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On Books and Reading for the Zen Student 
Robert Aitken 

1
 

 

My life as a Zen Buddhist began with a good book, in a civilian internment camp in 

Kobe, Japan. One evening during the second winter of the Pacific War, a guard 

entered my dorm, waving a book, and mumbling drunkenly, ñThis book, my English 

teacher, éò Rising involuntarily from my bed, I boldly took it from his hand ï and 

never gave it back. It was R.H. Blythôs Zen in English Literature and Oriental 

Classics, then recently published. 

 

The world had been readying me for a long time. Until then, my preferred camp 

reading had been Miyamoriôs Haiku, Ancient and Modern, but the path of my 

preparation ran all the way back through my young adulthood in Honolulu to 

evenings as a small child, sitting on a carpet at my grandfatherôs feet with my brother 

and little cousins, absorbing a range of poems by Heine, Goethe, Burns, Longfellow 

and Walter de la Mare. 

 

I was probably also readied by the state of the world at war and by my own health ï 

freezing cold had exacerbated my chronic asthma. In any case, when I got back in my 

bunk, opened the plain cover of Blythôs book, I had been searching for it all my life 

without knowing its title, its author, or its subject. As I read Blythôs words over and 

over, new and marvelous vistas of culture and thought opened for me. I felt that I was 

uncovering primordial configurations of myself. Now as I look at the book, its flaws 

and mistakes jump out at me, but at the time it was the communiqué I was 

unconsciously awaiting. 

 

The great mystery of that encounter with Mr. Blythôs words has recurred many times 

in the ensuing half-century. Again and again, books have opened my eyes to the 

Dharma, shaken me out of superficial views and commonplace understanding, and 

even led me to good teachers. These experiences put the lie to the commonly heard 

notion that reading and study are at odds with Zen practice and with religious life 

generally. 

 

Among the sources of this misunderstanding are the warnings given by Chôan and 

Zen teachers themselves, past and present. Muso Soseki, the early Japanese master 

whose work has an honored place declared his Admonitions: 

 

I have three sorts of disciples. The best are those who resolutely give up all 

worldly relationships and devote themselves wholly to seeking and realizing 

their own true natures. The middle sort are not really earnest in Zen practice, 

and in order to find distraction from it prefer to read about it in books. The 

lowest are those who eclipse the light of their true self-nature and do nothing 

but lick up the Buddhaôs spit. 

 

Regrettably, Zen Buddhist teachers in Asia ï and in the Americas and Europe as well 

ï consider that books as such encourage a preoccupation with ñthe Buddhaôs spitò. 

They advised their students to be single-minded in their practice and not read 

                                                 
1
 This Forward to the publication ñThe Roaring Stream. A New Zen Readerò is reprinted with kind 

permission from the Estate of Aitken Roshi with copyright approval.   
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anything at all. This is an egregious corruption of Musoôs message and an abuse of his 

eminent teachers, colleagues and successors, all of whom, as we know from their 

writings, were teachers and writers at a high level, thoroughly immersed in their 

religious, and indeed their literary traditions. 

 

Admittedly, there may come a point in Zen study when reading should be indeed set 

aside. The classic case is Hsiang-yen, a former student of Pai-chang, who was 

confronted with a tough question by his new teacher, Kuei-shan. He ransacked all the 

notes he had made of Pai-changôs talks, but couldnôt come up with anything remotely 

suitable. Finally, with Kue-shanôs help, he realized that a secondhand understanding 

would never satisfy his hunger for realization. Exclaiming ñA painting of cakes wonôt 

fill the belly!ò he went off to face his question in solitude. 

 

Except for such crucial, usually quite brief intervals, it is generally very important for 

Zen students to read. Since our needs as readers vary widely from individual to 

individual and from one point in life to another, when students ask me what to read, I 

give them a current bibliography, but I also tell them, ñFollow your nose.ò Go to the 

library or bookstore, pull down books and look at them. Trust yourself to discover the 

right one. Perhaps it will be a book that will awaken you to bodhichitta, the 

imperative for realization and compassion, but next year, when you revisit the same 

library or bookstore, you will discover books that you passed over the first time. 

 

In the years when I was establishing my Zen practice, the need for a portable 

compendium of Chôan and Zen literature was met by D. T. Suzukiôs Manual of Zen 

Buddhism, which I read in my internment-camp days. Though it included relatively 

few translations and was even then quite archaic in its English style, it served us well, 

and it was an important resource for thinkers of that period. Aldous Huxley placed it 

on his list of ten books he would take to a desert island. 

 

Today, however, the Manual and books of its era are quite dated. In the past thirty 

years, translators, historians, and Zen teachers and students have rendered an 

astonishingly large portion of the original literature into English. Back in the early 

1950s, even those bookshops that specialized in Asian books offered only half a shelf 

of Mahayana Buddhist titles, with important traditions not represented at all. Now the 

situation is reversed, and we find a formidable array, more books, it seems, than we 

can possibly read. This great corpus gives us variety and detail, as well as important 

perspectives that were not evident earlier. For example, such key figures as 

Bodhidharma and Hui-neg shift to some degree from history to the edges of misty 

folklore, and yet at the same time their teachings become clarified, and we learn the 

importance of folklore itself ï to our practice and to our spiritual maturity. 

 

The Roaring Stream puts the fruits of these great labors in our hands. It brings 

together a wealth of material already published, but never before available in a single 

volume, plus a few translations appearing for the first time. You can dip into the 

waters of this stream, again and again, at any point finding refreshment and 

perspective on Chôan and Zen as practice, as presentation of the Main Fact, and as a 

culture and tradition. A year from now you can dip again and find treasures that were 

not at all evident the first time. 
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Moreover, you can get acquainted with the old teachers as individuals. The advisor to 

the emperor and the poet in a cave are very different fellows. Their words differ, their 

manner differs and their social views differ. Yet read side by side in this volume, their 

intimate kinship in the Buddha-Dharma becomes evident, their intimate kinship with 

us in our own living rooms today becomes clear, and our understanding of the 

Buddha-Dharma itself is vastly enriched. 

 

 

 

 

 
Glenys Jackson  Spring Wind 
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IN THE HAZE 
Sally Hopkins 

  

Years searching for truth 

in my Separate Self, 

in view/out of sight/ 

on show, the mysteries of 

memory, habit, emotional 

trauma, peter out, fade, 

no more peeling onions, 

though greed, hatred and ignorance 

flow endlessly through. 

Suddenly just breathing. 

Just breathing. 

Just here yet inexplicable. 

Science says all we see 

is what our brain creates 

from sparks the eyes see. 

Jigsaws forever: 

thus all our sensations, 

so what is REALITY? 

Certainly - certainly? - 

certainly not just what we think, 

despite all our stories concocted 

so cleverly, the clear paths 

laid straight, the shored up walls 

protecting- 

- protecting what? 

what is there to protect? 

HERE I AM  

full of doves in the box tree, 

breakfast laid on the table, 

an itch in the left side, 

tearful news from afar; 

breathing in, breathing out, 

I am kookaburrasô laughter; 

a flowing for ever, a song without 

words. 

Iôm a ONCE ONLY WORLD in the 

heart of a cloud, 

ungraspable/just ordinary. 

Who could have imagined? 

The Bell rings its teisho 

LISTEN LISTEN  

EMBODY EMBODY EMBODY  

 
 

Gordon Waters  Fog



 

Garden Imagination 
Kerry Stewart 

 

My imagination is sparked when I look at or play with gardens. And I say sparked 

because for me imagination is like a spark. Itôs a sudden flash that briefly sheds light 

on another way of perceiving. But not all gardens catch my imagination and certainly 

not the endless hedges of Murraya paniculata so popular in many suburban gardens 

today. Itôs only the gardens where you can sense the designerôs touch and feel their 

love of plants, soil, seasons and creatures. 

 

When we visited Japan, in the late summer and early autumn of 2010, many gardens 

inspired me. Looking back over my diary I realise that there are a number of reasons 

why. 

 

Refined simplicity - Monday 13
th

 September   

 

Train to Matsushima on the north east coast. Here is a classic Japanese land and 

seascape just as I have seen, many times, in paintings and photographs. There are 

several small islands connected to the mainland by red lacquer bridges. One island has 

a botanical garden ï a wild forest of red Cyprus, Japanese maple, cedars, camellias, 

wisteria and other plants unknown to me. Oshima Island was the home of several Zen 

Buddhist masters. We sit on Zen Master Ungoôs wooden meditation hut built in 1637. 

It says in the tourist pamphlet that he didnôt like splendour but loved refined 

simplicity. 

 

Rain drips from pine 

Sitting on the Masterôs hut 

No time has passed  

 

Ingenuity - Wednesday 15
th

 September  

 

So many beautiful features in the Kenrokuen garden in Kanazawa: Ganko-bashi 

(flying geese bridge) ï red stones laid in the formation of flying geese; oldest fountain 

in Japan using natural water pressure; and the most amazing ancient pine. The seed of 

this Karasaki pine was supposedly planted way back in the 13
th
 century. Now the 

treeôs enormous branches, that spread out over the lake, have to be supported by huge 

wooden crutches. In winter an intricate web of ropes and poles hold the branches from 

the top, like a large circus tent, to stop them breaking under the weight of the snow. 

Those people who look after this venerable tree must know and love it deeply. 

 

No yesterday or tomorrow 

The Karasaki pine 

just lives. 

 

Play - Tuesday 5
th

 October   

 

Walked to Heian Jingu Shrine garden in Kyoto. Cherry trees have bamboo structures 

to hold the branches up when heavily laden with fruit. In spring they must look like 

the parasols Geishas carry along the narrow cobblestone streets of Gion. In Kanazawa 
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I bought a bright pink umbrella so that cherry blossoms, on wet November days in 

Sydney, can mingle, in my imagination, with Jacaranda flowers. 

 

Bright pink parasol 

reminds the grey autumn sky 

of cherry blossoms 

 

Thereôs a large lake with stepping stones across it. 

 

Lakeôs stepping stones  

encourage serious faced people 

to play like children 

 

A covered wooden bridge spans the narrower end of the lake. We sit quietly for a 

moment, until an American teacher gives her fish-out-of-water students a lesson on 

writing haiku. They laugh and chat. 

 

The shallow water 

creates a perfect mirror 

for the young poets. 

 

The weather starts to turné 

 

A cool breeze springs up 

promising red and gold leaves 

in Heian garden 

 

Glimpse of oneness - Saturday 9
th

 October   

 

Raining. Train to Ryoanji temple.  What an expansive green walk to the temple ï 

huge lake with lotus, lilies, islands and mandarin ducks. Along the shore is the most 

beautiful woodland walk. Finally we come to the garden I have been waiting for years 

to see. I have imagined sitting on the verandah of the temple overlooking the famous 

stone garden ï raked white stones and 15 large rocks ï but it was more extraordinary 

than I could imagine. The pamphlet tells me ñIt is up to each visitor to find out for 

himself what this unique garden signifies. The longer you gaze at it, the more varied 

your imagination becomes. The walls are made of clay boiled in oil. As time went by, 

the peculiar design was made of itself by the oil that seeped out.ò Over time patterns 

of sunsets, buildings, trees é the whole universe has emerged making the garden of 

stones seem endless. An important part of the dry stone garden, that I had no idea 

about, is that it has a moist twin. Around the corner of the temple verandah there is a 

verdant moss garden: both dry and wet, white and green, sea and land, barren and 

fertile exist together. 

 

Rain deters tourists 

at Ryoanji stone garden 

Only me and mué. 

 

The tearoomôs washbasin, tsukubai, has an interesting inscription: ñI learn only to be 

contentedò. 
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Wildness - Wednesday 13
th

 October   

 

Kyoto central station to activate our JR rail passes and book tickets to Takamatsu. 

Walk to Higashi-Honganji temple ï Pure Land Sect. Their brochure claims that itôs 

the biggest wooden temple in the world (so does Todaiji in Nara). The Amida Hall is 

completely covered by a modern building, protecting it while itôs restored. Walk 

across the road to Shosei-en garden which is classically designed but rather wild. I 

donôt know if the wildness is from neglect or lack of funds but I prefer it to strictly 

manicured gardens. We pick camellia sinensis leaves outside the teahouse. There are 

old wooden bridges, a ceremonial gate, a large pond, irregular shapes in a huge 

stonewall ï magnificent design. Will play with more stones in our garden at home. 

 

 
 

Stories - Saturday 16
th

 October   

 

We have a lovely woman as a volunteer guide to show us around Nanzenji temple in 

Kyoto. What a great service they provide! The Hojo garden is named ñToranoko 

watashiò ï young tigers crossing the water. She tells the story of a mother tiger 

crossing a river with her 3 cubs. The problem is one of the cubs is bad tempered and 

could hurt or kill the other cubs if left alone. How does she get the cubs across if she 

can only carry one at a time? I love the idea of gardens being built around a story. 

 

Unpredictability  - Thursday 21
st
 October   

 

Hiroshima Castle has been reconstructed. We walk up wooden stairs to the top and 

look over the landscape. All that remains from before the A-bomb are a couple of 

trees. One Aussie battler was only 740 metres from the epicenter.  

 

What survived the bomb? 

The land, the river, 

And a Eucalyptus tree 

We bow with deep humility. 
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The Hidden - Wednesday 27
th

 October   

 

Cloudy with light showers. Lovely bus ride around Mt Fuji to Lake Kawaguchi on the 

other side from where weôre staying. Trees are turning gold and shades of red, the air 

is crisp, the soil is basalt, and volcanic rocks are used to make walls and paving. We 

canôt see any part of the mountain, so we walk around part of the lake hoping for the 

clouds to clear. Over the bridge, which divides the lake in two, is a small Buddhist 

shrine. We walk up a set of steep stone stairs and sit on the edge of a little rocky 

promontory. 

 

Clouds and Fuji-san 

play a game of hide and seek. 

We sit quietly 

with the shrine across the lake. 

 

Wild wisteria, rose and white chrysanthemum 

Watch and wait with us. 

The clouds break, 

for a brief moment, 

revealing the ancient peak 

and the depth of imagination itself. 

 

When we return to Australia, I go to my hometown of Forster on the north coast to 

collect some smooth oval stones from Pebbly beach. They are now laid with pieces of 

sandstone making a textured path at the back of our garden. It makes reference to 

some of the beautiful paths in Japan but doesnôt have a name yet. Grandson Maxi and 

I leap like tigers from one flat piece to another, and as we do a story has begun. 

 


