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About R. H. Blyt 'sZen

SUGIMOTO Keiko
Nihon University, Graduate School of Social and Cultural Studies

R. H. Blyth (1898-1964) was a professor of English literature in Gakushuin University and other
Japanese colleges, and had been studying Zen Buddhism, Haiku and Senryu. He was said to be a main
contributor to the familiarization of Europeans with Japanese Haiku. He was an ardent follower of
Suzuki Daisetz al his life, though it seems that his works on Zen Buddhism are not highly evaluated.

One of the reasons is that it is difficult to understand his real intention. So | tried to make his true
meanings clear.

Reginald Horace Blyth (1898—1964)
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Zen in English Literature Preface

It is to be feared that this book may fall
between two (or more) stools, since it is
addressed, on the one hand, to English readers
who know much of English Literature and
nothing of Zen, and on the other, to Japanese

readers who know a little of both.

“ fall between two stools”
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In the early 1950s, Zen in English Literature
and the four volumes Haiku (1949-52) were
widely circulated among enthusiastic readers in
areas of America and Europe, especially
California and Paris. Aldous Huxley writes,

14 “There is a very curious book by a man called
R.H. Blyth, called Zen in English Literature.
Blyth is a professor at some Japanese university
has lived in that country for many years.
5 The book deals with the relation between
moment-by-moment experience of
Things-as-they-Are [and] Poetry. It is a bit
perverse sometimes, but very illuminating at
others” (Letter to Elise Murrel, 4 November
1951). In the Sunday Times in 1958, Huxley
mentioned Blyth's book as his favourite.15

Zen in English Literature 1996
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It is a picture of a fisherman intent on the
work among the rushing waves, if we think that
the work is arduous, that man faces the elements
with courage, this is morality. If we think of the
spacing of the picture, this is beauty. If we think
of the justness of the drawing, this is truth. If we
think of it as a symbol of humanity and nature,
man and universe, this is religion. And if we
think of loneliness, or repose, or the Infinite, we
are not thinking of the picture at all, we are
thinking about ourselves, our own emotions.
p270

We must look at the picture so that, what it is
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speaks so loudly we cannot hear what it says.
What the picture /s, gives us rest; so long as we
do not think of the meaning, we have the same
active rest, rest activity, as the artist had at the
moment he painted the picture. p270

...the middle of the void, all this in a timeless
moment, and afterwards, “Am | a man who
dreamed he became a picture, a picture dreaming

it is a man?” 271

guotation mark

"a picture”
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suggest :

Truth lies beyond the extremes, not in the
middle; is beyond good and evil, not partly both.
Or express this in another way, suggested to me
by Prof. Suzuki, in connection with “seeing into
our own nature,” , poetry is the something
that we see, but the seeing and the something
are one; without the seeing there is no something,
no seeing. There discovery nor
creation: only the perfect, indivisible experience.

p84
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In any case, what we desire is not so much a
warm universe, nor even a whole, one; what a
man wants, is what he is offered, not the single
absolute, nor the single relative, but the single
two-in-one. Zen is when he takes what he is
offered, and knows what he really wanted, which
if the printer it, the
raeblsoaltuitvee.23

is, can manage

The butterfly
Resting upon the temple bell,
Asleep.

The surroundings, the historic associations,

the quiet sunshine have calmed the mind,
emptied it and prepared it for this slight thrill of
surprise at finding a butterfly in such an unlikely
place. The colour ( supposing it to be a white
butterfly, the commonest,) the delicacy, the
lightness, the feeling that it may be gone the next
instant—all this is brought out in contrast with
the dark colour, the weight, solidity, rigidity of
the massive bell. And this is all. p245

The haiku is not merely descriptive, it is of
religious connotation. Human life after all is
not any better than that of the butterfly; it gains
its meaning only when it is connected with

23 Zen and Zen Classics p23



something far more enduring and all-sustaining.
The playfulness, however, Buson the poet had in
mind comes the butterfly’s utter
unawareness of any sudden event which may

from

shake the very foundation of its existence.

This kind of uncertainty always clings to all
forms of life. Man tries to avert it by so-called
science, but his greed asserts itself, and all
scientific calculations are upset. If nature does
not destroy, man destroy himself. There is great
deal of philosophy at the back of this

epigrammatic utterance of Buson. 24

What he should have said of Buson’s haiku, is
what he says of “A Fishing Boat,” by Baen. Mere

24 Zen Buddhism and its Influence on

Japanese Culture p263
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suggestiveness, to my mind, is not enough to
describe this. The idea of “ All in One, One in All
“ must be recognized here. When an object is
picked up, every thing else, One and All, comes
along with it, not in the way of suggestion, but
all-inclusively, in the sense that the object is

complete in itself. ( Blyth's italics) p246

Zen in English Literature
Religion is Poetry

To the religious, all things are poetical—
eating, drinking, sleeping, going to the lavatory—
not one more than another. To the poetical, all
things are religious, every blade of grass, every
stick and stone, the butterfly and the intestinal
worms. The surgeon and the doctor achieve this
To them no part
of the body is clean, no part is dirty, all have
equal interest. To the musician there is the
same universality of outlook; the second violin is
just as important as the first, the drum and the
piccolo no whit inferior to any other instrument.

p33

condition in their own sphere.

Zen in English Literature

Zen in English Literature and Oriental
Classics



Conversations with Goethe
1830

I was much struck by a Savoyard boy, who
turned a hurdy-gurdy, and led behind him a dog,
on which a monkey was riding. He whistled and
sang to us, and for a long time tried to make us
give something. We threw him down more than
he could have expected, and | thought he would
throw us a look of gratitude. However he did
nothing of the kind, but pocketed his money, and

immediately looked after others to give him more.

p

It was the complete absorption of the boy in the
work he was doing to get money. Other people
had no existence for him.

3

200

It seems almost incredible when | say that
nearly the whole of the attendance was
performed by the head waiter, since he put on
and took off all the dishes, while the other
waiters only handed them to him and received
them from him. During all this proceeding,
nothing was spilt, no one was incommoded, but
all went off lightly and nimble, as if by operation
of a spirit. Thus, thousands of plates and dishes
flew from his hands upon the table, and again
from the table to the hands of the attendants
behind him. Quite absorbed in his vocation, the
whole man was nothing but eyes and hands, and
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he merely opened his closed lips for short
answers and directions. Then he not only
attended to the table but took the orders for wine
and the like, and so well remembered everything,
that when the meal was over, he knew
everybody'’s score and took the money.
p

"comprehensive
power, presence of mind and strong memory”

“presence of

Mind” "absence of mind”

unconscious, unselfconscious, even unSelf

conscious p

unselfconscious unSelfconsciou

“ This is a splendid
example”

A thief running away like mad from a ferocious
watch-dog may be a splendid example of Zen.

p5

One thing is as good as another in this world.
This states the absolute value of everything; all
things have equal value, for all have infinitive
value p22

Zen in English Literature
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The devastation of war inflicted upon our cities,
the miseries of destitute, the stagnation of trade,
shortage of food, and growing number of the
unemployed are indeed heart-rending. But if
the nation firmly united in its resolve to face the
present to seek civilization
consistently in peace, a bright future will
undoubtedly be ours, not only for our country, but
for the whole humanity.

ordeal and

R.H. Blyth
Bibliography with Quotations??
38 6000

27 Kuniyoshi MUNAKATA, R.H. Blyth Bibliography,
Reports of the Department for Liberal Arts, Sizuoka
University (Mol.8) March, 1973
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1963

When 1 visited his home, | felt it was very
Blyth- like that he had built his house with a big
living tree growing in the middle of a room, up
through the floor and out through the roof into
the sky. 28
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Volume One Preface

The reader of this book will be confused by it,
but this is the destiny of man, since many are the
roads, but all lead to the same conclusion,
confusion.

Zen in English Literature

. But that does not mean that we are not to
smash it flat if we get the slightest opportunity.
And we are not going to attack foxy (false) Zen, or
the hypocrites and time-servers who support it,
but Zen itself highest and sublimest forms.

Nothing is sacred but one’s own foolish and
contradictory intuitions. By “intuition” is meant
here that which I myself find in its with all
so-called “great men” without exception, and with
a good many “little men”. It is thus purely
subjective, dangerous, and indeed variable...29

Zen in English Literature.

The logic of the Zen would seem to be this. |

am nothing. | have no special wants or wishes, no
particular desire for the things of this world. But
you want them, and | am you, so | want them,—
for you. Of course we might take it the other way
round. | don't want comfort, and | am you, so you
don’'t want it, and why should | help you to get
what you really and truly don't want? p2130

(selflessness) selfish

Have we a right to object to the universe? But
if I am the universe, how can the universe object
to itself? Man is the eye with which the universe
sees itself, and it is free to spit in its own eye if it
so desires. And | do spit, with a scornful regret,
This spitting is not something
p13

in my own eye.
individual, but universal and historical.

Preface p xii
29 Zen and Zen Classics Volume One , Preface
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The world is becoming less and less poetical
every day. WHAT IS THE BLESSING IN THAT?

. If all men lead mechanical, unpoetical lives,
this is the real nihilism, the real undoing of the
world, to which Dante’s Hell is but a fairy story.
The universe is becoming a blackboard with no
chalk. p13

In other words, Zennists should never get off
their absolute horse at all: they should never
argue or explain, only assert. To jump back on
the horse as soon as their feet are blistered is
unfair. p15

Bibliography Zen and Zen Classics
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This is dedicated, as all this books have been,
to Suzuki Daisetz, / The only man who can write /

About Zen / without making me loathe it.
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31 James Kirkup, The genius Haiku Reading from R. H.
Blyth on poetry, life and Zen THE BRIYISH HAIKU
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“inner
destiny”

“ Zen transcends morality” “we
become moral by becoming ego- less” “

”

A deep love of poetry, of nature, of music will
make a man correspondingly indifferent to money,
fame, power and all the other things that
Buddhists and Christians without this love
inveigh against. 17

inner destiny
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