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Zen and English Literature
— A Study of R. H. Blyth —

KAWATA Motoo
Nihon University, Graduate School of Social and Cultural Studies

Dr. Reginald Horace Blyth (1898-1964) is well known as an introducer of Haiku to Europe and
America. He studied Zen Buddhism in Korea under the influence of Suzuki Daisetz. In this paper, I have
investigated his view of Zen expounded in his work; Z N IN ENGLISH LITERTURE AND ORIENTAL
CLASS CS,1942. This book is filled with deep insights and delightful comprehensions of Zen. He says
that “The life of Zen is the God-kissed life.” For him, Zen and poetry are practically synonyms. Being
free from Asian way of understanding, R. H. Blyth has formulated an innovative idea of Zen.

(Reginald Horace
Blyth ,1989-1964)
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to all; if I venture to criticize him, it is only biting the
hand that fed me.
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PREFACE
Zen is the most precious possession of Asia. With its
beginnings in India, development in China, and final
practical application in Japan, it is today the strongest

power in the world.
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To return to Shakespeare. In the Preface to Bleak
House, Dickens quotes from one of the sonnets,
My nature is subdued
To what it works in, like the dyer’s hand.

This is Shakespeare’s Zen, his religion; his nature,
his self, is subdued to what it works in, in men and
women, in Nature, in all this mighty world of eye

and ear."”
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‘Will you walk out of the air, my Lord?’

‘Into my grave.’
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Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life,
And thou no breath at all? Thou’lt come no more,

Never, never, never, never, never!

... in such passages we see the Zen of Shakespeare,
the thing as it is, the world as it is. While we also are
immersed in such states of Mind'®, all the dogmas of
religion and rules of morality dissolve away in the

stream of life.!”
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For Shakespeare, in the matter of religion, the

choice lay between Christianity and nothing. He
chose nothing. The life of Zen is the God-kissed life. (p.261)

George Santayana :Poetry and Religion'®
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All beauty, all music, all religion, all poetry, is
a dancing of the mind. Without this dancing of the
spirit there is no true Zen. (p.35)
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I understand Zen and poetry to be practically
synonyms. HAIKU # (p.7)
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