
SELECTED POEMS BY MASTER RYOKAN 
 

First days of spring -- the sky 

First days of spring -- the sky 
is bright blue, the sun huge and warm. 
Everything's turning green. 
Carrying my monk's bowl, I walk to the village 
to beg for my daily meal. 
The children spot me at the temple gate 
and happily crowd around, 
dragging to my arms till I stop. 
I put my bowl on a white rock, 
hang my bag on a branch. 
First we braid grasses and play tug-of-war, 
then we take turns singing and keeping a kick-ball in the air: 
I kick the ball and they sing, they kick and I sing. 
Time is forgotten, the hours fly. 
People passing by point at me and laugh: 
"Why are you acting like such a fool?" 
I nod my head and don't answer. 
I could say something, but why? 
Do you want to know what's in my heart? 
From the beginning of time: just this! just this! 

 

 Reply To A Friend 

In stubborn stupidity, I live on alone 
befriended by trees and herbs. 
Too lazy to learn right from wrong, 
I laugh at myself, ignoring others. 
Lifting my bony shanks, I cross the stream, 
a sack in my hand, blessed by spring weather. 
Living thus, I want for nothing, 
at peace with all the world. 
 
Your finger points to the moon, 
but the finger is blind until the moon appears. 

What connection has �moon and finger? 

Are they separate objects or bound? 
This is a question for beginners 



wrapped in seas of ignorance. 
Yet one who looks beyond metaphor 
knows there is no finger; there is no moon. 

 

The Lotus 

First blooming in the Western Paradise, 
The lotus has delighted us for ages. 
Its white petals are covered with dew, 
its jade green leaves spread out over the pond, 
And its pure fragrance perfumes the wind. 
Cool and majestic, it raises from the murky water. 
The sun sets behind the mountains 
But I remain in the darkness, too captivated to leave. 

 

The Plants and Flowers 

The plants and flowers 
I raised about my hut 
I now surrender 
To the will 
Of the wind 

 
The Thief Left it Behind 

The thief left it behind: 
the moon 
at my window. 

 

The Winds have died but flowers keep on falling 

The winds have died, but flowers go on falling; 
birds call, but silence penetrates each song. 

 
The Mystery! Unknowable, unlearnable. 
The virtue of Kannon. 

 



This World 

 
This world 
A fading 
Mountain echo 
Void and 
Unreal 
 
Within 
A light snow 
Three Thousand Realms 
Within those realms 
Light snow falls 
 
As the snow 
Engulfs my hut 
At dusk 
My heart, too 
Is completely consumed 

 

To kindle a Fire 

To kindle a fire, 
the autumn winds have piled 
a few dead leaves. 

 

When all thoughts 

When all thoughts 
Are exhausted 
I slip into the woods 
And gather 
A pile of shepherd's purse. 
 
Like the little stream 
Making its way 
Through the mossy crevices 
I, too, quietly 
Turn clear and transparent. 



  

You stop to point at the moon and the stars 

You stop to point at the moon in the sky, 
but the finger's blind unless the moon is shining. 
 
One moon, one careless finger pointing -- 
are these two things or one? 
 
The question is a pointer guiding 
a novice from ignorance thick as fog. 
 
Look deeper. The mystery calls and calls: 
No moon, no finger -- nothing there at all. 

  

 

 

 


