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“An astonishing book in its depth and breadth. This is a treasure of Buddhism.”


—Joan Halifax, author of Being with Dying


“Musō Soseki was a towering figure in the early history of Japanese Zen, whose words still have power to shepherd contemporary students of the Way.”


—Taigen Dan Leighton, author of Zen Questions




MUSŌ SOSEKI, the renowned fourteenth-century Zen master, is today most known for developing the art of traditional Japanese Zen gardening. Even more impressive is his creation of the institutional structure for all Japanese Buddhist temples, which is still in use today.


Dialogues in a Dream is another masterful piece of his legacy, composed during his final years. Written in the form of a conversation between Soseki and the shogun, the work covers the breadth of Buddhist philosophy and practice and includes insightful discussions of prayer, meditation, and the place of study in religious life. His penetrating analysis deepens our appreciation of even the simplest Buddhist practices.


Acclaimed translator Thomas Yūhō Kirchner skillfully presents this classic text in English and provides an in-depth biography of Soseki.
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INTRODUCTION


ZEN MASTERS have never been averse to using language as a means of conveying their message, even as they stress the ineffability of the experience that their message attempts to describe. The masters active during Zen’s early years in Japan in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were no exception, leaving numerous writings in the form of recorded sayings, Dharma talks, and poetry collections. Among these works, the one that has perhaps best stood the test of time, as judged by its enduring popularity throughout the ensuing years, is a moderately sized publication known as Dialogues in a Dream (*Muchū Mondō [image: ][image: ]). This three-fascicle work consists of ninety-three chapters, each chapter being a question-and-answer exchange between Musō Soseki [image: ][image: ] (1275–1351), one of the most influential Japanese Zen masters of his time, and Ashikaga Tadayoshi [image: ][image: ] (1306–1352), a founder and leader of the Muromachi Shogunate that governed Japan between 1336 and 1568.


Compiled in 1342 and first published in 1344, Dialogues in a Dream appeared at a seminal time in the history of Japanese Zen. Zen was originally introduced to Japan at the end of the twelfth century by Myōan Eisai1 and nurtured through the following years by a succession of Japanese masters who had trained in China and Chinese masters who had immigrated to Japan. With the generation of Musō Soseki, however, a growing number of the school’s leaders were native-born and native-trained, and the tradition was making the transition from a foreign import to a naturalized expression of Japanese spirituality. Musō himself was deeply involved not only in teaching Zen but also in shaping its cultural manifestation in such areas as poetry and garden design.


As a work that has been consistently available throughout the centuries since its original publication, Dialogues in a Dream has been one of Musō’s most enduring contributions to Zen teaching in Japan. Written in the Japanese language rather than the Classical Chinese that most Buddhist works were composed in at the time, it has always been more approachable to the literate public than most Zen literature. It is, in addition, expressed in a relatively straightforward expository style that testifies to Musō’s clear, systematic thought, refined through the years he spent studying the doctrines and rituals of exoteric and esoteric Buddhism prior to his practice of Zen meditation. His solid background in these traditions was to serve him well in his career of proselytizing not only to the ordained clergy but also to the Buddhist laity.


Given the importance of this background in Musō’s career as a teacher, as well as in the thought that found expression in the exchanges that comprise Dialogues in a Dream, a brief account of the master’s life provides an appropriate starting point for understanding this text.


THE ZEN MASTER MUSŌ SOSEKI


Many factors—including Musō’s high profile as a teacher of emperors and shoguns, his large following of well-educated disciples, and his own willingness to discuss the events of his career—combined to make Musō’s life one of the best-documented among the early Japanese Zen masters. The primary source for Musō’s life is the Chronological Biography of National Teacher Musō Shōkaku Shinshū Fusai, Founder of Tenryū-ji (Tenryū kaisan Musō Shōkaku Shinshū Fusai Kokushi nenpu [image: ][image: ]), compiled by Shun’oku Myōha,2 Musō’s nephew and Dharma successor, and published in 1353, just over a year after Musō’s death. The Biography is an invaluable resource, as Shun’oku’s proximity to Musō left him eminently positioned to give an accurate account of the master’s life, probably based on reports heard from Musō himself. A limited amount of additional information is found here and there in the master’s poems and other writings, including Night Talks on West Mountain (Seizan yawa [image: ][image: ])3 and Dialogues in a Dream.


Owing to the subsequent prominence of Musō’s Dharma lineage in medieval Rinzai Zen, a number of additional biographical texts were compiled in the centuries following Musō’s death, but much of the material in these texts that is not found in Shun’oku’s account (such as information relating to Musō’s ancestry) appears to be based less on verifiable historical fact than on attempts to burnish Musō’s image.


In the present biographical overview I have relied primarily on Shun’oku’s Biography, as translated into modern Japanese and supplemented with other historical materials by the Japanese scholar Nishiyama Mika [image: ][image: ] in an appendix to her PhD thesis entitled “The Life of Musō Soseki” [image: ][image: ]. Another especially helpful reference was Martin Collcutt’s chapter on Musō Soseki in The Origins of Japan’s Medieval World.4 Collcutt’s treatment takes full account of the information in the Biography as it contextualizes Musō’s contributions within the historical framework of fourteenth-century Japan.


The Biography provides only a sketchy picture of Musō’s earliest years, saying that he was born in the year 1275 in the province of Ise (the central portion of present-day Mie Prefecture), that his father was of the Minamoto clan and his mother of the Taira clan,5 and that Musō himself was a ninth-generation descendant of Emperor Uda [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] (867–931). It adds that his mother prayed to the bodhisattva Kannon (Avalokiteśvara) for the birth of a son, and that one night she had a dream in which a golden light streamed from the west and entered her mouth. Thirteen months later Musō was born. Musō himself was later known for his devotion to Avalokiteśvara, constructing shrines dedicated to the bodhisattva at most of the temples he founded and often performing Kannon Purification rituals during the course of his Zen training.


The Biography gives the year but not the date of Musō’s birth (though later materials suggest that it was on the first day of the eleventh month), and his exact birthplace remains unidentified. Regarding the latter there are two rival claims, advanced, respectively, by Tenryū-ji and Shōkoku-ji, the two largest temples associated with Musō. Tenryū-ji proposes the village of Miyake [image: ][image: ], located in the southwestern environs of the present city of Suzuka, while Shōkoku-ji’s candidate is the village of Katada Ido [image: ][image: ], about fourteen kilometers south of Miyake on the western outskirts of the city of Tsu.


In 1278, owing to an unexplained disturbance in Musō’s mother’s family, the family left Ise and moved to Kai (present-day Yamanashi Prefecture) in the mountains of eastern Japan. The family’s move to Kai may have been motivated in part by the fact that it was the seat of the Takeda family, a powerful branch of the Minamoto clan.


In the eighth month of 1278 Musō’s mother died. Although it is unlikely that Musō, just three years old at the time, was turned toward the religious life by this early loss, the Biography reports that there were already signs that the boy was temperamentally inclined in that direction. He is said to have been quiet and gentle, intelligent and studious. By the time he was five he was already able to write characters and demonstrated comprehension of the sutras he recited.


In 1283, at the age of eight, Musō was taken by his father to the nearby temple Heien-ji [image: ][image: ] and placed under the tutelage of the eminent priest Kūa [image: ][image: ] (n.d.). Although the Biography reports that Musō’s father did so out of a strong desire to have his son become a monk (Musō, according to the account, had already shown his spiritual fervor by chanting the Lotus Sutra for seven full days to mark the anniversary of his mother’s death), residence at a temple may simply have been the most effective way at the time to further the education of an obviously precocious and sensitive child.


There is some question regarding what branch of Buddhism Heien-ji was associated with. Founded in 755 as a Hossō school6 temple, it soon reaffiliated itself with the Tendai school,7 then—either while Musō was there or shortly thereafter—with the Shingon school.8 In any event, a shift from Tendai to Shingon would have meant little with regard to the content of Musō’s studies, which in either case would have focused on esoteric ritual and exoteric doctrine. Musō’s early education would also have included extensive readings in the classics of Chinese literature and philosophy as well as training in the secular accomplishments.


In 1286 Musō’s father remarried. His new wife, a woman of Minamoto ancestry, became like a second mother to Musō and was warmly remembered by him in later life. He paid visits to the family home every ten days, often bringing a number of young friends for a good meal. At the same time, his awareness of the ephemeral nature of life appears to have been deepening. The Biography reports that in 1288, at age thirteen, Musō completed the considerable task of painting the “Nine Images for Contemplation,” a series of illustrations showing the stages of decay a corpse undergoes until nothing is left but scattered bones. Musō meditated on these images until he came to perceive his own body as nothing but lifeless flesh, and he subsequently spent much time sitting in contemplation under trees and in quiet places.


In 1292, at the age of seventeen, Musō journeyed to the ancient capital of Nara, several hundred kilometers to the west of Kai, to take the formal precepts at Tōdai-ji [image: ][image: ] under a precept master named Jikan [image: ][image: ] (n.d.). Following his return that year to Heien-ji, Musō abandoned all non-Buddhist pursuits and focused upon deepening his understanding of Buddhist doctrine and ritual. Musō’s spiritual life took a decisive turn in 1293, when one of the priests teaching Tendai doctrine at Heien-ji became ill and shortly thereafter died in a state of great suffering. This painful death caused Musō to question the entire direction of his education. According to the Biography, Musō reflected that




            Buddhism has many paths, but all are directed toward leaving the world’s dust behind and gaining the Way. This lecture master was famous for his knowledge, but at the time of his death it benefited him nothing. The Buddhadharma is beyond the reach of learning and intellect. Is it not for this reason that the Zen school speaks of “a separate transmission outside the teachings”?





In an effort to clarify his own future course, Musō embarked upon a hundred-day solitary retreat devoted to prayer and meditation. Where this occurred is uncertain, but Nishiyama notes that the historical records of Mitomi-mura [image: ][image: ], a village in the vicinity of present-day Yamanashi City, mention a ninety-nine-day period of meditation by the nineteen-year-old Musō in a hillside cave near the community.


Three days before the end of the retreat Musō had a dream in which a guide led him deep into the mountains to a solitary temple. The place was decorated in a dignified manner, though no one was there. When Musō asked the name of the temple his guide answered, “Sozan.” They then continued on to another temple, identified by the guide as “Sekitō,” where an elderly priest greeted them. Musō’s guide said to the priest, “This monk has traveled here in search of a sacred image. Please, Reverend, be so kind as to present him with one.” Thereupon the old priest picked up a scroll and handed it to Musō. Upon unrolling it Musō saw that it was a portrait of Bodhidharma,9 the Indian monk traditionally honored as the transmitter of Zen to China. Musō rolled up the scroll and placed it in the folds of his robe, at which point he awoke from his dream.


Sozan and Sekitō were two well-known Tang-dynasty Zen masters: “Sozan” refers to Sushan Guangren (J., Sozan Kōnin),10 while “Sekitō” refers to Shitou Xiqian (J., Sekitō Kisen).11 While their exact significance for Musō is not explained in the texts, both were important figures who played significant roles in the development of Chinese Zen.


Musō’s dream settled for him the course of his future practice. Seeing it as a sign of a deep connection with the Zen school, he took the new name “Soseki” (combining the “so” of “Sozan” with the “seki” of “Sekitō”) and “Musō” (meaning “Dream Window,” his dream having provided the window through which he could perceive his future course; although I have been using the name Musō for him as a matter of convenience, until this point in his life he had been known by his novice name Chikaku [image: ][image: ]). He then commenced a training pilgrimage that was to last, off and on, for nearly forty years.


In 1294 Musō left Kai to visit Shinchi Kakushin,12 a Shingon priest who, like Musō, had turned to the practice of Zen, and who in the late thirteenth century was priest of the temple Saihō-ji [image: ][image: ] in Yura, a town on the mountainous shore of present-day Wakayama Prefecture. On his way to Yura, however, Musō called upon a Zen monk named Tokushō [image: ][image: ], an old friend then living in Kyoto, who advised him that before setting off for a retreat at a remote temple like Saihō-ji it would be best to learn the basics of Zen practice at a large monastic community. Musō therefore changed plans and entered Kennin-ji, the oldest Zen monastery in Kyoto, to study under the master Muin Enban.13 Practice at Kennin-ji had originally consisted of the syncretic mix of Zen meditation and Tendai ritual introduced by its founder, Myōan Eisai, but Muin Enban’s teacher, Lanxi Daolong,14 had reformed life at the temple according to the strict monastic regulations of Song-dynasty Zen. It was in this style of Zen that Musō began his training.


In the tenth month of 1295 Musō traveled to Kamakura to continue his practice at Tōshō-ji [image: ][image: ] under the Lanxi-line master Mukyū Tokusen.15 Following a major fire at Tōshō-ji, Musō moved nearby to the great monastery of Kenchō-ji [image: ][image: ] to study under another Lanxi successor, Ikō Dōnen.16 While at Kenchō-ji, an older monk encouraged Musō to read the Zen records. According to Night Talks on West Mountain, the monk spoke as follows:




            The enlightened words of the ancient masters are published and read so that young monks may study them and receive guidance in their quest for awakening…. In the Latter Age of the Dharma it is hard to find true teachers. If we arouse our aspiration and read the Zen records, we will see that the enlightenment of the ancient masters is itself our enlightenment today. Why should past and present differ?





Hearing these words, Musō, who since turning to Zen had devoted himself almost entirely to meditation, started spending what time he could on examining the old records.


In 1296 Musō continued his instruction in Lanxi-line Zen from Chōkei Tokugo17 at Engaku-ji [image: ][image: ], a large monastery located a ten-minute walk northwest of Kenchō-ji. When yet another Lanxi successor, Chidon Kūshō,18 became abbot of Kenchō-ji, Musō sought instruction from him at Chōkei’s urging.


Musō returned to Kyoto following the end of the 1297 training season and reentered Kennin-ji to continue his study under Muin Enban. In the summer of 1299, however, he encountered the Chinese Zen master Yishan Yining,19 soon after the latter’s arrival from China. Yishan appears to have impressed him very favorably, since, not long afterward, Musō traveled to Kamakura to join him at Kenchō-ji, where Yishan had just been installed as abbot. So many monks flocked to the monastery to practice under him that Yishan, in order to narrow the field, devised an entrance examination ascertaining the applicants’ literary abilities. Musō was one of the two monks who received top marks for the test.


Musō remained at Kenchō-ji for two training periods, then, in the autumn of 1300, set out for the province of Dewa [image: ][image: ] (present Yamagata and Akita prefectures) in the northern reaches of Japan to visit an old friend. When news reached him that his friend was no longer alive, he instead made his way to the temple Shōtō-ji [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] (present Zuigan-ji [image: ][image: ]), a large Kenchō-ji affiliate located near what is now the city of Sendai. While there, the Biography reports, he was deeply inspired by a certain monk’s discourse on Tendai meditation. Sitting in zazen (Zen meditation) through the night, he had a sudden insight into the distinctions between the teachings of the various Buddhist schools, and he subsequently noticed that his thought was clearer, his speech more fluent, and his mind much freer of fear.


Although he didn’t regard this experience as true enlightenment, Musō was nevertheless interested in knowing what it signified, so late in the year he departed Shōtō-ji for the temple Ungan-ji [image: ][image: ] in Nasu, about two hundred kilometers to the south, to check his understanding with the noted master Kōhō Kennichi.20 As chance would have it, when Musō arrived Kōhō had just departed for Kamakura. Musō decided to remain at the temple anyway, as he was suffering from a leg affliction. The Biography reports that while there he performed a Kannon Purification Ceremony during which he experienced a makyō—an illusory event that occasionally arises out of states of deep concentration—where the faded image of Avalokiteśvara suddenly appeared as if newly painted. Avalokiteśvara herself smiled and appeared vibrantly alive, then took on the form of monks, nuns, demons, and countless other beings. Realizing that all of these phenomena were nothing more than creations of his mind, Musō paid them no heed.


In February 1301 Musō returned to Kenchō-ji to resume his training under Yishan. The following year, when Yishan agreed to serve concurrently as abbot of both Kenchō-ji and Engaku-ji, Musō accompanied him to the latter temple in order to continue his studies.


By 1303, however, Musō was beginning to question the direction his practice had taken ever since he spoke with the old monk at Kenchō-ji in 1295 and occupied himself with investigating the traditional Zen records. Night Talks on West Mountain records Musō as saying:




            Yishan at the time was serving as abbot of both Kenchō-ji and Engaku-ji. I had been with him for several years and received his teaching morning and evening as I continued studying the writings of the Five Houses.21 By that time I felt thoroughly confident in my understanding of the principles of Zen. Then one day, upon examining my own heart, I realized how uneasy I still felt. For the first time I understood the saying, “That which comes from outside the gate is not the house treasure.”22 As an ancient master said, “Never obscure the light of the spirit—this is the eternal way; having entered the gate, do not tarry in intellectual understanding.”23 I had left the school of doctrine and entered the school of Zen, yet my studies, although different in content, were equally based on conceptual knowledge. If I go on like this, I thought, I’m simply obscuring the light of my spirit. I therefore took the bag filled with the notes I had accumulated over the years and threw it into the fire.





Musō then went to Yishan and said, “I still have not clarified the matter of self.24 Master, please, directly point the way.” Yishan answered, “Our school has no words or phrases, and nothing to transmit to anyone.” “That may be so,” responded Musō, “but be compassionate and at least teach me an expedient means.” “There are no expedient means,” declared Yishan, “nor is there any compassion.” From then on this is all that Yishan would say to Musō.


The Biography reports that Musō, though recognizing the profound lesson that Yishan was attempting to convey, felt frustrated by his inability to communicate with the master in a more effective way. He decided to call upon Kōhō Kennichi, then serving as abbot at Manju-ji in Kamakura. At their first meeting Musō told him of his conversation with Yishan. Kōhō laughed and responded, “Why didn’t you say to him, ‘Master, aren’t you getting a bit confused?’” Kōhō then spoke as follows:




            When I was sixteen I was ordained at Tōfuku-ji and placed under the tutelage of an old monk. The monk directed me to read the Zen records. Every time I read a line I would ask him the meaning, until he said, “The writings of Zen are unlike those of other Buddhist schools—they are not to be explained.”


                   “But how can they be understood,” I asked, “if they are not explained?” “Only with enlightenment does one understand the meaning,” he replied. “If I persevere in my reading, will I naturally enlighten?”


                   “If you wish to attain enlightenment,” he replied, “you must directly investigate the self.”


                   Upon hearing this I read no more, devoting myself instead to zazen in the meditation hall. Many monks advised me, saying, “Young people should devote themselves to study. A momentary zeal for enlightenment won’t carry you through to the end. You will regret this when you are old.”


                   I simply practiced meditation even more than before. I’m now more than sixty years old, and to this day I have no regrets.”





Musō, deeply moved by Kōhō’s words, dedicated himself with renewed resolve to meditation. Night Talks on West Mountain continues as follows:




            I sensed some progress, but was still unable to apply myself single-mindedly to the practice. Finally, desiring to seclude myself deep in the mountains so that I could thoroughly investigate the self, I departed Engaku-ji for Okushū.25 There I built a hut and vowed to myself that I would either clarify this matter or molder away with the grasses and trees. As a spur to training I laid on the table the Essential Teachings of Meditation Master Foguo Yuanwu Zhenjue,26 the Letters of Meditation Master Dahui,27 and the Zen Forest Records of Meditation Master Juefan Huihong;28 these were the only possessions I had.





This marked the beginning of a new phase in Musō’s practice, quite different in character from what had gone before. Whereas previously he had always stayed at temples or monasteries under the direct guidance of a teacher, for the next several decades he was to spend long periods meditating alone and away from established centers. During the times when he did live in communities it was often in remote areas.


Musō’s determination to meditate in the mountains and “molder away with the grasses and trees” if he failed to reach enlightenment echoes in many ways the stories of the two Chinese Zen masters Liang Zuozhu [image: ][image: ] (J., Ryō Zasu, n.d.) and Nanyang Huizhong [image: ][image: ] (J., Nan’yō Echū, 675–775), and indeed his new direction may have been inspired in part by their example. Both of these masters would have been familiar to Musō from his extensive study of Zen literature, and both were in fact mentioned by him in his subsequent writings as men whose lives helped shape his ideals for spiritual training.


Liang Zuozhu, whom Musō mentions several times in the Biography, Dialogues in a Dream, and other works, was a semilegendary Chinese Buddhist scholar (“Liang Zuozhu” means, literally, “Eminent Scholar Liang”) who abandoned his studies to become a religious anchorite in the mountains. In the Zen classics Liang’s story appears in two parts. A representative example of the first part is found in the Compendium of the Five Lamps:




            Eminent Scholar Liang visited Mazu.29 Mazu said to him, “I have heard that the master lectures on the sutras and śāstras. Is this true?” “Yes,” replied Liang.


                   Mazu then asked, “What do you lecture with?” Liang said, “I lecture with my mind.”


                   Mazu replied, “‘The mind is like an actor, consciousness is like an assistant.’ How can they explain the sutras?”


                   Liang said in a loud voice, “If the mind cannot lecture, can empty space lecture?”


                   Mazu said, “Yes, indeed, empty space can lecture.”


                   Liang disagreed and got up to leave. When he was about to step down the stairs, Mazu called to him, “Eminent Scholar!” When Liang turned his head, Mazu said, “What is that?” Liang had a great awakening. He bowed to Mazu, who said, “This stupid monk! What are you bowing for?”


                   Liang said, “I used to think that no one could lecture on the sutras as well as I. Today at a single question by Great Master Mazu my whole life’s work has melted away.” He then entered the West Mountains and was never heard from again.30





It was, however, the second part of Liang’s story that most deeply affected Musō. This part, which appears most notably in Dahui Zonggao’s Zen Arsenal,31 tells of two twelfth-century travelers who were journeying deep in the West Mountains one rainy day when they caught sight of an ancient monk meditating on a rock. The monk, who radiated an air of exceptional purity, had long white hair and wore a robe of woven leaves. One of the travelers, marveling that such a monk still lived in the West Mountains, suddenly remembered that they were in the area where Liang had secluded himself over three hundred years before. Approaching the monk, he asked, “Are you Eminent Scholar Liang?” The ancient monk raised his hand and pointed toward the east, and the travelers turned their gaze in that direction. When they looked back to where Liang had been a moment before, no one was there, although the spot on the rock where the monk had been sitting was still dry.32


Musō’s admiration of Liang is evident from his prominent mention of the hermit in chapter 46 of Dialogues in a Dream, as well as his use of Liang’s story in naming certain design features in the gardens he later created (such as the “Pointing-East Hut” at Saihō-ji [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ], the Moss Temple). The image of the ancient monk sitting deep in the mountains and in full harmony with his natural surroundings epitomized for Musō one aspect of the religious ideal, one that, as we shall see, formed a continuing theme in his life.


As we will also see, however, Musō’s attraction to the life of solitude in nature was balanced by another dynamic that increasingly expressed itself in his later life: the call to leave the life of solitude and live and teach in the midst of society. The person who for Musō best served as an example of this pattern of practice—long years of postenlightenment cultivation in the mountains followed by a busy teaching career in the capital—was the above-mentioned master Nanyang Huizhong. Nanyang lived in the early Tang dynasty, when Zen was first taking form as a distinct tradition in China. He began his training at the age of sixteen under Huineng, the Sixth Patriarch.33 After succeeding to Huineng’s Dharma he left on a pilgrimage to various Buddhist sites, eventually settling in the Dangzi Valley [image: ][image: ] on Mount Baiya [image: ][image: ] in present-day Henan, where he dwelt as a hermit for forty years. He finally departed only in 761 at the age of eighty-six, when Emperor Suzong [image: ][image: ] called him to Chang’an, the capital of the Tang dynasty. There Nanyang resided at Guangzhai si [image: ][image: ], a temple established for him by Emperor Daizong [image: ][image: ], who conferred upon him the title National Teacher Liangdi [image: ][image: ], “National Teacher of Two Emperors.”


The symbolic importance that Nanyang held for Musō is reflected in the fact that when, decades later, Musō was in Kyoto teaching, he bestowed upon Nanyang the same honor he had upon Eminent Scholar Liang by assigning names based on elements of Nanyang’s story to various features in the famous garden he designed at Saihō-ji.


Musō’s call to service in the world was foreshadowed in Kōhō Kennichi’s final advice to him as he prepared to leave Kamakura for his retreat in Okushū to the north, so let us return at this point to Musō’s spiritual journey. Kōhō said to his departing student, “If a follower of the Way separates the mundane and the supramundane by even so much as a hairbreadth, he cannot attain satori.” The true significance of these words struck Musō only some time later. In Night Talks Musō recalls:




            I had spent three years in seclusion without yet reaching the stage of insight. Then one day I happened to remember Kōhō’s parting words.… I realized that although there was nothing I desired with regard to the secular world, thoughts of the Dharma may well have become obstacles to enlightenment. Having seen my error, my seeking mind vanished of itself and from then on I passed my time in stillness. Then one night I kicked over the age-old nest of delusion and finally realized that Kōhō’s words were true.





Although this passage gives the impression that Musō spent the next few years in a single solitary retreat leading to the experience of “kicking over delusion,” the Biography speaks of several shorter retreats interspersed with periods of wandering. After his departure from Kamakura, the Biography tells us, Musō first headed north for Shiratori [image: ][image: ], an area located near the present city of Iwaki, where he made a grass hut for himself and passed the winter. A wealthy believer, seeing Musō’s simple quarters, offered to build a temple for him, but Musō demurred, realizing that such a project would simply distract him from his search.


Seeking perhaps to further distance himself from such hindrances, Musō left Shiratori in the second month of 1304 and moved to Mount Uchinokusa [image: ][image: ], where he made another hut and resumed his meditation. The location of Mount Uchinokusa is uncertain; Nishiyama believes that it corresponds to a hill in what is now the northwestern part of the city of Iwaki. Musō spent about a year there, in the course of which he gave away the three texts he had brought with him for inspiration. From that point on he communed only with his natural surroundings.


The Biography reports that one night as he was sitting by the fireside a bright flame suddenly leapt into the air. The instant Musō saw the flash his mind opened and was filled with a shining clarity. The following day when he saw the shadows of the breeze-blown bamboos moving against his paper window he no longer felt hindered by the activities of daily life. At that time he reflected to himself:




            Even the buddhas and the patriarchs cannot explain Original Nature, but if one perseveres in clarifying it one cannot fail to understand. Thus one must take every opportunity to practice. Still, desire for the Way cannot overcome the feelings. When the mind moves one loses oneself in the surrounding circumstances. Thus from today I will make no distinction between self and circumstances. As the Buddha said, “Waking and sleeping are the same; remembering and forgetting are one.”34





Starting on New Year’s Day 1305, Musō conducted a week-long Kannon Purification Ceremony, promising himself that after finishing he would never again rest his side against his bed. Not long after the end of the ceremony, however, he was sitting on the floor when sleep suddenly overcame him, and it wasn’t until he felt the afternoon sun shining through the window that he awoke. Realizing what had happened, he first felt a deep sense of shame. Then he thought, “If it is true that ‘waking and sleeping are the same; remembering and forgetting are one,’ then there is nothing to be ashamed of even if one were to sleep through Maitreya’s coming.”35


Wishing to discuss this insight with Kōhō, Musō left Mount Uchinokusa and set out for Kamakura in the second month of 1305. His reputation appears to have preceded him, however. As Musō passed through Usuba,36 near the present city of Kitaibaraki, a layman named Hisa [image: ][image: ] received him and implored him to stay for a time, saying that he owned a hermitage where Musō could meditate in peace. At first Musō declined the offer, citing his desire to meet with Kōhō as soon as possible. That evening, however, he remembered Kōhō’s parting words, “If a follower of the Way separates the mundane and the supramundane by even so much as a hairbreadth, he cannot attain satori,” and decided that the small rural town might be the best place to continue his retreat.


One day in the early summer Musō was meditating in the cool shade of a tree in front of Hisa’s hermitage. The sun went down, and soon the night had deepened. Feeling tired, he stood up and entered the pitch-dark building. Intending to rest for a moment against a wall that, in the darkness, turned out not to be there, Musō lost his balance and fell over, precipitating a profound enlightenment experience. Musō broke out in sudden laughter. Later he described the moment in a poem:




              For many years I dug the earth in search of the blue sky,


              Piling useless obstructions layer upon layer.


              One night in the darkness I kicked a tile


              And no-mindedly smashed the bones of the void.





Musō continued his retreat in Usuba until the early winter, then walked the remaining distance to Kamakura. There he met Kōhō at the large temple Jōchi-ji [image: ][image: ], where Kōhō was abbot at the time. His teacher immediately noticed the change in Musō, and, after a lively exchange of questions and answers, recognized him as his successor. Musō was just thirty-one years old.


Musō’s awakening in the hermitage was the pivotal experience that resolved his spiritual questions, but it did not mark the end of his training. Following satori, Zen traditionally demands a period of postenlightenment training known as “long cultivation of the sacred embryo” (shōtai chōyō [image: ][image: ]). The classic literature is filled with stories of masters who, after their awakening, retreated to the mountains and spent twenty, thirty, or (like Nanyang) forty years cultivating their understanding. It is a time of integrating spiritual realization into everyday life and removing the “smell” of enlightenment, so that one can live the truth of the teaching that “ordinary mind is the Way.” In chapter 35 of Dialogues in a Dream Musō provides a succinct description of this stage of practice and its results:




            The beginning student should first of all thoroughly grasp the intent of the Patriarch, and not dwell, lifeless, amid the words. The ancient masters, after awakening to the Patriarch’s intent, would spend thirty to fifty years in intensive refinement, eliminating their remaining karma and residual hindrances.37 This type of training is known as “nourishing the sacred embryo.” When the process fully matures everything is united into one, and there naturally appears the lucid eloquence and appropriate functioning that enables complete freedom in helping other people.





The Biography’s account of the next few decades of Musō’s life makes it clear that Musō, too, attempted to follow the classical pattern of shōtai chōyō. Circumstances in Kamakura-era Japan, however, rendered postenlightenment training considerably more challenging than in Tang-dynasty China. Almost from the start Musō was in demand as a teacher and abbot, and his efforts to postpone such responsibilities until he felt spiritually mature enough to guide students sometimes bordered on the extreme.


After his meeting in Kamakura with Kōhō, Musō immediately set out for Kai. There he met his parents for the first time in many years and, at the invitation of the head of the Nikaidō clan (an influential branch of the Minamotos),38 took up residence at Jōko-ji [image: ][image: ], a temple newly established for him. He remained there throughout 1306 and into 1307, attracting many believers as well as Zen students eager to receive his instruction.


Sometime in 1307 he commissioned a portrait of Kōhō, which he took to Kamakura to be inscribed by Kōhō himself. Kōhō, who in the meantime had returned to Manju-ji, willingly wrote the inscription, then asked his attendant to bring a robe. He handed the garment to Musō, saying, “This is the robe worn by my teacher, Wuxue Zuyuan,39 when he delivered his lectures. I now present it to you as a sign of my trust.” He then asked Musō to remain with him at Manju-ji for a time. Musō acceded, serving as Kōhō’s head monk through the end of the training period of 1308.


At the end of the training period Musō took his leave of Kōhō and his former teacher Yishan (then abbot of the subtemple Gyoku’un-an [image: ][image: ] of Kenchō-ji), saying that he wished to further cultivate his understanding in the rural surroundings of Kai. Both masters presented him with farewell gifts, Kōhō giving him a written sermon and Yishan a long formal poem. When Musō reached Kai and called upon “the doctrinal temple he had trained at previously” (presumably Heien-ji, although the Biography does not mention the temple’s name), his teacher, referred to as “the Venerable Jōtatsu [image: ][image: ],” entreated him to receive transmission in the esoteric teachings. Musō’s association with the Zen school was irrelevant, Jōtatsu said, arguing that “even Nāgārjuna40 mastered both the exoteric and esoteric teachings, and was simultaneously a patriarch in the Zen lineage.” Musō, the Biography reports, simply nodded his head noncommittally. Later he said to a disciple, “The doctrinal schools and the Zen school are as incompatible as charcoal and ice. Even if Nāgārjuna were to reappear and combine the practice of the various traditions, it would benefit the world nothing.”


The following year, 1309, Musō paid a visit to Kōhō, who in the meantime had retired from his position as abbot of Manju-ji and returned to Ungan-ji in the mountains north of the Kantō Plain. During the period of his stay Musō was appointed secretary of the monastery. As Kōhō was in poor health at the time, the monks in training started going to Musō for instruction, a development that Kōhō heartily approved of. The Biography, however, reports that Musō himself was not naturally inclined to the constant interaction of teaching and desired to withdraw to quieter surroundings. Finally, before the completion of the training period, he went to Kōhō and announced his intention to leave. Kōhō produced a letter from his own teacher, Wuxue Zuyuan, in which Wuxue, concerned about Kōhō’s taste for solitude and isolation, urged him to keep company with like-minded seekers and warned him that his duty to “repay the benevolence of the Buddha” by transmitting the Way is not something that can be accomplished alone.


Musō accepted the letter and returned to Jōko-ji. This was the last time he saw Kōhō, but in the twelfth month of 1309 he wrote a letter to his old teacher informing him of his activities and promising that if his own attainments in the Dharma fell short of Kōhō’s he would not go forth into the world but remain secluded and “molder away with the grasses and trees.” Kōhō, worried perhaps that Musō intended to do precisely that, wrote back saying:




            You must never think of remaining in seclusion and “moldering away with the grasses and trees.” Even the trees and the grasses turn the wheel of the Dharma…. Who will address the evils of the Latter Age? You must…scold the buddhas and revile the patriarchs, and restore the Buddhadharma to its former vigor.





Musō, the Biography says, accepted this as Kōhō’s sincere attempt to cure his disciple’s hidden faults, and told himself, “I must remember Baizhang’s warning not to cling to petty gains and merits.”41


Musō remained at Jōko-ji throughout 1310. In light of the 1306 Biography entry reporting the presence at the temple of numerous Zen monks already seeking his teaching, it must be assumed that by 1310 a large community had gathered. In order to further the cultivation of his own enlightenment in more tranquil surroundings, Musō left Jōko-ji in the spring of 1311 and moved to a hut he built for himself in the mountains of Kai. The hut, to which he gave the name Ryōzan-an [image: ][image: ] (Dragon Mountain Hermitage), was located on the upper reaches of the Fuefuki River about twenty kilometers from the nearest settlement. Once again, however, it was not long before fellow monks started to gather around him, seeking his instruction and making huts of their own.


In its entry for the following year, 1312, the Biography reports a small incident at Ryōzan-an that is interesting for what it says of Musō’s character. In the early spring a wildfire broke out on the mountain and threatened the collection of huts. Musō, taking with him only the robe he had received from Kōhō, went to the top of a nearby rocky precipice together with his students to wait out the conflagration. Suddenly the wind reversed direction, blowing the fire back on itself and extinguishing the flames. The onlooking monks all attributed this to divine intervention, but Musō simply laughed and said, “In the mountains the winds change direction all the time. That saved us from misfortune this time, but why call it a miracle?”


Despite Ryōzan-an’s remoteness, the number of monks living around Musō steadily increased until huts covered the nearby hills and lined the banks of the local streams. Looking around, Musō reflected to himself that he had come to the mountain intending to live like the Chinese Zen recluse Yinshan,42 yet now was surrounded by what had become for all intents and purposes a sizeable village. Deciding that he needed even remoter surroundings, he walked down the mountain one day at the end of 1312, leaving the Dragon Mountain Hermitage behind.


It appears from the Biography account that at first Musō had no clear idea of where to go. He returned for a time to Jōko-ji, where friends suggested that he might find the peaceful environment he sought in the provinces of Enshū (present-day Shizuoka Prefecture) or Nōshū (the southern part of present Gifu Prefecture). He remained undecided, however, until his teacher Kōhō encouraged him to take the position of abbot of Chōraku-ji [image: ][image: ], an important temple in what is presently Gumma Prefecture. According to Nishiyama’s research, Chōraku-ji had long been associated with the lineage of Kōhō’s teacher Wuxue Zuyuan, and thus Kōhō was no doubt desirous of continuing this tie by installing Musō, his top disciple, as the new abbot. Chōraku-ji, moreover, had suffered a serious fire shortly before, and Kōhō likely recognized in Musō the administrative skills necessary to complete the task of reconstruction.


Musō, however, did not feel ready at that point to assume such responsibilities, so in 1313 he quietly left Jōko-ji and made his way west to Enshū together with another monk, Gen’ō Hongen,43 and six or seven others. From there they continued to Mikawa, Gen’ō’s birthplace, and then north through Nōshū until they reached the area of Mount Nagase. There, where the valley of the Toki River wound its way through the range of low mountains just northeast of present-day Nagoya, they found what they were looking for: an area of outstanding natural beauty located far from their nearest neighbors. They received permission from the local landowner to build a small temple, which they called Kokei-an [image: ][image: ] (Old Valley Hermitage). The characters were later changed to [image: ][image: ], pronounced the same but meaning Tiger Valley Hermitage, an allusion to Tiger Valley on Mount Lu, one of the most famous, and secluded, places of Buddhist practice in China.


During their first two months there not a single visitor disturbed the peace of their mountain retreat. By 1314, however, word of Musō’s presence had spread, and a growing stream of people was calling upon the temple. Within a year, the Biography tells us, Kokei-an had become every bit as busy as the Dragon Mountain Hermitage. Musō, tired of dealing with guests, put up a sign in front of the gate entreating callers not to disturb the tranquility of the temple and advising them that fine Zen teachers and quiet surroundings could be found elsewhere throughout Japan. This appeal, however, did nothing to slow the ever-increasing number of visitors. Musō finally reflected, “This land is not my private property, so it is unfair to try to keep it for myself and prevent others from coming. It is I who ought to leave.” At just this time believers at the nearby temple Seisui-ji [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ], knowing of Musō’s desire for a more peaceful location to continue his training, offered to build a hermitage for him in the nearby mountains. Musō, delighted by this proposal, promised to accept their offer the following year.


In the spring of 1316 Musō and two companions went to live at the new hermitage, which in later years became the temple Tōkō-ji [image: ][image: ]. Here again the peace of their new surroundings did not last for long—already by summertime monks eager for instruction were coming from Seisui-ji and elsewhere. Meanwhile the news reached Musō that the assembly at Kokei-an had dispersed, leaving only the monks who had originally accompanied him there. Now that the new hermitage was nearly as busy as Kokei-an had ever been, Musō decided to return to his old temple, saying that it wasn’t Kokei-an itself he had disliked but the crowds of visitors it had attracted. Once back at Kokei-an he attempted to maintain some sense of solitude by leaving the main temple in the care of Gen’ō and taking up residence in a nearby hermitage.


In the winter of 1316 Musō, receiving word of his teacher Kōhō’s death, performed a memorial service with all due ceremony.


The Biography account tells us that in the ninth month of 1317 Musō left Kokei-an and resided for a time in the Kitayama area of northern Kyoto. No reason for this move is given, leaving several modern commentators free to conjecture political considerations on Musō’s part. Nishiyama, however, offers a more commonsense scenario. Since it is known that Musō’s former teacher Yishan had fallen ill at Nanzen-ji just before Musō arrived and died soon afterward, Nishiyama hypothesizes that Musō’s move to the capital was prompted by a desire to pay his last respects to the teacher under whom he had studied for so long. That he had so recently heard of Kōhō’s death only after the fact would have undoubtedly strengthened that desire.


The location of the Biography’s “Kitayama” is uncertain; Nishiyama suggests the area just east of Ninna-ji [image: ][image: ] in northwestern Kyoto, in the neighborhood of a hermitage, Shōmyaku-an [image: ][image: ], honoring the remains of Kōhō’s teacher Wuxue Zuyuan. In a poem Musō describes his life in Kitayama:




              Staying a while in the busy town,


              I keep my gate shut even during the day;


              In the midst of the city I have the mountains of Wozhou.


              This mouth I was born with is free of blood,


              Suspended for a time between heaven and earth.





The poem portrays an atmosphere of silent serenity. Even in the vicinity of the capital Musō maintained his solitude, keeping his gate closed to casual visitors. The mountains of Wozhou were renowned for their quiet beauty; a mouth that is “free of blood” is one that is not being used. “Suspended for a time between heaven and earth” suggests stillness and tranquility.


Once again, however, it was not long before Musō’s reputation cut short his retreat. This time the intrusion came in the form of an invitation from Kakukai Enjō-ni [image: ][image: ] (d. 1345), the cloistered widow of the regent Hōjō Sadatoki [image: ][image: ] (1271–1311), to come to Kamakura to continue Kōhō’s work. Hearing of the approach of Kakukai’s messenger, Musō left his Kitayama hermitage at the beginning of 1318, crossed the Inland Sea to the island of Shikoku, traversed several rugged ranges of mountains, and made his way to the province of Tosa on the island’s southern coast. Hoping perhaps that this time the remoteness of the location would allow him to practice in peace, he settled on a hillside overlooking a large estuary in the area of the present-day city of Kōchi. There, near an established temple named Chikurin-ji [image: ][image: ], he built himself a hut that he called Kyūkō-an [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ].44 Musō was clearly quite taken by the beauty of the area’s natural surroundings, which he extolled in a collection of thirty waka poems.


Even the isolation of Shikoku did not protect Musō for long, however. In the fourth month of 1319, Kakukai, having learned of the master’s whereabouts, dispatched another messenger whom she warned either to return with Musō or not to return at all. Musō, again hearing of the messenger’s approach, attempted to conceal himself in the nearby countryside, but when the messenger threatened to prosecute anyone who hid the master he finally bowed to the inevitable. Stating, “One cannot escape one’s karmic obligations,” he made the long trip to Kamakura and was warmly received by Kakukai.


It would appear, however, that Musō proved a match for the determined widow. Though placed temporarily in the temple Shōei-ji [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ], he kept the gate firmly shut and refused to meet even old monastic friends who had studied with him under Kōhō. When a short time later he was offered the position of abbot at Ungan-ji, Kōhō’s temple in the mountains, he firmly declined. Finally, at the end of the summer he departed Shōei-ji and traveled east across the neck of the nearby Miura Peninsula to the vicinity of present-day Yokosuka City, where, on the side of a low mountain facing the bay, he established the hermitage Hakusen-an [image: ][image: ].45 Located no more than a few hours’ walk from Kamakura, Hakusen-an was near enough, apparently, to satisfy Kakukai’s demand that he reside close by, yet far enough to afford Musō the solitude he desired.


Visitors here, too, were many, but the Biography tells us that Musō protected his privacy with a gate he did not feel compelled to open to everyone. To those who felt it strange that he would not receive them, he laughed and said, “I can’t understand why you think it so. Those with eyes to see understand me and my situation. As for those without eyes to see, what benefit would it be to meet them?” On his gate he posted a poem:




              My thatched reed roof is vast as the heavens;


              The surrounding mountains are my fence, the sea is my garden.


              I conceal not what happens in my hut, yet those who come still say my bamboo door is shut.





Musō was not a hermit, however, and actually seems to have had a fair amount of interaction with his friends and neighbors. The Biography reports invitations to dinner from Kakukai as well as friendly exchanges with Lingshan Daoyin,46 the abbot of Kenchō-ji at the time. Lingshan visited Hakusen-an on at least one occasion and regarded Musō’s Zen attainments so highly that he sent his Japanese students to Musō for instruction, explaining that he himself was not sufficiently skilled in Japanese to teach them.


Musō was active in other ways as well. In its entry for 1321, the Biography mentions that he built a pagoda, called the Kai’in Futo [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] (Ocean-Imprint Pagoda), on top of Mount Hakusen as an object of devotion for the seafarers on the bay below. He also hoped, the account adds, that the sea creatures sensing the form of the pagoda through the clear waters of the bay would thereby form subtle connections with the Ocean-Imprint Samādhi of Buddhism.47


Musō remained at Hakusen-an until 1323, when he moved to the rural area of Isumi in the central section of Bōsō Hantō, the large peninsula lying directly east across the bay from Yokosuka. There he built another hermitage, which he named Taikō-an [image: ][image: ] (Hermitage for Secluded Cultivation). The biographical materials offer no reason for this move, but the possibility that it was simply the next step in Musō’s “long cultivation of the sacred embryo” is supported by the fact that, cut into the cliffside to the rear of the site of Taikō-an (presently occupied by the temple Taikō-ji [image: ][image: ]), there is a meditation cave dating back to the time of Musō.


Since his move to Ryōzan-an in 1311 Musō had for the most part managed to reside in remote hermitages and deflect attempts to appoint him to important temples. Even Kakukai’s persistent invitations had been skillfully parried. In the spring of 1325, however, Emperor Go-Daigo dispatched a close retainer to Kamakura requesting Musō to come to the capital and accept the abbacy of Nanzen-ji, the preeminent Zen temple in Japan. When Musō demurred on grounds of illness the emperor sent a formal invitation written in verse, to which Musō responded with a matching verse expressing contentment with his simple lifestyle. Go-Daigo then dispatched an imperial messenger to the Kamakura regent, Hōjō Takatoki [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] (1303–1333), directing him to order Musō’s compliance with the imperial summons. Left with little choice, Musō set out for the capital in the seventh month of the year. He followed a rather roundabout route that took him through Kai and the mountains of central Japan to Kokei-an in Nōshū. From there his old friend Gen’ō Hongen accompanied him the rest of the way to Kyoto.


His first meeting with Go-Daigo went well, according to the Biography, with the emperor listening to Musō’s explanation of the essentials of Zen with such great interest that he forgot the passage of time. When, upon finishing his lecture, Musō was once again asked by Go-Daigo to accept the abbacy of Nanzen-ji, Musō responded that he had no desire for status in the world and wished only to remain hidden deep in the mountains. Go-Daigo responded that Musō could use Nanzen-ji as his hermitage, since his sole duty there would be to instruct the emperor occasionally in Zen; no administration would be required of him. Acceding to the emperor’s wish, Musō entered Nanzen-ji in midsummer and received Go-Daigo for instruction three times a month.


Musō’s assumption of the abbacy of Nanzen-ji was the occasion of one of the best-known criticisms directed against him. One month after Musō’s investiture, the retired emperor Hanazono [image: ][image: ] (1297–1348) criticized both Musō and Go-Daigo in his journal, the Hanazono Tennō Shinki [image: ][image: ]:




            Everyone says that His Majesty [Go-Daigo] earnestly desires the Buddhadharma to flourish. So I do not understand why he tries to make a secret of his reliance [on Musō]. To treat this man as a venerable abbot is to destroy the patriarchal succession of the Zen school. One cannot help but grieve.48





The full story behind this critique is impossible to know, but it should be noted that it occurred in the context of a strong rivalry between Hanazono and Go-Daigo, members of the competing branches of the imperial family known as the Jimyōin and Daikakuji lines. The Jimyōin line, which descended from Emperor Go-Fukakusa [image: ][image: ] (1243–1304; r. 1246–1259), and the Daikakuji line, which descended from Go-Fukakusa’s brother Emperor Kameyama [image: ][image: ] (1249–1305; r. 1259–1274), each asserted its sole right to the imperial throne. In order to resolve the impasse an agreement was worked out under the authority of the Shogunate in which the imperial succession would alternate between the two lines at roughly ten-year intervals. Hanazono, a Jimyōin-line emperor, duly abdicated in 1318 after a ten-year reign, but his successor, the Daikakuji line Go-Daigo, soon showed signs that he intended to assert the supremacy of his branch over the Jimyōin line (and, indeed, over the Shogunate itself, as later became apparent). Not long after assuming the throne, Go-Daigo began issuing imperial edicts and judicial rulings that were clearly intended to undercut the economic position of the Jimyōin line and thus relegate it to a subordinate position. Prior to 1325 Hanazono protested several times to the Shogunate regarding Go-Daigo’s actions and in several passages in his diary, the aforementioned Hanazono Tennō Shinki, lamented his successor’s highhanded behavior.49


Hanazono thus had ample reason to resent Go-Daigo by 1325, and part of the tension between the two played out in rivalry over the patronage of Shūhō Myōchō,50 the founding priest of the great Zen temple Daitoku-ji. Although no specific written comments or other historical data exist, Shūhō is believed to have held Musō in less than the highest regard, perhaps because Shūhō, like Musō, had received Dharma recognition from Kōhō Kennichi and yet remained unsatisfied, prompting him to train further under the master Nanpo Jōmyō.51 It is interesting that Hanazono’s aforementioned diary entry regarding Musō was written immediately after a conversation with Shūhō and may therefore have simply reflected Shūhō’s sentiments. In any event, Hanazono’s reservations regarding Musō appear to have been short-lived, since a number of Hanazono’s immediate successors in the Jimyōin line, such as Kōgon [image: ][image: ] (1313–1364), Kōmyō [image: ][image: ] (1321–1380), and Sukō [image: ][image: ] (1334–1398), went on to ordain in Musō’s lineage.52


Musō taught at Nanzen-ji through the autumn of 1325 and until the end of the summer training session of 1326, spending exactly one year there. So many monks came to study under him, the Biography reports, that he was hard-pressed to keep them supplied with food. In the seventh month of 1326 he turned down an invitation from Hōjō Takatoki to assume the abbacy of the important temple Jufuku-ji [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] in Kamakura, but he nevertheless departed for the eastern capital in the eighth month. He stopped on the way to visit Ise, the province of his birth, where he established the now-defunct temple Zen’ō-ji [image: ][image: ]. After another side trip to the Kumano Shrines and the scenic area of Mount Nachi with its famous waterfall, he continued his journey east. By the ninth month Musō had reached Kamakura and taken up residence in the hermitage Nanpō-an [image: ][image: ], located next to Yōfuku-ji [image: ][image: ], an important temple built by Minamoto Yoritomo [image: ][image: ] (1147–1199), founder of the Kamakura Shogunate. He remained there until the second month of 1327, when he was asked by Hōjō Takatoki to become abbot of Jōchi-ji. Reluctantly accepting, he served in the position for only a single training period, after which he returned to Nanpō-an. In the eighth month of the year he moved into the new temple Zuisen-in [image: ][image: ], built for him in the northeast corner of the city by Nikaidō Sadafuji [image: ][image: ] (1267–1335), the head of the Nikaidō branch of the Minamoto clan and an important official in the Shogunate.


Although Musō was at Zuisen-in for only about two years, he appears to have developed a special affection for the place. At the foot of the cliff that rose behind the temple he designed a small landscape garden, the first garden known to have been specifically laid out by him. In 1228, a year after assuming the abbacy, Musō constructed a Kannon Hall and built the Henkai Ichirantei [image: ][image: ] (Pavilion with a View of the World) on top of the steep hill in back of Zuisen-in. The Henkai Ichirantei, with its panoramic views of Mount Fuji and the rugged hills surrounding Kamakura, became the site of frequent poetry gatherings attended by Musō and his friends, among them Chinese émigré masters such as Mingji Chujun53 and Qingzhuo Zhengcheng,54 both of whom served as abbot of Kenchō-ji and other important temples in Kamakura and Kyoto. It was a fitting beginning for Zuisen-in, which later became the Kamakura base of the Five Mountain literary movement,55 a cultural tradition centering on the lineage of masters descending from Musō.


At the end of 1328 Hōjō Takatoki asked Musō to become abbot of Engaku-ji, but the master refused both this and a second request by Takatoki in the summer of 1329. He was equally resistant to similar appeals, made at Takatoki’s behest, from senior prelates and from fellow students of Kōhō. Finally, the Biography reports, the Engakuji monks themselves, “with tears in their eyes,” beseeched Musō to accede to Takatoki’s request in order that the lineage of Wuxue Zuyuan, so carefully maintained by Kōhō, might continue. With this, Musō finally agreed to become abbot.


Nevertheless, in the ninth month of 1330 the fifty-four-year-old Musō, still feeling unready as a master, secretly departed Engaku-ji and returned to Zuisen-in, refusing to meet the monks who soon sought him out. Early the following morning he left for Kai. There, once again supported by Nikaidō Sadafuji, then living at the Nikaidō home estate, he established the temple Erin-ji [image: ][image: ] in what is presently the city of Enzan. He stayed there until the second month of 1331, when he returned for a year to Zuisen-in. While at Zuisen-in he was invited by Takatoki to become abbot of Kenchō-ji, but he declined, instead nominating the master Kengai Kōan56 for the post.


After returning to Kai in the spring of 1332 Musō continued his quiet residence at Erin-ji; the only event for this year noted in the Biography is that Musō at some point established the temple Zuikō-ji [image: ][image: ] in Banshū (present Hyōgo Prefecture), several hundred kilometers to the west of Kai. Despite the relatively peaceful picture of his existence conveyed in the Biography, Musō’s comings and goings between Kamakura and Kai may have been related to the fact that the early 1330s were years when Go-Daigo’s increasing ambitions to restore control of the government to the emperor had finally resulted in the outbreak of military conflict between the Shogunate and the imperial household.


Already in 1324 a plot by Go-Daigo’s subordinates to overthrow the warrior rulers in Kamakura had been discovered by the Shogunate; Hino Tsuketomo [image: ][image: ] (1290–1332) and Hino Toshimoto [image: ][image: ] (d. 1332), leaders of the plot and close associates of the emperor, had been exiled to the island of Sado. Although Go-Daigo, too, had almost certainly been involved, the Hōjō accepted his claim of innocence. By the early 1330s, however, Emperor Go-Daigo’s ambitions had progressed from political intrigue to military action.
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