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“ALL THE MEN AND WOMEN MERELY PLAYERS”: INHABITING THE STAGE


There’s no greater mark of William Shakespeare’s enduring prominence than that the generic noun bard—a poet, a composer of verse—stands in for a single figure when preceded by a definite article. The Bard is Shakespeare. The word bard comes from the Celtic bardo, which serendipitously sounds just like an important Tibetan word. In Tibetan Buddhism, bardo is the intermediate state between death and rebirth, or more broadly interpreted, any interval between two states, the gaps that disturb our sense of continuity. This book sits in one such gap: between “literature” and “scripture,” “embodied drama” and “transcendent practice.” It plays in the geographical and temporal gaps—4,400 miles, 2,000 years—between Siddhartha Gautama’s (the Buddha’s) ancient India and Shakespeare’s early modern England.

Part of that play is closing those gaps: placing the Buddha and the Bard beside each other and striking the gong where they touch, ears wide open to the resonances, the ways they illumine each other. Granted, this book reads Shakespeare toward Buddha for a distillation and illumination of Buddhism’s core doctrines. And of course, we can’t sidestep the fact that Shakespeare’s plays were informed by place, so there’s a more or less Christian version of human nature and human experience that pervades them. So rather than “seeking out” Buddhism in Shakespeare’s plays, this book begins with two basic premises: (1) Shakespeare understood human nature—perhaps especially its sufferings—better than any writer of his time; he was the dramatic master of the human condition, and (2) As for the Buddha, he saw how to liberate us from that condition.

What awakens at that surprising threshold between the dramatic representation of a predicament and liberation from it? What’s the “inhabited poem” that arises where Shakespeare’s words and the Buddha’s wisdoms meet? How does it play out within us, as practice? As sources of wisdom that expand out into questions about the meaning of life, how might Shakespeare’s plays reflect core Buddhist tenets or elucidate Buddhist principles through their characters? What do Buddhist views about impermanence (anicca), ignorance (avijjā), or sympathetic joy (muditā) kindle in our readings of the Bard? And yet still: Why include Shakespeare in a book about Buddhism?

There’s a long history in spiritual traditions of the theater serving as a metaphor for human incarnation and spiritual practice. Buddhist psychotherapist Mark Epstein describes mindfulness (a central Buddhist practice) as “watching or feeling everything that unfolds in the theater of the mind and body.”1 American spiritual teacher Ram Dass describes spiritual work as coming to “understand that you are a soul passing through a life in which the entire drama is a script for your awakening and that you are more than just the drama. You are a spiritual being having a human experience.”2 Elsewhere, he quotes the third-century philosopher Plotinus in underscoring how, through spiritual awakening, life becomes “a pageant, a play”:


All must be considered as so much stage-show, so many shiftings of scenes, the horror and outcry of a play. For here, too, in all the changing doom of life, it is not the true man, the inner soul, that grieves or laments, but merely the phantasm of the man, the outer man, playing his part on the boards [stage] of the world.3



Shakespeare recognized the inherent theatricality of existence, our ephemeral fictionality, long before the West caught up to him. “All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and women merely players,” he has Jacques claim in As You Like It. Unlike his contemporary playwrights, Shakespeare was an actor before he was a dramatist: in the practice of emptying himself of himself, night after night, to become another persona (a word which refers to both the mask worn by an actor and the part one plays in a drama). Acting demands an attitude that’s vast as space, that can enter into another’s subjectivity and share their interiority, that makes room for all forms of experience. In all his emptying and filling—the theatrical bardos, the gaps between personas, the vast spaciousness in which he unbecame himself to become someone other—surely Shakespeare began to perceive what Buddhism understands as the root of our suffering: that we are persons and personas (temporary individuals and transient players) who earnestly believe we’re permanent selves. What Shakespeare seems to have understood—or at least, what he has Jacques say—is that there is no unchanging essence called “I.” “I am not what I am,” Shakespeare has Iago acknowledge in Othello. “Thus play I in one person many people,” he has Richard II observe. Buddhism calls this, one of its fundamental doctrines, anatta.

We could strike the gong again and again—as this book will do—percussing Buddhist wisdoms with Shakespearean ones:


“Thinking makes good and bad.” (Wonhyo)4

“There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.” (Hamlet)

“In emptiness there is no form, feeling, cognition, formation, or consciousness… no suffering, no accumulating, no extinction, and no Way.” (The Heart Sutra)5

“All form is formless, order orderless.” (King John)

“Gazing at this place of nothingness,” see that there are “neither eyes, ears, tongue, or body, but only dust.” (“The Dust Contemplation”)6

“Golden lads and girls all must, / As chimney-sweepers, come to dust.… The sceptre, learning, physic, must / All follow this, and come to dust.” (Cymbeline)



Touch Shakespeare to Siddhartha over and over again, and a series of insights emerge that feel increasingly poignant for the gap between them. “We” are radical contractions of our much vaster being. The embodied drama we’re living is only part of the truth. We are infinitely more spacious than the phenomena we experience in these bodies, with their small stories and their changing emotions.

Yet I suspect that one of the more astonishing things Shakespeare has to teach us is that we have to touch the drama of this particular life more deeply if we hope to discover that, as Buddhism tells it, we are more than it. This book also rests on the evident premise—as does Buddhism—that we’ve taken form. We have bodies, personalities, tendencies, and behaviors (saṅkhāras, mental and emotional patterns or conditioning) that we’re capable of waking up to, observing and understanding, and then seeing beyond. We have qualities, such as the capacity for infinite love and compassion, that we have yet to even understand. The reverberations that follow aren’t about transcending the world, however “unreal,” in which we live. They’re about recognizing that the very bodies we’re in, with all their aches, attachments, resistances, and pleasures, are exactly what we ought to attend to if we want to inhabit our roles as though they really matter—if we want to feel most alive during our short act on this miraculous stage that holds it all, from bliss to despair. We’re a divine nobodyness that’s rather wonderfully become a “somebody” with a distinct life to live. And we are our own gateways back to the sacred if we can fully connect with that life, using our circumstances to answer the question—which is Hamlet’s opening line—“Who’s there?” Shakespeare opens us to the possibility that “I” is infinitely more capacious than this body. And yet Buddhism teaches us that embodiment is a curriculum for learning to live in freedom.

For centuries, there’s been a powerful sense among readers, critics, directors, and theatergoers that Shakespeare taught us to understand ourselves by reading us so definitively—that he demonstrates us to ourselves through characters that both reflect us and show us what’s possible in us. In 1765, the poet, essayist, and critic Samuel Johnson maintained that Shakespeare’s greatness lay in his ability to “hold up to his readers a faithful mirror of manners and of life” through his “just representations” of human nature.7 In 1818, critic and essayist William Hazlitt claimed that Shakespeare was “all that others were, or that they could become… he had only to think of any thing in order to become that thing.”8 Literary critic Harold Bloom claimed in 1998 that Shakespeare remains so steadfastly at the center of the canon because he read us better than we’ll ever read him: “Shakespeare will go on explaining us, in part because he invented us.”9 Shakespearean editor John Wilders describes “Shakespeare’s uniquely copious powers of empathy, his capacity not simply to understand people unlike himself but in his imagination to become them.”10

But the writer who perhaps understood Shakespeare most spiritually was Jorge Luis Borges, who wrote that “there was no one in him: behind his face [persona]… only… a dream dreamt by no one.” What drew Shakespeare to the theater, Borges suggests, was his “emptiness,” the urgency (or was it the play?) of “simulating that he was someone, so that others would not discover his condition as no one.” Occasionally, Borges proposes, the Bard would hide confessions in his plays—Iago’s “I am not what I am” speaks more for his creator than for his character—but mostly he was satisfied pretending to be someone before crowds of persons who’d pretend to take him for that person. “No one has ever been so many men as this man,” Borges claims. And when Shakespeare finds himself in the presence of God—“before or after dying,” Borges writes, offering the possibility that the Bard touched God while still alive—his creator tells him: “I have dreamt the world as you dreamt your work, my Shakespeare, and among the forms in my dream are you, who like myself are many and no one.”11

Buddhism tells us that we, like Borges’s Shakespeare and his God, are “many and no one,” everything and nothing, emptiness and the totality of what is. Our Buddha Nature (tathāgatagharba), that which realizes this, is already right here, within us. We need only awaken to it. Both Shakespeare and the Buddha begin with the body, with “character,” with form, with ordinary life. They offer models for how to inquire within, how to become acute readers of ourselves: our love, greed, anger, loneliness, jealousy, passion. Even as Shakespeare’s most spiteful villains wreak havoc through his plays (think Iago, or Richard III, or King Lear’s Edmund), each time they break the fourth wall to speak to us, we’re startled by both the depth of their self-awareness and their honesty with us. They know something about themselves that we, in our very full, loud, and restless lives, often don’t. And so we learn to read ourselves better by reading them.

In the yogic tradition ubiquitous in Siddhartha’s India, this line of inquiry is called svādhyāya, self-study. Svādhyāya ultimately encourages these questions: What are our patterns of attraction and repulsion, like and dislike, rāga and dosa? What phenomena trigger our anger, our agitation, our jealousy, our joy, our fear? What is the source and the nature of our suffering? Where are we ignorant and of what, and what’s that ignorance causing us to miss—or convincing us exists when it doesn’t? Where is our behavior out of integrity with our values? How can we be our most compassionate, open-hearted, equanimous selves in the roles—kings, jesters, dukes, magicians, servants, abbesses, fools—we’ve been handed? How, on the other hand, do we remember that we’re ultimately not those roles after all? And what kind of “play” remains after that Great Remembering?

Neither Buddhist practices nor reading Shakespeare are passive undertakings. But they’re both tender and potent arts that help us live better. This book is an experiment in practicing both together, and while its formal structure is guided by Buddhist principles, each chapter (or, if you will, each meditation) leads with a Shakespearean epigraph as a lens through which to illuminate that principle. Finally, there are many close readings of the Bard’s language here, because the rigor-and-ritual of coming in close to inquire into the nuances of a text is a way of cultivating broader forms of aliveness and attention. Attention is transformative. It, too, is a practice, but it’s also a form of love. It’s ultimately what spiritualizes any experience.

A brief note on terminology and textual editions. There are two main Buddhist traditions: the Mahāyāna—mostly practiced in the Northern Asian countries of Bhutan, China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet, but also in Vietnam—and the Theravāda, practiced in the South Asian countries of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, and Thailand. While I’ve drawn on literature from both traditions, the primary scriptures I quote are mainly from the Pāli canon, the tradition studied and practiced in the Theravāda lineage. For this reason, throughout the book, all foreign-language Buddhist terminology is in Pāli unless otherwise noted. Transliteration is made in accordance with A. P. Buddhadatta Mahāthera’s Concise Pāli-English Dictionary, with reference also made to the Pāli Text Society’s Pāli-English Dictionary. As for Shakespeare, I’ve leaned on the Norton edition (ed. Stephen Greenblatt et al.), which is based on the authoritative 1986 Oxford edition.

Here’s to remembering where (and who) we were before we arrived on this stage—and to touching the mystery that preceded your play’s first line.

Blessings on your journey, friends.
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TAKING PLACE, KEEPING WATCH: VIGILANCE IN 1 HENRY VI



… take your places and be vigilant.

—1 HENRY VI, ACT 2, SCENE 1



This line is an order from a nameless French Sergeant, speaking to two sentinels at the fortifications before the town of Orléans. It’s the scene’s opening line, which means it comes fresh, and loudly, off the stage silence of a scene change (like it arrives into the stilled space after the preface of this book). It’s also a deceptively simple directive—“guard diligently”—in the midst of a siege. The command is met with grumbling: “Thus are poor servitors… Constrained to watch in darkness, rain, and cold,” the First Sentinel sourly protests as the Sergeant exits. So while they outwardly observe the first half of the command, the sentinels ultimately fail to appreciate the Sergeant’s instruction in its entirety. They’re in place but deficient in vigilance—literally “not on their guard” when the English forces arrive with scaling ladders. And as the English scale the ramparts from all sides, the French have no choice but to scramble over the walls, half-dressed. Some editions of the play characterize the fleeing men as “half ready and half unready” in their stage directions: a state of affairs that may feel familiar in the array of life events that besiege us—not to mention those we freely invite inside.

In the quarrel over responsibility that follows the attack, the French soldiers’ claim that each of their shares of the wall was “secure” (“mine was secure,” claims the Bastard of Orléans after his escape; “and so was mine,” René quickly adds) is a play on the word. Secure had only meant “protected from danger,” and therefore well defended, for about a decade when Shakespeare used it here. The word had a longer history of signifying complacency and carelessness. So while the French sentinels believe they’re defending themselves (my share of the wall was diligently guarded), their language unknowingly acknowledges their failures to stay heedful (I was careless with my share of the wall).

What I love about the Sergeant’s command as it pertains to spiritual practice is the holistic significance of both its parts, taken together: first take your place, then be vigilant. Indeed, it’s among the more remarkable calls to practice I’ve seen in Shakespeare. Take yoga, which—like the Buddha’s teachings—emerged from the spiritual wellspring of ancient India. Today we think of asanas as the extensive catalogue of ways yogis contort their bodies. But when Patañjali used the word in his Yoga Sutras, he was referring to the position in which one sits for the practices of prāṇāyāma (breath control) and dhāraṇā (concentrative meditation). Literally translated, asana means “to take one’s seat”—in the Sergeant’s words, to take one’s place: set oneself in a position to go inward, take a posture from which to observe-and-know oneself, make of oneself a hushed and miniature cosmos in which to make contact with oneself. In contemporary practice this could be outward (a literal seat taken for meditation), but it must be inward (the metaphorical seat the mind takes in order to see itself).

There’s a contemporary enthusiasm for meditation’s relaxing—and even sleep-inducing—effects. But traditional Buddhist texts emphasized vigilant wakefulness as a means of shifting perception: the transformed understanding of reality that led to awakening. The Pāli term is appamāda, a negation of pamāda (heedless). Appamāda is the heedful application of diligence to all one’s activities. As the taking-of-profound-care concerning what should be avoided, and what cultivated, in every moment, appamāda is the source of all virtuous qualities. The Appamāda Sūtta tells us that “all skillful qualities are rooted in heedfulness, converge in heedfulness, and heedfulness is reckoned the foremost among them.”12 Through vigilance—the incessant watch of the sentinel who’s watching themselves—we uncover what Tibetan Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön calls “our growing understanding of what truly helps and harms us.”13 This is true regardless of whether we’re taking place (asana) on a meditation cushion, or in our cars, or in every next comment in our conversations. And here’s where the word asana marvelously resonates with the word besiege (literally, “to sit down before a place in order to capture it”): in routinely sitting and facing ourselves, we actively catch and transform what would otherwise harm us. If there’s a moral in this assemblage of words, it’s that sitting is an alive and dynamic act.

What the French sentinels and Buddhist texts offer us is the meaningfulness of the watch—not of the anxious or defensive kind (as one has in war), but a watching that’s buoyed by an undercurrent of curiosity and self-compassion. Without vigilant wakefulness, unwholesome mental states (kilesas)—such as anger, greed, stubbornness, and arrogance—arise and cloud the mind, scaling our undefended ramparts from all sides like Shakespeare’s English soldiers, manifesting in unskillful actions because we were half-unready to meet them when they arrived. But when we bring courageous energy and wide-awake exertion to our moment-to-moment existence, the less likely those mental states are to find some weakly guarded spot along our walls. What’s more, we’re guarded against sleeping through life—because we’ve taken a place of spirited persistence.

So while it’s a wartime instruction, the Sergeant’s words are worth internalizing—and worth commencing this book with. Taking a position, getting into a posture, finding a site from within oneself and before oneself to practice vigilance is to constantly (re-)locate the most skillful place to live in, and live out, each moment. It makes us less besieged and more thoughtfully besieging. And it invites us to a more active reception of the Bard’s words and the Buddha’s teachings.


	
12 “Appamada Sutta: Heedfulness,” AN 10.15, Access to Insight, last modified November, 30, 2013, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an10/an10.015.than.html.

	
13 Pema Chödrön, No Time to Lose: A Timely Guide to the Way of the Bodhisattva (Boston: Shambhala, 2005), 118.
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“OUR BODIES ARE OUR GARDENS”: IAGO ON CULTIVATING SEEDS


Our bodies are our gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners; so that if we will plant nettles or sow lettuce, set hyssop and weed up thyme, supply it with one gender of herbs or distract it with many, either to have it sterile with idleness or manured with industry, why, the power and corrigible authority of this lies in our wills.

—OTHELLO, ACT 1, SCENE 3



It’s easy to forget that Othello is a play of more than one heartbreak. Roderigo is in love with Desdemona, who’s eloped with Othello, leaving the unrequited lover in a state of jealous despair. Desdemona’s father brings his grievance over the secret marriage to the Duke, claiming the African general must have “enchanted” his daughter “with foul charms.” In the hearing that follows, Othello eloquently recounts how Desdemona fell in love with him, Desdemona professes her loyalty to her new husband, and she asks to accompany him on his next military venture so as not to be denied sexual intimacy: “If I be left behind… the rites for why I love him are bereft me.” It’s a remarkably forthright request; and as the stage clears, leaving Iago and Roderigo—who’ve witnessed these public declarations of love—one imagines the miserable lover visualizing the marital “rites” Desdemona openly craves. “I will incontinently drown myself,” he claims melodramatically, evoking Iago’s frustration. “I confess it is my shame to be so fond, but it is not in my virtue to amend it.” But Iago rejects the notion that Roderigo is emotionally impotent. “ ’Tis in ourselves that we are thus or thus,” he counters. We’re beings abundant in agency, like farmers over their fields; and it’s through our actions (“planting,” “weeding,” “manuring”), or lack thereof (“idleness”), that we are one thing or another.

Granted, this assertion by the play’s villain is troubling in context: Iago’s conviction that one can make whatever one “wills” is intricately tied to his puppeteering of the tragedy by directing its characters to do as he wants. Yet it holds the seeds of a deeper wisdom when self-directed. Through the metaphor of the body-garden, Iago reminds us to be conscientious about what we plant there, and diligent in tending to it once it’s in our ground. The horticultural metaphor refuses the theory that character and emotion are beyond our realm of influence. Rather, one can both cultivate and weed out aspects of self in order to live more skillfully.

It’s a familiar metaphor in Buddhism. The Pāli word for meditation is bhāvanā, which literally means “cultivation”: to prepare soil for crops, to till, to tend the terrain. Farmers perform bhāvanā when they plant seeds. When the Buddha chose this metaphor for meditation practice, it was in context of the ubiquitous fields of his native India. But it’s a metaphor that serves just as well in our contemporary, steel-and-concrete world because it invites us to think about everything from agency, to habitual patterns, to patience.

Buddhism’s aim is the ethical cultivation of oneself by oneself, the development of mind and action through one’s own (right) efforts. In self-cultivation, the practitioner is both garden and gardener. Buddhism uses another horticultural metaphor to describe how previous thoughts and actions leave unconscious karmic traces that influence our future thoughts and actions. It calls these bīja, “seeds,” and they’re a valuable metaphor for cognitive conditioning. As Buddhist scholar Dan Lusthaus writes, “just as plants reproduce only their own kind, so do wholesome or unwholesome karmic acts produce effects after their own kind.”14 “When I perform an action motivated by greed,” Rupert Gethin elaborates in The Foundations of Buddhism, “it plants a ‘seed’ in… my mind. Such a seed is not a thing in itself… [but] in the course of time… [it] matures and issues a particular result, in the same way as a seed does not produce its fruit immediately.”15

“You have many good seeds of happiness and joy in you,” writes Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Naht Hanh (Thay). “You have the seed of compassion, of understanding, of love in you, and you practice in order to get in touch with appropriate attention.”16 “Appropriate attention” is a phrase that softly resounds for me. It’s a tenderer version of Iago’s assertion that “the power and corrigible [correctable] authority… lies in our wills” in the face of Roderigo’s claim that he can’t “amend” himself; he’s helplessly destined to suffer in love. Both Buddhism and Iago maintain that we only produce suffering gardens if we plant suffering seeds. “That’s the law of retribution,” explains Thay. “A good act will bring a good result. So the seed of corn only manifests as a plant of corn, and not something else.”17 What springs from the ground of us shouldn’t surprise us, especially if we’ve consciously planted it there. Unfortunately, however, we often unconsciously scatter seeds. And we’re shocked when they then bear undesirable fruit.

When we begin to develop an awareness of the law of kamma (cause and effect), we observe karmic habits, the seeds of our own farming, sprouting as new-yet-familiar experiences. They produce more fruit with more seeds that bloom into actions and cognitions that resemble the last ones. And when thoughts and actions—whether wholesome or unwholesome—become habits, that’s a field of being we’re wholly responsible for. Or, as Iago would say, it was in our “authority” all along.

The Tibetan word for meditation—gom—is deeply linked with the word for “habit.” In the Tibetan language, in other words, to meditate is to habituate: to cultivate Thay’s “seeds of happiness and joy” through skillful, repeated action. Whatever our chosen practice, the aim is to routinely inquire into which thoughts and actions we want multiplied, propagating our ground. The garden metaphor invites us into the meaningfulness of patience: we cultivate healing and growth as seeds do—in time. It also reminds us that practice is as much about uprooting the undesirable weeds as it is about nurturing the desired herbs and flowers. Which means it can, at times, feel endless. Until we reach full awakening, weeds born of craving, hatred, and ignorance (rāga, dosa, and moha) will return. This is simply the nature of things. So we must not only be constant but also compassionate, knowing that weeds are a natural consequence of the existence of ground.

But we must also remember that, in time, this constant, compassionate, gradual process of gardening the field-of-our-being will yield more and more flowers, fewer and fewer weeds. “Just do your daily practice,” Tibetan Buddhist nun Thubten Chodron advises: “Abandon impatience and instead be content creating the causes for goodness; the results will come when they’re ready.”18 It’s a description of farming at its finest—not only forgiving of time but satisfied in it, “content in creating.” What are the names of the seeds we want to cultivate more of in our remarkably rich and fecund and full-of-possibility body gardens? What are the weeds we must clear for those new bīja to spaciously grow, and multiply, and thrive?


	
14 Dan Lusthaus, “Vasubandhu,” accessed August 1, 2021, http://www.acmuller.net/yogacara/thinkers/vasubandhu.html.

	
15 Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 222.

	
16 Thich Naht Hanh, “Dharma Talk: The Power of Visualization,” Mindfulness Bell, accessed August 1, 2021, https://www.mindfulnessbell.org/archive/tag/Eight+Levels+of+Consciousness.

	
17 Hanh, “Dharma Talk.”

	
18 “Meditator’s Toolbox: 21 Tips to Power Your Practice,” Tricycle, accessed August 4, 2021, https://tricycle.org/magazine/meditators-toolbox/.
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