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Doctor Blyth's ZEN Reading of Shakespeare
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Abstract: Dr. Blyth, author of his classic four volume Haiku (1949) proposes to read
Shakespeare in terms of Zen. To be more specific, in the last chapter “Shakespeare” of his
monumental Zen in English Literature (1941), refuting strongly Santayana’s view of
Shakespeare as a completely non-religious poet, he writes that Shakespeare had his own
kind of religion, namely, Zen.

This may seem a rather unusual way of understanding Shakespeare, but if it is accepted
that Satori or enlightenment of Zen is to be “steady and immediate” (quoting from one of
Wordsworth’s poems, Dr. Blyth says it is “the hallmark of Zen”): to be immersed, in the
selfless state of mind, here and now, in whatever you are doing, then you will begin to think
there may be something in his view.

For, as Shakespeare himself writes in Sonnet 111, that his “nature is subdued / To what it
works in, like the dyer’s hand”, he becomes Hamlet, Othello, Lear and Macbeth, with
nothing between him and the “vessel he is poured into”. For us there is no preaching, no
morality, no formal religion encumbering our identification with his creations.

My tentative conclusion is that Basho, who, is the supreme Zen poet of Nature (plants,
animals and natural phenomena) for Dr. Blyth, and pervades the whole book, inspires him
to find the same sort of directness, or oneness, with Nature (the human world at large) in
Shakespeare. Most certainly he helps us to rediscover Shakespeare the poet, almost totally

forgotten in our age of politicizing and historicizing Shakespeare. (July4)
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I have given suck, and know
How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me:
I would, while it was smiling in my face,
Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums,
And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn as you

Have done to this.
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No, no, no life!
Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life,
And thou no breath at all? Thou’ It come no more,

Never, never, never, never, never!
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When icicles hang in the wall,

And Dick the shepherd blows his nail,
And Tom bears logs into the hall,

And milk comes frozen home in pail;
When blood is nipped, and ways be foul,
Then nightly sings the staring owl

Tuwhoo!

Tuwhit!, Tuwhoo! A merry note!
While greasy Joan keel the pot.

When all around the wind doth blow

And coughing drowns the parson’s saw,
And birds sit brooding in the snow,

And Marian’s nose looks red and raw;
When roasted crabs hiss in the bowl!—
Then nightly sings the staring owl

Tuwhoo!
Towhit! Tuwhoo! A merry note!
While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.
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