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Dogen’s Zen Poetry

The road leading to Eiheiji Temple is dotted with nine stone monuments inscribed with
poems composed by Zen Master Dogen (1200-1253), the founder of the S6td school of
Zen Buddhism in Japan. The poems encourage visitors to reflect on the spirit of Zen and
incorporate the teachings of Buddhism into their daily lives. Each poem is written in the
form of a waka, which contains 31 syllables divided into five lines of 5, 7, 5, 7, and 7
syllables.

Although he is primarily known as the father of Zen in Japan, Dogen was an accomplished
waka poet. In total, 60 of his poems have been recorded in various collections, and his
work has influenced many writers who came after him. When acclaimed novelist Yasunari
Kawabata (1899-1972) received the Nobel Prize in 1968, he opened his acceptance
speech with one of Dogen’s most well-known poems:

haru wa hana
natsu hototogisu
aki wa tsuki
Sfuyu yuki saete
suzushi kari keri

Spring——cherry blossoms
summer—the lesser cuckoo

in autumn—the moon

in winter, a chill descends

the snow freezes crisp and clear

In his speech, Kawabata discussed the plain, almost clichéd quality expressed by this
waka, which consists of little more than a list of the seasons and their traditional imagery.
The plainness of the poem, he says, expresses the very essence of Japan. Unlike most
waka, the poem is titled. Its title, “Honrai no Menboku” (“true face” or “true character”),
when combined with the poem’s plain composition, communicates that Japan’s true
nature is nothing more or less than this classic seasonal imagery, which is so well-known
as to seem a cliché. Rather than searching for obscure interpretations or employing clever
wordplay, Dogen depicts Japan’s seasons just as they are already known.

This poem can be found on the poetry stone at the entrance to Eiheiji Temple.

Much like Zen koan—cryptic or paradoxical questions that are meant to force the mind
to “break through” certain stages of thought or understanding—Dogen’s writing
expresses great depth of meaning in very few words. Another of his poems paints a vivid
image of winter while also communicating an important message to practitioners of Zen:



Sfuyukusa mo
mienu yukino no
shirasagi wa
ono ga sugatani
mi o kakushi keri

To a white heron

standing in a snowy field

it is not soon clear

where the white heron’s shape ends
and the withered grass begins

The white heron, an animal that is classically associated with summer, is portrayed here
in the depths of winter, having lost all sense of self. It does not know itself from the snow-
covered grass. In this same way, Dogen evokes the ideal state of a Zen monk: immersed
in practice, with no separation from the way of Zen.

This poem can be found on a poetry stone in front of Gallery Neiha, a tile-roofed store
that sells traditional crafts of the Echizen region (Fukui Prefecture).
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Poetry Stones #1-3

The street leading to Eiheiji Temple is dotted with nine stone monuments inscribed with
poems composed by Zen Master Dogen (1200—-1253), the founder of the S6t6 school of
Zen Buddhism in Japan. The poems encourage visitors to reflect on the spirit of Zen and
incorporate the teachings of Buddhism into their daily lives. Each poem consists of 31
syllables divided into five lines of 5, 7, 5, 7, and 7 syllables.

#1
The first monument is located in a corner of Eiheiji’s Choei Dai-1 parking lot:

mizudori no

yuku mo kaeru mo
ato taete

saredomo michi wa
wasure zari keri

The waterfowl

whether coming or going
do not leave ripples,

but even as they paddle
they do not forget the way

Explanation:

Gliding through the water without leaving any trace, ducks and geese seem carefree.
However, beneath the water they are constantly paddling, and they never lose sight of
which direction they are going.

#2

The second monument is located just outside the entrance to Eiheiji Temple, next to a
square plinth bearing a tall, stone stele on which the temple’s name is carved.

nigori naki
kokoro no mizu ni
sumu tsuki wa
nami mo kudakete
hikari to zo naru

Even the waves break

and turn to shimmering light
upon the pale moon
dwelling in the waters of

a pure and unclouded mind



Explanation:
When engaging in seated Zen practice, the mind should be calm and free of distractions,
like a still pond that reflects the light of the moon.

#3

The third monument is tucked away in a garden in front of Gallery Neiha, a tile-roofed
store that sells traditional crafts of the Echizen region (Fukui Prefecture):

Sfuyukusa mo
mienu yukino no
shirasagi wa
ono ga sugata ni
mi o kakushi keri

To a white heron

standing in a snowy field

it is not soon clear

where the white heron’s shape ends
and the withered grass begins

Explanation:

Standing alone in a field, the white heron can hardly be distinguished from the snowy
landscape. Likewise, followers of the dharma should wholeheartedly engage in Buddhist
practice until they realize their own Buddha-nature.
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Poetry Stones #4-6
#4

The fourth monument is located just west of Gallery Neiha, next to an old lamppost. It is
inscribed with a poem reflecting on the nature of daily practice:

mamoru tomo
omowazu nagara
oyamada no
itazura naranu
kakashi narikeri

Though limp at its post

the useless-seeming scarecrow
does not realize

how important it is to

the small mountain rice paddy

Explanation:

The scarecrow is simply doing what it has always done, and it may not feel like it is really
accomplishing anything. But by watching over the fields, the scarecrow is fulfilling its
own important role. The same is true of us in our day-to-day lives.

#5

The fifth monument can be found in Eiheiji’s pocket park, a small grassy area with
benches and a friendly looking statue of Ksitigarbha, a bodhisattva known as a protector
of children:

kono kyo no
kokoro o ureba
yononaka no
uri kau koe mo
ho o toku kana

If you understand

the Lotus Sutra’s essence

even the sounds of

the bustling marketplace

will seem to preach the dharma

Explanation:

This poem serves as an important reminder that one does not need to become a monk to
practice the teachings of the Buddha. Even a layperson can recite and understand the
meaning of sutras while working hard in their chosen occupation.



#6

Continuing in the direction of Eiheiji Temple, visitors will find the sixth monument
alongside the street across from the pocket park:

itazura ni

sugosu tsukihi wa
okeredo

michi o motomuru
toki zo sukunaki

How many they are

the days and months spent idly
doing this or that

and yet how ever scarcer

our time spent seeking the Way

Explanation:

In a world filled with desires and distractions, it can be difficult to devote oneself to Zen
practice. It is crucial to make a wholehearted effort every single day, regardless of how
hectic life may feel.
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Poetry Stones #7-9

#1

The seventh monument is located on the north side of the street, just before it curves to
the south:

tazune iru

miyama no oku no
sato zo moto

wa ga sumi nareshi

miyako narikeri

Upon arriving

in this small mountain village
what did I find but

the same home that I had known

and lived in for many years

Explanation:

When Zen Master Dogen (1200-1253) moved to Echizen Province (now Fukui
Prefecture) with his community of monks in 1243, he left behind the bustling capital of
Kyoto. While this might have been a difficult transition, this poem expresses how Dogen
found the area around Eiheiji Temple to be oddly familiar, as if he had already been living
there. It is also thought that this poem may have been composed in response to repeated

offers to return to the capital.

#8

The eighth monument, placed at the entrance of Eiheiji Temple, is inscribed with one of

Dogen’s most well-known poems:

haru wa hana

natsu hototogisu



aki wa tsuki
Sfuyu yuki saete

suzushi kari keri

Spring—cherry blossoms
summer—the lesser cuckoo
in autumn—the moon

in winter, a chill descends;

the snow freezes crisp and clear

Explanation:
As we enjoy the charms of each season, the year passes before our very eyes. Accepting
the changing nature of all things and learning to live within that cycle is a key step on the

path to awakening.

#9

The ninth and final monument is located just outside the entrance to Hakujukan.

asahi matsu
kusaba no tsuyu no
hodo naki ni

isogi na tachi so

nobe no akikaze

Mournful autumn wind
please sit for just a moment
over the meadow

let stay the morning dew that

soon will vanish in the sun

Explanation:

Like the dew that evaporates in the morning, existence is impermanent. For Dogen, this
was not a bleak thought, but rather an opportunity to reflect on the beautiful ephemerality
of life.
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