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Buddhism and Haiku
By Reginald H. Blyth, Tokyd

It is a common idea, both among scholars and ordinary people, that the
Japanese were originally a lighthearted, pleasure-loving people, who were
changed by the advent of Buddhism into a melancholy, fatalistic, pessimistic
and indeed morbid nation. If this was so, it was a heavy price to pay for
Japanese culture, which is all Buddhistic, in spirit, if not in form. Compare
for example the following, the first a wakae from the book of the Manydshd, the
second one of the best known of Bash&’s Aaiku, written nine hundred years
later:

EBET Spring has passed away
HExk356L And summer is come;
B0 Look where clothes
KEL:ZY Are spread in the sun
XoEE W On the heavenly hill of Kagu!
(Manyéshd)
BT On a withered branch
BOELIOTY A crow is perched
®oE In the autumn evening.
(Bashd)

This crow is sometimes taken as representing Bash6 himself; it might be
taken as the crow of Buddhism gloomily surveying a world of pain and grief.

I do not understand the matter in this way at all. Buddhism was developed
in India as a spiritual philosophy. It passed into China, where it was blended
with Chinese practicality, and then, passing through Korea, entered Japan where
it was for the first time put into practice in the daily life of the people. This
latter of course took a long time, and is the popularization of what began as
purely aristocratic pursuits, chanoyu, ikebana, renku, etc.

This putting of the principles of Mahiyina Buddhism into practice in
eating and drinking, in walking and talking, is an evidence, indirect, but all
the more conclusive, of the fact that the Japanese people were Buddhists before
ever Buddhism came to Japan.

They took to Buddhism “as a duck takes to water.,” The duck is not
converted to the water; it is a water-bird. To illustrate what I mean clearly, I
will take an example from my own experience, not unrelated to Buddhism.
When I was eighteen years old, one day a man said to me, “Do you eat meat?”
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312 Reginald H. Blyth

“Yes, of course,” I replied. “Don’t you know that you can live quite healthily
without having animals killed for you to eat?” he asked. “Why, yes, I suppose
SO...... > I mumbled,~—and from that day to this I have never eaten any meat
or fish. It is quite clear from this anecdote that I was vegetarian before the
man asked me these two simple questions, that T was a born vegetarian, or to
express it in the language of Zen, in a transcendental way, I was a vegetarian
before 1 was born, beyond time. In the same way I mean that the Japanese
were Buddhists. For that reason Buddhism still exists in Japan, and not in the
country of its origin. The Japanese are Buddhists in the same sense that they
are Japanese.

If what I have said is true, the description of “a Buddhist” and that of “a
Japanese” should more or less coincide, and I propose to try to show that this
is so. Many people may object to this from the outset, as being too complimen-
tary to the Japanese, but a true Buddhist could not do so because according to
Buddhism every man is at bottom a Buddhist. Again, it may be urged that
to describe the nature of Buddhism may be fairly easy, but to give an account
of the characteristics of a typical and representative Japanese is extremely
difficult. This is so, and I think it will therefore be advisable to limit the
description of the Japanese culture, and indeed to one aspect of it, namely Aazku.
I hold Aaiku to be the flower and culmination of all Fastern culture, and that
it occupies the same position in one half of the world as Homer, Dante, Shake-
speare or Goethe do in the other half of the world. Let us look then at Bud-
dhism and haiku, taking haiku as representing the national character of the
Japanese as expressed in 17 syllables.

(1) Just as Buddhism in India took over a great mass of pre-Buddhistic
experience and philosophy, so Buddhism in Japan absorbed much that existed
in Japan prior to the sixth century. Such Aaiku as the following show the
primitive Japanese animism which was a kind of spiritual democracy in which
animals on the one hand and the gods on the other were conceived in a human
way, and as lying close above and close below human beings.

DRIz The god is absent;
hbihtzdwo Dead leaves are piling,
EHEM And all is deserted.

(Bashd)

The god has gone to Izumo for the yearly meeting, and the shrine has a
deserted air, dead leaves remaining unswept.

IS Bringing up the silkworms,
BETbhi? They call them
Bhr “Mister.”
(Issa)

The word “sama” implies some gentle, pious, familiar attitude to the silk-
worm.
(2) The feeling of the transitoriness of life is found everywhere in the
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Buddhism and Haiku 313

world. Buddhism gave a variety of means for its expression. “In the following
verse, Bashd tells us, indirectly, that human life is unreal with nothing perma-
nent in it.

2 @R The octopuses in the jars:
7z 58 % Transient dreams
- NoN;| Under the summer moon.
(Bashd)

(3) Selflessness is of the essence of Buddhism, as it was of the Japanese
artist. It was the good element in Emperor worship. One of the most inter-
esting examples of this selflessness in Aaiku derives not from Buddhism but

rather from Taoism. Wafl (%1 &) says:

BWEAT The butterfly having disappeared,
IS My spirit
BTy Came back to me.
(Wafil)

A few days before his death, Bash6 cemiposed the following, lying in bed:

BREE It is deep autumn:
BT & My neighbour—
T5AN%Z How does he live, I wonder?

(Bashd)

How is he passing through this world, Bashd wonders. There is the same
interest in the world of trees:

HAR Five or six,
T TLHEBD Drooping down together,—
Bl 7z Willow trees.

(Bashd)

(4) Loneliness may be thought a specially Japanese quality rather than a
Buddhist, but compare the following passages from the Zenrinkushé (BMEE):

TG 2R 4R ¥ &, Sitting quietly doing nothing,

A A, Spring.comes, grass grows of itself.
The cries of the monkeys echo through

g R, the dense forest;

. N In the clear water, the wild geese are
BB ’ &

mirrored deep.
(Zenrinkushi)

Bashd is the master of the loneliness of nature and man suffused with each
other:
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5 ER % Ah, kankodori,
HLALE X Deepen thou
MAZE My loneliness.
(Bashd)
The loneliness of Buson is that of Nature alone:
Ko Flowers of rape:
By X567 No whale approaches;
BELD It darkens over the sea.
(Buson)

The loneliness of Issa is that of Bashé, but with less of nature and more of
man:

HORER A world of brief and pain:
BARGE Flowers bloom;
Sz T Even then. ..
(Issa)

The loneliness of Shiki is that of Buson more inclusive, but with less
serenity:

Ra» By a house collapsed,
WlSDHED A pear tree is blooming;
)i A Here a battle was fought.

(Shiki)

(5) Buddhism is often considered fatalistic and lacking in a positive spirit,
but the grateful acceptance of whatever happens means cooperating actively
with life as it moves towards its far-off and unknown goal. Buson has a verse
expressive of his complete and life-long acceptance of destiny:

R E Blowing from the west,
OB LIt 3 Fallen leaves gather
HEII In the east.
(Buson)

Ry6Kan has a more tragic verse:

725 BhiE The grasses of the garden,—
72553 sD They fall,
B OE And lie as they fall.
(Ryb8kan)

There are two verses by Issa which show the interrelation of man and
nature in daily life:

This content downloaded from 130.194.20.173 on Fri, 13 Nov 2015 07:21:41 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Buddhism and Haiku 315

il g I take a nap,
kzoheT Making the mountain water
EEN L Pound the rice.

(Issa)

Issa makes the mountain water pound the rice while he is asleep.

BT The peony
R#zEbeb Made me measure it
I 72 With my fan.

(Issa)

The peony makes Issa measure it with the fan he carries.

(6) In India Buddhism seems to have besen a highly philosophical thing,
and this tendency increased in China, but at the same time there was an oppo-
site tendency, culminating in Zen and J&do, towards simplicity and non-intellec-
tuality, There is a verse by Ry6ta which illustrates this:

b DOWIET They spoke no word,
Ereszxel The visitor, the host,
H% & And the white chrysanthemum.
(Rybta)

(7) Mab4yina Buddhism is essentially paradoxical, and the great merit of
the Japanese people was their realization (making real) once more in daily life
of these contradictions which once, far away and long ago were derived from
practical life in Buddhist and pre-Buddhist India. The best, or at least the
clearest and most concrete example of this in Japanese culture is that of the
movements of waki and shite in N§, and those of the Tea Master, for all their
walking is a no-walking. They

A BRR B entering the forest, do not disturb
a blade of grass;
A KA 5L B entering the water, do not

cause a ripple.

(Zenrinkushit)

Issa feels strongly the contradiction between mind and body, absolute and
relative, ideal and real:

ROFR A brushwood gate;
O D For a lock,
2L b This snail.

(Issa)

Compare also the following by Dansui (H7K):
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mEILD Even before His Majesty,
wWERA N The scarecrow does not remove
BT His plaited hat.

(8) One of the criticisms made of the Japanese is that they have never
fought for and obtained freedom, especially political and social freedom. Some
people connect this fact with their being Buddhists. If this is so, it does not
conflict with my present thesis, namely, that Japanese are Buddhists by nature,
that their Buddhism springs from within and is not something which changed
them from without. Freedom is, however, a very elusive thing; it is almost
synonymous with life itself, and may and does exist apart from its (proper)
social expression. Indeed, it is something in the nature of the Japanese char-
acter, to be subservient, even servile to authority, to rush from one extreme to
another of fashion and philosophy, and yet at the same time to preserve some
kind of inner, secret life that shows itself only in the arrangement of some
branches in the fokomoma, or in the veiled criticism and humour of senryd.
The freedom of Aazku comes out in many odd ways. For example, there is the
freedom from what is usually considered dirty or unseemly.

KORR An autumn night;
BLEL Dreams, snores,
Eh&ELT The chirping of crickets.

(Suib)

I think it would be difficult to find any serious poem in English in which
snores were introduced.

SED The young girl
ETH»E Blew her nose
R In the evening-glory.
(Issa)
B The wuguisu
H D NELL Poops
Bz LT On the slender plum branch.
(Onitsura)

(9) Japanese people are often said to be deficient in a “sense of sin.”
Most Japanese will admit this to be so, and they do not seem very ashamed of
this either. Primitive Buddhism and the Hinayina insist strongly upon the
importance of morality, but the Mahdy4na is transcendental in its attitude to
everything and indeed the difference between morality and religion lies simply
in this fact, that morality is relative, things are good or bad; but religion is
“beyond good and evil.” So in Aaiku we have such verses as the following:
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RETD Not a single stone
B ST L To throw at the dog,—
X*0R The wintry moon.
(Taigi)
W The autumn storm;
ZtmExo A prostitute shack,
Sk NE At 24 cents a time.
(Issa)

(10) This mark of a man of false, pretended culture is that he is subtle
concerning matters to which he should have an attitude of simplicity. Eckhart,
the great German mystic, says:

What God loves, that is; what God loves not, that is not.

When we read this we are not to try to define God, or love, or existence but take
the simple statement in its deepest but simple meaning. Bash&’s verse is to be
taken in the same way:

HBOND The Rose of Sharon
RKEIIXIE W By the roadside,
<y Was eaten by the horse.
(Bashd)
Issa has a similar but more subjective verse:
33395 7% I could eat it!—
ENLIDbDY This snow that falls
HI3bY L So softly, so softly.
(Issa)

This simplicity is something special and native to the Japanese. It is seen
clearly in Shintd, but also in Buddhism:

HMFERN Go out, and you meet Shikyamuni;
AFIZE T E Go home, and you meet Miroku Buddha.
FILEFIW The blue hills are of themselves blue hills;
HEHHZRE The white clouds are of themselves

white clouds.

(Zenrinkusht)

(11) The love of Buddhism and the love of Christianity are somewhat
different. The love of Buddhism is selfless, not so passionate. It is closely
associated with the sabishisa that takes away some of the energy and activity and
gives it a somewhat detached, contemplative, pitying character. Christianity is
love of God; Buddhism is love of the Universe, of the Devil as well as God, of
nankinmushi and crocodiles as well as flowers and nightingales. Love begins,
as always, at home:
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Bwe I Mountain persimmons;
BABOTD The mother is eating
W D #ii The astringent parts.

(Issa)

But in Issa this love goes out to all things, yet includes himself as well, for
Issa rightly counts himself among the pathetic creatures struggling in this world.

The following is perhaps the most Buddhist verse ever written. It is by
Issa, the most Japanese of all the Japanese who ever lived. And here Buddhism
shows us the real nature of man, just as the most Japanese of men is the most
human. When the last human being has disappeared from the world, the
following verse should remain engraved on a shaft of bronze, a testimony to
the greatness and weakness of mankind:

BEDD For you fleas too,
BXk?2Z25 5% The night must be long,
Hwinrs It must be lonely.

(Issa)
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