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“Like dew drops on a lotus leaf I vanish.”

· Senruy (1827).
Japanese Death Poems

Death has always been one of the scariest moments in life, and different people meet it quite differently, either with joy or regret. For Zen monks, people who spent their lives getting a direct insight into the Buddhist teachings, were enlightened by the knowledge of doctrines and understood the essence of existence, there was a tradition to make poems, or jisei, on their deathbed. 

Every culture has a set of specific practices that derive from its philosophy, common knowledge, and distinct views. The perception of death by Japanese monks is formed by the philosophy of Buddhism, the religion that believes existence equals sufferings, and death is liberation from the old body and start of new life. That is why in the Eastern culture death is to be met with wisdom and joy, surrendering to the inevitable.


Wise Zen monks knew when it was time for them to pass away, and because poetry had always been the core of Japanese culture, before the moment came they peacefully composed death poems that showed their outlook towards existence and returning to the source. There is no fear, no pain, and no regrets. Only wisdom, acknowledgement, and gratitude can be seen among the lines.

Life is too short to live it not thinking about your present deeds and the future. Unfortunately, most people do that, and when the time comes their hearts fill with regrets and their minds go to the past wondering what they would have done in a different way. Even Zen monks recognize they know nothing, are nothing and still wonder what all is. It can be clearly seen from the melodic verse by Hosshin (“Japanese Death Poems”, n.d.).


People say it is scary to understand the exact moment you are about to leave this world because death comes without a warning, and I thought the same. However, when we read Japanese death poems, we start seeing things from a different angle. The means of artistic expression such poets as Minamoto Yorimasa (Hoffman, 1998, p. 48) used in their laconic poems show that the process when the soul is about to leave your body seems to be very quiet and conscientious. Death does not seem as scary as it used to be because flesh is perishable and will turn into dust, so it is important that we viewed death as a new level of life.
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