
The Intentional Ellipses: Haiku and its Relationship to Space 
by Tracy Koretsky 

There was a great guru of Zen 
Who ran out of ink in his pen 
All the better, he said 
For these words in my head .... 

Aaaannnd.....? you say. The other shoe? I'm waiting. 
Well, if you're Japanese, and instead of limerick, you're hearing haiku, you can just go 

on waiting, for that is precisely the intended effect of haiku. To the Japanophone it offers no 
cadence, no satisfying sense of resolve. It is the poetry of deliberate incompletion — a conduit 
from here to someplace else. 

There are myriad ways how, like a koan, haiku's inherent quality of incompleteness 
enables this most compact of poetic forms to be one of the most expansive. By considering the 
relevance of space to examples ranging from haiku's three classical masters1 through today's 
avant-garde2, the wide breadth of haiku, as well as techniques for comprehending it, becomes 
evident. 

It's time to put away the notions instilled by your third grade teacher. Modern English 
language haiku are not limited to three lines of 5/7/5 syllabication beginning with a reference to
nature. Now your third grade teacher wasn't trying to scam you. Chalk it up to some skewed 
interpretations and misappropriations by the well-intended pioneers who brought haiku form to 
the attention of the Western world. Today however, haiku artists benefit from a more accurate 
understanding of the form's origins. 

The Party Game 

Haiku had its beginnings in a popular pastime called renga3. This elaborate and refined 
parlor game began in the courtly era of Shogun Japan, though, by the time of its 17th century 
hey-day, it was played by noble and peasant alike. People enjoyed it at parties as an excuse to 
drink, though it was also "played" seriously by clubs and societies who edited and published 
their results. Established masters, including the renowned Bashö, considered by most to be the 
father of the form, were called in to supervise. It is from the initial, premeditated, renga 
fragment, assisted by the advent of the printing press, that the form we now know as haiku was 
born. 

Renga was built upon the basic units of the tanka, a form as common to Japanese poetry 
as the pentameter quatrain is to English language poetry, and quite natural to the Japanophone's
ear. Tanka required 31 onji, or sound-symbols which are similar to, but in practice substantially 
shorter than, English language syllables. These were arranged in lines of 5-7-5-7-7. 

The following is an early tanka by Ono no Komachi4, a woman about whom little is 
known. The last two lines, in particular, are quite famous: 
Did he appear because I fell asleep thinking of him? If only I'd known I was dreaming, I'd 
never have wakened. 

Many authors compare tanka to the Western sonnet. The similarity lies in the function of



the last two lines which, like the final tercet of the sonnet, comment upon the previous. 
However, when considering the form's musical qualities, the better comparison might be the 
limerick, with its pleasing return to the tonic rhyme. 

To play a renga the first player would offer a hokku, literally a "starting verse" consisting
of the first three 5-7-5 onji lines of the tanka. The next player would then "cap" the verse by 
adding on two lines of seven syllables to make a tanka. Riffing off only the lines offered by the 
second player, the third player would now attempt a brand new poem — a sort of upside down 
tanka — by adding three lines of 5-7-5 to the two lines of seven. 

The result, if successful, is an entirely new piece. It would, ideally, have no relationship 
to the meaning of the first tanka. Now can you guess what the next player must do? If you said 
add two lines of seven syllables to the 5-7-5 just played, you'd be right. And, once again, if the 
players were adept, the images would morph into a wholly different piece. An important rule of
renga is that no story line be developed. The sense of logic must always be undermined, the 
sense of completion, ever elusive. If the renga were a film it would be constructed with rapid 
dissolves into surprising, unrelated, images. These images are more related to one another than 
say, a string of commercials on television, but they transmute and even disappear quite rapidly. 
The ability to let go of the previous image and be present in the reality of a totally new image is
an Eastern, or actually, Buddhist, way of thinking, quite foreign to us. The medieval poet Nijo 
Yoshimoto5 put it this way: 

"Renga is not exhausted by the meaning of the stanza that preceded or of the stanza that 
follows ... for just as we set boundaries only to have them shift away, so there is nothing in this 
transient world. As we consider today, it has grown tomorrow. As we consider spring, it has 
become autumn." 

In other words, each ephemeral tanka fragment offered in the renga is an arrow pointing. 
Towards what? Towards intentionally undefined space. 

"It's just so lonely" 

To illustrate what this means expressively, allow me a brief anecdote. I used to sing jazz 
professionally, and, because I'm known to enjoy an expressive risk now and then, worked up a 
little arrangement for one of my tunes calling for an unresolved final chord. It drove the 
accompanists nuts. Half of them resolved the chord anyway, despite my red circles and double 
underlines instructing them not to. Most lectured me in rehearsal believing, as accompanists 
frequently do, that because I'm a singer, I don't understand theory. One bohemian sort just loved
it, shaking his head and saying "Whoa, out there." But my favorite accompanist, he actually 
begged. "Just let me resolve it," he pleaded, his hand hovering above the keys. "Look, I'll just 
play one little note." So I asked him why. What was it about breaking this rule that was so hard 
to do, so objectionable, so "whoa, out there"? 

"It's because it breaks my heart," he said. "It's just so lonely." 
Precisely. That is exactly the effect the unresolved tanka that is haiku has upon the 

Japanophone's ear. This trailing off, this ellipses leading to nothing, effectively imbues haiku 
with its predominate tonal mode: the quality known as sabi. Inadequately translated, sabi is the 
sadness of aloneness, or perhaps better phrased as the more Zen concept of the solitariness of 



no-mind. 
Notice how space functions to convey this quality in the following haiku by Bashö 

First snow 
falling 
on the half finished bridge. 

The bridge, the only mode of connection between people of the day, is not only 
unfinished, but, because of the snow, will remain so for the long winter ahead. The image 
confirms an unbroken emptiness of space and time lying ahead. 

Former poet laureate Robert Hass writes of Matsuo Munefusa Bashö6 (1644-1694) that 
"it would appear that the world contrived to serve him with a lesson in nonattachment every 
decade or so." He is referring first to Bashö's father's death, then to his beloved master's, and 
finally to destruction of his house due to fire. These life lessons, combined with Bashö's 
dedication to Chinese poets and Zen meditation, characterize the form to this day. 

Emptiness is a characteristic common to the Zen-influenced arts. Consider for example, 
Ikebana, Japanese flower arranging, with its paradoxical qualities of sumptuousness and 
austerity. Barbara Joyce, a well-known practitioner of the Sogetsu School, instructs her students
to consider the unfilled space equally to the physical material. In truth, the unfilled space is 
actually the compositional focus of Ikebana. 

Does this not go to the heart of the following haiku by Anita Virgil7? 

the black spaces : as much star as star! 

Echart Tolle, possibly the most influential contemporary popularizer of Zen concepts 
puts it this way: "You contact the all not only from within, but also in the silence between 
sounds and in the space between objects."8 That probably explains why William J. Higginson, 
one of the world's foremost authorities on Japanese haiku in English, had the insight to title a 
piece constructed of linked haiku "Interstices". 

Take a look at this piece by Virginia Brady Young: 

On the first day of spring 
snow falling 
from one bough to another 

Young focuses our gaze. Instead of the large vista, we are asked to envision a space 
delineated by two boughs. The fact that snow falls from one to the other is an apt summation of
the first day of spring — a proof of its coming. It is not uncommon for haiku to be constructed 
from this sort of equation. 

Notice too, how the lines are broken in such a way that the middle line might either be 
read as completing the first phrase or beginning the second. Snow falling on the first day of 
spring is a disappointing event, but then we learn that what she really means is that it falling 
away from the trees. The last line functions similarly to punchline of a joke. 

While focusing on the space between things does create balance, as in Ikebana, and 
contribute to the sort of spiritual stillness referred to by Tolle, perhaps of greater importance to 



poets, it has enormous expressive value. Consider this haiku by Marco Fratecelli9: 

between each wave 
my children 
disappear 

Now, not all haiku are Zen — quite the contrary. In fact, as Hirosaki Sato wrote in One 
Hundred Frogs10 

"Haiku artists have ... (always) ... had less grandiose intentions than enlightenment. Haiku have
been written to congratulate, to praise, to describe, to express gratitude, wit, cleverness, 
disappointment, resentment, or what have you, but rarely to convey enlightenment."
 

Not all haiku are Zen, but Fratecelli's "between each wave" is. It speaks of transience, 
the ephemera of existence, our contingency with nature. Each "space" in this haiku, that is, the 
cresting of each wave, contains consequence; each space is fraught with fear and anxiety — of 
breath held. And yet it is a poem of trust as the author allows his children to remain in the 
ocean, letting them go and allowing them to be free entities. 

Space Vs. Place 

But wait, if the subject is the area bounded by borders, be they physical or temporal, is 
that "space"? Because I am not Bashö's buddy with their unlimited associative minds, but rather
the daughter of Aristotle, I found it essential to know this. How is "space" different from 
"place"? Actually, this distinction is more than semantical sophistry. After all, to discuss the use
of place in haiku is hardly an assignment worth doing. Haiku is the quintessential poem of 
place, one of its most common attributes if not, arguably, a defining characteristic, being the 
kigo, or seasonal word, which functions as a sort of dateline, specifying the particular time and,
often, location. 

My American Heritage gives "place" as: 

"1. A portion of space; an area with definite or indefinite boundaries. 2. An area occupied by or 
set aside for a specific person or purpose. 3. A definite location." 

whereas "space" is defined as: 

"1.(a)A set of elements or points satisfying specified geometric postulates. (b)The infinite 
extension of the three-dimensional field of everyday life. 2. The expanse in which the solar 
system, stars and galaxies exist. 3. A blank or empty area : the spaces between words." (and so 
forth). 



The question therefore becomes, how does one manipulate the quintessential poetry of 
place to encompass "space"? How can the three-dimensional field of everyday life be extended 
in a form prized for its brevity? 

One way, to borrow a term often applied to the paintings of Edgar Degas, is to "break 
the frame". He was the first painter, at least in the Western tradition, to "crop" in ways that 
implied extension or continuation beyond the composition. For example, by depicting only the 
thigh and forearm of one of his famous dancers, Degas left the viewer to complete the partial 
limbs mentally. 

This is, in a sense what the second of the great classical masters, Yosa Buson (1716-
1783) is doing in this haiku: 

field of bright mustard, 
the moon in the east —

 the sun in the west 

Buson was a man of a very different disposition than Bashö. Many scholars enjoy 
polarizing them, even calling them "the two pillars of haiku". Bashö, the mystic seeker, versus 
Buson, the worldly artist. Gentle, wise, Bashö versus brilliant, complex, Buson. Although in 
general such devices are false and derisive, of more use to scholars than to the service of 
biography, if one's goal is to understand haiku as opposed to biographies, the conceit can be 
useful. It yokes the aspects of haiku that are concerned with heightening consciousness with 
those concerned with artful description. 

Notice that in Buson's haiku above there is just pure description, and sparse description 
at that. Not only must the continuation of the mustard field be supplied by the reader, so too 
must the emotional content, the sense of awe, or perhaps humility, the poem instills. By the 
way, take care not to read meaning into the moon coming before the sun. The haiku has been 
translated both ways. 

In this contemporary haibun — a haiku linked to a piece of prose — by Penny Harter11, 
the subject is most definitely a specific place. Yet it draws its emotional content from the 
concept of space. 

During the summer of 1987 my husband and I were fortunate enough to spend the night 
in a pilgrims' dormitory on Mount Haguro in Yamagata Prefecture, Japan. When I entered the 
room, its entire far end open to the sky, I quickly crossed the space to the edge of the tatami-
matted floor and opened my arms: 

fingertip to fingertip 
and still more sky —
 Mount Haguro 

Harter has made several admirable choices of diction here. As is true with all poetry, this
can be an essential key to appreciating a piece. 

Unlike the piece from Buson, Harter's haiku is not framed by the sky, but by her own 
reference. To convey this she has not chosen "hand to hand" or even "arms open wide", but 
"fingertip to fingertip", as much as a mere human can physically encompass. And not only is 



there "more", there is "still more." 
Notice too the inclusion of the word "fortunate" in her preface. This contributes to the 

sense of wonder and delight. 
Moreover, it is an expression of humility frequently invoked in haiku. Harter has 

captured the moment truly and naturally. Specifically, she has captured its spontaneity. 
Spontaneity, for which there is no apt synonym, is another element — if not the subject — of 
some of the best haiku. 

When the technique of "breaking the frame" is applied not to the strictly visual, as was 
the case in these two examples, but to the conceptual, the reader is led towards something 
further. Here is a piece by George Swede, a professor of psychology, in which the "border" is 
broken literally and figuratively: 

passport check : 
my shadow waits 
across the border 

At first glance the poem appears somewhat humorous, a sort of glib visual notation, but a 
second glance is merited. The word "shadow" is laden with connotations that move this poem 
into the Swede's particular realm — the psychological. Because there is always something 
inherently uneasy about having one's identification checked, just as there is about moving 
beyond one's own known and safe borders, there is something eerie about the shadow taking 
the lead here; it is as if one moves inexorably beyond oneself. 

Another method of breaking the conceptual frame is to point towards the future. Buson 
did this when he wrote dozens of haiku beginning with the kigo "the short night", which is to 
say, the short summer night. He always chose the early morning as his subject, looking forward
towards what would come next. The luminous clarity of these haiku sometimes remind of 
paintings by Edward Hopper: 

the short night — 
on the outskirts of the village 
a small shop opening 

Nicholas Virgilio, an early pioneer in exploiting the emotionally expressive capacities of
haiku, especially in his famous series dedicated to a beloved brother lost in Viet Nam, provides 
a strong example: 
Adding father's name 
  to the family tombstone 
    with room for my own. 

By striking two notes simultaneously — his father's death and his own impending one 
— Virgilio creates a minor chord. Note how he has chosen to layout the piece, with each line 
taking subsequent steps to the right, inevitably marching on. 

Every Ying has a Yang 



As effective as haiku can be at expanding beyond itself, it is equally as effective at the 
opposite. Just repeat this one-line haiku of Cor Van Den Heuvel's aloud twice, as is the 
traditional custom with haiku: 

raining at every window 

and see if you do not instantly feel more circumscribed. This is a very universal notation, so 
much so, that Van Den Heuvel recognizes he need not provide any further information for us to 
rush immediately to our own private and very accessible association. Articulating a transferable
association — capturing a moment and sharing it — may actually be the primary goal of haiku.

I find that I am moved by this piece by Betty Drevniok: 

snow at dusk: 
our pot of tea 
steeps  slowly  darker 

In her first line she employs not one but two images that suggest a quieting, a shutting 
down. It is a bit reminiscent of Bashö's piece about the unfinished bridge. With the two 
elements — snowfall and nightfall — amplifying one another, it is clear to the reader that no 
one is going anywhere soon. A simple, homey, pot of tea — a substance that requires time and 
enclosure to come into being — provides an oasis of warmth. Note too how Drevniok has 
spaced her final line, leaving room, taking time, moving onward toward ultimate darkness. 

Another effective method to achieve spatial reduction is to scrutinize the minute. If 
Buson's "field of bright mustard," may be thought of as shot through a wide-angle lens, then 
certainly he has attached his telephoto to create this one: 

  white dew — 
one drop 
  on each thorn 

Here is another one-liner from Cor Van Den Heuvel: 

the shadow in the folded napkin 

To bring to consciousness this humble element, this play of light that the less-present 
mind would almost surely overlook, is a characteristic of artistic tradition of Zen, and is often 
attempted in haiku. Bringing our attention to this "negative space" as the visual artists would 
say, quiets us and allows us a brief pause. 

For similar reasons, one can find a great many haiku exploring silence. (Oddly, there are 
almost no haiku about noise, that is, obnoxious, distracting noise, despite the fact that it is so 
much part of the fabric of contemporary urban existence. Perhaps it is fertile soil for poets 
interested in breaking new ground.) Here, in this haiku by Lorraine Ellis Harr, silence is used as
a device to evoke distance: 



after the snowfall . . . 
   deep in the pine forest 
      the sound of an axe 

Another technique often found in haiku is the yoking of two disparate elements, perhaps 
something enormous to something miniscule, or something spiritual to something mundane, in 
order for each to reflect upon the other. This is another Zen-influenced expressive technique 
because it emphasizes the interconnectedness of all things and elevates the ordinary. Take a 
look at this haiku by Gary Hotham: 

distant thunder — 
the dog's toenails click 
against the linoleum 

Far is contrasted to near. Both images — thunder and a dog's toenails — come to us 
from nature, but one is the huge, impersonal nature to which we are subject, and the other is our
darling companion animal. Like Ellis Harr, Hotham is using sound to express distance. The 
intimate sound of the near-by dog is a comfort as the storm approaches. 

Here is a poem by Elizabeth Searle Lamb12 in which far and near are played against 
each other by depicting them as mere illusion: 

the far shore 
drifting out of the mist 
to meet us 

"Space" is actually the subject of this haiku, and — like many poems by Emily Dickinson — it 
wonders at the disjunction between our perception and reality. The sense of the knowable, the 
trustable, is here undermined by nature. 

Whereas in this haiku by Clement Hoyt: 

down from the bridge rail,
   floating from under the bridge, 
      strangers exchange stares 

space is contained — tamed, if you will — at least "bounded" by the passing glance of two 
strangers. One looks down from the bridge, one looks up to the bridge, an imaginary line is 
created, and as swiftly as the next play in renga, dissolved, as the boat floats beneath the bridge.

In both poems, Searle Lamb's, "the far shore", and Hoyt's, "Down from the bridge rail," 
something is present and by the time you've observed it, present no longer. The manipulation of
space allows these authors to pull of conceptual disappearing acts. 

Haiku Diaspora 

Consider now an entirely different aspect of haiku and its relationship to space: global 
diaspora. Undoubtedly, haiku is a world art. Says Jim Kacian, editor of Frogpond, the journal 



of the Haiku Society of America, "haiku is now the most practiced form of literature in the 
world... it is arguably Japan’s foremost cultural export.13" 

Certainly there are haiku journals currently published in the United States, England, 
Australia, Germany, France, Spain, Portugal and Italy. When William J. Higginson published 
Haiku World: An International Poetry Almanac14 in 1996, he was able to include 600 poets 
from 45 countries writing in 20 languages. 

What effect does this diaspora have upon the quintessential poetry of place? Well, first 
there is the pressure to loosen haiku from its customary grounding in place, traditionally 
accomplished through the use of a kigo, or seasonal reference. While some vehemently adhere 
to the belief that a kigo must be included in order for a piece to be haiku, others as actively 
ignore the practice entirely or substitute "keywords". This is probably the most vehement 
debate within the haiku community today. There are conference sessions and special 
supplements of journals dedicated solely to its discourse. It could easily sustain an essay as 
long as this entire piece just to air the major points. 

The problem, briefly summed is this: the attributes that signify seasonal or cultural 
markers for one culture do not necessarily translate to another. In other words, place does not 
communicate through space. Compare the following two pieces, the first, a haibun by Bashö, 

A view of Narumi: 

early fall — 
the sea and the rice fields 

all one green 

the second, a haiku by North American, Foster Jewell: 

nearing the mountain 
yesterday, and still today . . . 
tomorrow 

The first is the vision of a man who lives on a narrow island with a north-south 
orientation for whom the slopes and the sea come together. The rice is, of course, in full bloom.
In Japanese haiku, the trees are always depicted as in full bloom, the bird, in full-throated song.
On the other hand, Jewell portrays seemingly endless vastness, and too, the dogged persistence 
to claim the mountain. Haiku is always a study in comparative culture. 

It is interesting, for example, that Americans, the people of manifest destiny, for whom 
every frontier is meant to be conquered, include "outer space" as part of their milieu. Haiku 
poet Penny Harter frequently incorporates objects like satellites and telescopes as in this 
example: 

distant thunder 
overhead a satellite 
moves in the dark 

After all, are satellites not as much a part of our surroundings as rain? 



Not surprisingly, haiku lends itself superbly to the expression of the immigrant or 
expatriate experience — people for whom a sensitivity to place is necessarily informed by 
dislocation. San Francisco haiku poet Fay Aoyagi15 frequently makes this her subject as in the 
following examples: 

migrating birds — 
the weight of my first 
voter's guide 

elderberries — 
his childhood ritual 
unfamiliar to me 

Looking at these poems a bit more deeply can help unlock the mechanics of a great 
many haiku. I borrow here from Harold G. Henderson's An Introduction to Haiku16. 
Henderson was one of the first scholars who worked to popularize and interpret haiku for a 
Western audience: 

"The two parts that make up the whole are compared to each other, not in simile or metaphor, 
but as two phenomena, each of which exists in its own right. This may be called 'the principle 
of internal comparison' in which the differences are just as important as the likenesses." 

Immigrant and expatriate experiences are, by their nature, projects in 'internal 
comparison'. Haiku is a natural form for their eloquence. 

Haiku and White Space 

Like the codified kigo of traditional Japanese haiku, the liniation of text does not 
culturally translate. Japanese is, after all, written vertically and Japanese haiku are generally 
expressed in a single column of symbols that can be apprehended instantly together, as with an 
illustration. Early English language translators broke the lines into onji, or sound symbols, 
which led to our presumption of the three-line form. Like kigo, Western haiku poets have 
questioned this presumption and created a variety of solutions. 

A poem from the third of the triumvirate of classical masters, Kobayashi Issa (1763-
1827) demonstrates the point: 

the snow is melting 
and the village is flooded 
with children 

At this time, Issa is beloved above all other haiku masters in Japan, and it is perhaps for 
this reason, that his biography and the interpretation of his work are sentimentalized. In 
general, Issa is characterized as a country bumpkin with a terribly sad life. Unlike Bashö, 
schooled in a noble's home, or urbane, cultivated Buson, Issa was a bumpkin. At least he was 
born in a small mountain village and lived a life of true — not affected — poverty. But at closer



look, Issa can only be thought of as a true country mouse if forced into a comparison with 
Bashö and Buson. Viewed independently, one sees a boy who was shipped off to the city at the 
age of fourteen and spent his life in travel, much of it in cities. He is often compared to Robert 
Burns — and quite aptly. Another comparison presents itself — Will Rogers — for in this poem
it is Issa the humorist which concerns us. 

Notice how the poem sets up its first two ominous lines and then cuts, like a punchline, 
to its resolution. In Japanese, Issa would have had a variety — nearly fifty — ways to 
punctuate the end of the lines to build toward the joke, then to let us know it was time to relax 
and smile. Western poets, on the other hand, have about four end punctuations from which to 
choose. There is the dash, the ellipses, the comma, the colon. As we have seen in Virginia 
Brady Young's "on the first day of spring", line breaks are often used to effect associations 
between images or, as in the break between the second and third lines of Ellis Harr's "after the 
snowfall", to create a pause. 

We have also noted how Betty Drevniok has spaced her third line to slow it and convey 
a certain inexorable quality. Nicholas Virgilio achieves a similar affect by indenting each line 
just a bit more deeply than the previous one. Clement Hoyt uses the same technique to suggest 
motion. Finally, there have been two examples of fine one-line haiku by Cor van den Heuvel —
perhaps attempts to capture some of instant apprehension available in the Japanese form. 

Van den Heuvel has, quite famously, pushed this envelope. He once reduced the form to 
its essence with his "tundra" haiku in which the single, uncapitalized word was centered on an 
otherwise large blank sheet. The "internal comparison" in this case is between the concept and 
the page. 

As is common in haiku, many derivative pieces exist. These are considered more 
homage, as in the Eastern tradition, than imitation, as in the Western. One of these comes from 
Charles Trumbull, the current president of the Haiku Society of America. The directions, which
he requires accompany the piece, read like the instructions for a Fluxus installation. 

INSTRUCTIONS for publishing the poem "I" by Charles Trumbull 

The text of the poem consists solely of the letter "I". 

"I" is to be printed in the exact center of an otherwise completely blank recto page. No header, 
footer, page number, or other text may appear on the page with "I".The text of "I" is to be 
printed in 24-point, boldface type. Ideally an Egyptian-type typeface (with equal horizontal and
vertical stroke weight) will be chosen, but a modest serif font such as Garamond or Times may 
be substituted if an Egyptian face is not available. Under no circumstances may a sans serif 
face be used! 

The usual author and location information should appear at the foot of the facing verso page. In
the best of all worlds, this page also would otherwise be blank, but we acknowledge that the 
economics of printing may not permit this. 

Both John Cage and Joseph Beuys would likely approve. Sigmund Freud would 
probably appreciate it as well! 

How odd that a form more steeped in tradition than even the sonnet so perfectly provides



a container for avant-garde conceptual pieces. This happens all the time in haiku, particularly in
regard to its concrete elements, that is, how text is laid upon the page. 

Marlene Mountain is another haiku poet renowned for pushing the envelope. Her work 
— especially her vividly imagistic longer pieces — have engendered debates about whether 
they may truly be considered haiku. 

Here is one of her many memorable concrete pieces: 
rain 
dr p 
  o 

Personally, for me, this crosses a line. I would not consider this a haiku, but rather a very
charming and witty concrete poem. It lacks internal comparison, transcendence of the physical, 
or transferable experience, which in general, are the content of haiku. 
On the other hand, this almost purely concrete piece by Alan Pizzarelli: 

flinging the frisbee 
skips off the ground 
     curving up     hits a tree 
                  petals 

does merit the term because it captures a translatable moment. That is, like van den Heuvel's 
"rain in every window", this piece conveys an image that is accessible, relateable. The layout 
supports a sense of play. Pizzarelli has dropped two lines before his last word not only out of 
whimsy, but to anchor it. The voice tends to drop when reading the final word aloud. The 
Frisbee has settled and come to earth. The moment is over. 

It is fun to compare the following two pieces by Michael McClintock and Anita Virgil 
respectively: 

a poppy . . . 
a field of poppies! 
The hills blowing with poppies! 

walking the snow-
crust not sinking 
sinking 

The simple, unabashed, joy of the McClintock piece is pellucidly expressed. Obviously 
the poem is constructed by building layers of repetition. The physical layout creates a hill, the 
punctuation — heavy for a haiku — is decorative, a suggestion of its floral subject. Yet the 
temporal necessity of apprehending English slows the unveiling of the poppies. We are left to 
discover them — and delight in them — for ourselves, as if panning a camera or walking a 
trail. The experience is successfully transferred. 

Virgils's "walking the snow-crust" reverses the strategy. The lack of punctuation adds to 
the suggestion of snow cover. Not sinking/sinking economically creates a tension which 



resolves into humor. Physical reality is reflected with the eye's steady thrust downward. 
It is likewise fun to compare the following pieces by Alan Pizzarelli, Myra Scovel, and 

Raymond Roseliep, respectively. 

        the bearded lady 
    hangs her wash 
against the wind 

the silence 
   while the gift 
       is being opened 

       pacing 
the shore 
     the ship's cat 

The Pizzarelli piece reminds me of the annual backwards day at my grade school during 
which we ate our chocolate pudding before our sloppy joes and put our mittens on the opposite 
hands. Everything is wrong; the lady has a beard, the margin keeps moving left, and the wash is
making a slapstick of the whole event. Scovel, on the other hand, uses spacing to effectively 
amplify anticipation, while Roseliep moves the margins to and fro in imitation of his subject.
 
The Nature of Elastic 

From the above examples it is clear that haiku is a surprisingly elastic form. That is to 
say, there is a spaciousness within the confines of the form not generally appreciated by readers
unfamiliar with contemporary haiku. A piece may be considered haiku for no other reason than 
that it is fundamentally minimalist and relates a translatable form. Three lines of long-short-
long, one of them being a season reference, are common, but not always present. 

In this way, haiku bears comparison the American blues. Deceptively simple at first 
appearance, both forms manage to provide containers for a wide variance of tonal modes, from 
the sabi of Bashö and Robert Johnson, to the giddiness of Michael McClintock and James 
Brown. Just as the blues encompass work songs from the Delta and dance songs from Chicago, 
a range of tempos are possible to achieve in haiku. From Betty Drevniok's slowly steeping tea 
to Alan Pizzarelli's crashing Frisbee, the words fall from our tongues at different rates. Finally, 
like the blues, a variety of forms, from avant-garde concept pieces to collaborative linked 
renga, are engendered by contemporary haiku. After all, is it not the nature of elastic to stretch?

Resolving Not to Resolve 

In so many ways — from encompassing the infinite to page layout — contemporary 
haiku is exploiting its inherent quality of incompletion to lead the reader beyond the scope of 
the poem. Because, by its very nature it is a trailing off — an arrow pointing to nowhere: 
winter burial : 



a stone angel 
points his hand 
at the empty sky 
—Eric Amann 

Because it is brief, it expands beyond itself: 

i end in shadow 
—Bob Boldman 

The intentional ellipses of haiku allows, indeed forces, a moving forward toward what is
next. Stubbornly, it resolves not to resolve, 

for there was a great guru of Zen 
Who ran out of ink in his pen 
All the better, he said 
For these words in my head 
Now are "now" but in time will be "then". 

NOTES

1 Translations from The Essential Haiku: versions of Basho, Buson & Issa, edited by Robert Hass, (The Ecco 
Press: 1994). Permission to reprint from Robert Hass. In this addition to The Essential Poets series, arcane or 
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are unlocked for the contemporary reader. 2 This essay contains 27 examples of contemporary haiku, 
representing 22 authors. The vast majority have been taken from The Haiku Anthology edited by Cor Van Den 
Heuvel (Second edition —Simon and Schuster : 1986). Please note, a third editon (W.W. Norton: 2000) is 
currently in print. Permissions to reprint were obtained from individual authors. A note on permissions: of the 25
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free use of some portion of a poem. However, when a piece is as brief as a haiku, using a portion becomes a 
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length. Or, I can go ahead and reprint. I have chosen the latter. I do so not only because I have made every 
reasonable effort to obtain permissions in good faith, but because I do not truly believe these permissions are 
necessary. Though I have willingly extended considerable efforts as a courtesy to the poets I have included, I do 
believe that it is within the spirit of the "fair use" law to fully quote haiku without specific permissions in a 
critical essay. I have had this opinion validated in numerous personal correspondences, including a former poet 
laureate and the current president of the Haiku Society of America. If the discourse of haiku is to be open to 
more than a select inner core, full quotation of haiku within critical contexts must be accepted, even welcomed. 
With the exception of a few poets who have made specific requests regarding the attribution of their poems, this 



statement will serve for all pieces herein. 
3 For an informative and entertaining history of Japanese renga, see One Hundred Frogs: From Renga to 
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4 Public domain 
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(McGraw Hill : 1985) 
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Haiku Seasons: Poetry of the Natural World (1996) both published by Kodanasha International. 
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