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제목: 불교 그리고 예이츠와 엘리엇
우리말 요약: 예이츠와 엘리엇은 그들의 이력과 작품에 동양사상, 특히 불교의 영향
을 짙게 보여준다. 자신들이 불교의 영향을 받았다고 말하기도 했고, 불교를 깊이 있
게 천착하기도 하였다. 이들의 작품이 불교적인 색채를 보이는 것은 당연하다. 본고는
이들의 삶이 불교와 어떤 관계를 맺고 있는지, 그리고 작품에는 불교 사상이 어떻게
표현되어 있는지를 살펴본다.
주제어: 윌리엄 버틀러 예이츠, 토머스 스턴즈 엘리엇, 불교, 청금석 부조, 황무지
저자: 최희섭은 현재 전주대학교에서 영미시, 번역학 및 영미문화를 가르치고 있다.
그는 현재 한국예이츠학회 부회장, 한국번역학회 회장 및 한국 동서비교문학학
회 고문이다.
____________________________________

84

Hie Sup Choi

I. Introduction

E liot

and Yeats acknowledged that they had been influenced by Buddhism

and their poems surely showed the influence. Yeats’s biographers show that
he had much interest in Eastern philosophy including Buddhism. He even
participated in the meeting of Buddhistic Occultism. Eliot was on the point of
converting to Buddhism while he was writing The Waste Land. He tried to
find a way to salvation, and Buddhism was one of the options, even though
he finally converted to Anglo-Catholicism.
This paper deals with Yeats’s career concerned with Buddhism and a
poem Lapis Lazuli, and Eliot’s interest in Buddhism and just a part of The
Waste Land. It is well known that Yeats was interested in mysticism and
practiced occultism. Eliot was on the point of converting to Buddhism, when
he was writing The Waste Land. Stephen Spender testifies that he heard Eliot
saying to Gabriele Mistral that at the time when he was writing The Waste
Land, he almost became a Buddhist (Spender 20).

II. Yeats’s Interest in Buddhism
Yeats lost his interest in Christianity early in his childhood. He studied
mysticism, esotericism, occultism, and Orientalism including the old Indian
philosophy and Buddhism from childhood to adulthood (Choi 76). He was
introduced to Buddhism through his friends and teachers, George Russell,
Edward Dowden, Madame Blavatsky, Shri Purohit, and Mohini Chatterjee.
Yeats read some books on Buddhism and oriental thoughts, for example, The
Sacred Books of the East, The Buddhist Sutras, The Vhagavad Gita,
Upanishads, etc (Shin 45). When he met George Russell at the Art School in
1884, Russell had already had lots of knowledge about Buddhism and Eastern
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philosophy (MM 33). It is very likely that Russell recommended such books
to Yeats.
Just after Easter in 1885, Yeats heard about A. P. Sinnet’s Esoteric
Buddhism from Edward Dowden. This book deals with the life in the world
and the development of the soul in the cosmic perspective. Yeats was deeply
impressed and introduced this book to Johnston (MM 63). Young Suck Rhee
also says that Yeats surely read Sinnet’s Esoteric Buddhism in the mid
1880s’ (Rhee 84). Yeats must have read Isis Unveiled and The Secret
Doctrine when he met Madame Blavatsky in 1888. She was a mystic who
tried to unify the religions, philosophies, and scientific traditions of East and
West by emphasizing the similarity of all the ancient religions. Richard
Ellmann insists that Madame Blavatsky’s Books lead Yeats to come into
contact with inclusive cosmology for the first time (IY 60). Yeats interest in
the mysticism led him to the study of Oriental thoughts. The basic idea of
reincarnation explained in these books is the same as that of Indian
philosophy: an individual repeats many lives until he gets over the cycle of
reincarnation, that is metempsychosis and enters into Nirvana finally (Choi
76).
In the 1930’s, Yeats devoted himself to the study of Oriental philosophy
and wrote introductions to the books on Indian saints. He read The Secret of
the Golden Flower whose contents was the 8th century Chinese Ch’an1) in
1931 and published An Indian Monk in 1932, Holy Mountain in 1934, The
Mandukya Upanishad in 1935, Preface to the Ten Principal Upanishads in
1936, and Introduction to Aphorisms of Yoga in 1938.
At this time, Yeats wrote Supernatural Songs (1934) and translated The
Upanishads (1936) with an Indian swami, Shri Purohit. He met Shri Purohit
in 1931 and spent five months at Majorka together in 1935, translating The
Upanishads. He also read A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy
in 1937 (You 133).
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Another person who exercised a great influence on the formation of
Yeats’s Oriental thoughts was a Bengali Brahmin Mohini Chatterjee whom
Yeats met in 1885. When Yeats asked him if he should pray, Chatterjee
replied that one should say before sleeping that “I have lived many lives, I
have been a slave and a prince. Many a beloved has sat upon my knees and
I have sat upon the knees of many a beloved. Everything that has been shall
be again (IY 44).” In a letter to the Brahmin, Yeats said that his wife would
tell him that he quoted what Chatterjee said (qtd in Shin 59).
These can be thought of as definite evidences that Yeats was influenced
by the Oriental thoughts. We can safely say that Yeats’s interest in the
oriental thoughts was not an evanescent but lifelong passion. He abandoned
some of the oriental ideas, but kept and adopted many to his need most of
the ideas. For example, he transformed and practiced the meditation method
which he learned from Chatterjee, though he adapted the concepts into
something similar to his imagination and vision. Later in his life, his works
show him using more ideological and oriental thoughts more denotatively and
connotatively.
It is natural that his poetry shows oriental philosophy as he avowed that
his poetic aim was to put himself into the poetry. The term “tragic joy”
which is used in Lapis Luzuli is directly connected with Buddhism. Yeats had
received a piece of lapis lazuli “carved by some Chinese sculptor into the
semblance of a mountain with temple, trees, paths, and an ascetic and pupil
about to climb the mountain (Ellmann and O’Clair 153).” He wrote of it to
Dorothy Wellesley: “Ascetic, pupil, hardstone, eternal theme of the sensual
east. The heroic cry in the midst of despair. But no, I am wrong, the east
has its solutions always and therefore knows nothing of tragedy. It is we, not
the east, that must raise the heroic cry (Letters 8-9).” As Yeats alluded in
this letter, the eastern contents was the theme of this poem, and it was
concerned with western heroic cry. Because he admitted there was some
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solution to this cry in the east, it was not so far from the fact that Yeats’s
ultimate aim was oriental solution or the solution in the unification of east
and west.
The poem’s themes are artist’s tragic joy, repeated rise and fall of
civilization, modern civilization’s approach to the dead end, art’s and
philosophy’s victory over the simple accidents’s tragedy. The main theme is
tragic joy, for all the small themes can be included in the big theme “tragic
joy.”
This poem begins with an allusion to the war. The first stanza is as
follows:
I have heard that hysterical women say
They are sick of the palette and fiddle-bow,
Of poets that are always gay,
For everybody knows or else should know
That if nothing drastic is done
Aeroplane and Zeppelin will come out,
Pitch like King Billy bomb-balls in
Until the town lie beaten flat.2) (CP 338)

This stanza focuses on modern time which is as bad as in 1690 when King
Billy of Orange pitched in bomb-balls at the Battle of the Boyne. Those

—

—

hysterical women who reject music, painting, and poetry all “gay” art in
favor of politics are even worse than the impending destruction (Unterecker
258-9). King Billy of Orange is a counterpart of another King Billy, Kaiser
Wilhelm II whose zeppelin and aeroplane harried the English in the first
world war. The hysterical women, such as Maud Gonne and Con Markiebicz,
lost their beauty and voices to street-corner oratory.
Those hysterical modern women dislike gay arts such as painting (palette),
music (fiddle-bow) and poetry. The speaker looks upon these women as more
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harmful than the destructive power of war. This poem was written on July,
1936, when Europe and England were engaged in World War II. The
appearance of the airships and bombers suggests the impending death.3) And
the women insist that some drastic measure should be taken. The women are
interested not in the static activities such as spiritual elevation and mental
culture but in the dynamic activities.
The rest of the poem is a kind of vindication of the arts which lead
artists to face death with gay and glittering eyes. The characters in the poem,
who are created by the artists, play their roles faithfully unlike the women
who refuse arts and participate in the political activities. The following is
some examples of such characters:
All perform their tragic play,
There struts Hamlet, there is Lear,
That’s Ophelia, that Cordelia;
Yet they, should the last scene be there,
The great stage curtain about to drop,
If worthy their prominent part in the play,
Do not break up their lines to weep.
They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay;
Gaiety transfiguring all that dread.
All men have aimed at, found and lost;
Black out; Heaven blazing into the head:
Tragedy wrought to its uttermost.
Though Hamlet rambles and Lear rages,
And all the drop-scenes drop at once
Upon a hundred thousand stages,
It cannot grow by an inch or an ounce. (338)

This stanza investigates the way artists’ characters have met tragedy and
death (Unterecker 259). Yeats’s tragic heros and heroines act according to
their ancient theory and perform their tragic roles as scheduled. The moment
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of their actual death is the moment of their stage triumph, for death fuses
them to their chosen image of themselves (IY 186). The characters like
Hamlet, King Lear, Ophelia, and Cordelia play the tragic parts they have
decided upon.
This completion of their image is the moment of supreme joy. Even
though they seem to surrender to their destiny, they realize themselves and
transcend their temporary being by becoming their timeless image (IY 186).
The roles which the actors and actresses play are not their real lives but
fictitious lives. In a Buddhist point of view, they are like the human beings
who are living in the phenomenal world without real entities. Buddhism says
the life in the phenomenal world is like a phantom. The characters on stage
live their lives without real entity, for their lives as actors and actresses exist
only on stage while the play goes on. Their lives have no real entity, and we
can say that their lives are empty. In this viewpoint the actors’ and actress’
lives are empty, and even their lives as characters are empty.
In Buddhism they compare life itself to a dream or cloud to explain that
the life in the phenomenal world is empty. While we are dreaming, we think
and feel all the actions and stages are real. But after waking up, we realize
they were dreams. That is why the phenomenal world is compared to the
dream. An important Buddhist Sutra Vijracchedika Prajnaparamita Sutra
(Diamond Sutra) says that as all the phenomena in the world are like dream,
phantom, bubble, shadow, dew, and a flash of lightning, naturally we should

一切有爲法 如夢幻泡影 如露亦如電 應作如是觀).

see this (

The lives of the actors and actresses on stage are not so different from
the lives in a dream. Their lives as characters have no real entity. Even
though the characters lives the lives in the phenomenal world on stage, they
don’t feel sorrow when the curtain drops.
The third stanza says that all the works of arts are destroyed some time
after, but artists always make a new work of arts:
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On their own feet they came, or on shipboard,
Camel-back, horse-back, ass-back, mule-back,
Old civilisations put to the sword.
Then they and their wisdom went to rack:
No handiwork of Callimachus,
Who handled marble as if it were bronze,
Made draperies that seemed to rise
When sea-wind swept the corner, stands;
His long lamp chimney shaped like the stem
Of a slender palm, stood but a day;
All things fall and are built again,
And those that build them again are gay. (338-9)

Even though artists contribute to the human history and culture, they
cannot escape from the perpetual cycles of defeat and renewal. As they are
objects in the phenomenal world, they are not free from the chain of
reincarnation, that is metempsychosis. The artists themselves are gay even in
defeats like their characters. It’s because they know that all things fall, but
are built again (Unterecker 259).
All things in the phenomenal world exist only momentarily. But human
beings in the world attach to the material in the phenomenal wold, for they
believe the material will exist forever. That’s why they make all things again
and again. This is the rise and fall of civilization. Yeats realizes that no
works of art have eternal existence but thinks that creating them is a joyful
thing. This is tragic joy which the creator of works of art and civilization
feels. Though he realizes that all things fall but rise again, he thinks that his
personal defeat is not important, for the great development of art and
civilization continues despite his personal defeat.
The rise and fall of a civilization represented by the works of art is the
repetition of lives in the phenomenal world, and that is a kind of
reincarnation, metempsychosis. The metempsychosis is samsara in a Buddhist
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term. In Buddhism it means that the soul or the entity of living creatures
continues reincarnation. Yeats accepts the Buddhist concept of samsara but
adapt it to his purpose and thinks of it as the material’s reincarnation.
Now the scene is changed to the orient, which is carved in the lapis
lazuli:
Two Chinamen, behind then a third,
Are carved in lapis lazuli,
Over them flies a long-legged bird,
A symbol of longevity;
The third, doubtless a serving-man,
Carries a musical instrument. (339)

In the lapis lazuli are carved three Chinese and a crane which is a
symbol of longevity flying in the back. The collocation of a crane and old
men who seem to be near to the end of lives signifies the intersection of life
and death. The poet’s viewpoint smoothly moves to life’s tragic joy.
The three Chinese seem to approach the house located on the mountain’s
breast. The other scene is the flowing water in a brook or a landslide. There
are a lofty slope and branches of some trees. The crack or dent on the lapis
lazuli is static, but Yeats’s imagination makes it dynamic.
Yeats imagines a tragic scene, with these people:
. . . and I
Delight to imagine them seated there;
There, on the mountain and the sky,
On all the tragic scene they stare.
One asks for mournful melodies;
Accomplished fingers begin to play.
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes,
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay. (339)
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The three Chinese find joy in the ever repeated things. This joy is aroused
from the state in which they fully recognize sorrow (IY 186). They seem to
take a rest on the hillside and listen to the music one of them plays. The old
men’s eyes are full of tragic joy while listening to the music.
Yeats imagines a scene in which the old men are reaching the hermitage
which is located on the hillside and listening to the music with glittering
eyes. Yeats feels tragic joy by grasping the kinetic image of the old men,
though the sculpture is made of static stone. Yeats feels tragic joy, seeing the
rise and fall of civilization not as static but as kinetic. Though the music is
unheard, Yeats imagines the old man playing somewhat mournful melody,
because that kind of melody is more suitable to the tragic scene. What is
more important than the suitability is that the Chinese old men already
recognize joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure of life and its result. As they
know the rise and fall of civilization and see it as the phenomenon of
karma4), they think of the people below as sorrowful beings. The people in
the village attach to the phenomenal world too much. We cannot find any
other words than tragic joy to explain the act and hope of creation which
will transcend the rise and fall, that is, the cycles of reincarnation.
Yeats learned from Indian Swami, Shri Purohit, that the individual self
was the universal self and that the maker of past and future was the
generally accepted belief in the East (MM 283). At the moment of
awakening, the individual self is free from the chain of metempsychosis and
realize the reality. Yeats found his image in the figure of Shri Purohit who
tried to get rid of all the things which hindered him from this knowing. He
wrote to Ethel Mannin that “I want to plunge myself into impersonal poetry,
to get rid of the bitterness, irritation & hatred, my work in Ireland has
brought into my soul, I want to make a last song sweet and exultant, a sort
of European Geeta, or rather my Geeta not doctrine but song (MM 283).”
What Yeats told in this poem is surely his own Geeta.
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Yeats feels joy looking at the objects with indifferent eyes. The joy Yeats
feels is not different from that of the Chinese who are looking at the tragic
scene with indifferent mind. When Yeats says in this poem that human works
are not everlasting and turn into nothing in the long run, he seems to realize
all the things in the phenomenal world are empty and that emptiness itself is
the phenomenal world. That’s why he calmly accepts the rise and fall of the
civilization.
In the former part of the poem, the demolition and construction of the
western civilization and arts are depicted, and in the latter part of the poem,
the poet describes the scene on the lapis lazuli. This constitution shows that
east and west have the same view on the creation and ruin of arts, and the
construction and destruction of civilization. The fact that the Chinese’s eyes
are glittering with joy is a proof that they see and feel all the things in the
transcendental state of mind. That is not different from the joyous and
merciful mind of a Bodhisattva, Buddhist saint.
Yeats says in his introduction to the Upanishads that we should discover
in the East “something ancestral in ourselves, something we must bring into
the light before we can appease a religious instinct that for the first time in
our civilization demands the satisfaction of the whole man (Qtd in IY 184).”
This is the same as saying that Asia is a part of human soul, and therefore
not to be treated carelessly. This conviction that the most ancient wisdom is
perhaps the truest leads Yeats to return to Asia repeatedly in his later life (IY
185). Yeats understood in his last years that his literature and life were
leaned toward the east and told Lady Gregory that the god of the new era
would be an Asiatic symbol like Buddha or Sphinx (IY 187).
Yeats wrote Sturge Moore a letter on February 5, 1926:

—

—
—

The Lit Sup this week page 27 col 2 divides possible beliefs about the
nature of the external world as follows
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(1) Everything we perceive ‘including so called illusions exists in the
external world.’ . . .
(2) Nothing can exist that is not in the mind as ‘an element of
experience.’ . . .
(3) There is a physical world which is independent of our minds ‘real’

—
—but we can only know it through ‘representations’ that are part of our
minds and quite unlike it. . . . [SIC]
(1) Always fascinated me for I learned it from a Brahmin [Monhini
Catterjee] when I was eighteen and believed it till Blake drove it our of
my head. It is early Buddhism and results in the belief still living in India,
that all is a stream which flows out of human control one action or

—

thought leading to another. That we ourselves are nothing but a mirror and
that deliverance consists in turning the mirror away so that it reflects
nothing. The stream will go on but we do not know.
(2) This is Zen Buddhism. Shen-hsiu said . . . ‘Scrub your mirror lest
the dust dim it’ . . . but Hui-neng replied ‘Seeing that nothing exists how
can the dust dim it.’ Zen art was the result of a contemplation that saw all
becoming through rhythm a single act of the mind. (Qtd in IY 217)

What Yeats believed is that the source of all the things is the mind itself.
That is, the mind itself is a part of the source in a sense, and the
phenomenal world in which we live is a kind of its reflection and its
emission in another sense. As Stock says he believed that if our mind is
deprived of the phenomenal world, it can approach more closely to the
ultimate reality and the more fortified power of the phenomenal world (Stock
141).
To find all the things in the world is vain and fleeting is surely a
tragedy, but to have no other way but to create is a joy. It is a way of
oriental thoughts to understand all the human efforts are vain and fleeting.
The poem Lapis Lazuli shows such a tragic joy.
Nirvana in Buddhism is to break up the cycles of reincarnation. but Yeats
thought of the unity of Being as a kind of nirvana. Nirvana in his thought is
to be born again as a new life but not to break up the cycles of
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reincarnation. Therefore, we can say that he surely was affected by Buddhism,
but he adapted Buddhist concepts to his own use. In Buddhism, they say that
to break up the cycles of reincarnation, that is, to finish metempsychosis, they
should get out of the life in the world. But Yeats regards life in the
phenomenal world affirmatively. The most popular misunderstanding of
Buddhism is that Buddhists have a pessimistic view of life and hate the life
in the phenomenal world. Buddhists think that if they pursue pleasure in the
present life, that becomes Karma and that Karma leads them into a new life.

III. Eliot’s Interest in Buddhism
When Eliot was writing The Waste Land, he was about to convert to
Buddhism, As Partridge says Eliot had knowledge of H. C. Warren’s
Buddhism in Translation, from which the third title of The Waste Land is
derived (Partridge 166). As Stephen Spender says Buddhism remained a
lifelong influence in his work (Spender 20).
Eliot didn’t convert to Buddhism, but the following confession is enough
evidence that he was influenced by Indian philosophy and Buddhism:
Two years spent in the study of Sanscrit under Charles Lanman, and a year
in the maze of Patanjali’s metaphysics under the guidance of James Woods,
left me in a state of enlightened mystification. A good half of the effort of

—

understanding what the Indian philosophers were after and their subtleties

—

make most of the great European philosophers look like schoolboys lay in
trying to erase from my mind all the categories and kinds of distinction
common to European philosophy from the time of Greeks. My previous and
concomitant study of European philosophy was hardly better than an
obstacle. And I came to the conclusion seeing also that the ‘influence’ of

—

Brahmin and Buddhist thought upon Europe, as in Schopenhaur, Hartmann,

—

and Deussen, had largely been through romantic misunderstanding that my
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only hope of really penetrating to the heart of that mystery would lie in
forgetting how to think and feel as an American or a European: which, for
practical as well as sentimental reasons, I did not wish to do. (ASG 40-1)

The paragraph above makes us think Eliot’s interest in Buddhism and
Indian philosophy is temporary but indicates that he felt the attraction of
Indian philosophy strongly and enduringly. While he was studying Indian
philosophy, he was inclined to be attracted to mystification. But it was an
enlightened mystification. This confession shows that his study of Buddhism
and Indian philosophy is not vain but fruitful. In a letter to J. H. Woods, he
told that he didn’t regret his time at the Graduate School, and enjoyed such
subjects as Sankya and Patanjali (Valerie Eliot 109).
His understanding of Buddhism didn’t begin in his Graduate School days,
but earlier than that. He commented on the epic about Buddha’s life The
Light of Asia:
It was in this way that I came across, as a boy, a poem for which I have
preserved a warm affection: The Light of Aisa, by Sir Edwin Arnold. It was
a long epic poem on the life of Gautama Buddha: I must have had a latent
sympathy for the subject-matter, for I read it through with gusto and more
than once. (OPP 42)

We should pay attention to the sentences “I have preserved a warm
affection” and “I must have had a latent sympathy for the subject-matter.”
The tense of the two sentences is present perfect. This speech “What is
Minor Poetry?” was first delivered on September, 1944, when all his major
poems were published. Furthermore, this speech was collected and published
in On Poetry and Poets in September, 1957. Considering this, we can easily
surmise that his interest in Buddha’s life was not temporary, but consistent.
Then it is natural that his poems should show some influence of Buddhism.
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Though he converted to Anglo-Catholicism in the long run, he acknowledged
that he got the same influence from the earlier Buddhist Bible (Buddhist
Sutra) as some part of old testament (UPUC 91). He also said “I know that
my own poetry shows the influence of Indian thought and sensibility (NTDC
113).”
The reason Eliot didn’t continue to study Indian philosophy was not sure,
but we can think that he was somewhat afraid of losing his self. Sri says
“Eliot’s chief difficulty seemed to be his sentimental reluctance to transcend
cultural barriers (Sri 12).” Eliot’s own confession and acknowledgement make
us guess easily that The Waste Land contains a lot of Buddhist thoughts.
As Sibyl in the epigraph wants to die but lives the life in death, the
people in the waste land live the life in death but don’t want to be awoke.
As life accompanies the death of body and the death of body promises a
reincarnation, this poem begins with the state of the people who are afraid of
reincarnation:
April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring
Dull roots with spring rain.
Winter kept us warm, covering
Earth in forgetful snow, feeding
A little life with dried tubers.
Summer surprised us, coming over the Stanbergersee
With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,
And went on in sunlight, into the Hofgarten,
And drank coffee, and talked for an hour.5)

Life and death in this poem is understood from the perspective of the
viewpoint of Buddhist metempsychosis. As the reincarnation itself is not a
way to get out of the waste land but prolongation of the life in the waste
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land, April is cruel. Spring rain makes people continue the life in death. P.
S. Sri affirms that Eliot understands the life in the waste land in the view of
Buddhist metempsychosis:
April, then, seeks to awaken man and the world to her critical nature as
well as to the death and burial of the man- god. This is why lilacs bloom
and are vivified by rain; the lilacs are “a symbol not only of the miracle of
birth in a dead land but of memory,” enabling us to recall “the dying and
reviving god, Attis, whose return from the dead was forshadowed in the
appearance of lilac-coloured blossoms at the very beginning of spring.” The
lilacs appear, moreover, along with rain; together they symbolize “the
revival and awakening of the human consciousness to its religious
dimensions.” Myth and metaphor coalesce, therefore, in Eliot’s exploitation
of the philosophical notion of metempsychosis and of the anthropological
discoveries connected with the vegetation ceremonies. (Sri 29)

As metempsychosis means endless reincarnation and endless reincarnation
brings weariness, weariness plays the part of bringing anguish. Weariness
comes from the feeling that nothing is new in the phenomenal world; the
endless repetition of birth, growth, demolition, and death continues, and
history is a meaningless cycling process. That’s why the people in the waste
land feel that April which brings reincarnation of life is cruel.
As Sri says, the burial and revival of a vegetation god is connected with
the metempsychosis of Buddhism. Explaining Irving Babbit’s Buddhism, Eliot
told that one of the important subjects of Buddhism is the creed of
reincarnation (ICSOW 181). Though Eliot doesn’t mention Buddhism in the
beginning of this poem, he uses the myth of a vegetation god from the
Buddhist point of view, by suggesting metempsychosis. Actually the title of
the third section of the poem is cited from Buddha’s sermon named “Fire
Sermon.”
In Buddhism, the present life is thought to be the result of earlier lives.
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Therefore, if the people in the waste land are born again, they will just
prolong the life in death. That’s why they are afraid of spring rain which
awakens life force. They think repeating the cycling life in death is not better
than the extension of forgetfulness. The fact that they have memory and
desire is a sure proof that they keep the traces of their former lives and
desire for the momentary things in the phenomenal world (Sri 46). As this
ambiguous reincarnation, therefore, is returning to restraint and attachment,
they don’t rejoice returning of spring but suffer from pain. They cannot find
any consolation in the reality of the waste land. In short, they are afraid of
reincarnation in the waste land (Brooks 321).
The reason the people in the waste land are afraid of reincarnation is that
they don’t reach Nirvana. The people in the waste land prefer life in death,
which is ignorant of metempsychosis, to the life chained to the cycle of
metempsychosis, even though they are now tied in the cycle of reincarnation.
Eloise Knapp Hay says that this poem does not aim at reincarnation but
hopes to end the cycle of reincarnation:
The Waste Land is indeed, as Raine argues, a poem about reenactment. It is
a despairing visionary’s appalled memory extending over twenty-five

—

—

centuries of reliving the same scene over and over. And the direction

—

—

Eliot’s recollection takes insofar as it is voluntary is not toward the
Fisher King’s desire for renewed life but toward hope for cessation of this
cycle of rebirths. (Hay 54)

The protagonist of this poem tries to show the waste landers the fear
which is different from the fear of their shadow of past and future. He wants
to show “fear in a handful of dust (l. 30),” that is, the reality is just a
handful of dust, there is nothing everlasting in the phenomenal world, and
that they are living sterile lives. He is going to let them know the
prolongation of such a life is a fearful thing and that the fear which
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transcend such fear is the way to Nirvana. This fear is, as Leavis says, partly
the fear of death, but still more a nameless, ultimate fear, a horror of the
completely negative (Leavis 92).
Leavis’ completely negative seems to mean nothingness in Buddhism.
Because he didn’t have a deep knowledge of Buddhism, he used such a term,
but the meaning is not different from emptiness or nothingness in Buddhism.
To understand Buddhahood is the greatest joy man can have in the
phenomenal world, but the people in the waste land feel fear when they think
of leaving the phenomenal world. They prefer prolonging the empty lives in
the phenomenal world to dying bodily death and entering Nirvana.
The protagonist presents the fear like this:
‘You gave me Hyacinth first a year ago;
‘They called me the hyacinth girl.’

—Yet when we came back, late, from the hyacinth garden,
Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not
Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,
Looking into the heart of light, the silence.
Oed’ und leer das Meer.

The protagonist recalls his unfulfilled love and thinks that he was in the
middle of life and death. Hyacinth is interpreted as a symbol of a revived
god in fertility rite (Pinkney 102-3). In fertility rite, what is emphasized is
not breaking from the reality but repetition of the reality. The repetition and
prolongation of the reality is surely fearful, but to get Nirvana and get out of
the reality is more fearful to the people who don’t understand the meaning of
Nirvana. The “heart of light” is an expression of shunyata [nothingness] as
Kearns says.
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“Concentration” thus has many levels, of which certain kinds of ecstatic
experience are only the first. The Waste Land explores one such experience
“with seed,” the light and peace of the hyacinth garden, “the heart of
light.” Here, indeed, is the positive pole of the Buddhist shunyata, the
“nothing,” that is also a plenum and one of Eliot’s first and strongest
evocations of silence as a primary mode of wisdom. (Kearns 203)

As Kearns says “the heart of light, the silence” is a symbol of
nothingness of Buddhism, which is the greatest enlightenment of man. As the
heart of light means nothingness which borders emptiness and fullness, it is
different from emptiness of the sea which is the same as emptiness of the
reality (Svarny 75). Emptiness of the sea which is the place of life and
creation indicates the reality itself is empty.
James E. Miller interprets “the heart of light” as “that perfect silence that
exists at the still point of the turning world (Miller Jr. 72)” from the
viewpoint of Christian mysticism. But his interpretation can be thought to be
a Buddhist interpretation. Because all life is transfigured into a new life in
the heart of light. The turning world is the phenomenal world: that is, the
world of men tied to the wheel of metempsychosis. The heart of light
belongs to the phenomenal world, but doesn’t repeat reincarnation.
Shunyata [nothingness] has a positive meaning, not a negative meaning. It
is emptiness which includes all the things that are differentiated as being and
non-being (Conze 132). Paradoxically speaking, this emptiness or nothingness
doesn’t mean an empty world where nothing exists, but akasa, the world of
life and material where there is nothing but full. This full emptiness is
expressed in a Buddhist Bible named Prajnaparamita hridaya Sutra (Heart
Sutra): the phenomenal world itself is emptiness and emptiness is the

色卽是空 空卽是色).

phenomenal world (

Shunyata is the state of emptying

one’s self, not just nothing or void (Conze 131).
When we understand the meaning of Shunyata, we can get out of the
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reality and reach Nirvana, though our bodies exist in the phenomenal world.
Schopenhauer says this affirmatively:
We have to banish the dark impression of that nothingness, which as the
final goal hovers behind all virtue and holiness, and which we fear as
children fear darkness. We must not evade it, as the Indians do, by myths
and meaningless words, such as reabsorption in Brahma, or the Nirvana of
the Buddhists. On the contrary, we freely acknowledge that what remains
after the complete abolition of the will is, for all who are still full of the
will, assuredly nothing. But also conversely, those in whom the will has
turned and denied itself this very real world of ours with all its suns and

—

galaxies is nothing. (Qtd in Kearns 95)

As we see in the above passage, Schopenhauer doesn’t reject but welcomes
nothingness. Though Schopenhauer’s Buddhist view aroused “romantic
misunderstanding to Eliot (ASG 41),” it helped him to approach to the Indian
philosophy. Eliot had no other choice but to find the source of fascination
and embarrassment in Schopenhauer and other scholars who were influenced
by Schopenhauer.
The protagonist doesn’t understand the profound meaning of emptiness but
sees only the phenomenal world. If he recognizes properly the meaning of
nothingness which is neither affirmation nor negation, he will get out of the
world and reach salvation. As the protagonist recognizes only the phenomenal
world, even if he sees the heart of light, the state of Nirvana, he doesn’t
understand its meaning properly.
To understand properly the meaning of “the heart of light, the silence” is
the way to salvation and Nirvana. Nirvana happens in the phenomenal world,
not in the other world. It can be achieved in the reality, when we change
our viewpoint and see the true nature of the phenomenal world. Edward
Conze says:
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“In one sense, . . . ‘emptiness’ designates deprivation, in another fulfillment.
In the first it refers to the negative qualities of the world, in the second to
the result of negating these negative qualities. That which is ‘empty’ should
be forsaken as worthless; as a result of treating it for what it is, one is
then liberated from it. Roughly speaking we may say that the word as an
adjective (sunya) means ‘found wanting’ and refers to worldly things, and
as noun (sunyata) means inward ‘freedom’ and refers to the negation of this
world. It thus becomes a name for Nirvana”. (Qtd in Kearns 83)

As Conze says, emptiness begins with deprivation, but becomes
fulfillment. It begins with the negation of the things in the phenomenal
world, but reaches affirmation by negating the negation itself. In short,
emptiness is the reality of the present and our aim. The concept of emptiness
includes the fact that there is Bodhi (the Supreme Enlightenment [Wisdom])
in deprivation and there is Nirvana (salvation) in life and death of the
phenomenal world. Nirvana can be attained when we affirm the reality itself.
The protagonist shows this by introducing the heart of light, the silence.

IV. Conclusion
Yeats and Eliot were deeply influenced by Buddhism and their poetry
shows the influence. Yeats was interested in Zen Buddhism and Eliot was
interested in the concept of Nirvana and Buddhist way of salvation. They
tried hard to find some ways to salvation. As they felt Christianity could not
afford a good way to salvation, they turned their eyes to the East and found
what they thought is proper to their purpose. What they found in the East
was Buddhism. They understood the very essence of Buddhism. It is sure that
Yeats understood the concept of emptiness, and Nirvana, but he affirmed the
reality, the phenomenal world. Eliot understood them, too. When we compare
the two poets, Yeats seems to have adapted Buddhism to his aim, and Eliot
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seems to have accepted the essence of Buddhism and explained in Christian
and mythic terms.

Notes
1) Chinese Ch’an is similar to Japanese zen and Korean seon.
2) Yeats’s poem is cited from Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats, (London: Macmillan & Co Ltd,
1961).
3) Though the appearance of Zeppelin in 1936 is anachronistic, Yeats remembers the fact that
Zeppelin bombed on London from 1914 to 1918. Yeats thinks that all the wars are the same
regardless of the times. He also “calls King William ‘King Billy,’ a name more likely to rouse
memories and political association in Ireland.” The name William “suggest[s] Kaiser Vilhelm II,
German emperor from 1888 to 1918.” (Jeffares 363-4).
4) Karma is a Buddhist term meaning the cause and occation of every thing. Karma can be
explained like this : as this occurs, that exists, if this dies, that will disappear, too, anything in
the phenomenal world doesn’t have its independent existence. Therefore, nothing in the
phenomenal world is real, but a shadow.
5) Eliot’s poem is cited from The Complete Poems and Plays of T. S. Eliot, (London: Faber and
Faber, 1978).
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