Chapter III

Chan and Chinese Poetry

3.1.The Combination of Chan and poetry: Chan Poems

The combination of Buddhist ideas and Chinese
literature produced a new kind of literature, generally known as
“Chinese Buddhist Literature” in China. This literature in turn led to the
foundation of Chan sect, which bloomed and flourished in China during
Tang period. Chan sect propagated Chan thoughts more prominently in

the form of poetry, than any other form of writing.

It is generally agreed that Chan and poetry are the
two glories of Chinese literature which appear in the broadest sense
among the Tang dynasty and continue almost without break to occupy a
major position in Chinese poems up to our own day. It is wonderful that
both of them met somewhere down in history and got along together to
produce a fantastic combination called Chan poems. Before we go
further into this, we have to analyse a little about Chan and poetry.
What is Chan, what is poetry and how did they get together? In the last

part, Chan poems and their origination is discussed. Some examples will

50



be given to let the reader have a clearer idea of Chan and its connection
to poetry.

The word “Chan”, in fact, is an attempt at a
phonetic rendering of the Sanskrit word “Dhyana” (  Channa ¥ )
which means meditation or contemplation. Seen from the historical point
of view, Chan, in over 200 years of quiet and steady development since
it was first introduced in the sixth century by Bodhidharma ( Puti Damo
Hiikm ) from the West, that is, from Southern India, Chan Buddhism
established itself firmly in the land of Confucianism and Taoism. It is
one of the product of Chinese mind after its contact with Indian
thoughts, which we may say “Indian was the man, China the woman, and
Chan the wonderful child.” The aim and principal of Chan is the
enlightenment of the mind and to behold Buddha’s nature within oneself
( Jjian xing cheng fo Wk @ # ). It holds that reality is to be got hold
of, not externally, but inwardly. The truth is to be found in our own
nature and no where else. Every living being has within himself the
Buddha nature. The Buddha nature is the principal of enlightenment or
attainment of Buddhahood.. It is nothing less than the “Buddha nature”
as the saying of six patriarch Hui Neng ( Liuzu Hui Neng ¥ )

goes:
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“Qur very nature is Buddha, and apart from this nature
there is no Buddha.”'
A R, B R

“We should work for Buddhahood within the essence of mind,
and we should not look for it apart from ourselves. He who is kept in
ignorance of his essence of mind is an ordinary being. He who is
enlightened in his essence of mind is a Buddha.”?

CCRCTR SRR (B = R = R 57 AU N S S v

The ultimate truth is mind ( xin .» ) itself, which is
free from all forms, inner and outer. This mind 1is also known as nature
(reality) that is beyond words or wordless ( bu li wen zi L X5 ). It
can’t be experienced, and cannot be understood intellectually. Words are
symbols of the truth. Such as a finger may be needed to point at the
moon; when you get the moon (truth), the finger (words) is not needed
anymore. Chan is directly pointing to one’s own mind ( zhi zhi ren xin
H# AL ), without depending on anything else. It is in the first and
last, a matter of experience, as “a water drinker knows how hot or cold

the water i1s.” ( ru ren yin shui, leng nuan zi zhi m Ak, 2@ 5%m ).

' “Bore Dier” ( M#45 " ). Liuzu Dashi Fabao Tanjing, op.cit., p.350.

* “Yiwen Disan” ( BE[A)#5= ), Liuzu Dashi Fabao Tanjing. op.cit., p.352.
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We can see this in one of Han Shan’s famous poems:
* My mind is like the autumn moon
O A
shining clean and clear in the green pool.
LW R
No, that’s not a good comparison.
ok /R g
Tell me, how shall I explain ?
R a0 ] 15
It contains a wonderful meaning. The enlightened
mind or its Buddha nature ( foxing #%: ) or true nature or essence of
mind (  xinxing Ot ) can’t be expressed by words. From here, we
know that Chan is beyond thoughts, beyond words or is wordless. This is
like saying that no impression can be followed by expression. The
emphasis is upon intuition, its peculiarity being that it has no words in
which to express itself, no method to reason itself out, no extended
demonstration of its own truth in a logically convincing manner. If it
expresses itself at all, it does so in symbols and images. One may be
surprised to note, how the Chan which cannot be expressed by words can

finally be expressed through poetry. This is an interesting matter which I

will discuss in the following paragraphs.

Obviously, poetry is impossible without words. It is a

term usually employed in connection with words. It is 2 communication
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of experience through the medium of language used in a certain way. A
poet uses words to express the whole infinitely complicated business of a
happening experienced by him: the emotions it arouses, the sensations
which accompanies it, the atmosphere it creates and the memories it
awakenes. It is about writing which appeals to our emotions. For
example, the legendary sage Emperor Shun ( Shun Di ##F 2255-2205

B.C. ) states that :

“Poetry expresses the heart’s wishes, in words;
songs set words to music™’

In The Great Preface to “The Book of Poetry” ( Shijing Daxu

W& KK ), we find the following :

“ Poetry is where the heart’s wishes go. What lies in the heart is ‘wish’;
When expressed in words, it is ‘poetry’. When an emotion stirs within one, one
expresses it in words, finding this inadequate, one sighs over it, not content
with this, one sings it in poetry; still not satisfied, one unconsciously dances
with one’s hands and feet™*

SuShi PuXu” (V¥ ), Maoshi Zhushu ( E#EB ), in Guoxue Jiben Congshu
( E%RANE ), Taibei: Shangwu Yinshuguan, Vol.201, p.2.

* Legge, James, tr.. “The Great Preface” ( Daxu KM ), The Book of Poetry ( Shijing W4 ),
in The Chinese Classics, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1960, second edition, Vol.IV,
p.34.
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Hence, in the fifteenth century, one of the important critics in Chinese
literary history Jin Shengtan ( £ %W ) said :

“ Poetry is nothing extraordinary, it is only the words which
rise from the heart and lie at the tip of the tongue,
and which everyone cannot help longing to utter”*,

Therefore, Chan is Chan and poetry is words or the
expression of emotions through words. Qian Zhongshu ( #& & 45 ) in

his “ Tan Yi Lu” ( # % # ) says that

“After enlightenment, Chan can’t be expressed by words.
But, poetry must be expressed by words.”®

This is the difference between Chan and poetry.
However, both of them need a sharp insight experience that attaches
importance to the inspiration and image that aspires after implication
( yan wai zhi yi FHHz8 ). To this, the greatest critic of the
thirteenth century, Yan Yu ( ™9 ) in his “Canglang Shihua”

( WMWK E ) said:

*Jin Shenglan (43" ), Jin Shengtan Xuanpi Tangshi (4 XA ), Zhejiang Guji
Chubanshe ( #iVLitT 8§ th Rii+L ), 1985, p.501.

°Qian Zhongshu ( &84 ) TanYi Lu ( #K¥F ) Hong Kong; Zhonghua Shuju, 1986,
p.101,
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“In general, the way of Chan lies in intuitive apprehension.
So does the way of poetry”’

These similarities enable Chan and poetry a chance to express each
other. Chan, pertains to the world of poetry rather than other genres like
prose or fiction because of the intuitive experience that needs no words
to express. The function of poetry as Yan Yu asserts is that the
resulting poetry would have limited words, but inexhaustible meaning is

appropriate for Chan.

Chan masters always apply their sense to concrete
surrounding things to express something that cannot be expressed, like
the Buddha nature. In other words, wordless ideas in Chan does not
mean it does not need words, but, it means that the limited must be used
to express the unlimited, the concrete to express the abstract and the
special to express the common thing. This kind of expression is indirect
and conceals a meaning in between which is the best way to reveal the
enlightened state (  wuwjing #i%% ), such like the enlightened poem of

sixth patriarch:

"YanYu ( P ), “Shibian™ ( ##F ), Changlang Shihua ( ¥ #% ), in Bao Yan Tang
Miji ( BRI ), Wenming Shuju ( SXBIHR ), 1922, Vol 17, p.1.
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“There 1s no Bodhi-tree
WA XH
Nor stand of a mirror bright
W8 AR
Since all 1s void,
KX K -
Where can the dust alight
fa] 4t ¥ L R

nl

The sixth patriarch could not say directly = “ I am
enlightened” He expresses his enlightened state in an indirect way,
where poetry becomes the most suitable form to express it. On the
other band, a number of poets, especially during the Tang era, after
associating with Chan masters, absorbed Chan thoughts in their poems.
Therefore, Chan masters use the form of poetry to express Chan, and
the poets absorbed Chan in their poetry. This special phenomena is what
Yuan Haowun ( & ) in his “Da Jun Shu Ji Xue Shi”( % t5ic %% )
says

" Poetry 1s used as a form by Chan. Chan on the other hand
enriches the contents of poetry "’

Wr Ok R R E R, AR Ry R ) E ).

Y Ningywo Divi”, opeit, p 349

" Yuan Haowen ( 70Ff) ), Houshan Quany ( JStL4# ) Sibu Congkan Chubian
( VN#EMF9ME ), Shanghai: Shangwu Yinshuguan, 1936, Vol.72, juan 14, p.156.
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During Ming dynasty the monk Zhi Kong ( #zZsfl ¥ )
tlso states that :

“ The monk and laymen discussed the poems. Then the laymen
in turn discussed Chan with the monks. Why? Because
Chan has been a popular theme in poetry writing since ancient

3 10
Chan influenced poetry and poetry influenced Chan
ind produced the flower of Chinese Buddhist literature called Chan

yoems which widens the higher state of Chinese poetry.

$.2.The Origin and development of Chan Poems

Chan poems, generally seen as a flower of Chinese
iterature are poems that consist of Chan thoughts as the content
ind poetry as the form. It is always connected with Tang dynasty
recause the Chan sect was only established during Tang dynasty.
Towever, its origin can be traced back to Han dynasty when the gidtha

»r gatham ( Pali word ), a kind of Buddhist Siitra literature form in

! “The Preface” ( Qianvan BI# )Ten thousand Chan poems ( Chanshi Yiwan Shou
ilkF—JT 8 ), edited by Han Jinlian ( ¥ ), Hebei: Hebei Kexue Jishu Chubanshe
FALRHER AR B RS ), 1994, p.9.
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India was brought to China.

“Gatha or gatham is the fourth of the nine Angas, or divisions of the
Scriptures according to subject matter. It comprises Dhammapada [the way of
truth -(3% 4] £)], Theragatha [Psalms of the Brethen - (¥ 2 18)], Therigatha

[Psalms of the sisters-(1 # J& 1§)] and those portions of Suttanipata
[collected discourses -(% #8)] which are unmixed verse, and do not bear the
title of Sutta.”"

“Buddhist Records of The Western World” ( Datang
Xiyu Ji KW ) Juan 3 :

.....gatha, during Tang dynasty was merely known as a praise.”"

To put it briefly, gatha or gatharm generally means the
psalms or the song of praise of Buddha’s teachings in ancient India.
Indians used poems as a form to eulogise and praise. It devoted a
particular care to metrical pattern of poetry ( geld ## ) and syllables
( yinjie %% ), and also has its own structure ( tizhi &% ). Itis a

beautiful verse in the Buddhist scripture.

'! Childers, Robert Caesar, A Dictionary of The Pali Language, London : Kegan Paul, Trench,
Trubner & Co., Ltd., 1909, p.144,

'* Xuan Zhuang ( %#% ), Buddhist Records of Western World ( Datang Xiyu Ji K REFIsIT ),
Da Zang Jing , op.cit., 1994, Vol.51, juan3, pp.882-883,
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Later on, the translation of Buddhist scriptures
during Han dynasty included gatha as well. Because of the influence of
the traditional poetry form of Chinese literature, which normally has
four or five words in a line, the githd after its translation to Chinese
language, was also written accordingly. But, the translation work was
difficult to do giving consideration to both the content and form of the
original work. Therefore, after gathda was translated into Chinese
language, it lost its poetic characteristics such as the correct
syllabic numbers, rules of rhyme ( yayun ## ) and metrical pattern
of poetry. So much so that, it could not be called a poem anymore.
For example, the verses which appeared in “ The Five Discourses Of The
Buddha”®, “ The Dhammapada” , “ The Diamond Sutra” as well as the
others used were very simple, although rich with Buddha’s teachings,
but the flowery language, rules of rhyme and so on found in the original
text (gathd) were completely lost. That is why the famous monk of East
Jin, Kumadrajiva felt that translations could never capture the flavour of

the original works; it is like a person being fed with food already

" The “Five Discourses Of The Buddha” mentioned are : Collection of Long Discourses ( Chang a
han jing P #&% ), Collection of Middle-length Discourses ( Zhong a han jing PR &L ),
Collection of Kindred Sayings ( Za a han jing 7P %&% ). Collection of gradual Sayings ( Zeng
viahanjing $—PI&% )and Small Collections ( Xiao Bu /M5 ).
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masticated by another; not only is the taste lost, but it might even cause
nausea.'

During the Six dynasties, Chinese scholars associated
with Buddhism for some time, and the monk-poets of that era sang
praises about Buddha’s teachings, like Hui Yuan’s “Nianfo Sanmei Shi”
( & = BR ), Zi Dun’s ( % ) “Siyue Bari Zanfo Shi”,
( mANANAMEHEH ), Wang Rong’s ( F st ) “Fayue Chi” ( ¥R ),
Liang Wu Di’s ( ®®# ) “Shiyd” ( + ), “You Zhongshan Da

Aijingsi Shi” ( Wéhh K E M FH ) and etc.

Such songs of praises, written in the form of poetry,
are about prayers, the travel to temples and also the theory and
philosophy of Buddhism. In the verses of that era, there were more
philosophy than poetry. They sound dull, flat and insipid because they
were written more in an argumentative way, without much poetic
flavour. This is because the monk-poets and Chinese scholars during Six

dynasties gave importance to argumentation in their poems rather than

' Shi Hui Jiao ( P8 B ), “The Biography of Jiumo Luoshen” (  Jiumo Luoshen Zhuan
e F+4% ), Gaoseng Zhuan ( Wi1%{% ), in Da Zang Jing, op.cit., 1993, Vol.50, juan2, p332.
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conveying their experience in Buddhism directly. One poet, who needs
to be particularly mentioned is the famous painting poet, Xie Lingyun
During that time, it was his poems that first contained elements that
remedy the dull and boring style of poetry. Xie Lingyun’s poems, known
as nature poetry, had the influence of metaphysic that was famous at that
time. His poems were the product of the empty thoughts of Buddhism.
He absorbed both in his poetry of nature and created a new style of his
own. Even then, it was still very much a part of the transition period
towards Chan poems and cannot be called as Chan poems. This is
because the feeling and the true experience of Chan are not apparent in
them. Until early Tang dynasty, when the Chan sect was starting to be
established in the land of China, the Chan masters used gdtham to
transmit dharma (the teachings of Buddha) and also show their
enlightened state. The gdtharh of fifth patriarch and sixth patriarch is
generally said to be the first sign of Chan poems. The famous gdtharm
written by the fifth patriarch Shen Xiu ( # % ) and sixth patriarch Hui
Neng are :

(i) Fifth patriarch’s géathar:

“Our body is the Bodhi tree,
B R iR

And our mind a mirror bright.

A T B B A
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Carefully we wipe them hour by hour,
A A il 48 4K
And let no dust alight,

»nls

(11) Sixth patriarch’s gatharh:
There is no Bodhi tree,

- N o |

Nor stand of a mirror bright.
HeERES

Since all is void,

F kK ¥

Where can the dust alight ?
fo] &b 2> 1R

They express their true experiences towards Chan.
But, one can see that they still lack the poetic flavour. They give
importance to the state of enlightenment, but not to the state of poetry.
They can also be called “philosophic poems” (  Zheli Shi M ).
However, we can say that these enlightenment poems gave an

inspiration to poets who wrote Chan poems.

During middle Tang ( Zhong Tang & 780-830 )
and late Tang ( Wan Tang wW.p¥ 830-906 ), the process of gatham in
Chan poems be seen more clearly. Most of the Chan masters or monks

were well versed in literature. They combined their Buddhism experience

' “Xingyou Divi”, op.cit., p.348.
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with literary work to produce a work of higher quality and develop their
product. For example, the Chan master Zhi Qin ( ¥ # Ui ) who got
enlightened after seeing the peach blossom, wrote :

“It took thirty years for me to find the swordsman,
EHERFAF
When many a time I saw the leaves drop from the trees
and new branches grew,
JUHE ¥ ™ 3B
But, since I saw the peach blossom,
AWM — kI fE
There has been no doubts in my mind.”"®

HEWMSEANEE

And, a nun’s enlightenment poem :

“I roamed the mountains in search of a spring
that could not be found,
REABERLE
My shoes travelled all over the hills and valleys.
ERERERBR 3k T
But, after returning home, I smelled a plum, with a smile,

U1 R 5K HE g 7E W

I found spring right here, at it's very brim.

BEBRE+2

»17

( Swordsman and spring here refers to the mind. Saying that it could not
be found on the outside, but within a person.)

These songs possess an obvious flavour very different

from the earlier gatham. They have by now reached a stage where they

" Puli( ¥ ) “Lingyun Zhigin Chanshi” ( RZEEIHIF ), op.cit., juand, p.239.

""Yao Debin ( BEMH: ), “Wudao Shi” ( 8i#% ), in Zhongguo Chanshi Jianshang Cidian
( PEPRFE¥.EFIN ), Beijing: Zhongguo Renmin Daxue Chubanshe, 1992, p.1016.
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can be called poems and not just gatharh. Generally speaking, Buddhist
literature does not only convey Buddhist ideas. It is not really a form of
literature set for the religion itself, but, it is the experience of life and
thoughts of Buddhist practice which is expressed through literary
channel. If the poet has no experience whatsoever in Buddhist approach,
practice or thoughts, it would be very hard for him/her to produce a
good Buddhist literary work. It is to say that, the Chan which first
arrived in China was indigestible to the Chinese mind, and it was only
after centuries of adaptation that it became an expression of their
highest thought. Therefore, since Tang dynasty, after Chan sect had been
uprooted in China, the practise of Chan was of a general mood. In this
point of view, Yan Yu once again showed his excellent opinion. In his
view, the poet, like the follower of Chan, should seek to attain to a
calm contemplative state of mind. When one has achieved this, one can
then hope to capture the spirit of life, of nature, in one’s poetry. He
writes:

“The ultimate excellence of poetry lies in one thing:

entering the spirit, If poetry can succeed in doing this,

it will have reached the limit and cannot be surpassed.” R

This was done during Tang dynasty. One can see that the impact of

" Yan Yu, op.cit.
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Chan upon the Chinese poetry was tremendous. Chan masters who had
Chan experience and poets who were experts in poetical aspects joined
together to bring about a result which was altogether very different.
Both were inter-related to absorb the quintessence of each other. This
happened especially during Tang dynasty when it was poetry’s golden
time and also Chan’s flourish period. The greatest achievement of the
poets and Chan masters of Tang era appear to be their ability to
assimilate not only the Buddhist thoughts and poems, but also their
experience of Chan. This ferment, however was sustained by them and
reached the highest level of intensity in the works of Wang Wei, Jiao
Ran ( 4% ), Guan Xiu ( #4k ) and so on. They wrote a lot of poems
rich in Chan and also poetic flavour. For example, Wang Wei produced
many good poems from Chan experiences, that he applied into his
painting poetry, especially his “Wang Stream Collection”( Wangchuan
Ji W) ), asmall series of quatrains written together with his friend
Pei Di ( #i#l ), which is full of Chan flavour. Indeed, Liu Zhongyuan’s
“River Snow” ( Jiangxue L% ), Bai Juyi’s “Flowering Trees In The
Buddhist Temple” ( Sengyuan Hua #pi#t ), Guan Xiu’s “Poems
Written On The Mountain”(  Shanju Shi L /& # ), Jiao Ran’s “Hearing

The Bell” ( Wenzhong M#h ), Chang Jian’s ( % # ) “Written On The
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feditation Garden Behind Broken Mountain Temple” ( 7i Poshansi Hou
hanyuan BRILF/E#B ), Li Bai’s “Sitting Alone By Jin Ting
fountain”(  Duzuo Jingting Shan Mh4# %L ) and etc, perfectly

xemplify all the qualities of good Chan poetry in Tang dynasty.

These poems are an evidence to the fact that poetry
ras at it’s highest flourishing period during the Tang dynasty (618 -
07). It has always been the saying in Chinese that once a certain limit is
zached, a change in the opposite direction is inevitable. Which means,
1ings always reverse themselves after reaching an extreme. This
bviously happened during Song dynasty when Chan poems started to
ecline. Although during Song era many talented poets emerged, their
han poems were not so outstanding compared to those of Tang era.
'uring this era, the scholars mostly wrote Chan poems as a means of
:leasing tension. Scholars who failed to live up to the demands of the
me, wrote Chan poems as a matter of balancing their life. It was
ritten more out of frustration than for the love of it. The writing of
oetry was considered among the literati as an avocation, a personal
ccomplishment, or a means of self-expression. Hence the quality of the

oems started to drop, compared to the Tang period before them. This
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phenomena was unfortunately carried on to the Ming and Qing dynasty,
when Chan lost its independent existence and also its Chan flavour.
Although there were some monk poets who wrote very good Chan
poems, they were few and far apart. Whereby, the poems written were

but their enlightenment poems.
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