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Introduction 
 

 
I am not an authority on the Japanese language, art criticism, Zen, the poetry of 
Shinkichi Takahashi (高橋新吉), or Takahashi’s generation. In fact, I cannot claim 
to be intensely interested in any of these. What I can say is this (ala Joseph 
Mitchell): My ears are bent. I have been listening to people since sitting at my 
grandfather’s knee, listening to their stories, their manner of speaking, or what 
makes them tick as folks would have said. However, I cannot claim to hear beyond 
my own limitations and so would add a few lines from Takahashi’s poem “Words” 
in qualification: “I listen / To what makes you talk -- / Whatever that is -- / And me 
listen” (Triumph of the Sparrow 1986: 61). This is how I approach Takahashi and 
translating his poetry. 

 
Born in 1901 in Ikata, Ehime and having lived many years in Nakano Ward of 
Tokyo, Takahashi was long dead when I was first introduced to him through 
translator Lucien Stryk (1924-2013) and his Triumph of the Sparrow (Grove Press). 
From Stryk’s work, one gets a sense of the irascible nature of the Zen poet, and yet 
he somewhat romanticizes Takahashi, greatly abbreviating his winded lines. For 
example, Stryk’s “Life Infinite” is 8 lines while the original is 15. As can be seen by 
comparison in my narrow translation below, Takahashi is very plain spoken, often 
repeating words as simple as “life” and “body,” and uses no punctuation: 
 

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 -- 
 
Marvelous. The joy’s so pure, 
I can see, live anywhere, everywhere. 
I need nothing, not even life.   
 
(Triumph 1986: 69, trans. Lucien Stryk) 
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Life Infinite 
 
 
It’s indescribable in words or anything else 
I’m simply tasting this joy with my whole body 
Nothingness is this body itself 
The universe of nothingness and my body of nothingness have become one 
 
In order to keep this joy 
I don’t need anything even my mind 
There is only Zen sitting 
I think and breathe with my whole body 
It’s a penetrating joy beyond love making 
I’m here but can see anywhere 
I can live in any time 
 
I don’t need anything else 
Because I have gained life infinite 
 
It’s life infinite no matter when I die 
It’s life infinite whether I’m dead or alive  
 
(Original from Gendaishi Bunko 1998: 79-80, trans. Adam Halbur) 

 
Republished in 1998, “Life Infinite” is from an earlier work, while the poems of 
Seascape, published in 1984 three years before his death, are some of Takahashi’s 
last while alive. There are also many poems from throughout his life (See the 
publication list at the end of the book), including four previously published in his 
20s in the magazine DORA (“gong,” in English), as well as two essays, “Self-
Possession,” which largely consists of lengthy quote from a Zen master, and “About 
Zen,” which ends with Takahashi’s humorous view on writing poetry not unlike his 
own: “Poems are like blowing into the wind. No matter how much you blow, it is 
nothing more than wind.” 
 
Takahashi is not an average poet nor average follower of Zen. He exhibits a 
spiritual disinterestedness, as in his short poem “When in the Eyes of Gods,” which 
I translated as follows: 

 
Nothing has changed 
In all the years under the heavens nothing has changed at all 
 
Not one blessed thing -- and nothing will down the road 
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It is with this irreverence that I most identify, as I suspect did fellow Midwesterner 
Jim Harrison, another admirer of Takahashi. After sending him my first collection 
of poems, Poor Manners (Ahadada 2009), in the course of our exchanges he wrote:  
 

Dear Adam, 
 
I was relieved to hear that your Japanese wife likes garlic. I always took 
literally pounds of garlic to my U.P. cabin, and when I would walk into the 
tavern after eating my rigatoni with 33 cloves the crowd would turn, 
astounded by my unique odor. In the old days in Michigan, moms would use 
a quarter teaspoon of garlic salt for 10 pounds of burger. 
 
Say hello to Takahashi for me, but then he’s probably dead. 
 
Yrs., Jim 

 
In March 2015, I tracked down the cemetery in Uwajima, Ehime where Takahashi’s 
ashes are interred. Locals were out spring cleaning family plots, but no one knew 
the whereabouts of his grave. After inquiring at the shrine’s office, a man the age 
and stature of Harrison, and just as disheveled, shuffled out in slippers into the light 
rain that was falling and led me to the hilltop where Takahashi and his ancestors 
look out to sea: 
 

 
 
I scribbled as best I could with pencil and damp paper the last lines of my 
translation of “Resurgence” and left them under the incense bowl: 
 

In due course it became but bone 
the meat eaten by a man 
Then one day the man died 
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The bream rotted from inside 
Burned in the crematory to white bone 
White bones thrown to the sea 
The bream surged on through the waves presently 

 
In Japanese, that would read as follows top to bottom, right to left: 
 

 
Even if one cannot read kanji or kana, one would notice that almost all the lines end 
with the simple past tense た or “ta”, a methodical declarative grammar forming a 
chant of sorts: 
 

Yagate hone dake ni natte 
mi wa ningen ni kuwareta 
Soshite ningen wa aruhi shinda 
Tai wa ningen no hara no naka de fuhai shita 
Kasouba de yakarete hakkotsu to natta 
Hakkotsu wa umi ni nagesuterareta 
Mamonaku tai wa sosei shita oyogi dashita 

 
Takahashi uses no punctuation; however, from the plain grammar, one gets a sense 
where each phrase begins, which I indicate in this transliteration and in my 
translations with capitalization. Even the interrogative, which relies merely on the 
article か or “ka,” I signify by capitalizing the question word, whether it be “Why,” 
“Is” or so on. The only punctuation I found necessary in Seascape is the dash, 
which signifies where Takahashi left a space for pause or change of direction. 
Finally, I should note that in some poems Takahashi puts select Japanese words in 
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katakana, a script usually reserved for foreign words, as a sort of italicization, but I 
was not always faithful to this stylization when it seemed heavy-handed. 
 
I enjoy the pictographic nature and wordplay possible with Japanese script, which 
however, cannot be completely captured in translation. “Seascape,” or “unabara,” 
for example, is formed of the kanji “umi (海),” for “sea,” and “hara (原),” meaning 
“field” or “plain” or, when used as a prefix, “fundament” and “primitive.” “Hara” 
can also be found in “ama no hara (天の原),” “the heavens.” For the most part, I 
adhere to the literal translations provide by Keiko Matsuki and Don Kenny. 
Matsuki, an experienced translator, is a graduate of the English literature 
department at Sophia University, Tokyo. Kenny, also a graduate of Sophia, has 
lived and worked for over sixty years in Tokyo as a translator and actor of kyōgen 
(狂言, literally “crazy words”). He is largely responsible for the translations of 
Takahashi’s essays, which I altered little.   
 
The final wordings of the poems are mine. Though I attempt to maintain Takahashi’s 
mechanics and grammar as much as possible, I remove very specific references to Japanese 
culture and add the occasional crank expletive, such as in “Autumn Rain,” where “For 
sarashina soba from Nagasaka is / delicious” became “Buckwheat noodles are damned / 
good.”  I also remove word repetition by substituting pronouns or synonyms. A word that 
may have one specific meaning in Japanese, such as “hana (花)”  for “flower,” may have 
five viable English alternatives, including “blossom,” “bud,” “bloom,” “floret” and 
“petals,” which I employ for desired effect. A liberal example is when I change “one petal,” 
“ippen no kaben (一片の花弁),” to “singular leaves,” emphasizing not just a single petal 
but the singular nature of petals as colorful leaves evolved to last but briefly and then fade 
away, in the poem “Red Flower and White Flower.” 
 
In my efforts to seek permission to publish this collection, I was able to 
communicate with Takahashi’s family, through an intermediary. Though quite 
elderly, Mrs. Takahashi was wonderfully roundabout, relating how she has been 
hounded by fans or fanatics who did not understand her husband, how she admired 
her husband’s work, how her husband noticed her and asked to marry her, how she 
had received my release form but did not know what to do with it, and how I should 
write the kind of poems I believed in. While I had her blessing, I wasn’t able to 
publish the poems “Resurgence” and “Four Trees Lion Blood Purple Demon,” 
which were initially accepted by Hayden’s Ferry Review. There are some other 
descent translations in the collection but others are only passable. Here then I offer 
up the entire collection for what it is worth and bid Takahashi adieu. 

 
I also part with Jim Harrison, who I luckily ran into going out of the Wagon Wheel 
Saloon in Patagonia, Arizona in January 2015, a year before he passed away. The 
title of his last book of poems, Dead Man’s Float, I like to think he partly derived 
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from Seascape, the first half of which I had sent to him in an earlier manifestation. 
“Zona” from his collection feels very much like Takahashi: 
 

My work piles up, 
I falter with disease. 
Time rushes toward me – it has no 
brakes. Still, 
the radishes are good this year. 
Run them through butter, 
and a little salt. 

 
Harrison’s voice was in my mind when I was translating Takahashi, but I cannot 
pretend kinship with either one. When said and done, the work herein is for and of 
itself. 
 
 
 

Adam Halbur 
April 21, 2016  
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Resurrection Sea Bream 
  
Things expressed in words are far from true 
because things cannot be expressed 
Nothing that is expressed is true 
There is no value in any one thing -- at any one point 
at any one moment -- value exists in and of itself 
  
Inside a room inundated by the tide a bream thrashed and writhed 
then jumped outside 
Within space there can be no out no in 
There is no end no beginning within time 
  
Without a sound death’s door opened 
The severed head and gills spent inside a bowl 
At the soiled human hand an eye was gazing 
O second coming O final revival 
Out of the void a jubilant psalm 
The tide to the ceiling rising the soup bowl setting sail 
The bream lazily fanning its tail going 
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Seascape  
 
 
There was a time once I was flying  
through white clouds as wide as the sea  
Since coming to languish in this hospital bed  
almost three months have passed  
And this skin that once touched a woman’s softness is full of wrinkles  
shriveled  
I have forgotten humans have to suffer through birth aging illness death  
I suppose there are millions of people suffering the throes of pain  
I have come to better understand the fierceness of a man and woman’s lust  
once so excited fucking Heaven and Earth be damned  
like a rainbow wasting away  
Once I thought I was lying with a naked woman 
but I was sleeping with a cow  
It ran its tongue the entire length of my body and I woke  
 
The vibrant moving bodies of young nurses  
I bow to their dedication  
The love of a motherly woman so beautiful -- so tender  
 
In the next bed a young man with polio appeared  
He had a wife with polio just like him  
And they had one beautiful girl  
Such family affection is so uncommon  
The daughter is so attached to her father doing anything everything  
She comes with her mother to visit nearly every day  
The mother is a little -- is carrying a great weight  
her face so sad but  
accepting the lot given her  
an air of letting go of everything  
The young man reads the newspaper all day always reading something  
He is reading books murder mysteries among them  
Knowledgeable -- of a mind admired by others  
I was impressed by him and his family but unfortunately  
he was just moved to another room  
 

(In a hospital room)  
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Resurgence 
 
 
Filleted into sashimi 
by the fish shop knife the sea bream defiles 
itself with electric rage and 
has shot up 
Rising and falling on the tatami floor the bream 
surfaces and 
again sinks 
without limit advances and 
again retreats 
 
In due course it became but bone 
the meat eaten by a man 
Then one day the man died 
The bream rotted from inside 
Burned in the crematory to white bone 
White bones thrown to the sea 
The bream surged on through the waves presently 
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Coming of Spring 
 
 
The bream sashimi placed on a dish 
jumped and began to move 
It became by itself its whole body 
and started to swim 
The bream’s head made soup and  
inside the bowl its eyeball glaring 
Untold creatures inhabit the sea 
The bream remembers their time there 
The waters are flowing steeping everything just so 
For the others it pressed side to side  
touched the sea bream aches 
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Shadows of Little Birds 
 
 
In the morning watching the little birds’ shadows is fun 
The flowers are open too 
I have lived a little over 80 and yet 
I am not tired of living 
I do not have the luxury of such thoughts 
Because in truth there is no  
such thing as me living 
I can only respect Buddha’s teaching 
there is no death in life 
no life in death 
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Morning Mist  
 
 
The boat merging with the morning mist goes  
Through the haze I can hear its horn  
 
I cannot forget one thing about you  
I cannot part with my mind  
I open my mind’s ear recall a fond voice and let it drift  
This is sad but joyous too  
 
To know death death is best right  
What ways are there of knowing you  
 
Other than tenderly touching  
I know no other way to grasp you  
 
Why O why do I long for your person 
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Horowitz 
  
  
I hear Horowitz on TV 
A world without sound 
It’s a quiet world 
Not a sound at all 
Neither the piano 
nor the performer exists 
Merely ten fingers dizzily 
dance 
The recital of a century 
and Horowitz hailed 
the best pianist of this 
A cracked antique 
some have criticized 
though even so 
a 2-million-dollar-wage ’s not bad 
The other day I saw the Picasso exhibit and yet 
it was as if I went 
to see the extent of people’s stupidity  
What will come of showing that stuff even to their kids 
Compared to Picasso Horowitz at least 
might be better 
He merely plays the songs of the great composers 
he explained 
his humble words ringing true 
And though no sweat broke from his brow 
at 78 years of age 2 hours’ labor 
must be his physical limit 
For tone deaf me Beethoven and Mozart and Bach  
are nothing but boring but in Horowitz’s music-free meter I thought were decent 
  
If I die the mountains and rivers will quiet 
The insects will stop whining 
Deep inside Horowitz must be thinking 
A world without sound 
In that country without conversation 
he must be already residing  
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The Void  
 
 
Since there is no space  
nothing exists  
 
If there is no self  
there is no other  
 
Since there is no space  
there is nothing to see  
 
There is nothing before your eyes and  
there are no eyes to see with  
 
Since there is no space  
there is not one inch of land the Zen prelate prattles on  
 
And if there is no Earth  
there is no Sun  
the bird chatters on and on and on and 
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Four Trees Lion Blood Purple Demon  
 
 
Crushed my arm went numb  
Blood spurted out  
I am not afraid of anything  
There is not one authority  
as powerful as this life force I spout  
I already have been wrecked  
Like a roof struck by a tile from the heavens my head  
is overcome  
I am not thinking a thing  
While the pusillanimous masses continue as convention dictates  
I pounded the walls of my exquisite cerebrum to the end  
On moonlit nights there are birds  
that cry they say  
even birds cry  
On moonlit nights there are birds  
that CRY they say  
even birds CRY  
You think this is verse you think this is good  
I cursed  
I screamed  
In my rage I jammed my nation the entire world between my jaws  
yet unsated scratched tore gnawed ingested  
the walls  
I had the stomach to smelt iron  
I was not man could not have been  
I was purple demon I was lion  
I spit blood from mouth and eyes  
My heart like racked fish bone-dry and  
my lungs bloated rags  
I smiled at the way a clot from my corpse  
sprayed blackened painted the wall  
My laugh was a pine’s  
And as pine needles rust  
I wasted away thin as paper card  
I was mere object nothing more  
four limbs  
laid low  
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Things that touch me straightway ruin and rot  
I myself was rotten I was rot itself  
The foulness must have been insufferable  
This animal with my two eyes  
is not all on which my wrath falls 
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Autumn Rain 
 
 
O autumn rain 
till when wilt thou fall 
Though even if I  
entreat you you  
reply not 
without pause 
keep falling 
O autumn rain 
without a word 
I would spend 
all the day 
at the window 
listening to you and yet 
as I descend the hill 
clinging to ruined umbrella 
you mockingly 
strike my head 
And without warning my sandal slips 
Flung backward face to the sky fallen 
Damn you pouring rain 
Elbow badly scraped and 
from the top of my foot blood -- puffs 
out like smoke 
I guess I’ll go home now 
The stink of the futon I left spread 
should nearly be gone 
O autumn rain  
to this departing life I cling not and yet 
what shall I do with this burning hole in my gut 
I’ll turn around that’s what 
Buckwheat noodles are damned 
good -- and this stupid man  
once more is descending the hill 
Keep it up rain with all your might  
Shower me with contempt  
Fog my glasses 
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Come hell or high water 
I am going to eat 
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Autumn Walk 
 
 
One clear autumn day 
walking the banks of the rice paddies I visited you 
So many burs clung to my pants 
The fact that your face is so similar to mine is something of a quandary 
A carpenter is planing a board 
Each and every shaving is different 
Any arm any leg any utility pole 
the sparrows like litter flew away  
above the power lines 
 
Since there’s still ground heat the autumn bugs can go on living 
The bus conductor was dozing off 
The bus advanced albeit the rear odd-balled back and forth 
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Autumn Day 
 
 
How warm it is 
How hot the autumn Sun 
How lonely it is living 
Warm hot 
all things living considered -- everything in a deceitful false sense 

rooted and yet 
how the heat makes me miss the cold of winter days 
It is a warmth that reminds me of spring 
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Giacometti 
----Upon seeing the Giacometti exhibit at Ikebukuro-West Art Museum  
 
 
Giacometti’s anguish 
feeds on his wife having fucked  
this man now under his 
piercing gaze 
this siskin trembling with thrill and guilt  
unable to escape the model’s seat 
while Giacometti with envy and enmity shaking 
does not stop working 
his line rougher and tougher 
his form leaner and meaner 
 
This is not to damn his wife 
This is not to snuff the man 
He does nothing but continue  
the work tormented by displeasure and disgrace 
a forbidding world 
where there is only weariness unto death 
and no God to greet your face 
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This Is My Life 
 
 
Inside Mom’s belly I faced off with Dad 
And I popped out and killed him 
 
I faced off with society countless times 
Head split 
heart torn 
I showered my entire body in red blood 
 
And then I faced off with woman 
Her belly was black with deception 
From there a child came 
 
As the story goes I faced off with the child 
But of course children soon understand  
 
Life was full of mistakes 
Countless times I faced off with God 
To me God was mold 
was nothing but scum’s conception 
 
There was deep remorse 
Father -- Mother 
please pardon my entrance 
into the family grave 
 
My life ends in this way 
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Red Hat 
 
 
It’s not that she had some ill intention -- putting that red hat on 
It’s just in the sunset on the bustling pavement when she walks -- for no reason   

she thought it would stand out 
Like a crab being boiled turned scarlet -- she knows she doesn’t look good 
But for a poorly paid working woman -- she was thinking there must be at least  

one man with a heart 
That young beau is holding her -- the hat -- if it gets in the way -- can easily  

be tossed aside 
Everything is uncertain -- she was thinking 
Crossing the street -- perilous steps -- her body was leaning 
As soon as she stepped into the shadows  
she met with a quick-moving car -- was razed 
Skull -- into a crescent-shaped moon fractured -- shattered to pieces 
The ambulance -- took on the red hat -- took it away 
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Stupid 
 
 
I feel if I sleep tonight I will die 
I have continued in this unlikely life 
sitting the live-long day not walking one bit 
Why do I keep on in this idiotic fashion 
Is this what desire is worth 
My heart is withering away -- as if each beat declares it does not want to beat  

anymore 
My cerebrum is heaping burden upon burden 
No ability to think anymore 
My lungs have been eaten away -- no power to suck air anymore 
Nonetheless 
I will not let myself think of ending this life 
In three days 
what I am now in the middle of will wind down 
I wonder if in three days I’ll still be 
and then -- I think I can but drag on my existence  
in fact minding a life I can no longer mind 
And I do not want to work on anything I am not  
If I should die 
it means I died because I was stupid 
I might die tonight 
My tongue is growing numb I think 
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Tea 
 
 
 
Tea flowers open white 
 
In my arms 
 
my daughter smiles 
 
In the wrinkles of my elbow 
 
the setting rays of the short winter sun 
 
the paper doors suppress 
 
In one cup of tea 
 
frothed with all the world’s sorrows 
 
a lingering fragrance I devour 
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Rock 
 
 
Amidst the city’s unrest 
there are things immovable 
But shakable too 
There are things brought down 
If an eye glances 
all creation bates breath 
If a word flies 
Heaven and Earth rend 
 
Amidst the fierce savage surge of waves 
like an immovable rock 
is a monstrous will 
Though unseen 
strong white teeth are drawn 
Things they lay hold of 
are slashed to pieces and shoveled down 
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Flight 
 
 
Let us on through the wind cut 
It is not the wind taking wing 
It is the heart 
What is heart is cloud 
O glinting cloud 
the place thou are off to 
mountain peaks sink out of sight 
 
Towns pass into yellow-green 
scorched by the vast flare of the heavens 
Like a fetus conceiving time’s demise 
to the Universe open thy eyes wide 
 
Though the engine’s roar is not unlike the fly’s buzz 
the sea cliffs not a thing to blast 
let us the great oceans burn 
 
In the great sky 
let us the Sun and stars remake 
 
O cloud and wind ride 
into the limitless distance 
thrusting on all the way through 
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When in the Eyes of Gods 
 
 
Nothing has changed 
In all the years under the heavens nothing has changed at all 
 
Not one blessed thing -- and nothing will down the road 
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Heart   
 
 
Heart is rarer than the faintest air 
Since nothingness is heart -- there is no place heart speaks from 
Heart is neither in dearth nor in surfeit 
At most a soiled heart is apart 
Heart is immaculate -- but depends upon what may come to foul it 
This heart never breaks -- is more steadfast than iron staff 
is born of a place where ten thousand things end  
This for now is all we have for heart 
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Death 
 
 
Life is crossed with death 
In death’s lining there is life 
Together with time life and death run 
All is always dying 
All is not always living 
Death bleeds through -- for life is nothing less than death’s stain 
If death goes -- its mark cannot be made 
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Stones 
 
 
I tried tossing a pebble up onto the roof 
Whereupon the Sun was blazing 
I clamped my eyes my teeth and ground  
that stone shat by a chicken 
that glares with rancor at the Sun 
that raises a brazen cackle 
I reached for one more rock 
Thereupon the sound it made 
Off my clog the stone I dropped knocked  
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Frustrated Fancy 
 
 
As I was walking my dog on a leash 
a woman turned and looked 
Girls from the north have eyes round 
as the eyes of rabbits 
And so I seized her 
blood cold as a mackerel’s 
as the body of a truck 
I wish to be rapt in both despair and delight she said 
How heartbreaking 
Well then take me away from here 
the sea bream sushi of this town was depressing 
But alas at the corner my dog was hit and run over  
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Sparrows and Storm 
 
 
Sparrows are circling whirling 
ten billion years by in a flash 
 
It is not that they are flying 
Time is not time as such 
and dusk is always dusk 
 
Only seemingly people are taking to the skies  
Their planes not moving a trace 
are always in the same place hanging 
There is no distance 
everywhere always the same instance 
 
No matter where  
Sun and sparrow are fetching the same stretch 
And jet and Earth 
are but drifting the span of their passengers’ dreams 
 
In this way as if nothing ever was 
as if the universe in one chomp might be mashed 
one and all things are one’s each and every breath 
 
Sparrows are dying and sparrows are being born 
and just as they are they are being drawn into time’s vacant eye 
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Occurrence  
 
 
No matter what you might think -- and even if by chance comes to pass 
is merely what you thought 
No matter what way a word may happen 
without question it does not move while the place you think it is 
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Father’s Feet 
 
 
Father’s rancor can now be razed  
 
Father be pleased 
 
Father’s feet are -- really mine 
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Myself 
 
 
Pinching off pieces of myself 
 
I tossed them over coals to roast 
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Red Flower and White Flower 
 
 
Red flowers and white flowers are blooming 
in the garden of my miserable home 
The phlox are called Courtesans 
and the hollyhocks Ephemeral Splendor 
While they secret their roots in the earth 
and unwrap buds of red and white  
what enigmatic art is at work 
to make them beguile 
Beneath the plum the phlox 
are laying on petals like lipstick 
And in the cranny the hollyhocks are reaching high  
unfurling paper-light florescences one after another 
Couldn’t these groundlings also be called sprites 
posers putting on red and white 
condensing the life force of the universe into singular leaves 
that then by imperceptible wonder are dispatched and scattered 
in an exquisite dream  
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Can’t Be Helped 
 
 
Again once more into the winter night my heart 
set out roaming this seaside town 
A pipe on an earthenware oven 
somewhere rapped 
Shall I go as cold as I am 
So be it 
shilly-shally 
I shall build a fire in the hearth between her thighs 
 
 
 

(Published in the fifth issue of DORA [trans. GONG], October 27, 1925) 
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Alone with a Woman 
 
 
A woman whom a man does not despise in the least 
does not fall for him 
This was in a book all written down 
So I followed it to a tee 
But of course the woman had read the book 
And of course it ended in catastrophe 
Anything a woman’s met with in the least she loathes  
It’s the newfangled she’s after I now know 
 

. . . 
 
One here one there two sobbed 
one sitting beside the fire 
one pealing a tangerine 
One here one there two sulked 
 
 
 

(Published in the seventh issue of DORA [trans. GONG], September 1926) 
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One Poem    
 
 
To proclaim you do not want to die 
is an extravagance you should not take 
If you do not want to die 
how is it you get along in life 
 
 
 

(Published in the tenth issue of DORA [trans. GONG], February 21, 1927) 
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Two Poems 
 
 
Between a clock broken and a clock unbreakable 
I don’t see much difference 
Between a person living and a person dead even 
I find no disparity 
 
 . 
 
I feel like I will go on living for a long time 
Like summer leaves that seem black when night falls I feel in this life I must  
flourish for quite some time 
 
 
 

(Published in the twelfth issue of DORA [trans. GONG], September 1, 1927) 
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Ten Brief Poems 
 
 
 

When for the third time I was hospitalized 
tears spilled in the ambulance along the way 
My wife and my daughter were accompanying me 
And my tears were in thanks 

Life should be lived quietly 
I thought 

 
 
 
When I think on the tempestuousness and madness of my green years 

there is nothing left to say 
 
 
 
When I think on the large-heartedness of my mother and my father my tears 

fall without end through the night 
 
 
 
For Mother and Father who had to bear excruciating leg pain  

as if God-sent in atonement for some sin 
 
 
 
Fifty years of having lived alone 

making a life without my wife 
 
 
 
Alone together in one room my dear and I 

cuddle and hold hands 
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Gentle eyes my darling wife draws along side 
A word uttered would but sadden and unsettle 

 
 
 
Much better to die I think than hurting so 

I can withstand this pain in my legs no more 
 
 
 
I bring my little brother who died sixty years ago back to mind 

I was the one who was tyrant wasn’t I 
 
 
 
The color of any one thing is not set in stone 

Things look black from time to time and at others red 
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Self-Possession 
 
 
What sort of mindset is indicated by the term self-possession, 

heijoshin? 
There was once a Zen priest who wrote a poem that goes, “If you go 

about lost in thought, with people’s laughter you will be fraught.”  
But it was the Chinese Zen Master Mazu (709-788, Japanese reading: 

Baso) who declared that “self-possession constitutes the true Way.”  
Mazo was born in China’s Sichuan Province in 709AD. He was a 

disciple of Zen Master Nanyue Huairang and carried on his teachings. 
Master Mazo established a monastery at Mount Mazo in Nankang, and it 
is for this reason that he is known as Master Mazo.  

Zen flourished most during China’s Tang Dynasty, and it is said that 
Master Mazo’s teachings were the major impetus behind this 
phenomenon. He was the most influential Zen master since Dharma, and 
most preeminent of his day. It is said that a total of 159 disciples gathered 
at his monastery.  

It is said that he strode about like a bull and had the appearance of a 
tiger, and that when he stretched out his tongue, it reached up over his 
nose.  

Upon one occasion Master Mazo spoke to his people, with the 
following words. 

“The Way does not utilize ascetic practices. Simply avoid 
contamination. What constitutes contamination? It is simply having life 
and death in mind and heart, and taking action in accordance with that 
mindset. All such action is contamination. If you desire to directly come 
into contact with the Way, know that self-possession is the Way. What 
constitutes self-possession? It is lack of action, lack of right or wrong, lack 
of choice, lack of judgment, lack of common or sacred. The sutra states 
that avoidance of common men’s ascetic practices, avoidance of ascetic 
practices of wise and holy men, constitute the ascetic practices of the 
Bodhisattvas. To simply, here and now, walk, stand, sit and lie down, to 
respond and come into contact with things -- thoroughgoing adherence to 
these matters constitutes the Way, and the Way, in other words, constitutes 
the manifestation of true justness. Also, avoidance of departure from the 
mysterious influence of rivers and river stones is also the manifestation of 
true justness, but if it is impossible to avoid these, how can one achieve 
what is known as the mindset of a Buddhist monk or how can one become 
an un-extinguishable light? All laws constitute the law of the heart, and all 
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names constitute the name of the heart. All laws are born from the heart, 
and the heart forms the basis of all laws. The sutra states, ‘It is by attaining 
the basic source of a knowing heart that one gains the title of Buddhist 
monk.’ The name is the same, the duties are the same, and all of the laws 
are equally the same. This becomes absolute and thoroughgoing purity, 
and when this eternal truth is established, everything becomes eternal 
truth. And if these things are established, this constitutes total reason for 
obtaining all laws. There is no differentiation between all rational levels, 
and thoroughgoing grasping constitutes the mysterious effect, and this 
leads to another level of reason, all of which depends on the turning of the 
heart. For example, in the same manner that the shadow of the Moon is a 
small part of the true Moon, if there is not a small amount of water, there 
is lacking even a small part of all things in the universe, and it is also 
lacking in empty space. If a small part of logic is left unexplained, unless 
there is small part of enlightenment that brings freedom from all obstacles, 
unless there is even a small part of this, establishment of all types of things 
depends entirely on the single-minded concentration of the heart.   . . . [the 
rest omitted].”  

I think that if you read this, you will come to understand almost 
entirely the significance of Master Mazu’s “self-possession.” 

It was not only Master Mazu who spoke about the “Way of Self-
Possession,” for there was also the Zen priest Nanquan Puyuan (Japanese 
reading: Nansen Fugan) who followed in the footsteps of Master Mazu.  

Nanquan is known for having killed a cat, but it is also Nanquan 
himself who said that this legend is similar to a dream of the gazing upon 
of a camellia blossom by the people of his day. 

One day, Zen Grand Master Dzoushu (Japanese reading: Joshu) asked 
Nanquan, “What path is the Way to self-possession?” And Dzoushu 
answered, “All ways are the Way to self-possession.” Dzoushu then asked, 
“Should one go back and reflect?” in response to which Nanquan 
answered, “If you have any doubts about facing something, then you 
should avoid it.” And Nanquan went on to explain, “The Way is not 
related to knowledge, nor is it related to lack of knowledge, for knowledge 
consists of false perception. Lack of knowledge constitutes lack of sign. If 
you should truly achieve the Way of doubt, it would be like further sudden 
entry into the state of emptiness of the great void, like becoming an abyss, 
to one’s overwhelming surprise.”  

This is what Nanquan said. Dzoushu was suddenly enlightened by 
these words, according to the writings of Zen Master Wuwen (Japanese 
reading: Mumon). 

But one cannot obtain enlightenment by simply reading these words. 
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About Zen 
 

 
Hakuin said, “Take feelings of failure as feelings, and singing and 

dancing will be Buddha’s delight.” If you feel, then it won’t be Buddha’s.  
The fundamental truth of Buddhism is muga, selflessness; however, 

there are few people who truly understand the meaning of coming to have 
no “self.”  

Some think that it means overcoming shoga (self trapped in a 
small/individual world), reaching daiga (self detached from narrow 
perception in a state of satori), or diminishing the self. These are all 
largely misconceptions. First of all, you need to fully comprehend that you 
cannot find the self anywhere. 

This thing called muga is nothing you can reach by training, reading, 
or listening. From the moment one is born, or even prior to birth, there is 
no self. 

Soseki Natsume is said to have advocated sokuten kyoshi, which in his 
words means leaving self and following heaven’s law, or “selfless 
devotion to justice.” This is not as thorough as Zen. He can advocate 
leaving the self, but no matter whether I leave or not, there is no “me” to 
leave in the first place. 

It seems that Kotaro Takamura was familiar with monk Kasan 
Nishiyawa’s doctrine. He wrote seven boring tanka. Not only are they not 
good as verse, but the contents are boring. 

Words have no substance. They are not for expressing anything. 
Words are like the wind blowing. No word has any meaning, not even as 
much as a leaf blown away by the wind. 

The act of giving meaning to words and composing sentences is 
unique to human beings, and no other animals do it -- there are poets and 
philosophers who preach about this indicating there is some serious 
meaning to it; however, it’s a stupid idea. 

In the Bible, it says that “In the beginning was the Word,” but this is a 
misconception from the start, because there is neither beginning nor end to 
anything. To put it another way, there was never such a thing as a word, 
nor is there now, nor will there be in the future. Words do not exist 
anywhere at all.  

In Zen, there is nothing anywhere that exists.  
And zazen is the sole method for acquiring this truth. Through the 

practice of zazen, one obtains the knowledge that one’s own body does not 
exist anywhere, and comes to the realization that there is neither a universe 
nor any of the myriad things in it that exist.  
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It is as though there is practically no one at all who grasps the correct 
traditions of Zen. They do not learn that human predilections are found 
anywhere and everywhere, so they engage in idiotic activities.  

Up until the early part of the Meiji Period, Japanese Buddhism 
maintained a meager existence, so there were people who received 
deserved respect, even among those other than Zen priests, but in recent 
times, Buddhism has diminished to a tiny seed, with fakes becoming 
rampant, until at present, there is not a single person who deserves special 
praise. 

It is quite alright to believe in the Lotus Sutra, but you must be aware 
that the Lotus Sutra is not the only sutra, for there are the numerous others, 
including the Nirvana Sutra, the Avatamsaka Sutra, and the 
Mahavairocana Sutra.  

There is a tradition that states that Hozen read all five books of the 
Tripitaka Sutra. And he chose the phrase “All praise to the Amida 
Buddha” (Namu Amida Butsu). Here this sort of effort is necessary. 

Zen does not depend upon the sutras. All words are unnecessary -- 
because the true nature of words come into sight.  

There are Japanese people who accept the second-hand interpretations 
of Jung, but there is not a single element there that goes beyond 
unsubstantiated literature. I want everyone to pursue this concept and take 
a resolute attitude toward words.  

If the truth of this is comprehended, there will be no necessity to write 
such things as poems. Poems are like blowing wind into the wind. No 
matter how much you blow, it is nothing more than wind.  

Unless you touch the heart of things, 
No matter where you walk, 
And, what’s more, no matter what you shout, 
All constitutes life and death. 

This is what a certain Chinese Zen master said. 
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