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The teaching of the solitary monk RyOkan

It was a long day of spring:

I saw it to the close, playing ball with the children.
The wind is fresh, the moon is clear.

All year long, as a whole, a memory of old age.

It is not that | wish to isolate from this world, but | prefer savouring it alone.
Dedicated to all beings, to Zen, the school of simplicity, true solitude and silence

Simplicity, real solitude and silence are not self-evident. As Maurice Maeterlinck (1862-
1949) writes:

“There are individuals who have no silence and who kill the silence around them; and those
are the beings who really go unnoticed.”

“And we spend our time”, does he keep repeating, “to look for places where it doesn’t

reign.”

Today, may be more than ever, we are able to measure how the silence monk RyOkan
transmits through his poetic work, his solitary life where everything speaks and is silent,

resounds in his simple haiku:

The thief gone
Forgot only one thing,

The moon at the window.

Who better than the one who is often called the fool monk, the wild monk, the friend of
children and birds is more able to express in simple words what is beyond words, and to

weave the thread of a simple language on the fabric of silence?



RyOkan was born in the middle of the 18th century at lzumozaki, one of the flourishing
ports in north-western Japan. A region exposed to northern sea winds, cold and covered
with snow in winter. A region where transport and supplies are difficult. Isolated, the

population is reduced to exhausting tasks.

RyOkan is the oldest of a family of seven children. A loving mother, a father who held the
position of Izumozaki mydshu (a ruling civil servant in charge of providing the annual tax to
landlords) and that of Shinto priest of Ishii temple. This notable was as right as a samurai,
with a pure and elegant temperament, man of letters he was also aware of social rank and

had the sense of responsibility towards the inhabitants of the town.

He benefits from an education giving him access to the study of Chinese, Japanese,
calligraphy and poetry, which he starts practising at a very young age. It is also in his youth

that he manifests the spirit of the Way and he says:

People in this world say they become monks and practice zen. | practice zen and

after | become a monk.

It is therefore towards the zen school that he decides to turn.

From 17 to 21 years old, he practices and studies Buddhism at KOshO-ji in Amaze whose
abbot was Genjo HaryO. In 1779, Genjo Hary0 leads the Kessei ango (a 90-day retreat). On

this occasion, he invites his master, Kokusen.

When RyOkan meets Kokusen, he is immediately touched by this peaceful, noble and
generous man and he expresses the wish to be ordained monk by him. Wholehearted by

nature, Ryokan feels the need to follow Master DOgen’s teaching thoroughly.

Practicing the Buddha Way, would Master DOgen say, is to study oneself.
Studying oneself is forgetting oneself.

Forgetting oneself is to awaken with all sentient beings.



Master Genjo encourages RyOkan to follow master Kokusen to Entslji temple in Tamashima
and to become his disciple. Becoming Unsui (« cloud and water »; a term used to designate

novice monks), RyOkan leaves his homeland, leaving the following letter to his parents:

Thinking in my heart that this real world is impermanent,
Leaving home (quitting the secular state), separating myself from my parents and
brothers,

At a time when, like a cloud floating among the clouds,
Waters flowing away without knowing where.

| go away to travel and use grass as a pillow,

I bade adieu to my mother,

Did she think it was the last adieu in this world?

With tears in her eyes, taking my hands in hers,

She stared at my face for a long time.

It is as if the image of her face is still before my eyes.
When | asked my father for leave,

He told me: « Never let anyone of this world say

That you left it in vain.”

It seems to me that | hear these words now.

My mother’s heart is a loving one.

Telling myself not to abandon this loving heart of hers,
| turned myself to the people of this ephemeral world
With an ever-compassionate heart.

My father’s word is austere.

Remembering this austere word,

| taught myself morning and evening

To never allow the teaching of the Law to rot.

I will make of these two things

The memories of my father and my mother,

As long as I live in this world.






