s garden,
a discovering of things which made possible not only a leap into a
truer poetry of my own but also a more effective rendering of Zen
poems.

Years and Zen books since, | still think of those encounters as
phases of rebirth. Now, after meetings with Zen masters, poets and
artists, comes this volume, the poems translated in homage to those
Zenists who insist that awakened life is not a birthright but
something to be won through, along a way beyond the self. My
experiences, however ordinary and lacking drama they may be, |
give here because they are the kind that have always been
important to Zen—leading to awareness of possibilities for art and
life, which, as the poems reveal, are limitless.



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. An 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 enlightenment), one of few so honored by the
master, another being Taigan 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, the maples on the temple
grounds beginning to take on color from the sun, | look forward to
my talk with Gempo Nakamura. Master of Jishi-in for thirteen years,
since Shibayama Roshi left to serve as chief abbot of Nanzenii, 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, the colleges of
Oxford and Cambridge, a great temple like Nanzeniji having a
number of small temples circling its main building. The sub-temples
use the large refectory and the Sodo (meditation hall) in common,
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, | 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 | 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 instructed to take me
on to Shibayama Roshi’s tomb, for which | am grateful. The
dedication in The Crane’s Bill shows our respect 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 |
go in to meet Gempo Nakamura, whose welcome is informal in the
large reception room overlooking the pattern-sanded garden. Slight,
not too carefully shaven, and like all Zen masters disciplined in
movement, he begins preparing tea: among many accomplishments,
he is an expert in this art. We sip the aromatic tea, speaking casually
of common friends. Now, he informs me, he is ready for my
questions.

STRYK: As you know, | 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 midstream, so to speak. That is, begin with a Rinzai temple
or monastery and, for whatever reason, on discovering its ways are
not for him (or her: you 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 | 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 | 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 | admit it tends to emphasize awakening—usually
concerns a specific event, proper to such literature. But all those
things which came before and happen after are, if anything, more
important. The daily life of the disciple, the way he conducts himself
in and out of 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 | wanted to look
at you before our meeting! In other words, not quite the drama that
the literature, especially all those anecdotes about sudden
enlightenment, would make it seem. Inka is given after many years
of close judgment and, yes, friendship. In giving it, the master
testifies in no uncertain terms a disciple’s training has been
satisfactorily completed, that in his judgment he is now able to teach



himself. That’'s almost the prime consideration, for there must be
successful transmission 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 informed
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? | have in mind the way he serves his
community, together with his work as priest. | recall he is director of
the council for social welfare of Yamaguchi, as well as that of the
prefectural association for the protection of cultural properties. And
to top it off, he directs the Yamaguchi orphanage, on the grounds of
his temple, Toshunji. | remember how dear he was to those children,



a father. Then there is his great interest—one you share, | know—in
Zen poetry.

NAKAMURA: Yes, Shibayama Roshi, all of us, were inspired 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?

NAKAMURA: For meditation, and friendship. Shibayama 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, | know of your interest in Zen art,
and am aware of the way most Westerners associate Zen and art. |
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: | see, but surely some arts would not have developed 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] painting 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.

STRYK: As that’s a problem which most interests me, may we
pursue it? | have in mind the various do [Ways]—Kado, the Way of
poetry, for example. As | understand, one follows a particular Way to
the heart of Zen. For Eugen Herrigel, it was the Way of archery.
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. | would
insist it was he who brought his growing sense of Zen to archery, 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: | am being adamant on the point because | 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
maintaining that few works of so-called Zen art, including haiku and
sumie, have true Zen. It's precisely the feeling that led Professor
Awakawa to publish, a few years ago, his remarkable volume Zenga
[Zen Painting], where he isolates the sumie that are true zenga,
giving reasons, 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 disciples 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 downpour? That’s how you should feel when
painting?” The greatest practitioners 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.

STRYK: Thus it may be possible for one without knowledge 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 | 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, | 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: | 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 assumption is not
that those coming to us need such attention, but that they seek as
conscious beings something beyond self, thus finding 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 a
discipline as 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 unimportant. 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
important expressions in the literature of Zen?

NAKAMURA: | 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.

If the mountain priest of Niigata inspired me to feel Zen poetry,
meeting Master Nakamura, some years later, opened my eyes to the
oneness of Zen and the arts, so that when Takashi Ikemoto and |
moved into this collection we were tracing poets clearly “singing in
the rain.” Little is known of the personal lives of the Chinese masters
and laymen herein, other than that they were Zenists whose path
well prepared them for enlightenment. We chose meditation and
death poems from those whose lives seemed most fully centered in
Zen, and who could express themselves effortlessly within such brief
forms. Each poem was to become a precious spiritual document
destined to be passed on, generation to generation, to the now.

Records of Japanese masters and haiku poets are, for the most
part, more accurate in time and place. Here again, we sought out
words that touched the heart of Zen and that, of equal importance,
would be seen as poems valuable as works of art. From Shinkichi
Takahashi, considered by many to be the most original Zen poet of
the century, we chose lines most fully expressive of an extraordinary
vision.



When asked in a recent interview, “Could one say that the more
highly charged the ‘spiritual energy’ of a text—such as one tends to
find in Zen poetry—the more open to interpretive possibility the
translator should be?” my response was, “That’s exactly what | have
to do as translator ... rise to the challenge; rise with passion, even
tact, when that is called for. I've never thought of a translator as
someone who should be an apologist, always worried, hat in hand,
about the degree of faithfulness to the original. But as someone who
when working intensely can spark those magical moments, when in
fact he is the equal of the person he is translating—he must be ... in
order to render the poems properly. This is particularly true of Zen
literature: an energy level as great as the poet’s, a like degree of
linguistic inventiveness, simply has to be there.”

Which might suggest that the poems herein, apart from being
written by those capable of “singing in the rain,” would have to be
eminently translatable. Yet | would claim the finest poems, however
complex, lend themselves most fully to the voice of their best
translator, one who responds to the quality and spirit of the work in
hand. Here are pieces taken at random from each of the book’s
sections, starting with Chinese enlightenment poems:

No dust speck anywhere.
What’s old? new?

At home on my blue mountain,
| want for nothing.

This, by Shofu, revealed his awakening, a world surely more tranquil
than any he could possibly have imagined when “on the path.”

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.



Fuyo-Dokai, at the age of seventy-six, accepted his fate calmly.

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.

The Japanese master Saisho, writing this poem as an interpretation
of the koan “Joshu’s Nothingness,” convinced his master that he had
won through.

Summer grasses,
all that remains
of soldiers’ dreams.

The great haiku poet Basho, who became a monk, affirms in his
most revealing work the depth of his awareness.

I’m an unthinking dog,
a good-for-nothing cat,
a fog over gutter,

a blossom-swiping rain.

| close my eyes, breathe—
radioactive air! A billion years
and I'll be shrunk to half,
pollution strikes my marrow.

So what—/I'll whoop at what
remains. Yet scant blood lefft,
reduced to emptiness by nuclear
fission, I’'m running very fast.

With “Explosion,” Shinkichi Takahashi shows compassionate
concern for mankind’s fate, in this, our time.



In translating, Takashi lkemoto and | needed to make poems as
impressive as the originals, both within and outside their Zen
context, and unless we could do so for these, and all the others, our
work would prove meaningless. Yet the translations do possess a
quality inherent in all Zen art, whatever the medium, that may be
best described as energy coupled with composure. What is most
interesting, perhaps, considering the nature of the relationship
between master and disciple throughout the fifteen-hundred-year
history of Zen, is that in every documented case of a master’s
judgment concerning the worth of koan interpretations, the poems
chosen as most revealing are, by all standards, fine works of art.
Take, as an example, these by the Chinese disciple Chokei:

Rolling the bamboo blind, |

Look out at the world—what change!
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.

The first piece was rejected as lacking insight by his master, the
second joyfully accepted as evidence of the breakthrough. Now,
though that was hardly a literary judgment, Chokei’s exultation, his
newfound energy, convinced his master. | wonder if he also thought
it the better poem.

The intention of this book is to reveal, through its poetry, the depth
and range of Zen experience. Some might question the inclusion of
SO0 many haiku or be puzzled by Shinkichi Takahashi’s highly
modernist methods. Zen abhors categories, has no interest in
conventional structures, whether in poetry or life. When the Zenist
chooses poetry as his form of expression, he is conscious only of



the need to make his poem revelatory of his experience of the here
and now. As a Zenist, he cuts loose from any kind of pigeonholing;
he is a “man of no title,” who through discipline has made the
miraculous return to his “original self.”

LUCIEN STRYK



Introduction

The Golden Age of China, T'ang through Sung dynasties (A.D.
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 prepared centuries before Christianity, and
men perfected their lives and arts certain that they gave meaning to
something higher than themselves. To artists of the time, numerous
and skilled, poetry and painting were Ways—two among many, to be
sure, but glorious Ways—to realization of Truth, whose unfolding
made possible not only fulfilled life but calm acceptance of its
limitations. They saw in the world a process of becoming, yet each
of its particulars, at any moment of existence, partook of the
absolute. This meant that no distinction 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

The artist’s visions were held to be revelatory; painting, poem
meant to put men in touch with the absolute. Judgment of artworks
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
itself 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 painting had its theme, that of our story
being “Famous Monastery in the Mountains.” Ample time was
provided for the participants 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 had been
described as “famous,” monks abounded, working, praying, all ages
and conditions. The competition produced works destined to be
admired for centuries to come. The winning painting had no
monastery at all: a monk paused, reflecting, 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-tzu or the Zen of Hui-neng, is to limit.

Zen began its rapid growth in early T’ang China, a product of the
merging of the recently introduced Buddhism of the Indian monk
Bodhidharma, who reached China in 5 20, 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 concerning the spiritual attainments



of artist-disciples on the basis of 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. One such concerns the Sixth Patriarch Hui-
neng, who was named as Hung-jen’s successor chiefly on the
strength of his famous enlightenment poem:

The tree of Perfect Wisdom
Was originally no tree,

Nor has the bright mirror
Any frame. Buddha-nature
Forever clear and pure,
Where is there any dust?

Writers of such 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, the 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 sitting will
make you into a Buddha.”

Yet masters did their best to guide disciples: one device was the
koan (problem for meditation), 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

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 | have doubted?
Where’s north? south? east? west?

DANGAI

Many express swift release from conventional attachments:

Searching Him took
My strength.

One night | 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
Bodhidharma'’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, | have built many
temples, had numerous sacred books copied and supported all the
monks and nuns. What merit have 1?

Bodhidharma: None.

Emperor Wu: Why?

Bodhidharma: All these are inferior deeds, showing traces of
worldliness, but shadows. A truly meritorious deed is full of wisdom,
but mysterious, its real nature beyond grasp of human intelligence—
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: | don’t know.

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 koans 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
ancient 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 stand,
every syllable pondered, and lives might well be affected by truth,
absolute, whatever its message and worth as “poetry.” Differences
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 | leap through—

What shattering!

Centuries before the introduction of Zen in the Kamakura Period
(1192-1333), Japan had been virtually transformed 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 communities 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 Japanese Zenists from those
written in China centuries before.

Here is the master Daito’s enlightenment poem, written when he
had succeeded in solving the eighth koan of the Chinese classic Zen
text Hekiganroku, which contains a reference to “Unmon’s barrier”:

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.

And here is Fumon’s death poem:

Magnificent! Magnificent!

No one knows the final word.

The ocean bed'’s aflame,

Out of the void leap wooden lambs.

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 | 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 only 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 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 important 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, t