
 

 

Illustrations Eight and Nine of the "Ten Ox-herding Pictures" (originally titled 

"Ten Bull Pictures"), frequently attributed to the 12th century Chinese Zen master 

Kakuan (Kuo-an). The illustrations are now thought to be copies of Kakuan's (no 

longer existing) pictures, and the work of the 15th century Japanese Zen monk 

Shubun. They are held at the Shokoku-ji monastery in Kyoto. (Information 

courtesy of The Buddhist Society, London.) 



Synopsis 

Japanese haiku poetry grows out of an understanding of nature as a 

spiritual dimension, revealed primarily as an objective or transpersonal feeling, 

whose specific nuances are described by poetic moods, such as sabi, wabi , yagen, 

aware and kartani. Taken together, the moods intimate a vast matrix of freedom 

that is productive of the natural world and its manifold meanings. To attune to 

this freedom and to invite it to manifest itself in poetry is the paradigm of haiku 

composition. To be responsive to the moods evoked in the poems is to participate 

in the sense of natural freedom. 

In broad features, these principles have important parallels in western 

thought and literature. By identifying the parallels and examining the ir 

implications, it is possible to elucidate a framework for cross -cultural haiku 

criticism and a guide for English -language haiku composition. The same 

framework provides a model for analysing a strand of English-language literature 

that has moved in a direction similar to that of haiku, independently of Japanese 

influences. 

(A more detailed summary appears in the Introduction.) 
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Introduction 

The time of merely historical faith is 

pas t ,  as  soon as  the  poss ib i l i ty of  

immediate knowledge is given. We have an 

earlier revelation than any written one—

nature. 

       Schelling1 

The Nature of Nature in Haiku 
 

 

Shizen, the common Japanese word for nature, is formed from two characters: 

shi, referring to self or selfhood, and zen, conveying the sense of suchness, of things 

being exactly as they are, in that very manner, just so. Accordingly, a succinct 

translation of shizen might be "the self-so"—a gloss supported by the usual 

translations of the adverbial form shizen ni, given alternatively as: of itself, 

spontaneously, automatically, "naturally." 

Related adverbial forms both affirm and fill out the above understanding. 

Onozukara and onozuto also mean "of itself' and "naturally" but especially with 

respect to events that arise without forethought, knowledge or plan, often with a hint 

of absurd simplicity or ease, as of things occurring "just like that" or "without any 

ado." (Similar nuances pertain to the word kerorikan and its variants, which 

repeatedly appear in the words of the haiku master Kobayashi Issa.) Chapter Fifteen 

will argue that a note of suddenness is implied, in that whatever already exists in a 
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natural manner nonetheless has the character of continually emerging from secret 

regions of itself. 

Hitorideni, yet another synonym of shizen ni, highlights overtones of 

singleness, solitude or independence, at once affirming the fact that whatever exists 

naturally does so on its own power, without external assistance, and linking this with 

feelings of pristine aloneness. As will be seen, the latter association can be related 

to the important haiku mood of sabi, a state of soulful or elevated "loneliness" (see 

Chapter Five). 

The adverbial forms merit special consideration because the Japanese sense of 

nature has a strongly active character, which extends to the very sense of being. 

According to Shinto belief, everything is animated by an innate force or liveliness, 

even rocks and soil, suggesting that nature ultimately takes its meaning from the 

basic energy of existence. Especially after the arrival of Taoist and Buddhist 

teachings in Japan, this energy is increasingly connected with, and believed to spring 

from, a profound inner quietude or passivity. Nonetheless, the fact of existence 

continues to have a dynamic character usually missing in western notions of being. 

A spontaneous activity is implied, a unique manner of generation or a particular style 

of unfolding. 

As in the case of the English word "nature," shizen can mean a collective 

entity, comprised of natural creatures and landscapes, but it seems clear that this 

(largely static) notion of shizen is secondary; its primary meaning relates to the 

dynamic sense of existence proposed above, where being's verbal character is 

accentuated and related to an imponderable mode of creativity. Later chapters will 

try to show that the Japanese understanding of nature implies a magical principle of 

production and perduration: namely, existence from self, or existence from nothing, 

or existence from freedom. Hence, shizen can be defined as "whatever exists from 

itself, whatever arises and unfolds by virtue of sheer spontaneity." 

Going further in this direction, the word jinen (Chinese, tzu-jan) is a favourite 

Buddhist expression for nature. It too pertains to situations or things that evolve in 

accordance with an inner principle rather than in response to outside influences. As  a 

technical term, it revealingly describes a world without karma, a universe that 

exists for the first time right now, comes into being at this very minute, and 

therefore is not determined by precedents, history or past patterns.  

A sequence of Zen "parable pictures" (the earliest known version of which 
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comes from China and was produced during the eleventh century)2 classically 

depicts a Buddhist  devotee tracking and taming an ox, representative of 

enlightenment, through ten phases. Particularly interesting are the eighth and ninth 

illustrations in the series (see frontispiece). After the ox has been captured, tamed 

and forgotten, a totally empty circle appears, clearly symbolic of the Buddhist notion 

of the void. Immediately following this comes a picture, titled "Reaching the 

Source," of a tree branching into the void. Taken together, the depictions evoke a 

sense of nature suddenly sprouting from emptiness, as if by magic. And this is the 

feeling of j inen (or  tzu-jan),  the Zen conception of nature as that  which 

spontaneously comes into being and develops ad lib. 

The preceding analysis of shizen and its correlates does not give a full view 

of nature with respect to the Japanese people but it points in the right direction, 

namely, toward a kind of creative liberty. At the same time, it indicates a certain 

inwardness that most western readers would regard as spiritual in character—an 

assessment that is supported by the animistic or animatistic leanings of Shinto nature 

worship as well as by the various Japanese arts, which commonly represent nature in 

a mysterious light, strongly suggestive of an unseen (but immanent) spiritual 

dimension. 

Probably every culture begins with some form of nature worship, in which a 

sense of the numinous or magical informs the natural landscape. In large measure, 

most cultures leave this sensibility behind. The Japanese have not only preserved it 

but brought it to a high degree of refinement so that the inwardness of nature 

continues to be a force in modern Japan, alongside science, technology and industry. 

According to the modern haiku poet Ogiwara Seisensui:  

 

The word "naturalness" can be interpreted in many ways, but I believe 

its true meaning has to do with one's perception of the force of life.  

Naturalness does not imply a retreat from society into nature. It does 

not refer just to viewing the moon or the clouds. Rather, it asks one  to 

absorb the great power and light possessed by nature and to hold the 

happiness of nature in one's heart during the course of one's life.
3 

 

 

In other writings (see Chapter Eight), Seisensui asserts that the force of 

nature is as apparent in steel and trucks as it is in trees and flowers. The view is, of 

course, not representative of most traditional Japanese artists, who insist that nature 
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expresses itself best in the features of the natural environment. To them, the world 

is, or should be, an accurate reflection of the inmost spirit of nature; if it is not, 

then humankind has gone astray, erred, forgotten its source. Seisensui suggests that 

it is the traditionalists themselves who have fallen out of step with the source, which 

constantly manifests itself in fresh forms. Yet in the midst of the dispute, one 

assumption remains unchallenged by both parties: that nature is primarily a spiritual 

power or presence. In this regard, Seisensui remains traditionally Japanese.  

Modem attitudes, characterised by the view that the natural world is basically 

a kind of stockpile, which may also be appreciated for its beauty while it lasts, have 

taken their toll in Japan, and in an especially tragic manner, given that so much 

Japanese culture revolves around nature. More than many other nations Japan depends 

upon industry and technology for its survival. Yet more than any other modern 

nation, it preserves a sense of nature as a magical, sacred presence. 

Consequently, Japan is a crucial battleground between the old and the new, between 

magic and science, spirituality and commerce, nature and technology. As such, it is 

an important test case for the fate of nature in the modern world.  

Interestingly, haiku poetry plays a role in this battle, for Japanese attitudes 

toward nature are nowhere better-represented than in the arts, and among the arts, 

nowhere more than in haiku. It could be said that haiku is one of Japan's chief 

nature preserves, since it is there that many busy city-dwellers go at the end of the 

day to renew their feeling for nature, and there that many city children 

experience their first taste of rural life and gradually discover what nature has 

traditionally meant to their people. For Japanese poetry lovers, haiku is not merely 

symbolic of nature but an instance of it, a direct expression of its inmost forces, like 

forests or mountains. 

That this genre has sparked a growing interest among English -speaking 

audiences suggests that parallel attitudes toward nature and literature have begun to 

flourish in the West (the seeds have been here for a long time) and that haiku is 

increasingly valued as a source of insights into poetry, nature and their apparent 

counter-essence in technology. Despite this trend, western poets, critics and readers 

have not always taken full advantage of the rich store of wisdom and experience 

available in haiku. Rather, they have tended to respond to surfaces, supplying 

meanings that fall far short of haiku's evocative potential, or composing original 

"haiku" that have no more in common with the Japanese genre than the fact that 
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they are brief. The result is that the immense power of haiku remains largely 

untapped. 

The central aim of this study is to show that haiku poetry grows out of a 

particular intuition of natural freedom and to locate appropriate parallel insights in 

western, and especially English-language, literature. Such insights will be explored 

to elucidate a broad matrix within which Japanese texts can be usefully viewed. 

Afterwards, the same matrix will be proposed as the foundation of an English -

language aesthetic that is responsive to the spirit of the Japanese genre as well as to 

key elements in the English-language tradition. 

Book One, "The Field of Nature" (Chapters One through Eight), presents an 

overview of haiku poetry in Japanese culture, with specific reference to nature's 

inwardness. The contributions of Shintōism and Zen to haiku poetry are considered, 

together with the writings of the leading haiku exponents: Bashō, Buson, Issa and 

Shiki. The book concludes with a survey of modern Japanese haiku poets and their 

individual approaches. 

Book Two, "The Inner Haiku" (Chapters Nine through Eighteen), attempts to 

characterise both haiku and nature through an analysis of those conventions most 

commonly observed in haiku composition. The western, predominantly scientific, 

view of nature is countered by a poetic perspective that agrees not only with 

Japanese insights but with those of several  prominent western poets and 

philosophers. 

Book Three, "Toward an English-language Haiku" (Chapters Nineteen 

through Twenty-two), identifies trends in English-language literature that parallel 

understandings in haiku and can be used in conjunction with Japanese sources to 

form the basis of an English-language haiku aesthetic. Owing to the vast range of 

literature to be considered, these chapters can only present a broad outline whose 

details and final import must be filled out by other commentators. 

The appendices, while not part of the central argument with respect to the 

meaning of nature in haiku, support it indirectly and provide practical direction for 

further study. Background material is provided and guidelines for the translation of 

haiku are proposed, in line with the translations provided throughout Haiku Nature. 

The bibliography is annotated to serve as a guide to students. Virtually all of 

the major English-language studies in haiku up to 1993 are listed, together with 

a brief commentary on their contents. 
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Ga and Zoku Elements in Japanese Literature 
 

 

In his ambitious and widely-acclaimed study, A History of Japanese 

Literature, Jin'ichi Konishi makes a useful distinction between ga and zoku elements 

in Japanese literature, observing that most Japanese writing shows the influence of 

these two poles. Ga commonly refers to tradition, custom and past standards of 

excellence, which usually have as their goal a polished elegance, evocative of an 

elevated dimension of timeless values. Probably the ideals of classicism, with their 

intimations of a Golden Age, play a similar role in the West. Japanese artists and 

schools of artists who chiefly pursue the ga aesthetic tend to adhere to traditional 

formats and conventional themes in which standard or expected associations 

predominate. 

 

Zoku writings, by contrast, belong to a world without precedents, a 

world without fixed form. They may come with a strange roughness; 

with a simple intimate gentleness; with unsettling darkness; with 

frivolous originality; or with raw urgency... It is an artistic world in 

which we may discover jewel-like brilliance, and not a little rubbish.
4
 

 
 

Comparisons with Romanticism are perhaps inevitable. But just as Romanticism is 

in many respects the most classical of post-Grecian modes, zoku has a dynamic 

relation to ga in Japan. Consequently, the premier haiku poet, Matsuo Basho, 

advises his pupils to keep their minds high in the world of timeless values or true 

understanding while returning to the everyday world of zoku (see Chapter 

Seventeen). 

In spite of this dynamic interplay, most Japanese poets tend in one direction 

or the other. In the case of haiku poets, the tendency is definitely in the direction of 

zoku. Given that nature (as jinen) literally describes "a world without precedents," 

that leaning is to be expected, and indeed Bashō 's later and most characteristic 

poems require minimal grounding in Japanese tradition. Because they refer to the 

simple features of immediate experience, his poems, together with most  later haiku, 

tend to have universal appeal. For the above reasons, a comparative study of haiku 

and English literature necessarily focuses on the zoku elements of Japanese culture. 
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At the same time, the dimension of ga cannot be dismissed, particularly in so 

far as it represents a state of inward elevation prerequisite to whatever deep 

correspondence with nature. This state too, and perhaps especially, is a universal 

understanding. That ga usually refers to conformance with custom has already been 

noted. In the case of Japanese poetry, such ritual conformity results in (at least, for 

western audiences) empty conventions, such as the early waka requirement that all 

references to Mount Fuji include some mention of smoke rising from the mountain 

(see Konishi's account in Chapter Sixteen). But ga need not refer to rigid custom, 

and central poets such as Fujiwara Teika (1162-1241) insist that true refinement 

springs from a more immediate, more natural wellspring. In spirit, it is the elevated, 

a priori or eternal sense of nature itself, and therefore the very fountainhead of zoku 

originality. More than any other Japanese genre, haiku recognises the ultimate 

identity of these two ideals. 

In this study, therefore, a distinction is made between ga as the intuition of 

an eternal or spiritual dimension and ga as a network of special understandings 

unique to the Japanese people. To the extent that Japanese tradition teaches an 

inward approach to nature, ga influences are represented in what follows, and they 

illuminate parallel elements in English literature. To the extent to that Japanes e 

tradition teaches a number of rote associations that have no obvious connections with 

other cultures, ga influences have been eliminated from the text. Doubtless, many 

authorities will feel that a kind of lobotomy has been done on the Japanese culture by 

this approach but the same sort of critical elimination has been performed by 

Japanese artists themselves since before the time of Bashō. 

Toward a Unified Haiku Poetics 

 

As indicated, one of the goals of this study is the elucidation of a unified 

haiku poetics as a framework for future haiku criticism and composition. Among the 

Japanese critical works so far translated into English, no such framework has, to my 

knowledge, appeared. In its absence, a western-style construction is proposed. 

Probably, Japanese experts will be able to improve upon it, or offer reasons why no 

such construction should be attempted, but at least a point of reference will have 
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been established. 

In the formulation of this theory, four principal sources have been utilised. 

They are, in order of precedence: 

1. Major haiku texts. By "major" is meant those haiku that English-

language experts in Japanese literature, such as Robert Blyth, Harold Henderson and 

Makoto Ueda, have regarded as representative of the art. Poems have been selected 

mainly on the basis of their repeated inclusion in anthologies. 

The texts largely stand alone in respect of their import. Conclusions have 

been drawn mainly from them and the theory that is proposed will be deemed 

successful to the degree that it provides a useful and coherent account. At the same 

time, it is appreciated that the poems sometimes presuppose understandings of which 

many western readers are unaware, and in such cases background information will be 

supplied and treated as an essential part of the poetry.  

2. Critical writings. Wherever possible, conclusions drawn from the texts 

are supported by Japanese critical writings, particularly those of the major haiku 

poets. For the most part, the theory put forward in this book is aligned with the 

overall drift of these statements. Yet discordances between the poems and the 

critical commentaries are occasionally noted, and where they occur the commentaries 

have been challenged and new interpretations, usually backed up by other Japanese 

sources, have been offered in their stead. 

Some commentaries and critical remarks are more crucial than others, as 

evidenced by the frequency with which they are cited by haiku scholars.  Such texts 

are cited at length and alternative translations are given—though not always in the 

same chapter. Readers are urged to be alert for slight shifts of meaning in the 

reappearance of texts. 

3. Zen sources. While it is incorrect to view haiku exclusively as a Zen 

Buddhist vehicle (as is often the tendency in western studies), there is more than a 

little justification for relating haiku to Zen, since overlapping views of nature apply. 

That the foremost haiku poet, Matsuo Bashō, had connections with Zen is of 

secondary importance to the fact that the most representative haiku (of any poet) 

tend to imply a sense of nature that fundamentally agrees with the Zen perspective, 

at least where nature's inwardness is concerned. Consequently, the theory of haiku 

ventured in this book makes frequent reference to Zen texts. To put the matter more 

forcefully, Zen sources are used because they are useful, not because they are 

considered to be the main or only legitimate points of reference. 
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Yet even this broad disclaimer requires an addition. However puzzling Zen 

Buddhism might appear to western audiences, it probably has for them a much more 

unitary and straightforward significance than it does for most Japanese audiences. In 

the same way, Christianity is probably understood in a much simpler fashion in 

Japan than it is the West. Where well-stocked English-language libraries devote 

perhaps a dozen shelves to Zen literature, entire Japanese libraries are too small to 

contain everything that has been written on the subject—and this in spite of the fact 

that Zen is supposed to be a teaching that does not rely on texts! Reasoning from 

this and similar grounds, some authorities (eastern and western) have suggested that 

the West is in many respects nearer to the original spirit of Zen than the East. The 

same line of reasoning might conclude that the Japanese understanding of 

Christianity is nearer the mark than that of many western Christians.  

Whatever the case, it must be allowed that the view of Zen presented in these 

pages conforms to the popular western notion of it. No claim whatever is made that 

this is the "authentic Zen" viewpoint. The popular Zen perspective has been chosen, 

again, because it is useful, not because it is correct with respect to all, or even most, 

scholarly criteria. However, it should also be noted that the chief Zen authority cited 

in this study, D.T. Suzuki, is recognised by most Japanese experts in the field as a 

Zen adept. 

4. Parallel western sources. Necessarily listed last, these are often  

second only to the haiku texts themselves as a source of insights. One of the 

central arguments in favour of the proposition that the haiku intuition of nature 

coincides with elements in English literature, and therefore may be in some respects 

a universal understanding, is the fact that western texts so often throw fresh light on 

the poems. That the West has an important contribution to make to haiku is 

apparent on nearly every page of the study. Haiku is of interest to the West on 

precisely that account. Consequently, abundant reference is made to sources such as 

Lavelle, Nietzsche, Rilke, Heidegger, Bergson, Coleridge, Wordsworth, Keats and the 

Bible. 
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The Void 
 

 

The principal Zen notion used in this study is that of the void (mu), the 

source-dimension and inmost truth of all phenomena. For reasons that will be made 

clear, this dimension is loosely equated with nature's primary or subtle sphere of 

revelation. Readers might question whether it is possible to throw light on one 

mystery by relating it to another, and indeed whether the void can throw light on 

anything whatever, given that it is void. The answer to the second half of the 

question is that there seem to be "degrees" or levels of void-ness. 

In its extremity, the void is a permanent mystery, forever unknowable, the 

unseen origin of all that is, reminiscent of the En Soph of the Kabala. (The present 

study sometimes speaks of a mysterious source-principle, "dark freedom" or the 

"heart" of nature's primary sphere.) But if the void were absolutely unknowable, we 

would not know of it. Consequently, there must be, intimately connected with the 

absolute or final void, a domain where it is subtly revealed, and that domain too 

must be considered as essentially void-like, in spite of the fact that it begins to have 

the character of manifestation and being. In support of such a possibility is the 

advice of the Chinese master, Fa-yung (594-657): 

 

 

Do not abide in the extremity of the Void, but illumine the non-being 

in being. It is neither out of the Void nor out of being. Void and 

being are not conceived of as two. This is called the Middle Way.
5 

 

 

The position advanced in the following chapters is that the haiku sensibility is rooted 

in just such a middle ground, whether conceived in Buddhist terms or in terms of the 

elusive, poetic intimations that accrue to simple, natural phenomena.  

As to the first half of the question, whether it is possible to illumine one 

mystery with another, the only answer is: it is possible if light is in fact shed. 

Readers must judge for themselves. 
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A Note on the Translations 

 
Unless otherwise specified, the haiku translations used here are unique to this 

study. An attempt has been made to provide an accurate and comprehensive plain-

language anthology of the best Japanese haiku as a foundation for conclusions about 

haiku generally. For the most part, comments relating to translation are contained in 

Appendix A. Nonetheless, some prefatory remarks are in order.  

Accuracy in both spirit and letter is a primary consideration. Happily, spirit 

and letter cooperate in haiku. Japanese words, particularly in a poetic context, can 

have multiple meanings, any of which may be valid for purposes of translation. To 

preserve a sense of the multi-level significance of the poems, English words whose 

meanings are most open-ended, and open-ended in the same direction as the original 

texts, have been preferred. As it turns out, the most open-ended words are usually 

the simplest, most common ones, in both Japanese and English. Likewise, the 

direction of open-endedness is remarkably consistent between the two languages. 

(Japanese haiku will often have surplus associations not appreciated in the West but 

English translations will have illuminating surpluses of their own.) Consequently, 

and in keeping with the haiku spirit of plainness, simple, direct, word-for-word 

translations are given instead of highly interpretive ones.  

The same fidelity is observed with respect to the sequence of ideas in any 

given poem. Many translators, such as R.H. Blyth, feel free to shuffle the elements 

of a haiku, probably to emphasise an effect or to arrive at a form of expression that 

is more "natural" to English-language readers. However aesthetically-pleasing or 

natural-sounding such translations may be, they usual ly sacrifice the internal 

dynamics of the originals. 

The order in which images are presented in haiku is essential to their final 

impact, so that (as in one Blyth translation) if the image of an entrance gate and the 

mention of a cordial bow are preceded by the appearance of a willow tree (the last 

image in the original haiku), the reader is deprived of the humanising misdirection 

and the postponed discovery that the referent is in fact a tree. Such unfortunate 

translations are amazingly common in haiku. 
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As far as possible, therefore, correct word-order has been preserved. Though 

this occasionally results in passive or roundabout constructions, lacking some of the 

force and directness of much English-language poetry, difficulties of this sort are 

rare and the sequence of ideas has been deemed more important than grammatical 

elegance. 

Finally, in line with recent trends, translations given here are a good deal 

shorter than those that have appeared in preceding years. Reasons for opting for the 

shorter versions as more responsive to the character of Japanese haiku (in terms of 

empty space as well in terms of what is shown) are given in Chapters One and 

Twelve. It is perhaps also worth noting that the poetry of any culture aims at 

concision and that English poetry in particular, perhaps the entire English language, 

seems to be moving further in this direction. 

On the whole, the collection has a markedly different flavour than most of 

those that have appeared so far, and it is believed that this flavour is indica tive of 

the essence of haiku, as well as of the Japanese sense of nature.   
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 Chapter One 
 
 Haiku Form 

 
 Meaning of the word “haiku.”—History of haiku.—Waka and tanka.—Renga and haikai.—

Matsuo Bashō.—Hokku.—Definition of haiku.—The 5–7–5 form.—Cutting–words.—

Season–words.—Senryū. —The theme of nature. 

 

 The word “haiku” means, literally, “play phrases” or “amusement composition.”  

In this is reflected haiku’s origins as a playful, free-spirited, light-hearted and (for early 

traditionalists) somewhat lowly or vulgar form of poetry.  But in later development, as 

will be seen, the “play” in question becomes quite serious, and lightness itself (as karumi) 

evolves into something sublime.  Ultimately, both refer to the inmost meaning of nature.  

In large part, this is the history of haiku, as well as its most likely future, assuming that it 

remains true to its roots:  the progressive elevation of the light and lowly, specifically in 

connection with whatever is spontaneous or naturally-occurring, to the status of the 

profound and lofty. 

 In this study I will not try to give anything like a detailed history of haiku.  R.H. 

Blyth
1
 and Kenneth Yasuda

2
 have already provided comprehensive accounts, to which I 

refer interested readers.  In this and later chapters I will draw freely from those and other 

works, and a fuller outline of haiku will gradually emerge.  For the moment, I offer only 

the following brief sketch, in which specific examples of the longer poetic forms are not 

provided.  Earl Miner’s Japanese Linked Poetry
3
 is recommended as an excellent source-

book for the types of poetry in question. 

 

 

 

 Although Yasuda
4
 has argued for a very remote origin in the question-and-answer 

form of the katauta (see Chapter Four), haiku is usually considered to have its earliest 
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roots in the Japanese waka, a courtly poetry which by the Heian period (794–1191)
5
 had 

been regularised into the characteristic form of the tanka:  a poem of 31 Japanese 

“syllables” arranged in a 5–7–5–7–7 format.  Already by that time the poem had been split 

into two parts, a 5–7–5 unit (kami no ku) followed by a separate but related 7–7 unit 

(shimo no ku), somewhat as the sonnet is divided into an octave and a sestet.  In practice, 

the units were often composed by different authors and tended to be loosely related, in a 

fashion broadly reminiscent of the question-and-answer format mentioned earlier. 

 From this stage, the path was clear for the composition of long sequences of 

linked poetry, in which groups of authors collaborated or competed as a poetic exercise or 

game.  Each poet added to the preceding author’s contribution—but always with a slight 

shift in thought, so that the sequence normally ended far afield of the seed idea, though in 

a fashion strangely resonant with its scent or flavour.  The name given to this linked 

poetry was renga, and by the Kamakura period (1192–1392) it had developed into a 

sophisticated discipline, requiring for its appreciation an extensive knowledge of the 

accumulated conventions. 

 Yet this very sophistication became a limitation.  The rules of formal renga grew 

increasingly complex until it was virtually impossible for amateurs to participate in their 

creation.  Because raw innovation was not encouraged, renga tended to settle into a rigid 

mould.  Noble sentiments and traditional themes alone were permitted.  Originality had to 

take place within strict guidelines, which only the cultured and learned (mainly priests) 

had mastered.  In this climate, two broad schools of renga emerged:  one serious 

(ushinsha) and one light-hearted (mushinsha)—of which the latter was a reaction against 

the aridity of formal renga.
6
  Finally, in the Muromachi period (1393–1602), a low renga 

developed, popular among the well-to-do middle class:  haikai no renga, or more simply, 

haikai. 

 What distinguished haikai from traditional renga was its lightness of tone and 

greater freedom of expression.  Above all, it tolerated, indeed delighted in, everyday 

language and the earthy realism that went with it, a realism that at this stage was not 

particularly associated with natural phenomena.  Yet in its uniform expectation of levity 

and in its conformity to popular fashion, haikai was as limited as renga had been 

formerly.  The Danrin school, led by Nishiyama Sōin (1605–1682), added a certain bite to 

the form through its keen attention to realistic detail, but for the most part haikai remained 

no more than a witty, often sexually suggestive, word-play. 

 It was a contemporary admirer of Sōin, Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694), who first saw 

the full potential for raising haikai to the status of a high art, precisely through a 

recognition of the innate sublimity of naturally-occurring events, simply and realistically 

portrayed in common language.  Harking back to the poet-priest Saigyō (1118–1190), 
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who departed the court to become a wandering monk, devoted to nature, Bashō developed 

a style that combined the nobility of waka with the plainness of haikai in a comparatively 

austere poetry that somehow managed to evoke the inmost sense of nature.  Of Bashō a 

good deal more will be said in later chapters.  For the moment it is sufficient to observe 

that as a master, comparable in the stature to Shakespeare, he is almost solely responsible 

for the art form eventually known as haiku. 

 The precise connection between haikai no renga and haiku can be found in 

renga’s opening 5–7–5 phrases, formally designated hokku.  Obviously the success or 

failure of a linked poem depended heavily on the evocativeness of the initial images.  

They had to stand alone, as a complete unit—representing “the whole poem, somewhat as 

the theme or title of a poem represents it in the Western sense”
7
—yet be sufficiently open-

ended and suggestive to allow for indefinite expansion over the 36, 50 or 100 entries that 

make up a full renga.  Therefore poets who were skilled in composing hokku were highly 

prized and their starting-verses were increasingly appreciated independently of the 

sequences they headed. 

 In a sense, good hokku were even better without the specific development of 

subsequent lines:  readers or listeners could supply unlimited expansions of their own, or, 

better still, simply savour the feeling of unlimitedness, of a vast potential growth (yojō, 

sometimes translated as “surplus meaning”)
8
 whose specific elaborations were allowed to 

remain in suspense.  In part through the influence of Zen Buddhism, in part through the 

even earlier influence of Shintō animism, this sense of indefinite possibility or ongoing 

creativity that surrounds the best hokku, particularly those of Bashō, gradually came to be 

associated with the inmost intuition of nature itself, of what Zen Buddhists called mu, or 

the creative void, and what Shintō followers had always recognised as the unseen power 

of nature. 

 Essentially, this observation anticipates the conclusion of the entire study, that the 

above-mentioned sense of potential energy, associated in the Japanese mind with the 

vitality and creativity of nature, is in fact the chief defining character of haiku.  For the 

purposes of this chapter, however, the observation is employed only as an indication of 

those forces at work in the movement toward a detached hokku.  Whatever other factors 

might have been involved, it is the case that by 1356 a “volume” of poetry (what might be 

called a “chapter” in western terms) was devoted solely to hokku and that “by 1461 a 

separate term” [kanto hokku] “was evolved to indicate those hokku which were not 

written as the beginning verse of renga ... ”
9
 

 Conditions were ripe for the emergence of the poetic form now recognised as 

haiku.  These included the existence of an independent 5–7–5 poem that contained the 

seeds of indefinite expansion, the predisposition of haikai poets toward common subjects 
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and plain language, the Danrin school’s high valuation for realistic detail and, above all, 

Bashō’s genius for marrying the lofty to the ordinary, evoking the inmost spirit of nature 

and composing hokku that were more openly meaningful than any that had been written 

before him: 

 

 kare eda ni          karasu no tomari keri          aki no kure 

 

     on a bare branch 

    a crow has settled ~ 

     autumn dusk 

        Bashō 

 

Though the term “haiku” did not become widespread until it was popularised by Masaoka 

Shiki (1867–1902), there can be no doubt that the form and its conventions existed 

several centuries earlier and that Bashō was its first master. 

 

 

 

 

 In a purely mechanical fashion, haiku can be defined as a 5–7–5 poem on a natural 

theme, in which is contained a slight break or turning-point and some indication of 

season.  (Depending on the author and the period in question, the poem can appear either 

as a single column of characters or as three separate columns.)  Excluding the turning-

point and the seasonal reference, and assuming a three-line format, this is in fact the 

definition taught in most classrooms of high school English, as if the Japanese 

understanding of these criteria is identical to what is understood in English.  In fact that is 

not the case.  In order to clarify precisely what the Japanese mean by haiku, it is 

worthwhile to consider each phase of the above definition in greater detail. 

 Especially misleading is the 5–7–5 convention.  The count in question is a tally of 

onji:  “character-sounds,”
10

 “duration-units”
11

 or “sound symbols,”
12

 only broadly related 

to “syllables” in the English sense.  In this respect, the Japanese ear is much more 

sensitive than ours to the actual time taken to say a word or phrase.  As haiku authority 

Harold G. Henderson points out, the Japanese would count the simple word “ran” as two 

units, while they might consider “rain” to be three.
13

  Hence, Japanese haiku are much 

briefer than we might suppose.  William J. Higginson, author of The Haiku Handbook, 

reports that the actual delivery-time of haiku translated into English is 60 per cent longer 

than the same haiku spoken in Japanese.
14

  (Yet it should be noted that formal recitations 
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in Japanese can, on occasion, include long pauses that are rarely provided in English 

readings, making the performance-times in such cases longer than those in English.) 

 The comparative concision of Japanese poetry might be dismissed as a peculiarity 

of the language:  Japanese sound-units may simply convey more information than English 

syllables.  However, we must also consider the fact that whatever punctuation is provided 

in Japanese haiku is done in words (kireji) whose sounds are therefore counted as part of 

the total 5–7–5 allotment.  To be sure, traditional haiku allows for occasional license in 

length (the above poem, for example, is longer than 17 onji) but, even so, the great 

majority of haiku cannot be considered equivalent to 17 English syllables.  Consequently, 

the Japanese often find that English-language haiku in the 5–7–5 format seem somewhat 

inflated, pedantically drawn-out or simply flabby: 

 

     Branches are leafless 

    where the lone raven perches: 

     the dusk of autumn.
15

 

 

 On the basis of such considerations, Higginson concludes that English versions of 

Japanese haiku should consist of between 10 and 12 syllables.  In support of this, he cites 

popular Japanese poetry translator Hiroaki Sato’s own guidelines for translation, that 

haiku “must come to about...twelve syllables in the case of those written in the orthodox 

5–7–5.”
16

  R.H. Blyth, largely responsible for introducing haiku to English readers, has 

suggested a model for English-language haiku in which only accented syllables are 

counted in a 2–3–2 structure (as in the first crow-on-the-branch poem above).
17

  My own 

suggestion is that translators, as well as authors of formal English-language haiku, aim at 

a 3–5–3 format (all syllables counted), retaining the 5–7–5 structure as a loose upper limit 

for any particular unit or line.  This would allow a margin of freedom for lengthy English 

words lacking shorter synonyms (such as “chrysanthemum”) and would more nearly 

approach the terseness of the Japanese tradition. 

 Specific stylistic proposals aside, the point of the above comments is that haiku 

should be conceived as being a good deal shorter than most English poetry appearing in 

the 5–7–5 format...whatever the aesthetic merits of the latter in western terms.  In general, 

haiku seeks a momentary, spontaneous, elegantly tossed-off effect that is not well served 

by 17 English syllables—which, in my estimate, allow too much room for well-rounded 

phrasing and elaborate turns of thought.  It is my experience, for example, that high school 

students frequently spoil perfectly valid attempts at haiku by padding them with extra 

words, simply to make up the “required” number of syllables.  Though I am opposed to 

the idea of nailing haiku to a rigid set of rules, I feel that teachers should point students in 
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the direction of an 11-syllable haiku while allowing them freedom to depart from it.  Such 

freedom finds support in Bashō’s comment:  “Even if you have three or four extra 

syllables—or as many as five or seven—you need not worry as long as the verse sounds 

right.”  At the same time this freedom must be balanced against the ideal of concision:  “If 

even one syllable stagnates in your mouth, give it careful scrutiny.”
18

 

 With regard to the break or turning-point, I will leave most of my comments until 

Chapter Fifteen (“Awakening:  The Turning-Point”).  For the moment it is sufficient to 

know that the haiku break is a sudden hiatus (achieved through kireji or “cutting-words”) 

between one part of the poem and the next—again, roughly equivalent to the “volta” or 

jump from octave to sestet in the sonnet.  Though this sudden shift is usually crucial to the 

impact of a poem, it is frequently absent in English-language attempts at haiku, indicating 

that the original form is insufficiently understood. 

 The matter of season also requires explanation.  It is my experience that most 

teachers who introduce haiku to English students either do not know of the convention 

with respect to seasons or feel that it is superfluous.  In the latter case, they are supported 

by a number of modern (within the last hundred years) Japanese poets who feel that the 

reference to season is increasingly artificial: 

 

 They point out that buildings have air-conditioning and central heating, 

that flowers can be bought at florists regardless of the season, and that 

birds, glowworms, and butterflies seldom come within the sight of urban 

dwellers, who are greatly increasing in number.
19

 

 

 In spite of these objections, it remains true that seasonality is an important 

ingredient in traditional haiku and that most modern haijin (haiku poets) accord with this 

convention.  Seasonality is not simply a dispensable vestige of former times;  it plainly 

places a poem within the context of nature, without which it is questionable whether a 

poem can be a haiku at all.  Far from being superfluous to haiku written in recent years, 

seasonality is often a poem’s only obvious link with nature and therefore an important 

basis of its claim to being an authentic haiku.  I suggest that in most cases the arguments 

against season only demonstrate how far the modern world has strayed from nature, and 

therefore from the foundations of haiku poetry. 

 Briefly, the usual fashion in which season is indicated in haiku is through the use 

of season-words or kigo:  names of plants, animals and events commonly associated with 

given times of the year.  Because of their nominal character kigo effectively become the 

subjects of a great many poems, making the poems very literally about aspects of nature.  

Though the Japanese have compiled extensive lists of kigo to aid in their correct use, 
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western readers normally have little difficulty in identifying the seasons in question—

provided that they live in the northern hemisphere!  In Chapters Ten and Sixteen of the 

present study, I will take up the matter of season in greater detail. 

 I should add in passing that Japanese poetry does provide a relatively early 

tradition for 5–7–5 poems that contain no season-words;  the poems are called senryū.  

Earl Miner describes their origin and character as follows: 

 

 Senryū is generally said to have emerged in the second half of the 

eighteenth century...It began as one species of haikai, and in particular of a 

linking of non-seasonal, that is miscellaneous (zo), stanzas.  The name 

derived from the style or pen-name of its early practitioner, Karai Senryū 

(1718–1790), and from a collection of ten thousand verses he published in 

1757.  At first this kind of writing evolved into a variety of maekusuke 

that used the spoken language almost wholly, avoided the armoury of 

cutting words, and tried to be pithily amusing.  Later it reduced itself to 

that which we know by the name today, in length a hokku or a haiku, and 

what has two unmistakably vulgar legs ...
20

 

 

 Senryū focuses on the world of human affairs.  It is, above all, a sociable, 

extroverted kind of poetry, designed to provoke a smile, if not an outright belly-laugh.  

Owing to the absence of season-words and, even more importantly, to the secondary, and 

frequently non-existent, role of nature in this genre, senryū is not haiku.  Regrettably, 

though, many journals present haiku and senryū together, as if there were no distinction 

between them. 

 Admittedly, the distinction asserted here can sometimes appear hazy, particularly 

where the affairs of people and the movements of nature merge or intermingle, as in the 

later poetry of Bashō and in much of the work of Kobayashi Issa (1762–1826).  The 

Japanese themselves solve the problem by immediately identifying such poems as haiku 

(particularly where seasonal indications are given) and by reserving the term senryū for 

poems that are clearly and exclusively people-centered and (one is tempted to say 

“therefore”) somewhat amusing.  Implied in this simple solution is the tacit recognition 

that, although the spheres of man and nature inevitably coexist, there is a discontinuity 

between them...unless human nature is viewed within the context of the greater sphere, in 

which case human nature becomes another instance of nature.  In many senryū, this state-

change can be affected simply through the addition of a season-word—though this 

mechanical expediency is unlikely to result in a good haiku. 

 The overall implication is that the theme of nature is central to haiku.  Specific 

mention of it is sometimes missing in Japanese critical works, not because the theme of 

nature is considered inessential but because its importance is assumed.  In this respect, 
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there is surprising agreement among older traditionalists and modern free spirits.  

Experimenters such as Ogiwara Seisensui (1884–1976) might take exception to the 

conventions concerning season-words and the 5–7–5 structure but most haijin would 

concur with Seisensui that haiku must contain “a flavour of nature.”
21

  Consequently, the 

bulk of R.H. Blyth’s introduction to A History of Haiku is devoted to the topic of nature. 

 Yet even here—especially here—there is need for caution.  What exactly do the 

Japanese understand by nature?  Can we automatically assume that the Japanese and 

English concepts of it agree?  For that matter are we even clear about the meaning of the 

word “nature” in English?  Is it adequately described as those objects and processes not 

created by man?  Is man himself a natural being?  If so, are his activities natural as well?  

Or are some kinds of behaviour more natural than others?  What exactly does the term 

“natural” distinguish? 

 Given the consensus among world authorities that nature is under threat and that 

man’s existence is threatened as a consequence, a study of haiku would be valuable if it 

did no more than help clarify what is meant by nature in the limited sphere of Japanese 

poetry.  From this might arise new insights into the meaning of nature in English 

literature...and even into the meaning of nature generally.  Such clarity would be vital to 

future attempts to preserve nature and live in tune with it. 

 This sort of speculation is not extraneous to the study of haiku but an integral part 

of it.  Broadly speaking, haiku could be described as the ongoing efforts of certain 

Japanese poets to draw nearer to the source of nature and to give it expression.  These 

efforts are based not only on a recognition of nature’s central importance to humankind 

but on an intuitive understanding that one’s proper relation to nature is, or should be, 

essentially poetic.  If that understanding is correct, and if it applies to the western notion 

of nature as well, then the study of haiku has more than literary significance.  To put it 

differently, literature itself becomes one of the chief practical avenues for dealing with the 

apparent rift between man and nature. 

 For the most part, the theme of nature in haiku is broached through the naming of 

“objects and processes not created by man,” such as crows, cherry blossoms, spring rains 

and winter winds (all kigo).  Yet the full meaning of nature in haiku both is and is not 

identical with the things of nature and therefore must be approached from another 

direction.  In the poem below, for example, what exactly is the theme of nature? 
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 mijikayo no        tomoshibi nokoru        minato kana 

 

     a brief night 

    lamplights linger 

     on the harbour ~ 

        Shiki 

 

The short summer’s night (the poem’s kigo) and the aspect of the harbour have natural 

associations, but the haiku appears to be even more essentially about reflected lights.  The 

word tomoshibi can refer to soft lights of all sorts (including moonlight and starlight) but 

the situation and setting of the poem call for the more specific rendering of tomoshibi as 

“lamplights,” man-made or artificial sources of illumination.  Doubtless the watery 

medium lends a note of naturalness to these man-made reflections but the exact theme of 

nature is still uncertain, particularly since the centrality of “lamplights” prevents us from 

definitely settling on other, more obviously natural, focal points. 

 I suggest that the real theme of nature in this poem, to which the short night, the 

lamps and the harbour alike are peripherally related, is the condition of lingering, a certain 

state of tarrying and shining within the field of manifestation.  Here, the tarrying in 

question does not refer exclusively or even mainly to lamplights or the short night but to 

the enduring yet evanescent character of existence, a transience that strangely evokes an 

eternal backdrop, a dimension of origin and ultimate repose.  Yet this already implies an 

understanding of nature that goes beyond “objects and processes” as they are usually 

considered, in the Japanese idiom as in the English. 

 The obvious question is:  Given that the theme of nature is not simply identical 

with the things of nature, does the haiku poet really need to mention seasons and natural 

objects at all?  Theorists, such as Seisensui, insist that the poet does not need to—so long 

as a profound feeling of nature is conveyed.  Yet it is difficult to imagine what a valid 

haiku might say without a single reference to the things of nature, since it is precisely 

through them that nature has expressed itself up to now.  Still, I would be happy if 

aspiring haijin interpreted this observation as a challenge rather than as a closed matter. 

 The main point to retain from the above comments is that a purely formal study of 

haiku runs into enormous difficulties as soon as the theme of nature is taken up.  In order 

to proceed, the study must shift gears and begin again, along very different lines. 

 In the next chapter, I will argue that nature has for most haiku poets an essentially 

spiritual significance.  Strictly speaking, it is only after that spiritual dimension has been 

mapped out that the haiku sense of nature can be explored in depth and the formal 

elements of haiku viewed in their proper context.  As will be seen, the full development of 
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that spiritual field entails an extensive examination of Japanese life, art, basic assumptions 

and philosophy in so far as these are reflected in haiku. 
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 Chapter Two 
 
 Haiku Spirit 

 

    Write a concrete poem, and make 

    sure that it has haiku spirit. 

 

       Bashō
1
 

 
 Inadequacy of formal definition.—Hai-i.—The field of nature.—Rei and kokoro.—Objective 

feeling.—Shunzei and Teika—Haiku moods:  yūgen, sabi, wabi, aware, karumi.—Nature’s 

moods.—Toward a unified world-view based on objective mood.—Ultimate unity of rei and 

kokoro.—Saigyō.—The field of nature as guiding spirit in haiku composition.—Postscript:  

A Meditation on the Sky. 

 

 That haiku cannot be adequately defined or written
2
 in a mechanical fashion is 

shown by the example: 

 

     March sixteenth ~ 

    I pruned the rosebush 

     near the shed 

 

This is not merely a bad haiku;  it is not a haiku at all.  Only according to the most liberal 

criteria is it a poem of whatever description.  But how does it fall short of being a haiku?  

It is, by the standards set down in the previous chapter, the right length and structure for 

haiku.  It has a slight break or turning-point.  Readers can be in little doubt about the 

season:  March is late winter in the northern hemisphere and that is when rosebushes are 

often pruned there.  The mention of the rosebush also seems to provide a theme of nature. 

 Yet in spite of meeting all the formal requirements, the composition is not a haiku. 
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 A Japanese haijin would have no difficulty in locating the source of problem:  the 

composition lacks hai-i or “haiku spirit.”  But what is that?  Chapter One asserted that 

formal definitions of haiku break down as soon as they address the theme of nature and do 

so precisely because nature tends to have an elusive, spiritual meaning in Japanese 

literature.  The assertion, if true, takes us to the very heart of haiku and what is meant by 

hai-i. 

 In broad terms, I take haiku spirit to mean the vast, unelucidated field of nature
3
 

within which arise the various things of nature, including haiku poetry itself.  The phrase 

“unelucidated field” refers to a background sense of natural openness and freedom, to a 

vitality or freshness that has no specific shape or locus.  It is felt to spread throughout 

things as a living matrix of timeless and transpersonal meanings, all bearing witness to a 

mysterious source-principle whose explicit unfolding is the world.  The field is, so to 

speak, the empty-but-brimming sense of life, considered for its own sake, ahead of 

particular events, as a fertile void or open possibility. 

 Still, the question of spirit remains largely unanswered.  In what respect is the 

field of nature a spirit?  What exactly is its spiritual character?  And how does this relate 

to the elusive essence of haiku? 

 Ultimately, what is sought in such questions is not further explanation but a direct 

experience of the intended domain.  Provided that we know how to respond to the poems 

(“To those who have more will be given...”), haiku poetry provides direct access to a field 

that is its own definition.  Yet for “those who have not,” and for those who would like to 

be surer of what they have, some conceptual clarity might be useful. 

 What westerners commonly understand by spirit is covered by at least two terms 

in Japanese:  rei and kokoro (sometimes seishin).  As will be seen, the terms are related 

but have distinct meanings.  The former, rei, applies to the sphere of the sacred or divine 

and to what we might call “spirits,” “gods” or “ghosts” (kami).  It has supernatural and 

somewhat other-worldly associations—though the Japanese do not traditionally consider 

the mundane and the supernatural to be utterly separate domains, as is often the case in the 

West.  The latter term, kokoro, refers to the sphere of feelings.  Where we speak of 

“humanitarian spirit” or “the spirit of Balzac,” the Japanese are inclined to speak of 

kokoro.  The western sense of spirit as zest for life, pluck, mettle, courage or heart is 

likewise conveyed by kokoro.  It is within this broad province of feeling that haiku spirit 

has its most immediate meaning.  Yet before that meaning can be further explored, a 

number of considerations are necessary. 
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 The English word “feeling” is hardly more exact than “spirit.”  It describes our 

shabbiest emotions, such as envy, hatred and jealousy, as well as our loftiest sentiments;  

it covers private moods, such as dejection and happiness, together with public 

determinations of atmosphere, as in the spirit of a place or the mood of the time;  it 

embraces the pain of a hammer-blow to the thumb and the subtlest of intuitions, 

premonitions and insights, as if these were all experiences of the same order, varying only 

slightly in character.  Given that so many kinds of experience are lumped together under 

one heading, it is little wonder that we have progressed further in identifying the 

components of an atom than in probing the human spirit. 

 Where feelings traditionally associated with haiku are concerned, we are even 

more awash.  In addition to the conceptual difficulties outlined above (some of which 

apply also to the word kokoro), there is the problem that Japanese poets and their 

audiences recognise a variety of revelatory moods or feelings that have virtually no 

western equivalents.  As might be expected, these truth-disclosing or nature-revealing 

moods constitute the central nuances of haiku spirit. 

 Later, a short glossary of Japanese poetic terms will be provided.  But the root of 

the problem is not so much that we lack precise correlates for the specific nuances in 

question as that we tend not to recognise objective or veridical moods at all!  Indeed, the 

very notion of objective feeling is a self-contradiction as far as the West is concerned.  

Feelings are, by definition, subjective;  they are private matters that tell us little or nothing 

about the outside world—in spite of which, we speak of the spirit of a given city or 

country, as if this were something independent of us that had general validity. 

 Western rationalism has little time for such assessments but haiku poetry deals 

almost exclusively in moods that take us beyond ourselves.  Ordinary anger, fear and 

gladness—feelings in the subjective sense—can appear in haiku, as can the most 

subjective thoughts and evaluations, but these usually give way to some freer, more open 

feeling that allows us to see our ordinary thoughts and emotions in a wider context...that 

of nature.  The unexpected image of a moonlit night, for example, can awaken feelings 

that transfigure the human scene: 

 

 bōdō no ato ni mata naki tsukiyo kana 

 

     fracas ended 

    another fantastic 

     moonlit night ~ 

        Hekigodō 
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 ima made wa        nama tawakoto wo        tsukiyo kana 

 

     up to now 

    I’ve talked rubbish 

     the moonlit night ~ 

        Tokugen 

 

 The next chapter will show that a belief in the universality of life and 

consciousness is an important feature of the Shintō religion, from which so much of 

Japanese culture stems.  The idea that moods or feelings apply as much to nature as to 

men and women is entirely in keeping with the Shintō perspective.  Nonetheless, the 

Japanese did not formulate any clear notion of objective feeling until the Middle Ages, 

largely through the efforts of a few innovative waka poets. 

 Chief among these were father and son, Fujiwara Shunzei (1114-1204) and 

Fujiwara Teika (1162-1241).  Before them, poetic emotion referred almost exclusively to 

stereotyped, subjective states, often bordering on sentimentality.  But Shunzei and 

especially Teika introduced into their poetry a kind of feeling that went beyond the 

subject: 

 

 Teika believed that kokoro lay in the essence of an object.  This essence 

could be grasped only at mental depths.
4
 

 

 Though “mental” is probably the wrong word for the depths in question 

(“spiritual” is better), the direction of the poet’s concern is correctly given:  away from the 

exclusively human sphere and toward the objective, universal or natural sphere.  

Accordingly, Teika’s poems, like many of his father’s, evoke nuances of feeling that 

primarily characterise the greater life of nature: 

 

  kurenai no   in crimson 

  tsuyu ni asahi o   dew the morning sun’s 

  utsushimote   reflected 

  atari made teru   halos ring 

  nadeshiko no hara   the pink carnations 

                                                           * 

  kaerimiru   I turn to see 

  susono no kusaba   foothill grasses 
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  katayori ni   lean as one 

  kagiri naka aki no   endless autumn 

  yamaoroshi no kaze              in the mountain gale 

 

Teika had to fight hard to win acceptance for this new-style poetry.  Early audiences found 

it difficult and labelled it “Zen nonsense.”  But later poets gradually came to respect 

responses in this vein, and a sensibility similar to Teika’s can be noted in most haiku. 

 With regard to objective or world-revealing moods, the Japanese have, as noted 

earlier, developed an extensive range of terms for which there are no exact English 

synonyms.  Several of the terms began as descriptions of purely subjective states, whose 

tonalities eventually became connected with objective counterparts;  in a loose fashion, 

the latter can be said to raise the former to a higher, more vibrant key.  Though frequently 

called “aesthetic ideals,” it is plain that the states are more nearly feelings, however 

inadequate that word, than ideas or concepts.  That the feelings are “aesthetic” as well as 

veridical is a truism acceptable to most haijin familiar with western notions on art.  But 

given that many informed Japanese thinkers are still uncertain of what, if anything, the 

word “aesthetic” describes in a traditional Japanese context, it is probably better—at least 

for the moment—to dispense with the term and to refer to haiku feelings as being 

essentially contemplative in character.  The question of the aesthetic dimension in haiku 

poetry will be taken up in Chapter Seven and addressed in greater detail. 

 Generally speaking, the moods of haiku come under the heading of fūryū or 

“wind-flow”
5
—indicating their airy or atmospheric character (see Postscript).  The main 

ones to be considered in this study are: 

 

 

  yūgen, usually evoking the sense of an all-pervading mystery: 

 

 

 umi kurete        kamo no koe        honokani shiroshi 

 

     the sea grows dark ~ 

    a wild duck’s voice is 

     slightly white 

        Bashō 
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  sabi, the mood of sublime loneliness (sometimes of patina, 

“rust” or well-worn age): 

 

 

 kare eda ni        karasu no tomari keri        aki no kure 

 

     on a bare branch 

    a crow has settled ~ 

     autumn dusk 

        Bashō 

 

 

  wabi, close in meaning to sabi but typically with a sense of 

elegant poverty: 

 

 shiba no to ya        jō no kawari ni        katatsumuri 

 

     plain stick gate ~ 

    instead of a lock 

     this snail 

        Issa 

 

 

  aware, the touching quality of things, usually with respect 

to their transience, their slipping away in time: 

 

 aki no kure        karasu mo nakade        tōri keri 

 

     autumn sunset 

    the crow does not call 

     as it passes ~ 

        Kishū 

 

  karumi, the mood of lightness, particularly where the 

everyday affairs of humankind and the great forces of 

nature merge in an especially fitting or revealing manner: 
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 ki no moto ni        shiru mo namasu mo        sakura kana 

 

     under the trees 

    soup, fish salad and 

     cherry blossoms ~ 

        Bashō 

 

 Initially, the moods can seem puzzling, even arbitrary, to western readers, but in 

time they begin to make sense.  And as they do so, their common reference grows clearer. 

 An elusive yet distinct sphere of experience becomes apparent:  the realm of nature 

before nature, the unseen matrix within which the various things of nature arise.  To 

oversimplify matters somewhat, the moods of haiku are the moods of nature, as distinct 

from those of men and women.  According to Bashō, “Every form of insentient 

existence—plants, stones, or utensils—has its individual feelings similar to those of 

men.”
6
  Likewise, nature as a whole has a core of feeling, a mind or heart (kokoro).  To 

the extent that we are natural beings, we can participate in the greater moods of nature, as 

well as in their manifold reverberations in particular beings, but to the extent that we are 

separate beings, encased in our personal ambitions and fears, we tend to be shut off from 

the larger sphere.  Hence, from the human perspective, nature does not appear to have an 

affective dimension.  Conversely, from the side of nature, most human emotions have 

little to do with the true inwardness of things, which is why haijin are wary of poems that 

are obviously sentimental or coloured by subjective feelings, such as we commonly find 

in greeting card verses.  The poet Otsuji says: 

 

 When one is overwhelmed by sorrow, that sorrow cannot produce a haiku. 

When one is joyful and immersed in happiness, that feeling cannot 

produce a haiku.
7
 

 

 The above portrait of nature is over-simplistic, not so much in being inaccurate as 

in being incomplete.  Importantly, it neglects the originative character of the dimension in 

question.  We do not usually regard our moods as being essentially related to forces that 

generate our minute-by-minute existence.  But the moods of haiku are intimately 

associated with the creative wellsprings of nature, so that yūgen or karumi can be world-

revealing in that they are charged with the same spontaneity that gives rise to the world.  

We must do more than conceive of an affective dimension in nature;  we must regard that 

dimension as being primary and procreative. 

 Clearly, the haiku understanding of spirit entails a world-view radically different 
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from that of modern science.  It contains the seeds of a far-reaching and penetrating 

philosophy that has never, to my knowledge, been fully elaborated, even by Japanese 

thinkers.  The following random reflections on the moods of haiku, considered as a whole 

rather than with respect to their individual nuances, are intended as first steps in the 

direction of a unified world-view consistent with haiku presuppositions.  Owing to its 

highly impressionistic and speculative nature, the framework ventured here cannot be 

taken to represent any existing Japanese theory of art.  Readers who have no interest in 

this sort of detailed speculation can move to the concluding paragraphs of the chapter 

without losing the thread of the discussion. 

 

 

Miscellaneous Reflections on Haiku Mood 

 

 A. The appreciation of hai-i implies a shift from thing-oriented attention to 

mood-oriented attention, things experienced in the context of mood: 

 

    hashi ochite        hito kishi ni ari        natsu no tsuki 

 

     bridge down 

    people on the bank 

     a summer moon 

         Taigi 

 

 B. The study of haiku spirit is, above all, the study of objective mood.  Haiku 

poetry obliges us to consider the possibility that, in addition to the various 

subjective moods of happiness, sadness and so forth, there are truth-

disclosing moods, revelatory of the greater life of things: 

 

   ki sha michi ni        hikuku kari tobu        tsukiyo kana 

 

     railway tracks 

    low-flying geese in 

     the moonlight ~ 

         Shiki 
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 C. Objective mood allows us to participate in the inmost spirit of things.  The 

mood that overtakes us is the energy or vitality of nature itself, made plain 

as an inward presence rather than as a logical conclusion from data.  It is 

“revelatory of the greater life of things” because it is that greater life: 

 

   sakura no me no        hageshisa aogi        yoromekeru 

 

     cherry buds 

    the force from above 

     makes me reel ~ 

         Hakyō 

 

 

 D. Feeling and fact interpenetrate in haiku poetry.  Ultimately, there is no 

hard division between objective mood and physical beings.  A thing is a 

certain modality of feeling.  The physical world is a manifest 

condensation, sensible correspondence or graphic expression of something 

that is more essentially felt than beheld: 

 

               aki kaze ya        kokoro no naka no        iku sanga 

 

     autumn wind ~ 

    inside the heart are 

     rivers  mountains 

         Kyoshi 

 

 

   enten no        tōki ho ya waga        kokoro no ho 

 

     in the glare 

    a distant sail ~ my 

     heart’s sail 

         Seishi 

 

  

 E. Despite the ultimate identify of feeling and fact, mood essentially refers 

beyond the thing-world of clearly-delineated objects to a world where all 
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is folded into a uniform field, identical with the consciousness of the 

observer.  Simply stated, mood has an atmospheric character that embraces 

the whole of what is.  In the case of subjective mood, we say that 

everything is coloured by our feelings.  In the case of objective mood, we 

ourselves are coloured or informed by feelings that come from beyond us.  

The atmospheric quality relates not to a personal projection but to a 

fundamental and all-pervading logos.  An inherent rightness or consistency 

is revealed in details that would otherwise remain mere facts: 

 

   sakura saku koro        tori ashi ni hon        umi shi hon 

 

     cherries in bloom. 

    birds with two legs 

     horses with four 

         Onitsura 

 

 

 F. Though subjective moods also have an atmospheric character and tend to 

supply meaningful contexts for factual details, they dissemble in that they 

refer only to a personal locality, the emotional sphere of the individual.  

They are not veridical in the larger sense.  Nonetheless, because they are 

so often tonally related to objective states (sabi, for example, means 

ordinary loneliness as well as sublime stillness), subjective moods have 

the potential of blossoming into genuine revelations.  This occurs when 

the moods are pursued beyond their subjective borders to transpersonal 

heights and depths, where they testify to a pure, original energy in which 

nature and human nature are one: 

 

   sabishisa no        ureshiku mo ari        aki no kure 

 

     loneliness ~ 

    and joy too is here 

     autumn dusk 

         Buson 

 

  In the case of the poet Kobayashi Issa (see Chapter Six), this sort of 

personal exploration becomes a poetic path. 
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 G. Objective moods are expansive, sky-like.  They convey a sense of 

openness, elevation, liveliness and growth.  They take us out of ourselves 

and are usually in some manner liberating: 

 

   kumo wo fumi        kasumi wo suu ya        age hibari 

 

     cloud-striding 

    mist-inhaling ~ 

     the soaring lark 

         Shiki 

    

 

   mon wo dete        juppo ni aki no        umi hiroshi 

 

     going out the gate 

    ten steps ~ autumn’s 

     wide ocean 

         Shiki 

 

 

 H. Giddy or euphoric subjective moods counterfeit the expansiveness of 

objective moods but typically betray some sense of deadness and closure.  

They do not prevail against the unpleasant aspects of life.  They are usually 

in some measure blinkered or blind, indicating that there is already a 

suppressed recognition of artificiality and ultimate loss.  Consequently, 

there is a desperate, grasping, clinging, defensive, closing-off quality 

associated with most deliriously happy states.  We are “drunk” with 

emotion, not in our right minds.  In order to enjoy ourselves to the full, we 

purposely blur the edges of our vision.  Yet generally there is a dim 

background awareness that, if we were honest with ourselves, we would 

be sad, if only because of our foreboding that the happiness will pass.  In 

many respects, the most accurate description of the entire complex of 

subjective moods is the Buddhist notion of life as duhkha or suffering: 
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  Kyō nite mo        Kyō natsukashi ya        hototogisu 

 

     in Kyoto also 

    Kyoto is pined for ~ 

     a cuckoo 

         Bashō 

 

 

 I. The expansiveness of objective mood has the quality of clear-sightedness, 

unblinkered sobriety or open availability, coupled with an inward stillness 

and assurance, a willingness to let go: 

 

  ama no gawa mo        koku natta koto        yūte wakareru 

 

     Heaven’s River too 

    has become piercing  

     saying this we parted 

         Seisensui 

 

      (Note—Heaven’s River = The Milky Way) 

 

  Objective mood is rarely happy or sad yet always elevated, alive.  Though 

it shares with subjective emotion a certain atmospheric character, a 

concern for value and the sense of a reality that is too near to us to appear 

as an object standing before us, it is probably not an emotion at all.  

Nonetheless, it is intensely human, caring and alive.  Because it is usually 

connected with feelings of deep appreciation, it could be characterised as a 

fundamental and all-embracing intimacy or love. 

 

 

 J. From the preceding, it is clear that subjective moods are best described in 

terms of closure, restriction, limitation.  They oppress us, weigh us down, 

confine us—or rather, define us as this particular, noteworthy unit, as 

opposed to the rest of the world: 
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   yuku haru ya        senja wo uramu        uta no nushi 

 

     waning spring ~ 

    the judges are damned 

     by the poem’s author 

         Buson 

 

 

 

 K. This narrowing of spirits commonly expresses itself in a certain lavishness 

of inward event, as subjective considerations usurp the openness of the 

natural sphere.  We are busy, thoughtful, absorbed, preoccupied, full of 

ourself and our concerns: 

 

   ayumi ayumi        mono omou haru no        yukue kana 

 

     walking walking 

    deep in thought as spring 

     slips away ~ 

         Buson 

 

 L. Haiku spirit is comparatively uncluttered, inwardly open and empty.  The 

interior monologue of thought thins out under the direction of objective 

mood, leaving room for the mood to provide its own meaning in 

conjunction with worldly events: 

 

   nagaki yo ya        omou koto iu        mizu no oto 

 

     the long night ~ 

    what I think is  

     the water’s sound 

         Gochiku 

 

  The relative spaciousness of this sensibility is in fact its positive content.  

An objective mood seems empty only because we have not yet connected 

with its living quality, not yet recognised its openness as a kind of fullness 

and freedom: 
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   tada oreba        oru tote yuki no        furi ni keri 

 

     just existing 

    I’m here with the snow 

     falling down ~ 

         Issa 

 

 

 M. One might go on multiplying observations without end but the essential 

thing is direction.  Objective mood tends away from closure, 

circumscription, deadness, heaviness, grasping, and toward openness, 

freedom, lightness, liveliness, elevation and stillness: 

 

   koe sumite        hokuto ni hibiku        kinuta kana 

 

     clear sounds 

    echo to the northern stars 

     the fulling block ~ 

         Bashō 

 

 

   aki no sora       na mo naki yama no        nao takashi 

 

     autumn sky  

    a nameless mountain 

     looms higher 

         Sōseki 

 

  Owing to this opening movement, haiku experience has the sense of 

venturing abroad, going outside (of ourselves), having the lid removed 

from our cramped, subjective world.  We begin to see ourselves and the 

world from a higher, wider vantage-point: 
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   uma bokuboku        ware woe ni miru        natsuno kana 

 

     the horse plods on 

    in a picture I see myself 

     summer moor ~ 

         Bashō 

 

 

 N. The world, detached from its meaning and vitality in objective mood and 

viewed exclusively from the perspective of subjective mood, tends to 

become an empty symbol, at best a stockpile of goods, valued only as a 

means of satisfying human desires.  Universal meanings are no longer 

gleaned in conjunction with the things of nature.  Human inclinations 

alone determine what is valuable and true, with the result that the world 

gradually becomes a reflection of the nature-bereft human psyche.  The 

grasping-confining character of subjective mood orders all aspects of 

existence so that the very look of the land begins to resemble a 

mathematical grid.  Whatever was formerly expressive of a vast, inward 

freshness, surpassing man’s will and understanding, is increasingly viewed 

as a commodity, a nuisance or a threat: 

 

   ume ichirin        fumarete daichi no        monsho tari 

 

     plum blossoms 

    stepped on ~ great earth’s 

     symbol 

         Kusatao 

 

 

 O. Ostensibly a human-centred perspective, subjective mood proves in 

development to be void of human qualities—and in the same measure that 

it separates itself from nature.  The chaos of conflicting subjective 

determinations requires that standards of correctness (in place of intuitive 

truths) are adopted, agreed-upon criteria, seemingly grounded in hard fact 

existing independently of a spiritual dimension—or even of a human 

observer.  Theories, formal structures of relationships, replace the unity 

and wholeness originally supplied by objective mood.  The sterile 
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conclusions of reason replace the lively intimations of the human heart. 

 

 

 P. As things move further in the direction of impersonal data, they become 

mere impressions.  Theories of perception become necessary to bridge the 

gap between ourselves and a world that is ever receding into the distance.  

Estranged from the inmost feeling of nature, we are also estranged from 

the concrete world: 

 

   waga tateru        keitō tateru        aida kana 

 

     me here 

    cockscombs there 

     a gap ~ 

         Kōsanjin 

 

 

 Q. The world of original experience, the world of children, the world of 

haiku, is not the world of science and reason.  It is never quite solid or 

settled.  It offers glimpses of a reality where the laws of science need not 

always apply and where the everyday round regularly gives way to the 

sublime: 

 

   rakka eda ni        kaeru to mireba        kocho kana 

 

     petals to the branch 

    returning   I see it’s 

     a butterfly ~ 

         Moritake 

 

   negi no hana        futo konjiki no        hotoke kana 

 

     spring onion flower 

    suddenly it’s a golden 

     Buddha ~ 

         Bōsha 
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  At the same time, the world of haiku is not outside us, as a distant and 

impenetrable object.  It rises within us, as something intimate, protean, 

open-ended and alive—without being arbitrary or chaotic.  It is the world.  

And informing every experience is the sense that whatever appears in the 

world is constantly and spontaneously precipitated from secret regions, 

from a welling emptiness that has the character of magical creativity, the 

character of nature before nature: 

 

   nure en ni        izuku to mo naki        rakka kana 

 

     the wet porch 

    from nowhere 

     fallen petals ~ 

         Kyoshi 

 

 

 

 R. Objective mood refers to this “unelucidated field of nature within which 

arise the various things of nature...” 

 

 

 

 S. The roots of the parting of the ways of objective and subjective moods are 

hidden in the mystery (yūgen) of nature.  Objective mood clarifies nothing 

here, save that nature itself must also be the source of whatever seems 

“unnatural.”  But subjective mood always has the possibility of aligning 

with the greater sphere, of becoming spiritualised, of opening into a wider 

and more original dimension: 
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   higoro nikuki        karasu mo yuki no        ashita kana 

 

     the ever hateful 

    crow on this snow-lit 

     morning ~ 

         Bashō 

  

 

 As stated earlier, spirit as rei and spirit as kokoro finally have the same meaning in 

classical haiku.  This attitude is anticipated in the poetry of Shunzei and Teika, both of 

whom were dedicated Buddhists, intent on uniting religious and artistic values.  Likewise, 

Bashō’s model poet from the same era, Saigyō (1118-1190), composed waka in which 

nature reflects a vast spiritual (rei) principle.  For Saigyō, the things of nature are at once 

salubrious presences and “mirrors” of transcendental truths: 

 

  fukaki yama ni   deep in the mountains 

  kokoro no tsuki shi              the heart’s moon 

  suminureba   is free of blemish 

  kagami ni yomo no              all is a mirror in which 

  satori o zo miru   enlightenment is seen 

 

Speaking of this poetic era, so essential to the vision of haiku developed by Bashō, 

Brower and Miner write: 

 

 The adaption of a religious ideal to poetic practice may seem remarkable, 

yet it is hardly surprising in this strongly religious age, when the art of 

poetry was regarded as a way of life and just as surely a means to ultimate 

truth as the sermons of Buddha.
8
 

 

The sphere of the divine is not different from that of poetic feeling, at least as far as the 

great Japanese poets are concerned.  Rather, the latter is a means of access to the former.  

The next chapter will develop this point in greater detail with respect to the Shintō 

influence on haiku. 

 From the rough conceptual framework provided above, my original 

characterisation of haiku spirit as the field of nature should be somewhat clearer.  Further 

clarity depends upon a detailed consideration of the poems, as well as certain aspects of 

Japanese life, in particular, the lives of the major haijin.  Chapters Three through Eight are 
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a melange of such themes. 

 Returning to the illustration with which this chapter began, I submit this slightly 

improved version of the original composition: 

 

     scraps of snow ~ 

    I prune the rosebush 

     near the shed 

 

The improvement is owing to the introduction of a distinct feeling of nature, in this case 

through a traditional season reference that evokes a sense of nature’s endless renewal, the 

scattered remnants of snow (nokoro yuki) signalling an end to winter and the return of 

spring.  This in turn opens up other aspects of the poem:  the association of pruning with 

the end of one phase of life and the start of another, the anticipation of a summer “rebirth” 

when the spring breeze becomes an effusion of flowers, the reminder that new growth 

implies a cutting back toward the roots.  A slight modal improvement is also supplied by 

the shift from past to present tense—a point discussed in Chapter Fourteen. 

 Though still not a good poem, it is nonetheless a haiku.  It falls short of being a 

good haiku precisely to the degree that it fails to evoke an even richer sense of nature’s 

heights and depths.  The last line, for instance, seems somewhat weak and lifeless.  It 

lacks the fire of, say: 

 

     scraps of snow ~ 

    I prune the rosebush 

     burn the old canes 

 

This emphatic burning of bridges is consistent with the sense of a new beginning. The 

phrase “old canes” parallels “scraps”. But the line creates other reverberations that might 

not be wanted.  It could be decided, for example, that the image of burnt canes distances 

us from the life-force of the rosebush or that the expansiveness of spring is at odds with 

the tidy-mindedness of the gardener. 

 The important thing is that direction is given as soon as a clear feeling of nature is 

introduced.  The same feeling might recommend that the author scrap the haiku and take a 

walk in the spring breeze as a means to true inspiration.  In any case, creative guidance 

and effective critical criteria emerge only when haiku spirit, the great field of nature as 

revealed in objective mood, becomes the central consideration. 
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Postscript:  A Meditation on the Sky 

 

 As a footnote to the thoughts outlined in this chapter, a brief meditation on the sky 

as a fitting symbol for objective mood might be illuminating.  The image of the sky 

suggests itself naturally in connection with feelings of expansiveness, openness, 

spaciousness, elevation and freedom.  What is more, the same image plays a central role 

in Japanese culture.  According to Shintō belief, the sky is the chief residence of spiritual 

beings.  Japanese Buddhism teaches that the primary dimension is a creative void, 

commonly represented by the term mu (literally, nothingness) but sometimes also by the 

term kū, meaning openness, emptiness or the sky.  The word occasionally appears in 

haiku, where it evokes feelings of limitless immensity: 

 

 kū o hasamu        kani shini oru ya        kumo no mine 

 

     the void is clawed 

    by a dead crab ~ 

     cloud peaks 

         Hekigodō 

 

And for many western readers, the above associations provide an access to the Japanese 

perspective that abstract philosophy does not.  They suggest a wide range of 

correspondences between eastern and western attitudes toward nature as a spiritual truth.  

Poetically apprehended, the sky intimates a dynamic inward reality strongly suggestive of 

the “unelucidated field of nature” that has been the focus of this chapter. 

 The main study of western literature, in so far as it has the sky as its theme, is 

Gaston Bachelard’s Air and Dreams.
9
  Addressing the misty regions between feeling and 

perception, the work cites an intriguing passage from Coleridge: 

 

 The sight of a profound sky is, of all impressions, the closest thing to a 

feeling.  It is more a feeling than a visual thing, or, rather, it is the 

definitive fusion, the complete union of feeling and sight.
10

 

 

Bachelard says:  “The blue sky...is pure feeling;  it is emotionality without the object.”
11

  

With equal validity, he might have said that it is pure object, or better still, a domain that 

is at once subject and object.  As such, it prepares us for a similar intimate experience of 

the world as a whole.  All that is required is for us to begin seeing the sky as the 

fundamental sphere, as the source-dimension from which everything else proceeds...or, in 
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any event, as the nearest phenomenal equivalent of that dimension. 

 Some such understanding seems implied in Bachelard’s observation that “the 

feeling of the blue sky will appear as a limitless capacity to expand.”
12

  A sense of 

progression is discerned within the aerial dimension.  To the poetic frame of mind, there 

is the feeling of an eternal unfolding, an internal dialectic between nothingness and 

possibility, mystery and revelation.  According to Bachelard:  “First there is nothing, then 

there is a deep nothing, then there is blue depth.”
13

  This is, of course, a linear 

representation of a simultaneity or dynamic identity whose elements do not succeed one 

another in time.  It describes the eternal quickening that we call life, nature or being:  “The 

blue sky is our permanent dawn... Blue sky moves like an awakening.” (author’s italics, in 

this reference and below)
14

 

 From here, it is not difficult to see the aerial progression becoming more and more 

phenomenal, more and more world-like.  Improving on a passage from the poet Paul 

Claudel, Bachelard writes:  “Blue is obscurity becoming visible.”
15

  As a limit, this 

visibility blossoms into form.  A world begins to appear:  “the world is the moment of my 

awakening, the representation of my morning.”
16

 

 In all, an imaginative disposition witnesses a filiation of the gross from the fine, 

the dense from the subtle.  Bachelard says:  “since it is the purity of air that is truly 

creative, this purity must create the sylph before the dove, the purer thing before the more 

material.”
17

  In so far as an analogous (but continual) emergence is implied in being itself, 

the illumined life consists in retaining one’s connection with the sky—more exactly, with 

the inward sky of elevated feeling.  Echoing the sentiments of Bashō, who advises 

keeping oneself “high” in the world of understanding in order to achieve a more poetic 

connection with the mundane sphere (see Chapter Five), Bachelard declares:  “Our 

terrestrial being must become aerial.”
18

 

 Without this spirit of elevation, we are inwardly cut off from life.  Accordingly, in 

depicting the forsakenness of a man who feels himself cast out by nature, Coleridge 

chooses the blue sky as an image of the lost dimension.  In the marginal notes for “The 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner” he writes: 

 

 In his loneliness and fixedness he yearneth towards the journeying Moon, 

and the stars that still sojourn, yet still move onward;  and everywhere the 

blue sky belongs to them and is their appointed rest, and their native 

country, and their natural homes, which they enter unannounced, as lords 

that are certainly expected and yet there is a silent joy at their arrival. 

(italics in the original)
19
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 Apart from what has been said about openness and emptiness in relation to haiku 

moods, I will not here document the case that those moods are strongly aerial in character. 

 In Chapter Five, the mood of lightness or karumi, proposed by Bashō as the ultimate 

refinement of haiku, will be extremely suggestive of an aerial dimension. Chapter Twelve 

will address the ample empty space surrounding haiku (yo haku) as evocative of the sky-

like field of nature, the creative void out of which the haiku emerges.  In Chapter 

Thirteen, I will give examples of the many haiku in which haijin show a special affinity 

with the skylark, that universal protagonist of the poetic heights.  Meanwhile, running 

through the entire study will be the sense of a productive or expressive openness, of a sky-

like freedom that forever gives birth to the world and informs every event.  For the 

moment, the main insight is that the image of the open sky, particularly with respect to its 

affective content, gives western readers more or less instant access to a perspective in 

which objective or sky-like feelings form the basis of worldly understandings. 
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season words and other references to nature.  But even then a haiku expert would 

be required to sort out valid and invalid attempts. 
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Chapter Three 

Shintō Spirit 

The question of Shintō's priority.—Shintao.—Animism and anirnatism.—kojiki 

and nihongi. —High Heaven's Plain as the great void of nature.—Heaven's Core 

Master as source.—Spontaneity.—Bipolarity and misubi.—Purification.— Morality as 

michi.—The value of seeing as-is.—michi as forest path. 

 

There is a tendency among western commentators to regard haiku entirely 

as a Zen Buddhist vehicle. Chapter Four will explore one of the many 

possible connections between the two. Yet there are some Japanese who resent 

the easy equation of haiku with Zen, insisting that haiku is, above all, a 

product of the Japanese spirit, which is more accurately reflected in the Shintō 

religion than in Buddhism. They point out that the latter is a late and foreign 

addition to the Japanese culture, one that was profoundly influenced by Shintōism 

in the process of assimilation. 

As might be expected, not all Japanese authorities give Shintō such a central 

place. The otherwise impartial and generous Zen commentator, Daisetz Suzuki, is 

reluctant to grant it any spiritual status: 

 

Shintō is an essentially political thought, and strictly speaking not 

a religious belief. It is not a manifestation of spirituality.
1
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Given that these comments were written "between trips to the air-raid shelter 

during some of the heaviest bombing of the war,"
2
 we can only admire Suzuki's 

courage in expressing strong reservations about the official state religion at a 

time when loyalties must have been under scrutiny. Yet, with the comfortable 

insulation of fifty years' hindsight, we can afford a more responsive assessment of 

Shintō's worth, particularly with respect to haiku. 

"The relation of Shinto to haiku is a vital one," says R.H, Blyth, "but 

owing to the obscurity of the nature of Shintō it is difficult to write clearly 

on this subject."
3
 This seems to be a problem for most western students of 

Japanese culture. Joseph Campbell recounts the story of a western sociologist 

who, at an International Conference for the History of Religions in Tokyo, 

questioned his guide: "You know, I've now been to a number of these Shintō 

shrines and I've seen quite a few rites, and I've read about it, thought about it; 

but you know, I don't get the ideology. I don't get your theology." The guide, a 

Shintō priest, responded, "We do not have ideology. We do not have theology. 

We dance."
4
 

The priest 's reply greatly oversimplifies matters but highlights the 

experiential (rather than intellectual) basis of Shintoism, and perhaps affords 

some insight into haiku, which in its own fashion avoids theology and dogma in 

favour of direct experience: 

sekkyō ni kegareta mirni wo hototogisu 

 

a sermon 

for soiled ears ~  

   a cuckoo 

                                           Shiki 

  

Yet the cuckoo's voice can be inspiration and relief only to those who already 

experience natural phenomena in a spiritual context, and i t is precisely this 

context that is the basis of the connection between Shintō and haiku. 
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The word shintō comes from the Chinese shintao, meaning the tao 

(Chinese for "way") of the gods or spirits.
5
 Suzuki's assertions notwithstanding, 

Shintōism is thus identified as a certain attunement to spirit (or spirits), and this 

fact jibes with the orientation of the entire culture. The Japanese word for 

person (hito) has, for instance, the original meaning of "a place where the spirit 

is."
6
 Yet it is important to understand that, in the context of Shintōism, "spirit" 

means kami, a word that is both appropriately and misleadingly translated as 

spirit, soul, god, ghost and ancestor. A full definition of kami literally entails a 

history of the Japanese people but we draw closer to its meaning as soon as we 

appreciate that kami connotes, above all, the inmost vitality of nature, the 

principle that imparts existence to rocks, mountains, trees and human beings 

alike. With respect to ordinary inanimate objects, it is the minimum life a 

thing requires in order to exist at all. One commentator describes it as 

follows: 

It will be relevant to construe Kami as the deification of life -

force which pervades all beings, animate and inanimate. 

Kami is the invisible power which unites spirit and matter 

into a dynamic whole, while it gives birth to all things without 

exception.
7
 

The notion of kami had to evolve through many stages before it arrived at  

this point. Originally, i t  was not experienced as a single life -principle but 

pluralistically, as the unique personalities of particular natural beings.   In this 

respect, early Shintō experience was not animistic but animalistic; that is, it was 

not so much a relation to a common spirit dwelling within things as to things 

themselves as manifold spirits. Professor Genchi Kato, author of A Study of 

Shintō, explains: 

We often see a phase of religion among nature peoples which tells 

us that in that stage of religious development the object of their 

worship is one that directly appeals to our senses: for instance, 

they worship the sun, i.e., not the spirit of the sun, but the sun 

itself, visible to the naked eye; they worship the wind, i.e., the 

wind palpable to our senses, and not the invisible mysterious 

power residing in the wind. Thus also the visible Heaven itself, the 
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high awe-inspiring mountain itself, the roaring sea itself, the 

tremendous cataract itself, and so on, are all worshipped as divine.
8
 

So it was with former Shintō followers., and so it still is with many 

Shintō followers today. Originally, what we call life, consciousness or 

feeling did not inhabit things; rather, it was identical with them, such that there 

was no effective distinction between spirit and matter. At the same time literally 

everything was alive and conscious in much same sense that humans are alive 

and conscious; everything had a personal existence: 

on one hand, the sun itself was divine, the visible sun-disc or 

solar orb was a divinity; on the other, the sun was completely 

humanised, endowed with human passions and will, acting as a 

sentient being, endowed with male or female sex.
9
 

Consequently, it was possible to communicate with inanimate objects:  

According to the Nihongi, in ancient Japan, the people...believed 

that trees and herbs could speak like men . . . , and some of the 

Norito and Shintō Rituals also mention that there was a belief 

among primitive Japanese that rocks, trunks of trees, even tiny 

blades of herbs are endowed with the power of speech . . .
10

 

 

It would be easy to dismiss all this and to conclude with Suzuki that 

early Shintō beliefs were merely primitive "fixations" that "did not touch 

spirituality."
11

 Assuming that absolutely everything was alive and conscious 

for the ancient Japanese, what did the term kami distinguish? Indeed, what 

room was there for genuine spirituality in a world where everything had a literal 

or sensual significance? 

In order to understand the roots of Japanese culture, as well as those of haiku 

poetry, we need to grasp what is unstated, but definitely presupposed, in the 

world view of the f i rs t  Shint ō i s t s :  the animism implici t  in  animat ism.  

If  l i fe ,  consciousness and feeling refer equally to men, women, plants and stones, 

then they describe the single matrix out of which things emerge, the very fabric 

of life, even though Shintō religion does not yet  identify it as such. What 

the word kami distinguishes is presence, force of character, intensity of being, 
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mana: an electric or magical quality, which, though possessed in varying degrees 

by all creatures, is especially revealed in certain beings, such as  "awe-

inspiring" mountains and "tremendous" cataracts. Thanks to them, the entire 

life-matrix is opened to us and we feel our participation in it. That is precisely 

what makes great men great and holy sites holy. Accordingly, Masaharu 

Anesaki equates the primitive Japanese notion of kami with the sense of the 

sacred or the miraculous: 

Any object or being which evoked a thrill of emotion, 

whether affectionate or awe-inspiring, appealing to the sense of 

mystery, might be regarded as a Kami and accorded due respect.
I2

 

Early Shintō experience represents the Golden Age, the first light of 

creation, the age of youth, before the world was, however uncertainly or 

provisionally, divided into spheres of spirit and matter. As Campbell puts it: "the 

Japanese at the time of their entry upon the stage of history were still endowed 

with that primary sense of the numinous in all things..."
13

 Presumably this is 

also the stage to which spirituality returns after the spirit-matter distinction has 

been explored and resolved. 

As an ideal of primordial life, Shintō animatism has had a more or less 

permanent influence on Japanese culture, and this influence is also apparent in 

haiku poetry. The works of Kobayashi Issa (as well as those of his many 

imitators) show an intimate, personal relationship between the poet and the 

humblest of natural creatures: 

yase gaeru    makeru na Issa    kore ni ari 

                         skinny frog 

                                                   keep up the fight ~ Issa  

                                                      is here 
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hototogisue     ōtakeyabu wo    moru tsukiyo 

a cuckoo ~ 

into the bamboo grove 

trickles moonlight 

Bashō 

katamatte        usuki hikari no       sumire kana 

hardened 

shafts of light 

violets ~ 

Suiha 

With respect to the later stage of Shintōism, where a unitary life-

principle is glimpsed at the heart of things, there is in the poetry of most haijin 

an animistic recognition of, and longing to merge themselves with, the inmost 

spirit of nature: 

 omoikiri hashitte wakaba no yami e haite no mitai 

madly dashing 

into fresh leafy darkness 

I want to plunge in 

Ippekirō 

In his Histoty of Japanese Religion, Anesaki observes that Shintōism is 

"rooted in the instinctive being of human nature feeling itself in communion 

with the living forces of the world.
"14

 It seems clear that the same is true of 

haiku. 

 

The essential lore of Shintōism is contained in two main works. the Kojiki or 

"Record of Ancient Matters" (712 A.D.) and the Nihongi or "Chronicles of 
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Japan" (720 A.D.). Both are mythological and genealogical in character, and 

both are concerned with the various spirits of nature, particularly in relation 

to human beings—who, as we have seen, are nature spirits in their own right. 

The two works are valuable in that they show us the Shintō religion in transition 

from animatism to animism, and beyond. Though products of Chinese-influenced 

literati whose aesthetic and intellectual ideals exceeded the scope of earlier Japanese 

traditions, the texts can be regarded as indications of a developing native sensibility 

whose further growth required new forms of expression. However the matter is 

construed, the basic situation remains the same: changes in perspective corresponded 

with the emergence of a national mythology. Especially revealing are those accounts 

that deal with the pre-phenomenal foundations of the material world, accounts 

that already imply an understanding of spirit as spirit and a fundamental 

discontinuity between spirit and matter. According to the Kojiki: 

Now when chaos had begun to condense, but force and 

form were not yet manifest and there was nothing named, 

nothing done: who could know its shape? Nevertheless Heaven 

and Earth parted, and Three Spirits began the work: 

1. The Spirit Master of the August Center of Heaven,  

2. The August, High, Wondrously Producing Spirit,  

3. The Divine, Wondrously Producing Ancestor.  

These appeared spontaneously and afterward disappeared. 

But the young earth, like floating oil, now was drifting, and there 

sprang up something like a reed shoot, from which two spirits 

emerged...
15

 

From this sketch the following conclusions might be drawn—some 

of which frankly depart from standard notions of Japanese myth:   

1.  The recognition of a distinct spiritual domain. 

 

Though heaven and earth appear together, they are distinct, and 

heaven (elsewhere designated as takama-no-hara or High Heaven's 

Plain) comes to light as the primary dwelling of the kami or spirits. 

Heaven retains the character of origination and is the higher sphere, the 
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stand-in for the fertile chaos out of which heaven and earth first 

emerge. In a Nihongi passage, "the Chinese characters kiyo-chiyun, 

meaning 'emptiness', occur instead of the usual expression Takama-no-

hara,"
16

 implying an equation of High Heaven's Plain with the great 

void of nature, which is also the fundamental reality for Taoists and 

Buddhists. According to Jean Herbert,  author of Shintō: At the 

Fountainhead of Japan, "Although in the course of creation this void will 

be peopled with Kami, its denizens will never have the type of gross 

materiality which is that of our world..."
17

 

We conclude that Shintōism has reached a stage in its development 

where a distinction has been drawn between noumena and phenomena, 

spirit and matter, with the former holding the foremost place. Its 

void-like character is not that of a nothingness absolute but of a charged 

atmosphere, a spirited or living openness, whose numinous presence and 

secret productivity can be felt in the world of men and women. In later 

chapters I will try to show that this is precisely the dimension 

presupposed by haiku, as expressed, for instance, in the ample yo haku 

(or empty space) that surrounds every poem, a topic addressed in Chapter 

Twelve. 

2. The recognition of a single source-principle for all phenomena. 

 

 

At the heart of the spiritual domain is a trinity of spirits, three specific 

characters or personalities, of which  one is central to, and apparently 

generative of, the other two: ame-no-minaka-nushi, Heaven's Core Master 

or 'The Spirit Master of the August Center of Heaven." Through very 

little is said of this deity in Shintō holy texts, Professor Kato has 

championed the view that he/she is none other than the Shintō 

equivalent of God, the monotheistic nucleus of the Shintō religion.
18

 

Whatever validity there is to this assertion, Heaven's Core Master 

appears to be identical with the spiritual dimension and especially 

expressive of its creative essence, the life-principle inherent in animism, 
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the sense of vitality that prevents High Heaven's Plain from being a 

nothingness absolute. 

3.......  .                                                                                                Association of the inmost principle of nature with sheer spontaneity.  

 

 

Alternative translations state that the original threesome arose 

"spontaneously" and "disappeared" (as in the above version of the Kojiki) 

or were "born alone" and "hid their persons".
19

 It  is unclear whether 

the second halves of these characterisations are subsequent operations, 

implying a temporary physical existence for the kami, or representations 

of the non-material nature of the forces in question—though, as we will 

see, withdrawal is inherent in the nature of whatever emergence, however 

ethereal. 

The essential activity of the original kami, to which the first halves 

of the descriptions refer, and of which the suddenly manifest world is a 

further expression, is that of spontaneous generation, aseity, self -creation 

or what I will in later chapters call the principle of suddenness. The view 

is supported by Anesaki, who correctly notes that the titles of the first kami 

("Wondrously Producing Spirit," etc.) "indicates that they were intended to 

personify powers of spontaneous generation.” 
2 0

 He goes on to point out 

that the same notion is "betrayed" even in the mating of the first worldly 

couple, Izanami and Izanagi (see below). Though the two procreate 

through sexual union, their bizarre offspring, which include the islands 

of Japan, are more or less magically produced: they emerge fully-

formed, apparently in an instant. 

Stated in terms that are perhaps more suited to Zen than to early 

Shintōism, the principle of spontaneity is that each being comes into 

existence independently, suddenly and of itself, yet in accordance with 

a single, magical manner of generation that is the core of all 

manifestation. In the context of Shintōism, this mode of arising strictly 

applies only to the highest and earliest kami, but it is associated with 

religious experience in general, where the sense of nearness to the 

source of life is commonly accompanied by the feeling of a very first 
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moment in time, of a sudden plentitude preceded by a nothingness 

containing the magical germ of creation. The same primordial experience 

of nature is essential to haiku. 

4.        Realisation of the bi-polar structure of existence. 

As soon as worldly beings appear in the midst of the void, as soon 

as the earth takes its place beneath heaven, a duality exists; the 

familiar d iv i s ion  between sp i r i t  and mat ter ,  noumena and  

phenomena,  i s  accomplished. This duality is foreshadowed in the 

heavenly sphere itself.  Following the appearance of Heaven's Core 

Master, the twin "Producing" deities, taka-mi-musubi-no-kami ("The 

August, High, Wondrously Producing Spirit") and kami-musubi-no-kami 

("The Divine, Wondrously Producing Ancestor"), come into being. 

Nominally, these two are linked by the term musubi, "the most 

enlightening word in Shintō."
21

 Though the term has the primary meaning 

of productivity, creativeness or growth (the principle of spontaneity 

mentioned above), musubi also implies a sundering, "treesplitting,"
22

 

dialectical process, according to which creation proceeds by way of a series 

of paired, complementary opposites: male-female, light-dark, life-death, etc. 

Thus, the twin deities, taka-mi-musubi-no-kami and kami-musubino-kami, 

have a yin/yang (in/yō) relation to each other: 

The positive movement of musubi deified as Taka-mi-musubi-

no-kami, is the forward, expansive, swelling, exhaling, 

diversifying, ramifying male energy revealed in the exhaling, 

swelling and diversifying seasons of spring and summer, 

whereas its passive movement, deified as Kami-musubi-no-

kami, is the backward, contractive, absorbing, inhaling, 

unifying or reintegrating female energy, revealed in the 

inhaling, withering and unifying seasons of autumn and 

winter.
23
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Musubi has the additional meaning of completion or drawing together, 

whereby these two contrary tendencies are seen as aspects of one perfect 

movement, whose final meaning is life in the fullest sense. Nonetheless, the 

liveliness of musubi expresses itself dualistically. Following the 

appearance of a number of spirit pairs come the first human-like beings: 

Izanagi (the "Inviting Male") and Izanami (the "Inviting Female"), who 

are commanded by the other kami to unite and give birth to Japan. 

Reproduction replaces magical generation, or perhaps more accurately, 

becomes its new expression. And just as primordial spontaneity 

apparently entails a complementary movement of retreat—indicated in the 

disappearing, hiding or waning of the original deities—sexual generation 

too proves to be connected with a waning. After a particularly difficult 

childbirth, the Inviting Female succumbs to death and withdraws to the Land 

of Night. 

In  haiku poetry the same bi -polar st ructure of being will  be 

encountered in dozens of different guises:  in the evolutionary and 

devolutionary aspects of the mood wabi (sublime poverty); in the relation of 

haiku utterances to yo haku; in the double meaning of letting-be, as a 

faithful letting-appear and a creative letting-into-existence; in the two-fold 

significance of openness, as open revelation and open-ended mystery; and 

in the ultimate unity of elevation and lowliness. Though little more than a 

hasty overview can be offered at this point, the reader is alerted to a 

theme that will constantly reappear. 

 

Despite charges that Shintō is a primitive religion, "The traditional schools 

of Shintō mystics have precise and systematic metaphysical concepts about the 

world and life on higher planes" that are "solemnly transmitted to the disciples 

according to the latters' stage of development."
24

 For the most part, these 

teachings are associated with practices that come under the general heading of 

"purifications" (misogi). At the popular level, they amount to little more than 

hygenic disciplines designed to promote increased physical vitality and well-

being. Fasting, abstention from meat and stimulants, cold baths, special methods 

of breathing and vigorous exercise are among the practices encouraged. But 

at more advanced levels, purification includes "purifying the astral body," "rising 
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purified to higher and wider consciousness" and "purification by the holy soul 

which sheds light like the sun."
25

 

As can be gathered, the higher purifications are essentially meditations. 

Sometimes characterised as acts of "pacifying the soul" (particularly in reference 

to the most advanced forms, mitama-shizume and chin-kon), they can often 

seem anything but pacific: 

In direct contrast to the Hindu system, where great care is taken 

to make meditation as easy…as possible, the keen Shintōist 

likes to submit himself to as much hardship as he possibly 

can. He will practice squatting in the most awkward position, 

scantily clothed, or even stark naked after a bath taken with ice-

cold water, or in the open on a hill-top battered by wind and 

snow, while his shivering body turns numb and his flesh turns 

blue and green.
26

 

Inwardly, the practices aim at a tranquillity or detachment  that recognises no 

hardship or discomfort. There is an "opening of the inner self to higher powers":  

It is said that, after both breathing and consciousness have 

been 'regularized', the 'eyes of the heart' should be 'focused', 

that the 'ears' of the body and the heart should be kept 'open to 

have a good reception of the strong spiritual waves', that 'the 

chords of the heart which aim at  a higher spiri t '  should 

always be 'brought into vibration'.
27

 

Though the opening in question is described as an attunement to subtle spheres, 

it also has the sense of making oneself vacant for occupation by a particular 

kami. This is the magical practice of getting a soul or attracting a higher spirit 

(which, incidentally, Morton Smith insists is the true teaching about the Holy Spirit 

in early Christianity).
28

 In Shintō, of course, the inhabiting spirit is a force of 

nature. 

What do advanced Shintō purification rites have to do with haiku, 

especially given that none of the major haijin (Bashō, Buson, Issa, Shiki) were 

Shintō adepts? As noted earlier, the Shintō religion touches every aspect of 

Japanese life, whether this is consciously appreciated or not. Purification, as a 

cultural ideal, does not necessarily refer to specific practices but to the goal 
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of achieving absolute coincidence with what is highest and best in nature. 

In so far as purification signifies an opening to subtle influences, and in so far 

as it invites the strength and energy of nature to inhabit or work through us, it is 

the goal of the Shintō devotee and the haiku poet alike. In the case of the latter, 

this manifests itself in the poet's virtual self-effacement before the things of 

nature. Thus, Bashō advises his pupils: 

You can learn about the pine only from the pine, or about 

bamboo only from bamboo. When you see an object, you must 

leave your subjective preoccupation with yourself; otherwise 

you impose yourself on the object, and do not learn. The object 

and yourself must become one, and from that feeling of oneness 

issues your poetry.
29 

 

In Shintō religion the traditional symbol for this sort of mental purity, as 

well as the essential purity of nature itself, is the sacred mirror, one of the 

several holy items found in Shintō shrines. Not surprisingly it is one of the few 

symbols that appear in haiku poetry:  

 

togi naosu kagami mo kiyoshi   yuki no hana 

rubbing 

the mirror clean ~ 

snow flowers 

Bashō 

Here, the ambiguity of whether the mirror's clarity parallels the mind of the poet 

or the radiance of the flowers is essential to the poem's full meaning. 

Purity in the sense of openness can seem a wholly passive affair that 

has little to do with the active cultivation of higher spiritual forces  (as in the 

practice of getting a spirit). However, it is important to recognise a dynamic 

element in such purity or openness: the dynamism of natural liberty, the creativity 
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of freedom. "The sense of all purification is . . . to lead us toward that pure 

exercise of freedom by which our being is continually reborn," says the French 

philosopher Louis Lavelle.
30

 In haiku terms, this is the same liberty that 

continually gives birth to the world, and it is one with the openness of nature.  

Though Bashō himself fails to make the matter clear in his critical remarks, 

attunement to nature is not so much a fidelity to the things of nature as to the 

condition for their arising and being just so. The poet actively pursues the mood 

or spirit of freedom in which things have their being.  

 

 

Of the changes wrought by the nominally Shintō-instigated Meiji restoration, 

culminating in the "Bureau of Thought Control" in 1937 and in World War II, 

little need be said, save that in its original form, divorced from political 

affiliations, Shintō did offer genuine moral guidance. 

According to Herbert, Shintō "has no recognised ethical code to offer": 

no system of moral precepts, no holy law, no sense of guilt in the Christian sense, 

no conception of original sin. This apparent lack of ethical direction has been cited 

by missionaries "as strong evidence in favour of their contention that Shintō does 

not deserve to be regarded as a religion."
3I

 Doubtless the same missionaries would 

also have found something lacking in haiku, which portrays prostitutes and 

thieves as readily as (and frequently with more delight than) it does nuns and 

priests, yet without moral comment. 

nusubito no yane ni kieyuku yosamu kana 

robbers 

vanish over the roofs 

a chilly night ~ 

Buson 

"The simplicity of Shintō," says Blyth, "like that of Zen and of haiku, is 

entirely non-moral.”
32
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But are Shintō and (assuming a fundamental relationship) haiku really, 

or only apparently, "non-moral"? And are they so in the same sense, as 

Blyth suggests? Shintō authority Professor Sokyō Ono insists that Shintō does 

in fact recognise good and evil: 

Man by nature is inherently good, and the world in which he lives 

is good . . . Evil comes from without. The source of temptation 

and evil is the world of darkness. The cause is evil spirits, called 

magatsuh . . . Moral evil is thus an affliction,—a temporary 

affliction.
33

 

 

 

Hence the various Shintō purification rites and exercises have an ethical as well as 

sacramental and regenerative significance. Through them is achieved renewed 

connection with one's own inherent goodness, as well as that of nature.  

That Shintō lacks a precise ethical code, such as the Decalogue of Moses, 

indicates no moral failing but simply that it has other ethical foundations. 

Specifically, Shintō morality implies a flexible and indwelling path or way 

(michi), rather than a body of rules or commandments, fixed for all time and 

imposed from without. Shintō scholar Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801) says: 

Human beings, having been produced by the spirit of the two 

Creative Deities, are naturally endowed with the knowledge of 

what they ought to do and what they ought to refrain from. It is 

unnecessary for them to trouble their heads with systems of 

morality...
34

 

Correct behaviour therefore consists in attuning to one's inmost  nature, which, for 

Shintōists, is none other than nature. This is the meaning of following a path 

or way. Tasuku Harada explains: 

By michi, the Way, is intended a mysterious, unformulated, 

yet influential conception, carrying with it a sense of awe and 

solemnity . . . To act in accord with the course of nature, without 

conscious effort, obedient to the impulse of constitutional 

prompting, is the highest virtue in Shintō eyes. The course of 

nature is the will of the Gods. The will of the Gods is performed 
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in all that acts naturally. Here is extreme simplicity, utter faith in 

the rightness of the natural. Such is the core of the Japanese 

michi.
35

 

This understanding of morality should not seem strange to western 

readers, for it is similar to the Christian ideal of "walking in the spir it" (Gal. 

5:25) as opposed to adhering to the letter of the Law. Likewise, the ideal of 

naturalness in behaviour can be found in the lilies-of-the-field discourse of Jesus 

(Matt. 6:25-34). 

If morality is not exclusively identified with the observance of ru les, 

haiku too discloses a moral dimension, one very close to the Shintō conception of 

michi. Throughout haiku is the sense of a wholesome direction or path, associated 

with the inmost feeling of nature, which, if followed, leads to fullness of life 

and harmony with one's fellow beings. To the extent that we act naturally, 

spontaneously and with sincere feeling (makoto), our actions are good and just. 

To the extent that we accord with the way of nature, nature accords with us: 

 

taku hodo wa kaze ga mote kuru ochiba kana 

 

 

   fire-building 

the wind brings  

    fallen leaves ~ 

Ryōkan 

 

In addition to this intimation of a natural path  or as an extension of  

it there is in haiku a value for plain truth that has about it a certain moral 

flavour. The idea seems to be that there is an inherent rightness in bearing faithful 

witness to the world, in attending to its precise is-ness and suchness, regardless 

of what that truth happens to be; a parallel ethic is practised by the Society of 

Friends (Quakers). In some mysterious fashion, simply to see the world as -is 
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contributes to its betterment as well as our own; there is a natural healing, 

purifying quality in plain truth that drives off moral affliction. Though the ideal 

of faithful vision has, in the Japanese culture, come to be associated with 

Buddhism, it is a Shintō ideal as well, a function of the same mirror-like purity 

discussed earlier. Atsutane Hirata writes: "to follow . . . nature just as it is, 

without bending or turning aside, is to conform to the teaching of the Kami."
36

 

Understood as a path or road in the literal sense, michi suggests a final 

association between Shintōism and haiku: that of the wilderness pilgrimage. 

From the earliest days of Shintō such pilgrimages were undertaken as yet another 

form of purification, to draw nearer to nature's spiritual wellsprings. Because 

certain spots were considered beneficial to the soul, they became holy sites 

upon which shrines were often built. The spots provided travellers with specific 

destinations along the forest paths where they could steep themselves in magical 

forces. Indeed, the age-old practice (still observed in modern Japan) of visiting 

cherry groves in springtime was originally for the purpose of absorbing the 

vitality-giving emanations of the trees. 

Precisely owing to the magic, mystery and natural allure of the woodland 

settings,  poet-priests were often inspired to compose poetry about the sacred 

sites. The best of the compositions attracted later poet-priests, who frequently 

travelled considerable distances in order to immerse themselves in the spiritual 

vibrations: 

These poet-priests believed that local deities who had given the 

early poet inspiration lived on in each tree and blade of grass, as 

also in the mountains and rivers of the locality. It was essential 

to visit these places personally to engage in silent communion 

with the deities.
37 

 

Thus began the long tradition of poetic wanderings in Japan, culminating 

in Bashō's famous travel record, Narrow Road to the Deep North (oku no 

hosomichi), a work generally acknowledged to contain some of the world's 

greatest and most distinctive haiku. In the spirit of early Shintō priests, poets 

like Bashō regularly made treks into the wilderness to commune with the 

forces of nature. The records or journals that were composed along the way, 
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classically consisting of short prose passages interspersed with poems, form an 

important body of haiku literature. That the haiku contained in these records were 

so often written at sacred sites once more testifies to the spiritual orientation that 

haiku shares with Shintōism. 

It is true that, by Bashō's time, the poetic journey was not always 

undertaken with the central aim of communing with Shintō spirits. Especially 

after the poet Saigyō,  poetic wandering increasingly acquired connotations 

of simplicity, detachment and divine aimlessness, Buddhist values that are 

apparent in Bashō's travel writings, as they are in haiku generally. Wandering 

came to be prized as a spiritual end in its own right. Nonetheless, the broad 

ideal of immersing oneself in the magical, unseen forces of nature lived on in 

haiku to an extent not found in any other sphere of Japanese life, save that of 

Shintō worship itself. 
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Chapter Four 

Zen Spirit 

From soundlessness each authentic haiku 

comes. And to soundlessness the haiku 

invites us to return. 

Robert Spiessl 

The Zenr in  Kushū.—Sator i .—Zen mondō.—Bashō ' s  "old pond" 
haiku.—Katauta.—Haiku as responses to an unstated ult imate 
concern.—Keats and "Negative Capability." —Yūgen and myō.—The Cosmic 
Unconscious.—Mystery as an answer. 

In considering the "Spiritual Origins" of haiku R.H. Blyth devotes nearly a 

chapter of his seminal study Haiku to a Zen Buddhist anthology, the Zenrin Kushū.
2
 

Consisting of several thousand exclamations, phrases and couplets, culled from 

various Chinese T'ang and Sung sources, the collection has been used for over 300 

years in Zen monasteries as a guide to students, who often memorise the sayings in 

preparation for interviews with their masters.3 

Here is a sampling of Zenrin couplets
4
: 
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kennin-jō ni uma o washirashi 

kaen-ri ni mi o kakusu 

on a sword's edge charge your horse      

in a fire's blaze hide yourself 

tanen rōchū no tori 

konnichi kumo o ōto tobū 

for many years a caged bird 

today decked with clouds it soars 

ushi no nomu mizu wa chichi to nari 

hebi no nomu mizu wa doku to naru 

cows drink water— milk is produced. 

snakes drink water—poison is produced. 

mizu nagarete moto umi ni iri 

tsuki ochite ten o hanarezu 

water flows—but goes back to the sea 

the moon sets without leaving the sky 
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seizan mizukara seizan 

haku un mizukara haku un 

blue hills are from themselves blue hills 

white clouds are from themselves white clouds 

kari ni ishō no i naku 

mizu ni chin'ei no shin nashi 

wild geese cast patterns without planning 

water reflects them without thinking. 

ume yasete haru o shimuru koto sukunaku 

niwa hirō shite tsuki o uru koto ōshi 

plum trees growing thinner take up less of spring 

the garden seems wider and the moon fills the gaps 

 

yaiba yoku sakedoma mizukara sakazaru ga gotoku 

manako yoku miredoma mizucara mizaru ga gotoshi 

blades slice cleanly but don't slice themselves 

eyes see clearly but don't see themselves 

 

For the mystically-inclined, it is easy to see why Zen enthusiasts have prized 

the poems for so many years. Reading as they do, like oracles in spiritual fortune  
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cookies, they glow with a strange intensity that illumines as it bewilders. But what 

relation have they to haiku? Obvious points in common are:  

A.  Brevity and directness of speech;  

B.  Reference to natural objects and situations;  

C.  A certain contemplative character (not surprising in the case of the 

sayings, as they were often used as topics for meditation).  

Yet another, and deeper, association begins to emerge when we learn that the Zenrin 

sayings are considered to have bearing on the state of mind known as satori: 

enlightenment, awakening or liberation. Many of the entries were composed as 

records of insights received during moments of sudden illumination. Some fall into 

the category of deathbed poems, in which a master conveyed to his disciples his last 

words on the topic of liberation.
5
 A large number of the sayings have Taoist, 

Confucian or purely poetic origins, but these too seem to have been selected on the 

basis of their capacity to shed light on the experience of awakening. Thus, in one 

fashion or another, all the entries suggest a moment of satori, and it is only in this 

context that some of them make any sense whatever:  

kami henga no kōbe o ōu naku 

shimo sundo no ashi o rissuru tokoro nashi 

overhead not a tile of cover 

underfoot not a patch of earth 

ji ko ta sō kaku 

jyo gyu kan bi ha 

similar to a tiger but with many pairs of horns 

like a cow but lacking a tail 
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Though satori can surface in a variety of situations, while meditating, 

walking, or chopping wood, it is classically associated with the famous Zen 

interview; indeed, as already noted, the sayings of the Zenrin Kushū were 

memorised for precisely such occasions. Blyth says: "They were used, and still are, 

by monks studying Zen in the monasteries, who select the passage which seems to 

them to solve the problem they are given by the master."
6
 

Most readers will be already familiar with the Zen method of mondō training, 

whereby the master poses an inscrutable question, tantamount to "What is the 

meaning of life?"—such as "What is the sound of one hand clapping?" or "What is 

the meaning of the First Patriarch's visit to China?" The student is expected to 

answer with the first thought that comes to mind. Whether this response is a 

quotation from the Zenrin Kushū or an entirely original reply, it generally follows a 

common pattern, with all ultimate questions being referred back to the simple, 

natural features of daily living: grass, trees, birds, water, fire, gardens, rain. The 

apparent implication is that the answer to the meaning of life is plainly shown in the 

things of nature and easily accessible to us, if only we have sufficient insight to 

recognise it. 

Is there anything to suggest that haiku are to be taken in a similar fashion? 

Consider the following account by D.T. Suzuki of the manner in which Bashō gave 

birth to the most famous of all haiku, about a frog jumping into a pond: 

When Bashō was still studying Zen under his master Bucchō, the 

latter one day paid him a visit and asked, 'How are you getting along 

these days?' 

Bashō: ‘After a recent rain the moss has grown greener than 

ever.' 

Bucchō: 'What Buddhism is there prior to the greenness of 

moss?' 

Bashō: 'A frog jumps into the water, hear the sound!' 

This is said to be the beginning of a new epoch in the history of 

haiku . . .  Bashō, questioned by his master about the ultimate truth of 

things which existed even prior to this world of particulars, saw a frog 

leaping into an old pond, its sound making a break into (sic) the 

serenity of the whole situation. The source of life has been grasped, 

and the artist sitting here watches every mood of his mind as it comes 

in contact with a world of constant becoming, and the result is so 

many seventeen syllables bequeathed to us...
7
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The haiku referred to is: 

furuike ya kawazu tobikomu mizu no oto 

the old pond ~ 

a frog jumping in 

water sound 

Blyth gives a fuller version of the same story, in which it is plainer still that 

a mondō format is intended. Bucchō begins the interview by asking, "How is it, the 

Buddhist Law in this quiet garden with its trees and grasses?" and Bashō answers 

with the Zenrin-like response: "Large leaves are large, little ones are little." Then 

Bucchō asks, "Recently, what is your attainment?"—corresponding to Suzuki's, 

"How are you getting along these days?"
8
 

In essence, both versions of the tale agree: the context of Bashō 's "old 

pond" haiku is that of an ultimate or spiritual concern, specifically relating to a law 

or truth that is "prior to the greenness of moss" and, therefore, apparently at the very 

heart of nature. Each of the brief responses has a poetic flavour and each appears to 

refer the ultimate concern to natural objects and situations immediately in evidence 

before the men. 

Admittedly, the account has more the ring of legend than of an actual event. 

Blyth dismisses it as both unlikely and unpoetic.
9
 Nonetheless, the story is 

revealing. Whether or not the "old pond" interview really took place, the style of 

speaking and the understandings implicit in it would have been familiar to Zen 

student Bashō. Given the long tradition of mondō training in Japan, it is intriguing to 

speculate that Bashō, and perhaps some others before him, took the Zen reply as the 

model for haiku. It is even more intriguing if we consider the alternating voices of 

renga and credit Kenneth Yasuda's suggestion that both renga and haiku trace their 

origins to the katauta, the question-and-answer form upon which pre-tanka and pre-

renga poems were based. Yasuda quotes Shinobu Origuchi: 
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The mondō (question and answer) exchanged between the gods 

and the spirits became the mondō exchanged between men disguised as 

gods and men. The latter changed into mondō  between men 

disguised as gods and the maidens of the village who welcomed them. 

A question or the answer to it is called a katauta. A pair of katauta 

making a poem is always in the form of a mondō.
10

 

Yasuda goes on to observe: 

The form of the katauta consists usually of three parts arranged in 

the syllabic pattern, 5-7-7 or 5-7-5, varying in length from seventeen 

to nineteen syllables. It is extremely significant that the length of this 

oldest poetic form in Japanese is the length that it is. For it was used 

to ask a question—simply, directly, spontaneously, in one breath 

length. And the answer to the question is given in the same manner, 

in one breath.
11

 

He concludes: "Of course I do not mean that this ancient poetic form consisting of 

approximately seventeen or eighteen syllables immediately produced the haiku, but it 

is relevant to point out that this characteristic katauta form flows throughout the 

stream of Japanese poetry, undergoing many metamorphoses and crystallisations and 

eventuating in the haiku."
12

 

If the question-and-answer format was already implicit in haiku before Bashō 

composed his most characteristic poetry, then the association of haiku with the Zen 

mondō  is entirely natural. We would be truly puzzled if no such connection had 

ever been made, especially in light of the fact that the spontaneity of answers given 

"in one breath" was prized in traditional Japanese poet ry and in the Zen mondō 

alike. I suggest that this, then, is one valid context in which haiku, especially those 

in the manner of Bashō (practically synonymous with "haiku"), can be understood 

and appreciated: as answers to an unstated ultimate concern.
13

 As such they 

express moments of insight, illumination or liberation, in much the same fashion as 

poems written in the Zenrin style. Compare 
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bashō mimi naku shite rai o kite hiraki 

kika manako naku shite hi ni shitagatte tenzu 

banana plants without ears still open to thunder 

hollyhocks without eyes still turn with the sun 

with Basho's haiku: 

hi no michi ya aoi katamuku satsukiame 

the sun's path ~ 

hollyhocks bend with it 

in the May rains 

Poetically, the haiku is superior to the couplet in that it is shorter,  more immediate, 

more focused and less didactic; it actually says more than the couplet—by way of 

open implication. Yet the similarities between these two genres are more important 

than their differences. 

In both the Zenrin poems and haiku, an "unanswerable" ultimate question 

may be assumed or supposed. In both cases, the exact question does not require 

elaboration. It need not be voiced at all since it is taken as part of the human 

condition: forever to be haunted by a vague sense of mystery that seems to call for 

an answer. The silence surrounding the three stark lines of haiku (or the simple 

couplets of the Zenrin) is as important to the poems as the words themselves. On 

encountering this silence we feel compelled to ask: "What is the issue here? Why 

are we being shown this?" Sooner or later it dawns on us that our concern might be 

an ultimate one and that our questions might be instances of a single large question.  

The silence surrounding haiku is the silence of the world, with which our 

thinking is not at peace and about which there is a constant restless inquiry. The 

images called up in the poems are responses to our questioning. Yet they are highly 

mysterious responses. They put us in touch with the things of nature but do not tell 

us how these things constitute a resolution. The bare images, and by extension the 
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creatures and events they represent, appear to flow from the very stillness that 

troubles us. Indeed, they amplify it—in such a manner that we begin to suspect that 

the silence itself is speaking, both in and above the images. Life's mystery, 

encountered now as something articulate and brimming with the energy of nature, is 

suddenly heard as its own ultimate reply. 

That Bashō himself was driven by an ultimate concern, which he understood 

in terms of nature's inmost wellsprings, and that this concern is the context of his 

most characteristic poetry seem beyond doubt. His poems arose as answers to an 

ever-present but unspoken question. Yet what sort of answers are these? What do 

they tell us? Strictly speaking, within the Zen paradigm, no further explanation can 

be given. The haiku themselves (assuming them to be genuine instances of 

illumination) contain all that we require. We must enter more deeply into the 

dimension of their speaking . . . and silence. 

According to Bashō: "If one does not understand such things naturally, it is 

hard for one to understand them at all."14 Which seems to be the point of so much 

Zen culture: "This!—not something else, not another."
15

 We need to go to the heart 

of the matter that is directly before us and seek a more natural understanding there, 

rather than bring in new externals. It is as if the Japanese masters are constantly 

reminding us of our perverse inclination for clear explanations, in preference to 

having the meaning of things living within us, unexplained. 

Perhaps the sense of Bashō's statement is that we already do understand but 

are unwilling to rest in this unclarified wisdom, or even to accept it as understanding 

at all. Our continual questioning is a failure to acknowledge mystery as a fully -

revealed portion of truth. In this respect haiku poetry could amount to a kind of 

tutelage in resting in a prior sort of knowledge.  

The English poet John Keats says: 

several things dove-tailed in my mind, and at once it struck me what 

quality went to form a Man of Achievement, especially in Literature, 

and which Shakespeare possessed so enormously—I mean Negative 

Capability, that is, when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, 

mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and 

reason—Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated 

verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from being  
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incapable of remaining content with half-knowledge. This pursued 

through volumes would perhaps take us no further than this, that with 

a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, 

or rather obliterates all consideration.
16

 

This could be a description of the haiku frame of mind. For the Romantic poet, the 

Zen adept and the haijin alike, mystery is not something to be defeated or dispelled. 

Rather it is part of "the sense of Beauty" itself. In Japanese terminology, it is the 

mood of yūgen. 

The Chinese equivalent of yūgen, yu-hsuan, appears in the books of the six 

Dynasties and the T'ang dynasty, where we find the lines of the poet Luo Pin-wang 

(?-684): 

Trusting life and destiny to the hidden and dark;  

Leaving matter and form to the changing and fleeting.
17

 

Yu-hsuan is "the hidden and dark," to which reference is also made in the Linchi-lu 

(the records of Linchi, the Chinese master from whom Rinzai Zen takes its name), 

where it is said that Buddhism is "hidden and dark."
18

 The Japanese perspective on 

yūgen is given by Suzuki in his essay "Zen and Haiku": 

Every art has its mystery, its spiritual rhythm, its myō (miao), as the 

Japanese would call it. As we have seen, this is where Zen becomes 

most intimately related to all branches of art. The true artist , like a 

Zen master, is one who knows how to appreciate the myō of things. 

Myō is sometimes called yūgen...in Japanese literature. Some 

critics state that all great works of art embody in them yūgen whereby 

we attain a glimpse of things eternal in the world of constant changes: 

that is, we look into the secrets of Reality. Where satori flashes, 

there is the tapping of creative energy; where creative energy is felt, 

art breathes myō and yūgen.
19

 

In a long footnote he expands on this: 

Yūgen is a compound word, each part,  yū  and gen, meaning 

"cloudy impenetrability," and the combination meaning "obscurity,"  
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"unknowability," "mystery," "beyond intellectual calculability," but 

not "utter darkness" . . . It is not at all presentable to our sense-

intellect as this or that, but this does not mean that the object is 

altogether beyond the reach of human experience. In fact, it is 

experienced by us, and yet we cannot take it out into the broad daylight 

of objective publicity. It is something we feel within ourselves, and 

yet it is an ob je c t  a bou t  whic h  we  ca n  t a lk ,  i t  i s  a n  ob jec t  o f  

m ut ua l  communication only among those who have the feeling of 

it. It is hidden behind the clouds, but not entirely out of sight, for we 

feel its presence, its secret message . . . The feeling is all in all. 

Cloudiness or obscurity or indefinability is indeed characteristic of 

the feeling. But it would be a great mistake if we took this cloudiness 

for something experientially valueless or devoid of significance to our 
daily life. We must remember that Reality or the source of all things is to 

the human understanding an unknown quantity, but that we can feel it in 

a most concrete way.
20

 

A striking example of yūgen can be found in the following Zenrin poem: 

kaze shizumatte hana nao ochi 

tori naite yama ni yū nari 

the wind dies but  petals still fall 

birds cry but  the mountain hush deepens 

Here, the words "yama ni yū nari" mean, literally, "the mountain grows still more 

mysterious (yū). 

Examples of the same mood are abundant in the haiku of Bashō—to such an 

extent that it is difficult to find poems where it is entirely absent. Eerie overtones of 

yūgen are apparent in: 

inasuma ya     yami no kata yuku goi no koe 

lightning ~ 

into darkness plunges 

a night-heron's cry 
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A softer yūgen is present in the poem about the old pond: 

the old pond ~ 

a frog jumping in 

water sound 

Indeed, it is hard to imagine a successful haiku in which the mood of mystery is not 

apparent in some degree. Like the poems of the Zenrin Kushū, haiku enlighten us in 

the same measure that they bewilder us. They answer our puzzlement with 

mystery... and indeed with The Mystery. 

I take all of the above as an illustration of how the Japanese conception of 

spirit as kokoro (heart, feeling, mood) blends and finally becomes one with the 

conception of spirit as rei (ultimate truth). Mood or feeling, in the haiku sense (see 

Chapter Two), opens into truth, and one of the most fundamental features of that 

truth is expressed by the mood of yūgen. 

Doubtless, unrepentant questioners (most of us) will still want to ask: "How 

does such a mood constitute an answer? What exactly is conveyed through it?" 

Suzuki gives one explanation. Drawing on the terminology of western psychology, 

he employs the term "the Unconscious" in an expanded sense that includes the inner 

workings of nature. Just as our psyche has contents that are hidden from us yet 

determine our observable behaviour, so has nature a mysterious side that is 

accountable for the world of phenomena. Referring to the "old pond" haiku, Suzuki 

writes: 

Bashō the poet . . . has passed through the outer crust of consciousness 

away down into its deepest recesses, into a realm of the unthinkable, 

into the Unconscious, which is even beyond the unconscious generally 

conceived by the psychologists. Bashō's old pond lies on the other 

side of eternity, where timeless time is. It is so "old," indeed, that 

there is nothing more ancient. No scale of consciousness can measure 

it. It is whence all things come, it is the source of this world of 

particulars, yet in itself shows no particularization...21 
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The mood of mystery is an answer because it is an intimation of the Cosmic 

Unconscious that is the source of all things. Through yūgen (together with its sister 

moods of sabi, wabi and so on) we connect with the world's inmost logos. 

Yet somehow even this explanation falls short, not because it is wrong but 

because it is an idea rather than a feeling. We suspect that we have once again 

clarified the intellect at the expense of our natural understanding. as well as  at the 

expense of a very good poem. The meaning of Bashō's haiku is not a philosophical 

dissertation; it is the mood of mystery surrounding these details, which speaks 

volumes more than any discourse. In response to the unstated question about the 

ultimate meaning of life, Bashō gives us the concrete mood of yūgen. For many 

people, this is no answer at all, since it is the same cloudiness that challenged us in 

the first place. But the point is that the Mystery is its own answer, not an obstacle 

to knowledge but knowledge itself, the immediate presence of nature's heights and 

depths, the Great Secret that would instantly vanish if there were anything whatever 

to know beyond the ultimate truth of Mystery itself. To know the Great Secret is to 

know, or rather to feel, the terminus of intellectual understanding. And this is the 

beginning of understanding in tune with nature, where mystery is something we 

know very well, as magic, as the impossible presence of what undeniably is, as the 

truth of a world that is just so, without any possible explanation. This is the sort of 

answer that haiku, in common with the poems of the Zenrin Kushū, hands back to us 

in response to our quest for final explanations: 

 yoku mon ka raisho         

Teikun mato fuchi 

you ask where flowers come from 

the spring god too doesn't know 

(Note: Teikun = the god of spring) 

Try as we will to make the universe understandable in our terms, as a kind of 

formula or equation, it is we who must cross the distance, we who must translate  
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ourselves to the dimension of mystery. Such a crossing-over entails a going-out-of our 

usual selves, leaving our questioning disposition behind and entering into the 

"hidden and dark" of yūgen, as something to be tasted and appreciated in its own 

right. The sense of mystery itself is where we must seek our rest. 

uchū ni kōjitsu o mi 

kari ni seisen o kumu 

in rain see the bright sun 

from fire dip spring water 

Japanese scholars
22

 have sometimes played down Zen's influence on Bashō, 

and thus on haiku, suggesting that the poet was more deeply influenced by Taoist 

writings and the poetic tradition itself. The argument is vitiated by Zen's strong ties 

with both. What is clear is that Bashō has more than a passing acquaintance with 

Zen and that Zen continues to provide important  insights into haiku, as haiku does 

into Zen. Above all, they are one in their common regard for the magical depths of 

nature. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
 
 
 The Spirit of Bashō 

 

  

   

 
 Bashō as guiding spirit in haiku.—Coincidence of the poet and the field of 

nature.—Immersion in particular entit ies.—Keats.—Bergson.—Rilke.— 

D i s t a n c e  a n d  i n t i m a c y . — T h e  d i m e n s i o n  o f  o r i g i n . — L a v e l l e . —  

Sabi.—Loneliness, quietness, patina.—Karumi.—Nature in us.—Natural 

freedom  

 

 

 Though classical haiku partakes of the spirit of Zen, it is even more 

essentially informed by the individual spirit of Matsuo Bashō (1644-1694), the poet 

largely responsible for the Zen connection. Scrutiny of the development of haiku 

from waka and renga (see Chapter One) leaves no doubt on the matter: the poetic 

genre that we recognise as haiku is more closely associated with Bashō than with 

any other poet—to the extent that a haiku might be defined as a free-floating hokku 

written in his manner. In a very real sense, every haijin is a member of Bashō's 

school and every haiku produced in this school testifies to his guiding spirit.  

At the same time, I am not forgetting my assertion (in Chapter Two) that 

haiku spirit is "the vast unelucidated field of nature within which arise the various 

things of nature, including haiku poetry itself." Rather, I take it for granted that  
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Bashō and the field of nature coincide. To the degree that he succeeded in his 

aim of returning to and becoming one with nature,
1
 he is identical with the 

ultimate source of haiku. Three hundred years later, no haijin comes nearer 

than he does to being the human voice of nature. 

In this chapter, I will not give a full account of Bashō's life, the details 

of which have been reported and analysed in the works of many other authors, 

most notably in Makoto Ueda's Matsuo Bashō.
2
 What I will address is the 

poet's project of becoming one with nature, particular in relation to the poetic 

moods of sabi and karumi. 

 

 

 

From the records of Hattori Dohō (1657-1730, a student of Bashō), it is 

clear that Bashō believed that union with nature, culminating in artistic 

excellence, is achieved through identification with the various things of nature: 

 

 

The Master said: "Learn about a pine tree from a pine tree, and 

about a bamboo plant from a bamboo plant." What he meant 

was that a poet should detach the mind from his own personal 

self. Nevertheless some poets interpret the word "learn" in their 

own ways and never really "learn." For "learn" means to enter 

into the object, perceive its delicate life and feel its feelings, 

whereupon a poem forms itself. A lucid description of the 

object is not enough; unless the poem contains feelings 

which have spontaneously emerged from the object, it will show 

the object and the poet's self as two separate entities, making it 

impossible to attain a true poetic sentiment. The poem will be 

artificial, for it is composed by the poet's personal self.
3
 

 

 

This matches advice from Zen texts: "Hide yourself in/each and every thing!" 

and "In the willow, become green!! In the flower, become red!"
4 

A similar sense of immersion appears in western literature. The English 

poet Keats, for instance, writes: "If a Sparrow come before my Window I take 

part in its existence and pick about the Gravel."
5
 In recent times the French 
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thinker Henri Bergson (1859-1941) has elaborated a philosophical 

method based on such interpenetration. Distinguishing between two sorts  

of knowledge, analytical and intuitive, and then taking the side of the latter, he 

declares: "Intuition, then, signifies first of all consciousness, but immediate 

consciousness, a vision which is scarcely distinguishable from the object 

seen, a knowledge which is contact and even coincidence."
6
 In an essay titled 

"An Introduction to Metaphysics," he says: "We call intuition here the 

sympathy by which one is transported into the interior of an object in order to 

coincide with what there is unique and consequently inexpressible in it."
7
 

The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926) gives a striking 

illustration of this sort of intuition: 

 

 

I love inseeing. Can you imagine with me how glorious it is to 

insee, for example, a dog as one passes by,—insee (I don't 

mean in-spect, which is only a kind of human gymnastic, by 

means of which one immediately comes out again on the other 

side of the dog, regarding it merely, so to speak, as a window 

upon the humanity lying behind it, not that)—but to let oneself 

precisely into the dog's very center, the point from where it 

begins to be dog, the place in it where God, as it were, would 

have sat down for a moment when the dog was finished, in order 

to watch it under the influence of its first embarrassments and 

inspirations and to find that it was good, that nothing was 

lacking, that it could not have been better made. For a while 

one can stand being right inside the dog, but one must be 

careful to jump out in time, before its environment has 

completely enclosed one, since otherwise one would simply 

remain the dog in the dog and be lost  for everything else. 

Laugh though you may, dear confident, if I am to tell you where 

my all-greatest feeling, my world-feeling, my earthly bliss was 

to be found, I must confess to you: it was to be found time and 

again, here and there, in such inseeing, in the indescribably 

swift, deep, timeless moments of this divine inseeing . . . 
8
 

 

 

The central problem with Rilke's account, as well as with Bashō's 

advice, surfaces in the words: "For a while one can stand being right inside 

the dog, but one must be careful to jump out in time, before its environment 
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has completely enclosed one..." Complete identification implies closure, 

loss of the poetic perspective. That is why we usually lack a full appreciation 

of our own condition: because we are completely immersed in ourselves. 

As Rilke recognises (but does not sufficiently consider), true 

appreciation implies distance as well as nearness. With respect to ourselves, it 

implies a vantage-point outside (the usual sense of) ourselves, outside the 

familiar theatre where personal preoccupations take center stage. With respect 

to other beings, it implies a similar state of aesthetic distance . . . yet one that 

paradoxically admits the possibility of utter intimacy. The apparent contradiction 

supposes a subtle sphere that precedes the distinction between nearness and 

distance, subject and object. In Rilke's example, what is required is not 

absolute coincidence with the dog but "the point from where it begins to be 

dog, the place in it where God, as it were, would have sat down for a moment 

when the dog was finished . . . to find that it was good, that nothing was 

lacking, that it could not have been better made." What is required is 

God's perspective so to speak, the dimension of origin. 

Poetic immersion means, above all, coincidence with nature's primary 

sphere, its inmost spirit, which is not limited to this or that particular creature 

but spreads equally throughout all beings, as their common matrix, the field  

from which they begin to be what they uniquely are. Bergson says:  

 

 

Intuition is what attains the spirit . . . Its real domain being the 

spirit, it would seek to grasp in things, even material things, their 

participation in spirituality—I should say divinity were I not 

aware of all the human element still in our consciousness, 

however purified and spiritualised.
9
 

 

 

 

Louis Lavelle (1874-1984), another French thinker, identifies a certain 

inner principle as the exact target of immersion: "We enfold [the real ity of 

the object] with our gaze but do not penetrate it because we do not yet 

coincide with the principle that gives it birth."
10

 For Lavelle, this is the 
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universal "Act of Being" that holds everything in being and that is evoked 

each time we become acutely present to ourselves and the world. As the 

principle responsible for the every-minute emergence of what-is from mysterious 

regions, it is the ultimate focus of all worldly participation, coincidence or 

immersion: 

The essence of participation is to discover an act that, at the 

moment that I accomplish it, appears to me as both mine and not 

mine, as both universal and personal . . . 
11 

 

 

One does not participate in a thing. One participates in an act that 

is in the process of being accomplished, but that also accomplishes 

itself in us . . . 
12 

 

 

In essence, Lavelle's creative principle agrees with Rilke's idea of a "point" where 

things begin to be, as well as with the principle of spontaneity referred to in earlier 

chapters, though it should be noted that Japanese philosophers are more inclined to 

describe the latter as "the activity of nothingness"
I3

 than as the "Act of Being." 

In any event, I take Lavelle's principle to be virtually identical with the creative 

heart of nature's unelucidated field, and for that reason will make frequent 

reference to Lavelle's works in future chapters. 

Despite very different cultural settings and presuppositions I feel the 

thoughts of the above European philosophers have a bearing on the poetry of 

Matsuo Bashō, whose aim of becoming one with "nature" already suggests a 

perspective that goes beyond particular objects. Like Keats and Rilke, he is 

dedicated to the absolute suchness of things and events, but his ideal of immersion 

implies an even greater regard for their source dimension, as it does also for 

Keats and Rilke. What evidence if there in Bashō’s poems of such a dimension?  

Consider the three following poems: 
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kare eda ni     karasu no tomari keri      aki no kure 

 

     on a bare branch 

    a crow has settled ~ 

     autumn dusk   

ara umi ya     Sado ni yokotau     ama no gawa 

 

     wild seas ~ 

    Sado is spanned by 

     Heaven’s River 

 

(The Milky Way or "Heaven's River" stretches over Sado Island) 

 

 

kono michi ya      yuku hito nashi ni    aki no kure 

 

     this road ~ 

    no traveller here 

     autumn dusk 

 

The poems (from the most productive part of the poet's career, 1680 to 

1694) are more or less matter of fact. At first glance, they appear to support the 

contention that particular objects are the chief concerns in haiku. But 

where is there any evidence of the poet's immersion in them? Far from 

describing the inwardness of particular beings, Bashō presents impartial, vista-

like accounts in which there is no mention whatever of inner realities. Still , that 

impartiality itself has a certain inner character. A single stillness spreads 

throughout the haiku: a quiet, lonely, loosely contemplative quality. Japanese 

audiences recognise it as the mood of sabi, the spirit to which the bulk of 

Bashō's most characteristic poetry relates. 

Though close in meaning to the mood of yūgen discussed in the last 

chapter, sabi differs from it in that life's silence is encountered less as a mystery 

than as an internal vastness, imbued with overtones of noble self -sufficiency 
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and age-old resonance. The mood has a somewhat solitary character, associated 

in the Japanese mind with remote and deserted places. According to Bashō 

biographer Makoto Ueda, sabi implies both "loneliness" and "quiet."
14

 The 

word for "loneliness," sabishi (from which sabi derives), has for Bashō much 

the same meaning as the word shizukasa (or "quietness"). This is shown in the 

following drafts of one of his most famous poems: 

 

 

sabishisa ya     iwa ni shimikomu     semi no koe 

 

     loneliness ~ 

    soaking into the rock 

     cicada cries 

 

 

shizukasa ya     iwa ni shimiru     semi no koe 

 

                                     quietness ~ 

    soaking into the rock 

     cicada cries 

 

 

Ueda concludes: 

 

 

Certainly it is more than a coincidence that the word "quietness" 

is used in place of "loneliness" . . . Bashō conceived loneliness to 

be very close to quietness. In his usage, then, loneliness does not 

just mean that one is alone and in need of company; it has more 

to do with a particular atmosphere arising from a scene or moment 

that need not involve a human being.
15

 

 

 

At the same time it is clear that the quietness in question refers to a subtle 

or spiritual dimension, since the cicadas are making quite a racket!  

The exact connection between solitude and the goal of immersing oneself 

in the spiritual heights and depths of other beings is given by Lavelle, who 
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sees solitude and immersion as complements rather than as antagonistic ideals:  

it should not be surprising if the force of the spiritual act . . . is 

always proportional to the force with which I am capable of 

entering into solitude. Only this solitude opens in me an 

interior world that is without limits and in which I discover, for 

the first time, a way of communicating with all that is.
16

 

 

 

The full meaning of sabi is complicated by its associations with change 

or passing time—what we might refer to as rust, tarnish or patina. Citing a 

linguistic interpretation by Kuriyama Riichi, Earl Miner writes: "By scrutiny of 

various words such as ‘sabi,’ ‘sabite,’ ‘sabu,’ ‘saburu,' etc., he finds that the 

common element is alteration, particularly for the worse."
17

 Hence, in sabi, 

there is often a sense of time taking its toll, of nature bringing forth new 

generations of plants and animals only to submit them to the process of 

decay—which process strangely enriches them  with significance and brings 

them together, makes them one under the same relentless law. 

D.T. Susuki believes that sabi has historic overtones as well: 

 

If an object of art suggests even superficially the feeling of 

a his torical  period,  there is  sabi  in  i t .  Sabi  consis ts  of  

rust ic  unpretentiousness or archaic imperfection, apparent 

simplicity or effortlessness in execution, and richness in 

historical associations (which, however, may not always be 

present) . . . 
18

 

 

 

Despite these associations of change, decay and passing time, or perhaps divining 

an element of timelessness in endless change, Suzuki (somewhat portentously) 

translates sabi as "Eternal Aloneness," favouring its spiritual connotations, 

suggestive of the single, vast, transpersonal life of nature. 

In Bashō's case, this dimension is typically achieved through a kind 

of surrender. The poet steeps himself in some natural setting until his personal 

identity is all but forgotten, replaced by the stillness and solitude of nature's 
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depths. An inner domain is revealed but, contrary to Bashō's advice and 

despite the specific focus of his poems, it is not exclusively that of specific 

entities. Though there is indeed a rapt involvement in particular situations and 

beings, the proper object of immersion lies beyond them, in the common 

source from which they draw their manifold, inextricably interwoven, 

meanings. 

I suggest that we abandon attempts to provide a precise translation of 

sabi and let Bashō's haiku supply the understanding we seek:  

 

hototogisu      kieyuku kata ya     shima hitotsu 

 

     the cuckoo 

    fading in the distance ~ 

     a lone island 

 

 

kogarashi ni     iwa fuki togaru      sugima kana 

 

     winter’s gale 

    hones a rock 

     in the cedar gap ~ 

 

 

koe sumite      hokuto ni hibuku     kinuta kana 

 

     clear sounds 

    echo to the northern stars 

     the fulling block ~ 

 

 

 

* 
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Sabi is only one modality of nature, and Bashō did not cleave to it as 

the sole ideal of his poetry. In later years (1692-1694), beset by advancing age and 

the necessity of adapting himself to city life in Edo, no longer as footloose as 

he liked to be, the poet increasingly turned to the mood of "lightness" or 

karumi. Compared with the piercing, majestic, frequently sombre poems imbued 

with sabi, the haiku of this new phase are remarkably sociable, gentle-humoured 

. . . and on occasion even domestic: 

 

 

ki no moto ni    shiru mo namasu mo     sakura  kana 

 

                                                 under the trees 

    soup and fish-salad and 

     cherry blossoms ~ 

 

 

hiyahiya to      kabe wo fumaete      hirune kana 

 

                                                            so cool 

    the wall against my feet 

     noonday nap ~ 

 

 

sarabachi mo      honokani yami no     yoisuzumi 

 

     dishes and bowls 

    in the half-dark 

     the evening cool 

 

 

After years of immersing himself in trackless vistas where the human 

figure is conspicuously absent, Bashō is now keenly (and with a hint of self-

reproach for his former negligence) interested in the affairs of men:  
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aki fukaki     tonari wa nani o     suru hito zo 

 

     autumn deepens 

    my neighbour   how does 

     he make a living 

 

 

Students and critics did not take this change in mood lightly. They felt 

that Bashō had abandoned his earlier insights and embraced the sentiments of a 

senile old man. The new poetry seemed to lack the depth of the poetry that 

preceded it, seemed to fall short of the high standards the poet had set for 

himself. Indeed, the view persists to the present day. Poets and critics still 

focus on the works of Bashō's middle period, devoting the greatest space in 

anthologies to them. In spite of this, there is no evidence whatever of 

declining sensibilities in the poet's final years. On the contrary, the following 

haiku, composed a fortnight before his death, suggests an intensification of his 

powers: 

 

shiragiku no     me ni tatete miru     chiri mo nashi 

 

     white chrysanthemum 

    minutely inspect 

     no trace of dust 

    

 
Bashō was well aware of the attitude of his critics . . . and elected to 

ignore them. According to Miner, he  

 

insisted that lightness must be distinguished from thinness, that 

the language  was r ich and the  meaning was no less  than 

before .  Lightness, he said "derives from the depths of the body and 

is found naturally throughout the whole stanza."
19

 

 

 

 



 
 

  84 

As to the charge of shallowness, the poet himself declared: "The style I have 

in mind these days is a light one . . . that gives the impression of looking at 

a shallow river with a sandy bed."
20

 The shallowness in question is not 

synonymous with triviality or absence of meaning. On the contrary, meaning 

abounds; it simply is no longer distant; we become aware of a near magic that 

requires no heroic immersion in remote regions. The image of the shallow river 

refers to the self-evidence of an inviting ground that is plainly revealed and 

directly at hand. 

In reference to the ultimate foundations of language, Ludwig 

Wittgenstein (1889-1951) makes an observation that could easily be Bashō's own 

justification for karumi: "The difficult thing here is not, to dig down to the 

ground; no, it is to recognise the ground that lies before us as the ground."
21

 

With respect to haiku and nature, the ground is simply the present moment, 

whose most intimate features are the details of our daily living. A slight 

improvement on Wittgenstein's statement would include recognition that the 

ground is also, and more essentially, within us, as the simple, familiar feeling 

of present aliveness. Bashō's final poems skilfully employ the images of 

everyday reality to renew this sense of nature's immanence.  

If the karumi poems do lack the force of the earlier ones (and I doubt 

that this is the case), it is because force, as it is usually understood, is not the 

issue. Had the master wished to pierce us with a stark or majestic vision he 

would have done so. To suppose otherwise is tantamount to supposing that the 

author of the Tempest went astray and fell short of writing another Hamlet. 

Obviously, Bashō had motives that demanded a departure from his earlier 

stance. 

To remain true to the ideal of following nature, to push further than before 

in his quest for the absolute heart of things, he had to reappraise the essence of 

haiku. A new beginning was needed. Still, the fresh approach could not be a total 

repudiation of all that had gone before. It had to be a genuine progression, both  

within the Japanese poetic tradition and within Bashō's life and work. It had to 

be the inevitable outcome of his years of wandering, a homecoming in the 

highest sense, in which the inmost meaning of nature, human nature and haiku 
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were fully illumined and shown as one. 

The precedent for a lighter approach was already there. In Bashō's youth, 

haikai were mainly composed in the spirit of light-hearted play, as a kind of 

game (see Chapter One). For the mature artist there was no question of going 

back to the mood of those early days. Rather, the original inclination to light -

heartedness had to be refined to a purer, more enlightened essence. 

Humour had always been an important ingredient in Zen, useful 

for puncturing spiritual bubbles. It was often the accompaniment of awakening  

itself, as is apparent in so many Zen anecdotes. Something of the same 

spirit pervades Bashō's later work. The poet is not interested in outright 

merriment but in a softer, subtler, more secure form of expression, embracing at 

once the realm of humans and that of nature's simplest forms—not the belly 

laugh of a joke nor the half-derisive grin of senryū but more nearly the trace 

of a smile, like that on the face of the Buddha. A certain compassionate 

enjoyment is sought: 

 

 

ika uri no     koe magirawashi     hototogisu 

 

     the squid seller’s 

    call is mixed with that 

     of the cuckoo 

 

 

The transition to karumi was not accomplished overnight, even though 

the change must have seemed sudden to Bashō's pupils. It is not difficult 

to find examples of the light touch in his younger verses. But it is only 

where that light touch borders on sabi itself that we glimpse the beginnings 

of karumi, as in the following example, composed in 1690, when the 

ideal of lightness was just beginning to dawn on the poet: 
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asacha nomu     sō shizukanari     kiku no hana 

 

     morning tea taken 

    by a monk in silence ~ 

     chrysanthemums 

 

 

The lonely associations of stillness are here not so stark. The familiar figure of 

the monk brings nature closer to us. At the same time the monk himself is not 

all that alone, for he has the whole of nature as a companion. The sc ene 

is quietly convivial . . . with distinct overtones of sabi. 

This is where we must seek a better understanding of karumi, in the 

mood of sabi itself. The former is a natural progression from the latter, one that 

opens fresh possibilities for communion with nature while preserving a sense 

of tranquillity. This  i s  the  v iew of  Makoto  Ueda,  who sees  karumi  as  

"a  d ia lec t ic  transcendence of sabi": 

 

 

Sabi urges man to detach himself from worldly 

involvements; "lightness" makes it possible for him, after 

attaining that detachment, to return to the mundane world.  

Man lives amid the mire as a spiritual bystander. He does 

not escape the grievances of living; standing apart, he just 

smiles them away.
22

 

 

 

So stated it sounds as though the original project of immersion has been 

abandoned. Rather, I suggest that a deeper level of it has been attained. 

In order to come to rest in nature's source, Bashō must find something in 

himself—something in human nature—that corresponds. Nature must be 

discovered ahead of any appearance of trees and birds and sweeping vistas, 

otherwise there can be no deep understanding whatever. This is as true with 

respect to poems written in the mood of sabi as it is with respect to those written 

in the mood of karumi, yet without the same clarity that the poet's most 

immediate access to nature is in the human heart. 
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As noted earlier, the human figure is often conspicuously absent in haiku 

where sabi predominates, almost as if it is somehow foreign, out of place. In 

fairness to these poems, it must be conceded that the absence is itself a kind of 

presence, perhaps indicating the nearness of a higher humanity (or no-self, as I 

will argue in Chapter Thirteen). Even so, there is to my mind an aloof, slightly 

chilly quality to sabi that betrays an incomplete union with nature. It suggests a 

mid-way stage between oblivion of nature's source and total coincidence with 

it. Bashō correctly seeks nature outside, in the openness that lies just beyond the 

usual or all too-habitual sense of himself, but falls short of realising that the 

essence of the outside is also there within, as fully-awakened humanness, 

as his original participation in being and as its participation in him. The poems of 

Bashō's karumi period show that the poet has won this realisation and is 

returning back home, somewhat in the spirit of this Zen poem: 
23

 

 

 

ie ni kaette tansu ryōtō dassu 

shiba wa onozukara aoku hi wa onozukara kurenai nari 

 

   back home again and free of your load 

                 brushwood’s naturally green and fire’s naturally red 

 

 

The human element cannot be banished from nature, for we are part of 

nature, indeed, the very beings who are concerned with its essence. Also, the 

possibility (explored in the next chapter) must be considered that what we call 

"humanness" refers beyond human beings to a certain aspect of nature in general, 

so that to exclude our own central quality is to overlook an important feature 

of the whole. 

Granted, there is something in us that does not correspond (and haiku 

poets correctly locate this in our self-centered, thinking-questioning-using 

disposition) but there must also be a common wellspring, a shared region of 

being that joins us to life below the surface of things, an internal openness. This 
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is the final site of poetic immersion for Bashō, and perhaps the goal of Zen 

training as well. Only with this prior type of immersion does the world flash 

back at us hints of our true nature, as Bashō well knew: 

 

What is important is to keep our mind high in the world of 

true understanding, and returning to the world of our daily 

experience to seek therein the truth of beauty. No matter what 

we may be doing at any given moment, we must not forget that it 

has a bearing upon our everlasting self which is poetry.
24 

 

 

In the haiku of Bashō's middle period, where sabi is the dominant 

mood, nature appears largely as something "out there" whose elusive 

essence must be caught; the poet loses himself in the wilderness and attempts 

to capture some of its strange flavour. Yet the poems cumulatively, and with 

increasing clarity, suggest that each worldly discovery is more essentially a 

revelation of something already existing within us, something ancient, easy and 

familiar, though not fully recognised until this moment. At the end of his 

career, Bashō is quite clear about his nearest access to nature; he knows that 

immersion refers, first and last, to an intimate vastness that has always been 

present within him. Karumi is therefore proposed ahead of time, often in the 

absence of natural vistas. Understanding is cultivated prior to particular 

worldly involvements. Nature is discovered beforehand, as "our everlasting self 

which is poetry." 

The Bashō of the later period does not detach himself from the world of 

men and women but joins himself to it at a deeper level. The stillness of sabi 

is still present but no longer applies only or mainly to the world of plants 

and animals. Rather, it brings the human element and nature together in a 

common lightness: 
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mikazuki ni     chi wa oboro nari     soba no hana 

 

     under a crescent moon 

    the earth grows hazy ~ 

     buckwheat flowers 

 

 

Common buckwheat (the main ingredient of noodles, fields of  it, cultivated as 

an agricultural investment) might lack some of the force or majesty of 

wildflowers, but the total picture is that of the everyday world of men joined 

to the greater life of nature and, through all, an element of lightness. But why 

lightness? 

Perhaps it is the only turning that allows us to correspond with the 

world as it is. Love, as we commonly find it, is too heavy-handed, implies too 

many vested interests. Indifference, in the sphere of men and women, usually 

implies rejection. Indeed, most of our typical attitudes and emotions, including 

many forms of humour itself, are informed by a certain heaviness. Thus, in a 

comment to Fugyoku, Bashō observes: "Poems of recent times look heavy 

because they make too much use of sentiment."
25

 Perhaps karumi is Bashō's 

antidote to this, his version of authentic world-feeling. 

Yet why does lightness correspond with nature? What is there in the natural 

world, and in the depths of human nature, that recommends lightness as a deeper 

understanding of things? To answer that question we need to delve more deeply 

into the meaning of nature itself. We need to go directly to its foundations and 

enquire, "Why is there anything at all? Why is there a world of buckwheat 

flowers and men?" 

The answer is  that  there just  is .  Yet  everything depends on our  

understanding of the "just." It implies both an ultimate absence of reasons  as 

well as a certain lightness (karumi) that could itself be the ultimate reason. In 

the latter case, the "just" intimates an immaculate and sublimely simple 

principle of origination, which we understand quite naturally—as freedom. 

Though usually considered an attribute of human beings, liberty can be 

understood as a universal spirit that describes the essence of nature. In a 
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comment that will be given more detailed attention in Book Two, the Japanese 

philosopher Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962) affirms: 

 

freedom itself is the activity of nothingness... This is what is meant as 
"
naturalness" or "action of no-action." Such truly free activity takes 

place unhindered and everywhere at once.
26 

The same idea is implied in the Zenrin verse: 

 

 
seizan mizukara seizan 

 haku un mizukara haku un 

blue hills—of themselves blue hills 

                                  white clouds—of themselves white clouds 

 

 

Accordingly, Zen Buddhism proposes a light attunement to life: 

 

 

toraureba sunawachi isshi 

    hanateba sunawachi shitagau 

 

   grab hold and it darts away 

  set it free and it follows.
27

 

 

 

In line with these insights, the European philosopher Lavelle declares that 

"Freedom is indeed the heart of participation"
28

. Where Lavelle is concerned, and 

Tanabe too, though in a somewhat different fashion, such participation can be 

conceived only in terms of our being party to an act: we participate in things to the 

degree that we join in a universal freeing or letting-be. Chapter Thirteen 

will explore the same idea with reference to haiku objectivity but will show how 

the full notion of natural liberty combines the dynamism of creativity or 
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empowerment with the repose of letting-go or releasing, a surrender that Tanabe 

sometimes likens to dying. 

Understood in the context of freedom, lightness aligns itself with 

nature, recommends itself as life's inmost (outmost) spirit. It is, moreover, 

the principal mood of Bashō's poetic wanderings, with respect to which he 

describes himself as "a cloud in the wind": 

As I look back over the many years of my frivolous life, I 

remember at one time I coveted an official post with a tenure of 

land and at another time I was anxious to confine myself within 

the walls of a monastery. Yet I kept aimlessly wandering on 

like a cloud in the wind, all the while laboring to capture the 

beauty of flowers and birds.
29

 

 

 

Lightness was with Bashō from the start, as was the tacit understanding 

that the liberated life agrees with the aimless nature of things. At the very 

beginning of his career he understood, without yet fully appreciating it, that 

lightness dwells at the heart of nature. It is precisely this preliminary tuning 

that directed his steps to the wild and matched his writing to it. Is it any 

wonder that, at the end of his journey, he embraced a vision of life informed 

by karumi? 

The example of Bashō's journey to lightness would remain only an 

oddity were it not paralleled in the lives of thousands of artists around the 

world. The progression from Hamlet to the Tempest has already been noted. 

Likewise, in his Last Poems, where he considers the figures of three oriental 

gentlemen carved in "Lapis Lazuli" (the title that heads the following lines), 

W.B. Yeats writes: 

 

 

There, on the mountain and the sky, 

On all the tragic scene they stare. 

One asks for mournful melodies; 

Accomplished fingers begin to play. 
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Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes,  

The ancient glittering eyes, are gay.
30
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 Chapter Six 
 
 The Spirit of Issa 

 

 
 Difference between Bashō and Issa.—Humanness.—Universality of the human 

element.—The cost of humanity.—Issa’s hardships.—Amor fati.—Jōdoshinshū.—

Self-power versus other-power.—Natural faith.—Child-like simplicity.—Wabi.—

“Leastness.”—Evolutionary and devolutionary types of wabi.—Lightness.—Final 

years. 
 

 

 After Bashō the greatest and most original of the haiku poets is Kobayashi Issa 

(1763-1827).  Like Bashō, he spent a good deal of his career wandering, composing haiku 

about his experiences.  But the obvious similarities between the poets end there.  Whereas 

Bashō’s usual approach to poetry (before karumi) was to go out of himself and to lose 

himself in the natural world, Issa’s was exactly the reverse:  he opened himself and 

graciously welcomed the world to step inside.  There was plenty of room for all, and more 

to spare.  Thus, when he writes: 
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 iriguchi no     aiso ni nabiku     yanagi kana 

 

     at the entrance 

    cordially bends 

     a willow ~ 

 

we feel that he is describing himself. 

 At the same time, if Bashō finally traced the essence of nature to the human heart, 

Issa (repeatedly) discovered the essence of humanity in the things of nature.  Each poet 

began with what he sought, and both arrived at much the same end.  Nonetheless, owing 

to the difference in their temperaments, they arrived by seemingly divergent paths. 

 For Issa, there was never any question of withdrawing from the world of men and 

women, of cherishing some ideal of Zen detachment or aesthetic distance.  His 

exploration of the universal heart took the form of a passionate entanglement in the 

human condition, so that whatever discoveries were made came largely as a result of life’s 

(frequently brutal) impact on him.  His brand of immersion was to plunge himself into the 

Great Catastrophe, fully confident of finding a gem. 

 The gem turned out to be the very soul he carried with him, his unique connection 

with the universal heart—which the world revealed by tearing him apart.  Still, the 

treasure came to light, and did so precisely because he chose to leave himself so exposed. 

 Later, I will argue that this very vulnerability, taken as an extension of Issa’s indomitable 

faith, was an a priori attunement in much the same sense as was Bashō’s karumi.  Yet I 

want to arrive at that point gradually, allowing space for the utter uniqueness of Issa to 

shine through.  In some respects, his work is so unique that it cannot be viewed as 

representative of the tradition started by Bashō, however classical it has become in its own 

right.  Where this is the case, the work provides a valuable counterpoint to mainstream 

haiku.  In other respects, Issa’s poetry remains firmly centred in the tradition, revealing 

fresh heights and depths of it.
1
 

 

  

 As far as I know, human-heartedness, as a readiness to embrace the best and worst 

that life has to offer, is not usually given a place among the formal moods and stances 

relating to haiku, yet I think that Issa’s poetry demands it.  In his haiku we encounter the 

rarest and most surprising of phenomena:  an unreservedly human human being, someone 

who seeks a personal, intimate relationship with whatever creature or event.  Such 

intimacy is the basis of Issa’s style of participation, his characteristic variety of 

communion. 
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 Usually, of course, we suppose that “humanness” is a term that applies 

automatically and uniquely to human beings, but Issa’s haiku remind us that we are 

mistaken, that genuine and whole-hearted humanness is hard to find, particularly among 

human beings.  At the same time the poetry raises the possibility that humanness may 

extend beyond the human sphere: 

 

 tamadana ya     joza shite naku     kirigirisu 

 

     temple niche ~ 

    kneeling there chirps 

     a cricket 

 

 nomidomo mo     yo naga darō zo     sabishikaro 

 

     for fleas too 

    the night must seem long 

     and lonely 

 

 According to the usual view, Issa is only having a bit of a joke with us, 

humanising these creatures to make us smile—which, of course, he is.  No poet enjoys a 

laugh better than Issa.  But the poetry suggests something more:  the possibility that 

humanness may be a universal quality that pertains also to plants and animals in so far as 

they too live and suffer under the same sun as human beings.  At some deep level there is 

a confederacy in being-here that joins all creatures together and provides a common 

ground for potential understanding: 

 

 yase kusa no     yoro yoro hana to     nari ni keri 

 

     the spindly stalk 

    with a tottery flower 

     at the end ~ 

 

 While living in the Kingdom of Tonga, a number of years ago, I noticed a 

tendency among the people to attribute to themselves, as Tongans, those traits they most 

generally admired.  Thus, the phrase for “good-natured” was angafakatonga (“Tongan-

natured”).  In contrast, each new ailment was instantly identified as “the Fijian sickness,” 

“the Fijian runs,” etc.  The tendency is not peculiar to Tongans (I would not be surprised 
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to learn that Fijians suffer from the “Tongan runs”) but the phenomenon suggests the 

possibility that humankind appropriates for itself as humanness those tender, vulnerable, 

open qualities that rightly refer to all beings.  Supposing that we occasionally 

acknowledge a fellow-feeling with frogs and crickets and fleas, we do them the “honour” 

of comparing them to ourselves, likening their behaviour to our own.  The usual 

understanding is that this is only a game;  but then again it sometimes strikes us that it 

may not be only a game, particularly where the comparisons are as apt as they are in Issa’s 

poems. 

 I do not want to carry this line of thought too far, for I am aware of the pitfalls:  for 

example, the sentimentalising of horses in books for young children, or the strange habit 

of dressing up pets, giving them “stylish” haircuts and otherwise treating them as 

people—all of which suggest a profound lack of connection with the animal world.  Issa 

uses humour as a corrective for such excesses: 

 

 yare utsu na     hae ga te wo suru     ashi wo suru 

 

     don’t swat it ~ 

    the fly works its hands 

     works its feet 

 

The pathetic image of supplicating hands is immediately rendered strange and laughable 

by the image of supplicating feet, reminding us that, however much consciousness or 

feeling we attribute to the fly, it is still very much an insect.  Nonetheless, the effect of the 

initial image lingers and something important is shown.  Whatever the truth of the natural 

world, whether it has a “human heart” or not (and I think that the early and middle Bash_ 

would have had none of that), there is an intimate way of relating to it, of confronting it 

nakedly and making it our own...with the result that the essence of nature, our own nature 

as well, draws nearer. 

 At the same time Issa’s poetry shows us that such sensitivity has a cost: 

 

 nakanaka ni     hito to umarete     aki no kure 

 

     no trifle 

    to be born a person ~ 

     autumn dusk 
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The precondition for intimacy with other beings is the keen experience of our own 

suffering: 

 

 mi ni sou ya     mae no aruji no     samusa made 

 

     in my bones ~ 

    the former dweller’s 

     very chill 

 

 The cost of Issa’s own enormous heart was heavy indeed.  Born the first son of a 

middle-class farmer, he lost his mother at an early age.  When his father remarried, Issa 

was obliged to accept the presence of a stern and unsympathetic stepmother.  After giving 

birth to a son of her own, she set Issa the duty of caring for him.  Bitter feelings 

developed, and Issa’s father (mis)handled the situation by sending Issa away to Edo, 

where he apparently suffered many privations.  Yet it was in Edo that he began writing 

haiku in earnest, and eventually became the head of the school that he followed.  Little is 

known about this time save that he did not remain in Edo but elected to set off on an 

extended walking tour of Japan, writing haiku, always under conditions of extreme 

poverty and loneliness. 

 He returned home at the age of 38 to nurse his dying father, but the old feud with 

his stepmother soon rekindled.  While Issa’s father was on his deathbed, she and her son 

succeeded in keeping the poet from his share of the property, in spite of his father’s dying 

wishes—with the result that Issa was once again homeless and poor.  Such is the story of 

the greater part of the poet’s life, and there can be little doubt that it influenced his 

writing: 

 

 ore to kite     asobe yo oya no     nai suzume 

 

     with me come 

    and play ~ orphan 

     sparrow 

 

 Misfortune turns some people into fortresses, walled-off from the outside world 

and inwardly seething with resent.  In Issa’s case it appears to have had the opposite 

effect:  it ripped him open and left him exposed to a degree that few of us would care to 

risk;  it gave him a soft, pliant strength, able to weather storms that would have left most 

fortresses in ruins.  I feel that the secret of Issa’s endurance can be found in his poetry, in 
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his invincible attitude of open acceptance. 

 The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, in The Gay Science, writes: 

 

 Whatever it is, bad weather or good, the loss of a friend, sickness, slander, 

the failure of some letter to arrive, the spraining of an ankle, a glance into 

a shop, a counter-argument, the opening of a book, a dream, a fraud—

either immediately or very soon after it proves to be something that “must 

not be missing”;  it has a profound significance and use precisely for us.
2
 

 

Nietzsche describes this attitude (which, in its high estimate of life’s minute particulars, 

already bears relation to haiku) with the phrase amor fati, “love of fate.”  In Ecce Homo 

(revealingly subtitled “How One Becomes What One Is”), he says: 

 

 My formula for greatness in a human being is amor fati:  that one wants 

nothing to be other than it is, not in the future, not in the past, not in all 

eternity.  Not merely to endure that which happens of necessity, still less to 

dissemble it—all idealism is untruthfulness in the face of necessity—but 

to love it...
3
 

 

 

 Though Issa is a less aggressive lover of fate than Nietzsche, his attitude is many 

respects the same: 

 

 

 arigata ya     fusuma no yuki     mo Jōdo kara 

 

     give thanks ~ 

    snow on the quilt too is 

     from the Pure Land 

 

 

 kotashi kara     marumōke zo yo     shaba no sora 

 

     from this year 

    it’s sheer bonus ~ 

     a mundane sky 
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Throughout his work, Issa seems to be telling us that the only thing we lack is the faith 

that life is right, however dismal and afflicted our own lives may appear.  Faith in life is 

the necessary foundation for amor fati, and there is much evidence that Issa understood 

this. 

 Unlike Bashō, who inclined towards the “self-power” (jiriki) of Zen, Issa followed 

the teachings of the Jōdoshinshū (“New Pure Land”) sect, which preaches the virtue of 

“other-power” (tariki).  Of the Jōdoshinshū sect, Issa translator David G. Lanoue writes: 

 

 Jōdoshinshū subscribes to a universe that is dancing in constant creative 

transformation as sentient beings, in life after life, grow slowly toward 

enlightenment:  “rebirth” in Amida Buddha’s Pure Land.  For humans this 

rebirth need not be something one must wait for after death, but an 

immediate, living experience that Issa attempts to recapture in every haiku 

he writes.  Each of his poems is an “awakening” to a universe in which 

apparent divisions and differences resolve in the boundless, saving reality 

of the Buddha.
4
 

 

 In several respects, Jōdoshinshū bears resemblance to Christianity with its faith in 

the “other-power” of Jesus, who will gather his followers together in the hereafter of the 

kingdom of heaven.  Like many Christians, Pure Land devotees believe in the efficacy of 

the spoken formula:  in their case, the holy name of Buddha, Namu Amida Butsu, the 

saying of which assures one a place in the Pure Land. 

 Issa himself was not a purist on such matters.  His views on the respective virtues 

of self-power and other-power are summed up in his Oragaharu (“The Year of My Life”): 

 

  Those people who put all their strength into Other-Power, and 

relying completely on it, say, “faith in Other-Power, faith in Other-Power,” 

bound with the bonds of Self-Power, fall with a crash into the hell of Self-

Power... They may ask, “What condition of mind would fit your 

conception of things?”  The answer is:  There is nothing especially 

difficult;  only get rid of all the nonsense about Self-Power and Other-

Power, letting it float away to Chikura Sea.  The Great Thing of the next 

world, is simply to throw yourself before Nyorai and beseech that you may 

be sent to Paradise or Hell according to his good pleasure.  Having decided 

the matter in this way, we say namuamidabutsu...
5
 

 

 If I understand it correctly, this is none other than a statement of amor fati, faith in 

the rightness and blessing of whatever Buddha gives us.  This is what Issa means by 

“faith” and it supersedes whatever dogma was embraced by the formal religions of his 

time. Indeed, he seems to have had little time for such dogma: 
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   tsuji dangi     chimpunkan mo     nodoka kana 

 

     street sermon 

    so much blather 

     but the calm ~ 

 

 Issa’s involvement with Jōdoshinshū needs to be seen in the light of a 

predisposition to faith, something he possessed naturally, ahead of any dogma.  His is the 

“natural” faith we have, without knowing it, as children, the inbuilt sense that life 

supports us and is fundamentally on our side.  Perhaps Jesus had a similar idea in mind 

when he said:  “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like children, you will 

never enter the kingdom of Heaven” (Matt 18:3).  And what is most striking about Issa’s 

poetry is precisely this, its child-like quality, its artless simplicity: 

 

 ushi mō mō     mō to kiri kara     detari keri 

 

     the cow “moo, moo, 

    moo” out of the mist 

     it comes ~ 

 

 akai tsuki     kore wa tare no ja     kodomatachi 

 

     the red moon 

    who does it belong to 

     children? 

 

 Issa worked very hard to achieve this “artlessness.”  There is an important 

distinction between the ambitious and dedicated artist who struggled long hours to effect 

such naivete and the persona that appears in his poems.  Yet his valuation for and 

understanding of the mind of the child are everywhere apparent.  No haiku poet dwells 

nearer the wellsprings of childhood than he. 

 Meanwhile, the earlier reference to Jesus was not accidental.  We have already 

noted a similarity between Jōdoshinshū and Christianity and were perhaps struck by Issa’s 

Saint Francis-like attitude toward plants and beasts.  The poet was, of course, not a 

Christian, and Jōdoshinshū is not a Japanese version of Christianity.  However, it is 

difficult to avoid comparisons of this sort, particularly when the similarities between 

Issa’s path and that of Jesus include a common acceptance of divine will, a common 
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regard for children and, as we will now see, a common attitude toward poverty. 

 There is no need to cite the many places in Christian literature where poverty 

(sometimes “Lady Poverty” for Franciscans) is lauded as the ideal of Christian life.  

Though the attitude often betrays a love of suffering for suffering’s sake, its true worth 

lies in the rejection of the bonds associated with money and position and in the realisation 

that life’s genuine blessings emerge only amid humble circumstances.  Issa appears to 

have made the same discovery: 

 

 nanimo nai ga     kokoroyasusa yo     suzushisa yo 

 

     I have nothing but 

    this feeling of ease 

     this coolness 

 

From a certain perspective, poverty—unless abject or overwhelming—is freedom.  It is 

also conducive of feelings of community, intimacy and genuine human-heartedness, there 

at the roots: 

 

 yabumura ya     bimbō narete     yūsuzumi 

 

     bush villagers ~ 

    poverty-seasoned in 

     the evening cool 

 

 Implied in the life of poverty, embraced in the spirit of amor fati, is the 

understanding that simple circumstances go together with a certain slant on life that we 

loosely describe as “spiritual.”  Deprivation itself is not the aim of those who pursue the 

simple life;  rather the goal is to be “poor in spirit.”  It is this inward simplicity, akin to the 

simplicity of children, that brings peace and connects us with life’s core, as the English 

poet William Blake intimates in his Songs of Innocence. 

 The haiku mood of humble simplicity is wabi: 

 

 While sabishi describes a mental state, wabishi relates more to the 

condition of life...which implies the poverty of the dwellers.  Wabi, 

moreover, connotes the solitariness and misery which go with poverty.  

But when poverty and loneliness are contemplated with a disinterested 

eye, there is discovered a form of beauty, which is wabi.
6
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Though principally associated with the elegant spareness of the tea ceremony as taught by 

Sōeki Sen Rikyū (1522-1591), wabi is a cultural ideal that finds expression in almost 

every sphere of Japanese art and life.  Its relation to amor fati is apparent.  Daisetz T. 

Suzuki brings out the personal (perhaps not so “disinterested”) dimension in wabi, by 

contrasting it with sabi: 

 

 Nowadays...sabi applies more to the individual objects and environment 

generally, and wabi to the living of a life ordinarily associated with 

poverty or insufficiency or imperfection.  Sabi is thus more objective, 

whereas wabi is more subjective and personal.
7
 

 

He also makes the spiritual connection: 

 

 wabi...is, we might say, what characterizes the entirety of Japanese culture 

reflecting the spirit of Zen.  I mean poverty not only in its economic sense 

but also in its spiritual sense.  In truth, all religion upholds the life of 

poverty.  Christ emphasizes the instance of being poor in spirit, because 

Heaven is for those who are such.
8
 

 

 Simply translated, wabi means the “mood of poverty”, and as such has special 

bearing on the poetry of Issa.  The mood is, of course, no more his invention than sabi is 

Bashō’s (whose verse contains many examples of the former), but Issa has a unique claim 

to wabi.  Indeed, he gives us perhaps the finest expression of it in the Japanese language: 

 

 shiba no to ya     jō no kawari ni     katatsumuri 

 

     plain stick gate ~ 

    instead of a lock 

     this snail 

 

 The occupant of this property, probably Issa himself, is so poor that he can have 

only a brushwood fence.  Useless to lock the gate, for there is nothing inside worth 

stealing.  Yet the gate has a “lock” appropriate to such circumstances:  a snail stretched 

across the cleft.  The reverberations of this simple haiku are enormous, even lacking a 

knowledge of the many cultural and literary associations that the verse has for the 

Japanese.  And this is how wabi works, maximum impact for minimum circumstance. 

 Implied in wabi is a renewed appreciation of the humble particulars of life, for in 
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them we see clear intimations of what is highest and best.  In the same vein, Jesus points 

to the lowest and least as the sphere of the greatest.  If we could correspond with people 

and things in their “leastness,” then we might catch a glimpse of the simple logos of 

things that extends to the whole.  This is the very essence of haiku, through which the 

meanest of events becomes rich and significant: 

 

 massugu na     shōben ana ya     kado no yuki 

 

     arrow-straight 

    the piss-hole ~ 

     snow round back 

 

 In Issa’s most profound haiku, this simplicity, leastness, nakedness or sheerness 

reaches such a pitch as to become a positive presence in its own right.  We begin to 

appreciate the utter there-ness and such-ness of things, ourselves as well.  We become 

keenly tuned to the raw fact of existence, where absolute clarity and absolute mystery are 

one: 

 

 tada oreba     oru tote yuki no     furi ni keri 

 

     just existing 

    I’m here with the snow 

     falling down ~ 

 

 ora ga yo wa     sokora no kusa     mochi ni naru 

 

     my world ~ 

    yonder grass becomes 

     rice cakes 

 

 kō ikite     iru mo fushi gi zo     hana no kage 

 

     alive like this 

    the wonder of it ~ 

     blossom shadows 

 

 



 
 

  107 

 If one of the aims of haiku is to lay bare the sense of the world as it is, then the 

humble intimacy of Issa is unsurpassed, even by the active—though always somewhat 

impersonal—immersion of Bashō.  Issa too finds freedom and objectivity...by sinking 

ever more deeply into his “subjective” humanness: 

 

 meigetsu no     goran no tōri     kuzuya kana 

 

     full moon 

    just-as-it-is you see 

     my hovel ~ 

 

When we have sunk to our lowest level, when there is nothing left for us to lose, we 

miraculously touch ground.  Stripped of all our plans and fanciful conceptions, yet also 

relieved of our many concerns, we are as much “outside” ourselves as if we had purposely 

set out to detach ourselves in the contemplative manner of Bashō.  The western 

philosopher Lavelle says: 

 

 It is a matter of wonder to observe that...when we are reduced to nothing, 

when we are completely denuded of all we have and of all we are, at that 

moment the whole world enters in to fill the vacant space.  And so by a 

kind of miracle he who enters into himself is conscious of being outside 

himself;  while he who succeeds in going outside himself feels that he is in 

touch with his innermost being.
9
 

 

 Whenever comparisons are made between Bashō’s and Issa’s works, Issa usually 

comes off second best.  A particularly unfair critic remarks:  “Issa...could not accept the 

miseries of life, nor rise above them and attain peace of mind, as Bashō did, but struggled 

with a grim smile to escape from the web of circumstances by giving them a comic 

turn.”
10

  This shows a preposterous and total incomprehension of the poet.  In his own 

informal, highly-personal fashion, Issa went as far as Bashō, precisely by refusing to put 

himself above of the human condition, however grim.  In not trying to be above himself 

he surpassed himself.  His humour was a victory garland, not a consolation prize.  It was 

his own hard-won counterpart of Bashō’s karumi. 

 Having begun this chapter with a discussion of the differences between the two 

poets, I will now consider the possibility that both arrived at the same general destination 

by different paths.  Issa himself, in his reflections on self-power and other-power, has 

already insisted as much.  If we look closely at the approaches taken by the two poets, we 

see that there was something paradoxical going on from the start.  It was the Zen-
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influenced Bashō (supposedly a proponent of self-power) who originally sought outside 

himself, in the things of nature, for inspiration, and it was the Pure Land sectarian, the 

(nominally) other-directed Issa, who remained firmly centered in the human condition.  It 

was perhaps inevitable that the two paths merged. 

 Though Issa has been characterised as the “human-hearted” poet, Bashō too, in his 

characteristic meditative fashion, came to a similar point.  Ueda observes:  “The haiku of 

Bashō’s last three years show him moving from the world of nature to the world of 

man.”
11

  Conversely, we have seen how effectively the sheerness or poverty of Issa’s best 

poems evokes a Bashō-like vision of the world as it is...to the extent that we glimpse in 

them the workings of a spontaneous magic, a sudden and immaculate creative principle, 

akin to that discovered in karumi: 

 

 kerorikan     to shite karasu to     yanagi kana 

 

     in all-at-once 

    fashion   the crow and 

     the willow ~ 

 

 meigetsu ni     kerorito tachishi     kakashi kana 

 

     full moon 

    without any ado 

     the scarecrow ~ 

 

According to Lavelle:  “If freedom is a return to zero, it is an active and creative zero that 

is nothing other than the power to act and create considered in its absolute purity.”
12

  This 

“creative zero” implies a mysterious source-dimension, strongly reminiscent of the 

Buddhist void or the “unelucidated field of nature” presupposed by Bashō’s poetry (see 

Chapter Five).  I submit that Issa’s simplicity evokes that same dimension. 

 In connection with the above, it is useful to note that a distinction is sometimes 

made between evolutionary and devolutionary instances of wabi.
13

  In the first case, there 

is a sense of things just beginning to emerge in utter (magical) simplicity, as in Issa’s 

poem: 
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 assari to     haru wa ki ni keri     asagi zora 

 

     quite simply 

    spring wells up ~ 

     pale green sky 

 

In the second case, there is a sense of things on the verge of dissolution.  Thus, we have an 

aware-tinged type of wabi, as in this poem by Etsujin: 

 

 yamabuki no     abunaki soba no     kuzure kana 

 

     yellow rose 

    on the edge of a cliff 

     that’s crumbling ~ 

 

In both cases, wabi implies a condition of nearness to the void, the pre-phenomenal 

source-dimension from which things mysteriously arise and to which they, just as 

mysteriously, return.  Issa’s haiku, particularly those in the mode of wabi, give us a vivid 

sense of that secret dimension, as well of its spontaneous manner of operation.  Largely 

owing to his ability to provide intimations of this region, Issa must be counted among 

Bashō’s closest kindred spirits. 

 Reflecting deeply, we see that the intuition of natural liberty that inclined Bashō 

toward Zen is, after all, not very different from the natural faith that inclined Issa toward 

Jōdoshinshū.  Both suggest freedom and both indicate an inbuilt or prephenomenal 

attunement to an unseen source.  With respect to faith, we must, like Issa, not insist too 

much on an exact object of belief, a particular tenet or doctrine:  the mood of faith is all in 

all, the Pure Land.  If we dwell in the mood of faith we are already in connection with 

what we seek:  the mysterious principle from which everything arises “without any ado.”  

This is the spirit that informs most of Issa’s poetry and it is ultimately not different from 

lightness or karumi: 
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 tada tanome     hana mo harahara     ano tōri 

 

     only trust 

    petals drift down 

     just so 

 

 What Bashō achieved through superhuman independence and immersion in the 

remote regions of nature, Issa achieved through simple faith, submission to his fate and 

human-hearted intimacy.  The freedom that Bashō found by taking an aerial perspective 

on life Issa found by sinking to the core of it.  What joins the poets together is their whole-

hearted dedication to the spirit of haiku. 

 

 

 

 Toward the end of his life it looked for a while as if Issa had succeeded in 

escaping his miserable lot.  Reconciled at last with his stepmother, he took up residence in 

the house of his birth (1813).  Shortly thereafter, at the age of fifty-one, he married a 

twenty-seven-year-old woman.  The couple gave birth to a child, a son—but the child 

lived only a month.  Three years later a daughter was delivered but she too lived only a 

short time.  Another son was born...and died.  Finally, the mother herself died, after a 

fourth birth, and the child survived her by only a few months. 

 Issa took a new wife in 1824, but the relationship did not last.  Life with his third 

wife was similarly cursed, with their home burning to the ground in 1827.  Issa himself 

died shortly thereafter, leaving behind him a wife and an unborn daughter. 

 Writing of the death of his first daughter, Sato, the child he knew and loved best, 

Issa said: 

 

  tsuyu no yo wa     tsuyu no ya nagara     sarinagara 

 

     the dewdrop world ~ 

    a dewdrop maybe 

     maybe 

 

Buddhism teaches that we should not be overly concerned about what happens in the 

world since it is only a drop of dew, soon to evaporate.  A tormented Issa reflects that the 

world may be just as it seems, a very real instrument of torture, whose torments include 

the birth of children who die and the fleeting appearance of drops of dew. 
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 Issa endured his sadness and went on composing his simple verses as before, 

guided by the irrepressible faith that the very presence of children and dewdrops in a 

world such as this had to mean the nearness of paradise itself.  Similarly for us, the 

existence of so much poetry in a life as afflicted as Issa’s is proof of a strange sort of 

blessing. 

 Jesus perhaps gives the chief example of overcoming the world by surrendering to 

it in a spirit of humility, simplicity and faith.  For Issa, however, there was no question of 

being in the world but not of it;  he was both in it and of it—to the degree that he slipped 

out the other side!  In his heart he knew that the only way to give the world the slip was to 

slip away with it: 

 

 shiratsuyu ni    Jōdomairi no     keiko kana 

 

     glistening dew 

    Pure Land-visiting 

     practice ~ 
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1. Though Bashō is undoubtedly the most respected and admired poet in Japan, Issa 

is probably the best loved.  There is of course no need to choose;  we have both.  
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Kaufmann, Random House, New York (1974), p. 224. 
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7. Daisetz T. Suzuki, Zen and Japanese Culture, Bollingen Series LXIV, Princeton 

University Press, Princeton, New Jersey (1959), p. 284.  The distinction here 

drawn between sabi and wabi is very much the distinction between the poetry of 

Bash_ and that of Issa.  Interestingly, Suzuki asserts that sabi and wabi originally 

had the same meaning and that the above distinction evolved only gradually.  (My 

view is that sabi, wabi, yūgen and the rest are all different slants on the same basic 

intimation.)  Whatever the exact grounds for Suzuki’s assertion, it does seem to be 

the case that the moods of Japanese poetry have undergone slight shifts in 

meaning over the centuries.  I suspect, however, that the changes are, in most 

cases, changes in emphasis of nuances that were always latent in the original 

meanings. 

8. Suzuki, p. 253. 

9. Louis Lavelle, The Meaning of Holiness, trans. by Dorothea O’Sullivan, Pantheon 

Books, New York (1954), p. 14.  Originally, Quatre saints, A. Michelet, Paris 

(1951). 

10. Haikai and Haiku, p. xxiii. 

11. Makoto Ueda, Matsuo Bashō, Twayne Publishers, New York (1970), p. 60.  In my 
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12. Louis Lavelle, De l’acte:  la dialectique de l’éternel présent, Ferdinand Aubier, 

Paris (1937), p. 190.  My translation. 
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Beauty in the Classical Aesthetics of Japan, Martinus Nijhoff, The Hague (1981), 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
 The Aesthetic Spirit:  Buson and Shiki 
 

 
 The aesthetic slant on haiku.—Yosa Buson as poet and painter.—Painterly 

haiku.—Buson’s many modes.—The universal artist.—Comparisons with 

Hemingway.—Artistic authenticity.—Fūga-no-makoto.—Iki or grace.—Nature as a 

force within the artist.—The transition to modern Japan.—Masaoka Shiki as a 

transitional haijin.—Shiki and the visual arts.—Ari no mama, depiction “as-is.”—

Kōshō yūbi or noble grace.—Imagination in haiku.—Shiki’s admiration of 

Buson.—His final years. 
 

 

 Two major haijin remain:  Yosa Buson and Masaoka Shiki, the chief exponents of 

what might be called the “aesthetic spirit” in haiku.  Because the characterisation is 

misleading if important differences between eastern and western notions of art are not 

taken into account, a few prefatory remarks will be useful. 

 The word “aesthetic” comes from the Greek word for perception, aisthesis, a term 

that classically implies a division between the inferior domain of the aistheton, or 

whatever can be perceived by the senses, and the superior domain of the noeton, or 

whatever is essentially intellectual, spiritual or immaterial.  The German philosopher 

Alexander Baumgarten (1714-1762) employed the distinction in his examinations of the 

unique character and requirements of worldly knowledge, particularly but not exclusively 

with respect to works of art.  According to Baumgarten, the study of poetry and art 

involves the study of “sensitive representations,” of meanings conveyed through sensory 

(hence aesthetic) forms.
1
 

 Broadly speaking, and allowing for modifications by later philosophers, that 

account gives the essential framework of aesthetics, as well as the formal etymology of 

the word.  The question is:  What, if anything, do the above understandings have to do 
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with Japanese art, and with haiku poetry in particular? 

 In full development there is much in Baumgarten’s theory that superficially agrees 

with haiku presuppositions.  The world of perception is emphasised.  A confused, 

indistinct type of knowledge, vaguely reminiscent of yūgen, is recognised and prized for 

its lively character.  Feeling is considered a central element in the appreciation of worldly 

knowledge, and the association of feeling with creativity, including the creative 

wellsprings of nature, is affirmed.  Yet in its insistence on the relative independence of the 

sensual domain, the theory holds to a typically western view that has no counterpart in 

traditional Japanese thought. 

 Japanese philosophy specifically denies the independence of the sensual realm 

from that of the immaterial or spiritual, and even more heretically (from some Christian 

points of view) denies the independence of the spiritual realm from that of the sensual.  

Indeed, Mahāyāna Buddhism insists on their absolute identity:  “The sensible is 

Nothingness.  Nothingness is the sensible.”
2
  In Japanese terms, there is no iro (colour, 

sensual aspect) without kū (emptiness, the void), and no kū without iro.
3
  Assuming the 

strict equivalence of these two, it is unclear whether iro can be said to represent, evoke or 

symbolise kū, since it is kū itself.  By extension, the representational leanings of western 

art are challenged, together with the notion that the world expresses a profound reality or 

meaning that transcends what is shown. 

 Whatever the ramifications of the Buddhist perspective, and whether or not they 

are always consistent with haiku assumptions, it is certain that Bashō and the artists of his 

time did not think of sensible realities as mere signs, symbols, images, representations or 

indicators of a wholly disparate or Platonic reality.  Though Bashō spoke of achieving the 

essence of things through contemplation, he did not view that essence as something 

remote or separate from the world but as a spirit that functions as one with it. 

 Though sometimes likened by Bashō to paintings or pictures, poems are not 

neutral images, representations or signs in the western sense.  Indeed, the same holds true 

of actual paintings and pictures.  Ideally, a Japanese work of art participates in what it 

depicts, so that viewers can be (inwardly at least) direct witnesses of the depicted event, 

namely, by way of the single life-essence that lets the artist, the viewers, the artwork and 

its subject be what they are.  All interpenetrate.  All open, give immediate access to each 

other.  Consequently, a very literal interpretation can be given to D.T. Suzuki’s comment: 

 

 A dot in a Sumiye sketch does not represent a hawk, nor does a curved line 

symbolize Mount Fuji.  The dot is the bird and the line is Mount Fuji.
4
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For similar reasons, it is probably strictly inaccurate to describe haiku as an image-based 

form of art, however popular that characterisation has become in recent years and 

however useful the concepts of “imagery” and “imagism” in western criticism. 

 At the same time, it would be wrong to assert that there are no affinities whatever 

between eastern and western notions of art, or that western aesthetic theories have no 

application at all in the sphere of haiku.  That the Japanese speak of iro in relation to kū 

means that they possess a distinction parallel to that drawn between the aistheton and the 

noeton of western philosophy, even though the respective terms are not precisely 

interchangeable.  Granted, Japanese philosophy insists that iro and kū cannot be 

separated:  they are polar or alternative descriptions of an undivided reality in which 

distinctions overlap, with iro signifying “more than whatever is perceptible by the senses” 

and kū signifying “more than that which is merely suprasensuous.”
5
  Nonetheless, there 

must be some sense, however conditional, in which iro is not kū, and vice versa, 

otherwise the distinction is meaningless.  (In this instance, I doubt that the Buddhist 

position amounts to a simple refusal to make distinctions.)  To put the above more 

emphatically, there must be some aspect of the void that is not sensible and some aspect 

of the sensible that is not void-like, even though both are descriptions of the same truth.  

And as soon as this is allowed, the framework of western aesthetics has potential 

application to eastern art.  Provisionally, it does make sense to speak of the world as 

expressing “a profound reality or meaning that transcends what is shown.”  Moreover, 

because the transitive verbs “express” and “represent” indicate more than a condition of 

static identity, they can be taken to imply a dynamic and mysterious transition from the 

void to the manifest world—an understanding very much in keeping with haiku 

presuppositions. 

 The western perspective does not replace the eastern one;  it augments it by 

bringing certain issues into sharper focus.  Likewise, the eastern perspective reminds 

division-conscious westerners of the essential unity of what is being considered.  The two 

views are “polar or alternative descriptions of an undivided reality.”  Chapter Sixteen 

examines these matters in greater depth, as does Martin Heidegger’s essay “A Dialogue 

on Language,” which I will refer to later in this chapter. 

 Popularly and informally, the word “aesthetic” seems exempt from such 

considerations:  it is a simple synonym for artistic.  But problems surface here as well, 

owing to the fact the artistic dimension can be variously understood.  In Japan, art is less a 

matter of specific end-products and fields of activity than of inward states and how one 

approaches what one does.  Tea-preparation, self-defence, archery—virtually any activity 

can be an art in Japan, and in basically the same sense as poetry, painting and music.  At 

the same time, the realisation of tangible results need not be a central aim.  In Japanese 
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archery, for example, more attention is given to how one releases an arrow and to one’s 

state of mind in releasing it than to hitting the target.  What is important in Japanese art is 

that one follows a path or way (michi) in approaching whatever activity.  This traditionally 

entails the guidance of a particular school, master and course of discipline, but is more 

fundamentally a matter of following an elusive essence or spirit, usually associated with 

the inmost meaning of nature. 

 The resemblance of such a path to a religious path is plain, and in fact we have 

already seen how Bashō and Issa pursued haiku almost as, and perhaps exactly as, a 

religious calling.  Their careers suggest that “artistic” might be a synonym for “religious,” 

at least as far as haiku is concerned.  Yet Bashō’s late-life description of haiku as “a sinful 

attachment”
6
 suggests that the master himself may have had doubts on his score.  The 

works of Buson and Shiki raise further doubts, since their poems, taken as a whole, seem 

not to be informed by a religious orientation.  Specifically artistic or aesthetic concerns, 

much in the spirit of art for art’s sake, seem indicated.  If this apparent aesthetic priority 

can be confirmed, haiku composition might not always imply an ultimate concern, as was 

maintained in Chapters Two and Four.  A secular artistic spirit, where spirit is understood 

solely in terms of feeling or kokoro, might emerge as the essence of at least some haiku.  

Poems with a religious orientation might then belong to a special category of haiku where 

aesthetic spirit and spirit as truth or rei coincide. 

 The issue is, of course, not so straightforward.  Spirit as rei does not necessarily 

imply a formal, sectarian perspective, any more than the assertion that truth is beauty does 

so.  The real issue with respect to the poems of Buson and Shiki is whether they attest to 

any “ultimate concern” whatever.  Is the aesthetic spirit in haiku basically a rejection of, 

or an indifference to, ultimate truth in favour of sensible effects and the momentary 

subjective feelings that go with them?  Is it a rejection of kū in favour of iro? 

 A number of poems by Buson and Shiki come close to fitting that description.  In 

this respect, they have a distinctly modern and, to my mind, vaguely western flavour.  

However, there are many other haiku by these authors, including virtually all of their most 

celebrated works, with clearly sublime overtones.  They awaken a type of feeling that is 

quintessentially aesthetic in flavour as well as extremely suggestive of mystical 

revelation.  Far from indicating a dismissal of life’s inner dimension, they suggest a 

faithful attention to that aspect of universal truth revealed in the artistic impulse itself.  

They seem to highlight the unique beckoning of truth experienced within the artistic 

sphere.  The unelucidated field of nature remains the central reference but is mainly 

encountered as aesthetic spirit.  The authors of the poems seem to have achieved union 

with nature through the creative act itself. 
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 Implied in the preceding is the possibility that art can be a religious path or 

ultimate concern in its own right, one with its own unique observances, requirements and 

understandings.  Affiliations with formal religions are not excluded.  Bashō’s interest in 

Taoism and Zen and Issa’s lifelong commitment to the Pure Land can be seen as 

extensions of a devotion to art, and vice versa.  Nonetheless, the artistic slant on truth has 

its own priorities, and where these come to the fore the distinctive character of the artistic 

path is plainly disclosed. 

 In this chapter, the word “aesthetic” will refer to the artistic ideal considered for its 

own sake, without regard to other orientations.  However, an ultimate or spiritual 

dimension will be recognised within art itself so that artworks can be revelatory of the 

highest truths independently of traditional religious perspectives.  Obviously, most of the 

poems by Bashō and Issa can be viewed in this light, in spite of the specific religious or 

philosophical leanings of their authors.  Just as obviously, poems that show a clear 

connection with Shintōism, Taoism or Buddhism are not barred as artistic revelations.  

The special definition of “aesthetic” is offered simply because it has been found useful in 

isolating a traditional aspect of haiku that has prominence in the writings of Buson and 

Shiki. 

 

 

Yosa Buson (1716-1783) 

 

 In the “Buson” chapter of his four-volume study Haiku, R.H. Blyth devotes a total 

of two sentences (excluding a later reference to the fact that Buson was a painter) to the 

poet’s biography: 

 

 Buson was born in 1716, twenty years after the death of Bashō, and died at 

the end of 1783.  Comparatively little is known of the details of his life;  

he seems to have been a loving husband and devoted father.
7
 

 

As a matter of fact, a good deal more is known than this:  that he was a master of the 

nanga or literati style of painting;  that he studied haiku in Edo under Hayano Hajin, 

whose school was in a direct line with that of Bashō;  that he spent much of his youth 

wandering about Japan on foot, seeking inspiration for his paintings and poems;  that he 

became the leading haijin of his day, raising haiku from a definite ebb to a level not 

attained since Bashō’s death. 

 More could be said but (and this may be the reason for Blyth’s brief account) we 

rapidly approach a point of diminishing returns, because the bulk of Buson’s poetry seems 

to be less an expression of what happened to him than of how he chose to write. 
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According to Sen’ichi Hisamatsu, Buson’s works: 

 

 do not necessarily reflect his own personality and daily life, for he looked 

upon art and life as belonging to wholly different dimensions, with art 

taking firm precedence over life.  His works represent a beauty that is 

carefully and thoroughly planned.  Drawing upon his knowledge of 

classical Japanese and Chinese literature, he succeeded in imbuing his 

haiku with a kind of classical feeling, fusing fantasy and legend with 

reality, or treating reality in such a way that it is beautified and fantisized 

into something wholly aesthetic in nature.
8
 

 

Hisamatsu’s characterisation neglects a large number of Buson poems that are neither 

fantastic nor beautiful (in the usual sense) and that do in fact shed light on the everyday 

world but it does underline the poet’s aesthetic inclinations. 

 That Buson was a great painter as well as a great poet is important.  His haiku 

show a keen eye for colour and composition.  The best of his “painterly” poems combine 

visual elegance with the poetic profundity, evoking moods that border on sabi and yūgen: 

 

 yama kurete     momiji no ake wo     ubai keri 

 

     mountain dimming 

    the red of autumn leaves 

     caught in it ~ 

 

But there are many other poems where no sub-surface meaning or background mystery is 

indicated.  The sheer exuberance of manifestation is the chief feature of these haiku.  

Dazzling splashes of colour seem to be offered purely for their own sake: 

 

 wakaba shite     mizu shiroku mugi     kibamitari 

 

     new leaves ~  

    water whitens   barley 

     yellows 

 

Imagery (in the familiar western sense) dominates and is complete in itself, to the extent 

that the yo haku or empty space surrounding the poem resembles a frame more than an 

open expanse, as is the case with Bashō’s haiku.  In fact very many Buson poems 

resemble perfectly-composed, framed pictures that do not require external associations or 

the sense of a vast, all-pervading mystery.  We might interpret these haiku as reflections 



 

  120 

of a radical phenomenalism, in which the sensual world is taken as the ultimate and only 

reality.  But Buson’s phenomenalism is even more radical than that.  Poems in this 

category are precisely what they seem to be:  exciting displays;  totally self-contained, 

sensuous meditations;  specific celebrations of iro without wider contexts. 

 Yet Buson defies easy classification as a “painterly poet” or “sensualist.”  He is a 

master in every sphere.  He can be detached, spare, realistic, Zen-like: 

 

 

 nishi fukaba     higashi ni tamaru     ochiba kana 

 

     blown from the west 

    they pile in the east 

     fallen leaves ~ 

 

 sabishisa no     ureshiku mo ari     aki no kure 

 

     loneliness ~ 

    and gladness too is here 

     autumn dusk 

 

He can be intensely human: 

 

 yuku ware ni     todomaru nare ni     aki futatsu 

 

     I depart 

    while you remain ~ 

     two autumns 

 

Even Issa’s personal approach to nature is anticipated in the works of Buson: 

 

 katatsumuri     nani omou tsuno no     naga mijika 

 

     a snail ~ 

    what mood makes its horns 

     long and short 
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 Buson’s repertoire is greater than Bashō’s.  But all this breadth could easily 

suggest the versatility of a pure maestro, of a craftsman trying his hand at every theme, 

rather than the dedication of a seeker with an all-embracing vision.  If there is an 

underlying commitment in these modes, it seems to be solely to art itself. 

 One might ask:  “Where in all this versatility is Buson himself?  Where do we 

glimpse the man behind the poems?”  Like Shakespeare, he is nowhere and everywhere, 

the universal artist, at home in every sphere.  Still, there can be a temptation to see hints of 

his personal identity in a number of poems.  I am particularly enticed by a large body of 

haiku in which a robust, sensitive, somewhat solitary and samurai-like character appears: 

 

 kari yoroi     ware ni najimaru     samusa kana 

 

     in borrowed armour 

    I’m being outfitted  

     the coldness ~ 

 

The same character, against a rural backdrop, can be seen in the following poem: 

 

 ayu kurete     yorade sugiyuku     yowa no mon 

 

     trout given 

    he doesn’t stay but goes on 

     the moonlit gate 

 

 (Note—yowa refers to the midnight moon.) 

 

The solitary fisherman, returning late with his catch, stops at a neighbour’s house to offer 

some trout.  Invited to stay, he declines...and we see him departing through “The moonlit 

gate.”  A similar Buson haiku goes: 

 

 na no hana ya     hōshi ga yado wa     towade sugi 

 

     rape-flowers ~ 

    not calling on the priest 

     he passes by 
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 Suggestive as this Hemingway-like character might be, I do not suppose that it 

depicts the “real” Buson any more than Hemingway’s creations portray the “real” 

Hemingway.  Nonetheless, several aspects of Buson’s craft are illumined from this 

direction, including his delight in evoking earthy types, as can be seen in the following 

haiku—which also has Byronic overtones: 

 

 tsuribito no     jō no kowasa yo     yoshigure 

 

     the fisher’s 

    fearful passion ~ 

     cold night rain 

 

 Broadly speaking and within careful limits, the comparison of Buson with 

Hemingway is not altogether far-fetched.  Several similarities are apparent in their works. 

 Like Hemingway, Buson loves a good yarn.  His haiku often hint at high adventure and 

rugged living: 

 

 yado kase     to katana nage dasu     fubuki kana 

 

     lodging   he cries 

    his sword thrown down 

     wind-driven snow ~ 

 

 nusubito no     kashira uta yomu     kyō no tsuki 

 

     the outlaw 

    chief chants a song 

     tonight’s moon 

 

 Though many Buson poems, like these, are plainly genre-pieces, they are almost 

always realistic and almost always imply a familiarity with the situations in question, as in 

the case of most Hemingway stories.  And just as the American artist appears not to spare 

himself in his fidelity to bald fact, Buson can be disarmingly candid with respect to (what 

might well be) his own all-too-human emotions: 
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 yuku haru ya     senja wo uramu     uta no nushi 

 

     waning spring ~ 

    the judges are damned 

     by the poet 

 

 But the central similarity between the two writers is in the minuteness and 

precision of their respective sensibilities.  In Hemingway stories such as “The Two Big-

hearted River:  II” and in the Buson poems below, perceptions are honed to a fine edge, 

revealing the essence of situations through a few resonant but easily-overlooked 

particulars: 

 

 asa kaze no     ke wo fuki miyuru     kemushi kana 

 

     the dawn breeze 

    seen in its waving hairs 

     a caterpillar ~ 

 

 In Buson’s best and most distinctive haiku, this sensitivity approaches the 

sublime: 

 

 chirite nomi     omokage ni tatsu     botan kana 

 

     fallen petals 

    yet a shade of the former 

     peony ~ 

 

 ochikochi ni     taki no oto kiku     wakaba kana 

 

     near and far 

    waterfall sounds are heard 

     new leaves ~ 
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 hana chirute     konoma no tera to     nari ni keri 

 

     blossoms swirl 

    amid the trees a temple 

     has emerged ~ 

 

 yūkaze ya     mizu aosagi no     habi wo utsu 

 

     evening wind ~ 

    water on the heron’s 

     legs  lapping 

 

A note of ineffable authenticity is sounded in the above poems, whether they are reports 

of actual experiences or artistic constructions.  The evocations are not only artistically 

pleasing but true—in a sense that includes yet surpasses factual accuracy, revealing a kind 

of timeless, inward light, reminiscent of what Jewish lore calls “the first light of creation.” 

 Here is where the aesthetic spirit of Buson is most plainly one with the hai-i of Bashō. 

 But what is the aesthetic spirit in such cases?  What is authenticity in relation to 

art?  It is an elusive “something” that Hemingway links with the eternal sense of nature, 

represented below as the Gulf Stream: 

 

  If you serve time for society, democracy, and the other things quite 

young, and declining any further enlistment make yourself responsible 

only to yourself, you exchange the pleasant, comforting stench of 

comrades for something you can never feel in any other way then by 

yourself.  That something I cannot yet define completely but the feeling 

comes when you write well and truly of something and know impersonally 

you have written in that way...or when you do something which people do 

not consider a serious occupation and yet you know, truly, that it is 

important as all the things that are in fashion, and when, on the sea, you 

are alone with it and know that this Gulf Stream you are living with, 

knowing, learning about, and loving, has moved, as it moves, since before 

man, and that it has gone by the shoreline of that long, beautiful, unhappy 

island since before Columbus sighted it and that the things you find out 

about it, and those that have always lived in it are permanent and of value 

because the stream will flow, as it has flowed, after the Indians, after the 

Spaniards, after the British, after the Americans and after all the Cubans 

and all the systems of governments, the richness, the poverty, the 

martydrom, the sacrifice and the venality and the cruelty are all gone...
9
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 In haiku terms, the elusive “something” is fūga-no-makoto:  sincerity or 

“genuineness of aesthetic creativity,”
10

 of which I will have more to say in Chapter 

Eighteen.  Bashō’s student, Hattori Dohō (1657-1730), affirms that it is the very essence 

of haiku composition as taught by his master: 

 

 It will in future inevitably happen that the art of haiku will take myriads of 

turns. Yet, as long as these changing phases are based on the 

‘genuineness’, they all should, without exception, be recognised as the 

authentic art of haiku as originally conceived by the Master.
11

 

 

As to the exact significance of genuineness, Dohō is hardly more illuminating than 

Hemingway.  Like the latter, he refers to a certain “constancy” that remains the same from 

one generation to the next, despite changing fashions: 

 

  Without the knowledge of the ‘constancy’ one can hardly understand 

fūga in its very essence.  What the Master calls ‘constancy’ refers to the 

non-temporal dimension of art standing firm on the basis of the 

‘genuineness’ (makoto), quite aloof from the dimension of the ‘old’ and 

‘new’...
12

 

 

And as in the case of Hemingway, such sincerity is inevitably linked with nature.  Thus, 

Bashō says:  “The first lesson for the artist is...to follow nature, to be one with nature.”
13

 

 As I understand it, one creates genuine works of art to the degree that one remains 

faithful to the elevated sense of nature.  This is the essence of keeping one’s mind “high in 

the world of true understanding” while “returning to the world of daily experience to seek 

therein the truth of beauty.”
14

  And that seems to be what Buson most admires in Bashō: 

 

 Old Master Bashō said, “In haikai the language should approach the very 

low, and the spirit requires that we try for elevation.”  Is this not a 

principle for the ages?
15

 

 

 Given his love of the Chinese and Japanese classics, where a world of celestial or 

dream-like perfection is so often depicted, one might question whether Buson has the 

natural sphere in mind at all in his comment—except that he is specifically responding to 

Bashō, for whom nature was everything.  To appreciate the essential unity of these poets, 

we need to identify the key element in classicism, as well as in the aesthetic spirit. 

 In an essay titled “A Dialogue on Language” by Martin Heidegger,
16

 the aesthetic 

spirit of classical Japan is linked with the Japanese word iki.  (Parallel terms, such as 

yoen, are often used in reference to poetry.)  According to the unnamed Japanese 
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participant in the dialogue, iki is grace:  “the breath of stillness of luminous delight”
17

 (see 

kōshō yūbi or “noble grace” in relation to Shiki, below).  In grace is contained both a 

stillness and a light—I submit, the same serene light that shimmers in the four Buson 

haiku just cited.  At the same time, iki is associated with the eternal sense of origin:  “all 

presence would have its source in grace, in the sense of the pure delight of the beckoning 

stillness.”
18

 

  

Fundamentally, this is not different from the meaning of nature for Bashō and Issa.  The 

preceding comments might be no clearer than those of Bashō, Buson and Hemingway but 

they do suggest a vital connection between the artistic impulse and inmost (creative) spirit 

of nature.  In the mystery of the void dawns a sudden, spontaneous light, whose explicit 

unfolding is the natural world.  Haiku, particularly those in which the aesthetic spirit 

dominates, aim to capture this “first light of creation” as it illumines the details of 

everyday life.  Such poems reveal the devout or spiritual character of the aesthetic 

impulse, as well as an essential purity that refuses to be bound by sectarian dogma. 

 In essence, the aesthetic spirit is the same as the eternal sense of nature.  If 

anything, the refined or a priori character of aestheticism attests to the fact that life’s 

essence can be apperceived, known in advance of particularly worldly events.  Nearly any 

manner of expression suffices, so long as it is genuinely informed by nature’s grace.  

Springing from the depths (or heights) of the artist, the aesthetic spirit is the primordial 

force of nature, manifesting in a multitude of human creations.  The artist does not have to 

limit himself to the role of faithful reporter;  he can freely order and represent nature in the 

same fashion that nature orders and represents itself.  His works need not always be 

accurate accounts of experiences;  he can create experience as nature does, ad lib. 

 Recalling Bashō’s late-life experiments in karumi, we might ask:  “What could be 

lighter than a poem that arises totally, or mainly, within the artist and has no other 

reference than to a certain ‘luminous delight’?  What could be more in tune with the 

moment?”  Though Buson does not fully detach himself from the world in this fashion 

(his works are still very much tied to sensual experience), he does anticipate a trend 

toward freer, more purely aesthetic forms (such as we find in the experimental works of 

some twentieth century haijin, see Chapter Eight), where the moment of beauty is 

paramount, pointing to nothing beyond what is conveyed in the work of art (in 

conjunction with the reader’s own depths). 

 At the same time we understand how it is possible to fall short of genuineness or 

sincereity.  If one takes direction solely or largely from within, one runs the risk of 

producing poems that are brain-spun rather than heart-spun.  (The aesthetic impulse often 

fails to recognise that in many respects the given world is the best, most spontaneous of 
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creations, the one that most truly spells out the inward sense.)  Thus, Dohō’s Bashō-notes 

caution: 

 

  As for the poet whose mind is in constant accord with the ‘aesthetic 

creativity’, his mood of the inner activity would emerge by itself (onto the 

linguistic dimension) only to be crystallized immediately into a certain 

form of poetic expression.  Thus what he describes or expresses should be 

superbly natural, with no arbitrary intricacy in itself. 

  If, however, the mood of the poet’s mind lacks refined serenity, he 

tends to have recourse to verbal artifices, which is no more than the 

apparent sign of the inward vulgarity of the poet whose mind is not in 

constant pursuit of ‘genuineness’.
19

 

 

 The passage characterises what is best and worse in Buson—as well as in Bashō 

himself.  Where attunement is complete, where one is filled with the greening and 

growing sense of nature’s grace, the result is genuine haiku.  Where attunement is effected 

by way of artifice or mere signs, the result is pure aestheticism, in the negative sense. 

 Whether or not the reader endorses the above comparison between Buson and 

Hemingway, he will, it is hoped, acknowledge a common dedication to artistic 

authenticity and grace.  As long as such an impulse is recognised, Buson’s work is 

comprehensible within the framework established by Bashō. 

 

 

Masaoka Shiki (1867-1902) 

 

 From Buson we skip a hundred years to the modern era and the poetry of Masaoka 

Shiki, the last of the four best-known haijin.  In some respects the poetic climate of his 

day is the same as it was in Buson’s, if not worse.  Haiku is once more an ailing 

discipline, suffering from an over-reliance on Bashō...or rather, a pseudo-Bashō, an 

idealised figurehead (in fact deified by the Shintōists in 1793), insufficiently questioned, 

insufficiently assimilated at the roots.  But in other respects the climate is very different.  

Under the impact of the western world, the mood of Japan is radically changing, 

becoming modernised and industrialised.  Consequently, the natural landscape is 

beginning to look a bit smudged.  The Japanese spirit, no longer isolated from the West, is 

undergoing extensive alteration following the influx of new theories of science, 

philosophy, art and technology. 

 As Buson sometimes seems to straddle the balance-point between haiku as a 

spiritual expression (in the sense of rei) and haiku as sheer artistic display, Shiki straddles 

the balance-point between traditional and modern Japan.  His attitude is infuriatingly 
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ambivalent.  In one breath he admires Bashō for his “sublimity and grandeur” (yūkon 

gōsō) and in the next finds him too passive, declaring that nine-tenths of his verse to be 

mere doggerel.  He values Bashō’s poetry for its realism, yet faults it for not making 

greater use of imagination.  He wants to revive haiku but thinks or pretends that it is a 

played-out genre with only a limited future.  He sticks to the traditional pattern of haiku, 

but wants to revolutionise its content, appealing to emotion instead of perception and 

employing a modernised vocabulary, much of which he criticises for being too 

unaesthetic.
20

  Though these pronouncements could be part of his conscious shock tactics, 

meant to startle readers into thinking afresh about the meaning of haiku, they remain a 

puzzle.  Nonetheless, what emerges from the tangle is a clear message:  that haiku is an 

aesthetic concern. 

 Like Buson, Shiki is deeply interested in the visual arts.  On his way to becoming 

a talented amateur artist in his own right he is influenced by his good friend Nakamura 

Fusetsu, a western-style painter who arouses in him a keen appreciation of the visual 

dimension.  Shiki may not have Buson’s eye for colour or his rich sensuality but he 

definitely has a feeling for visual elegance: 

 

 nure ashi de     suzume no ariku     rōka kana 

 

     the wet feet 

    of a sparrow along 

     the covered way ~ 

 

 

 Artistically, Shiki tends toward realism rather than classicism (at least in its usual 

forms), embracing the ideal of ari no mama, depiction “as is,” an aim proposed by the 

critic and novelist Tsubouchi Shōyō (1859-1935).  According to Shiki, this is the essence 

of good writing, as well as of what is best in Bashō:  “The old pond poem truly ‘describes 

as is’—the ‘as is’ became a poem.” (Shiki’s emphasis)
21

 

 Underlying this realism (which Shiki likens to the artist’s sketch from life) is the, 

in essence, classical mood of kōshō yūbi, another term borrowed from Shōyō, meaning 

“noble grace,” with overtones of samurai-like honesty and detachment in the face of the 

world, not unlike Hemingway’s ethic of “grace under pressure.”  As in the case of Buson, 

the comparison with Hemingay is not remote, for Shiki’s work often shows the same 

terseness, the same unflinching observation of hard fact...and the same stoic acceptance of 

it: 
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 fuyukawa ni     sutetaru inu no     kabane kana 

 

     winter stream 

    a tossed-away dog’s 

     carcass ~ 

 

Often, as with Buson, the focus of Shiki’s realism can be so sharp and minute as to make 

us feel that we are present at the very event: 

 

 ki sha michi ni     hikuku kari tobu     tsuki yo kana 

 

     railway tracks 

    low-flying geese in 

     the moonlit night ~ 

 

 But side by side with this realism is a love of evocation for its own sake, whether 

or not it has its source in direct experience, and whether or not it is strictly true-to-life: 

 

 

 uwabami no     sumu numa karete     kumo no mine 

 

     a python 

    lives in the dry swamp ~ 

     cloud peaks 

 

 mui ni shite     namako ichiman     hassen sai 

 

     mindlessly 

    the sea-slug lives eighteen 

     thousand years 

 

Shiki writes of Bashō: 

 

 

  Bashō’s haiku speak only of what was around him. (emphasis in the 

original)  That is, his subject was either an emotion he felt subjectively or 

else natural scenes and human affairs that he observed objectively.  This is 

of course admirable, but the fact that he discarded scenes which arise from 
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imagination and are outside observation, as well as human affairs he had 

not experienced, shows that Bashō’s realm was rather small.
22

 

 

Shiki’s admiration for Buson springs from similar considerations.  Yet the apparent 

contradiction between his goal of absolute realism and his love of imagination disappears 

when we consider that the aesthetic dimension is the true target in each case.  In the 

following passage, the aesthetic spirit is linked with sense of freedom, which I take to be 

identical with “the greening and growing sense of nature’s grace” mentioned earlier: 

 

  Just as literature must be based on the actual, so must painting be 

based on the sketch from life.  But as painting should not be based on that 

alone, so too literature should not be based on actuality alone...[for] the 

writing of an author of ordinary experience will ultimately be unable to 

avoid triteness.  Literature is not biography or a record of facts.  While the 

author’s hand rests upon an old desk in a four and a half mat room, his 

imagination ranges beyond his country’s borders throughout the universe 

and seeks beauty in perfect freedom.  Though wingless, he can soar to the 

sky;  though finless, he can hide in the oceans.  Where there is silence, he 

can hear sounds;  where there are no colors, he sees them.  In haiku there is 

only one poet like this:  Buson.
23

 

 

 Indeed, it is almost wholly through Shiki’s efforts that Buson’s greatness was 

rediscovered.  Shiki found in Buson the model of the modern haiku poet, devoted above 

all else to beauty—not as comeliness, except in the archaic sense of appropriateness, but 

as an inherent impactfulness or vitality: 

 

 Haiku is part of Literature.  Literature is part of Art.  Hence beauty is the 

ultimate value of Literature.  The ultimate value of Literature is also the 

ultimate value of haiku.
24

 

 

It is not true to say of Shiki that his work lacks a spiritual foundation.  It had such a 

foundation:  the aesthetic spirit.  For Shiki, beauty itself (stemming from a pre-given or 

indwelling attunement to creative freedom) was the ultimate, yet an ultimate that did not 

take the world as its central or final point of reference.  Man himself, possessing a direct 

connection with beauty’s source, can be the world’s arbiter and judge, ultimately the 

rectifier of its flaws: 

 

 A haiku poet’s task is to arrange in an orderly way the beautiful things that 

have existed in disorder, to match in an harmonious way the jewels that 

have been mismatched.  When he writes a haiku on an actual scene, the 

poet should discard the ugly parts and pick up only its beautiful parts.
25
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 A tireless student, poet, theorist, critic and haiku reformer, Shiki worked for most 

of his adult life as the haiku editor and sometime war correspondent of the Japanese 

newspaper Nippon, all the while pursuing “beauty in perfect freedom” over a seemingly 

infinite range of topics and settings.  Yet during the last years of his short life (1898-

1902), still working tirelessly, now as the editor of the influential haiku reform magazine 

Hototogisu (“The Cuckoo”), he conducted his affairs from a sickbed, where he lay dying 

of tuberculosis (lung diseases abound among Japanese haijin).  Living in poverty and near 

constant pain, nursed by his sister Ritsu, his world restricted to a small living-quarters and 

garden, he continued to write poetry, almost exclusively about little daily occurrences, 

including the changes he observed in his garden.  If ever there was a time to fall back on 

the freedom of imagination it was now...yet there is little trace of imagination, in the 

excursive sense, in these later poems.  Rather, Shiki discovered a new level of “as is” 

realism, astonishing in its simplicity and depth: 

 

 

 ikutabi mo     yuki mo fukasa o     tazunekeri 

 

     how much 

    snow has amassed 

     I enquire 

 

 keitō no     jōshigohon mo     arinubeshi 

 

     cockscombs 

    fourteen or fifteen 

     there’d be 

 

 

The last poem, severely criticised for its commonness, arbitrariness and sparsity of image, 

is nonetheless a genuine haiku of high order, one that flashes a moment (indeed a whole 

lifetime) upon us and suggests, in its apparent carelessness of detail and artistry, that there 

is a magic at work in haiku that surpasses imagery and artifice. 

 Writing these simple poems, reflecting unsentimentally on his life and conditions, 

with an intimacy and unprotectedness that can come only as the result of a certain distance 

from life, as well as a certain inward connectedness with it, Shiki seems to glimpse a 

meaning of freedom that does not depend on impressive vistas, evocative language or a 

careful selection of details.  Even the pursuit of beauty, as high impactfulness or vitality, 



 

  132 

is abandoned in favour of the inward poverty of wabi and a sober lightness frequently 

resembling Bashō’s karumi.  Shiki writes: 

 

 My wishes are now so reduced they can shrink no more.  The next and 

final stage will be the zero wish—would Shaka have called it Nirvana, and 

Jesus, Salvation?
26

 

 

As his “wishes” shrink, so does the inventiveness and effective content of his haiku.  Yet 

authenticity increases, together with the sense of a vast fertile openness—so that when his 

writing finally breaks off at his death, we feel that his “zero wish” has been attained and 

that the silence surrounding his life’s work has become eloquent. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
 
 The Experimental Spirit 

 

 

 
 Taigi, Chora, Ryōkan, Chiyo.—Departure from the 5-7-5 format.—Seisensui. —

Absence of season words.—The art of listening to nature.—Hōsai —Santōka.—

New content.—Hekigodō.—Sōjō.—Sanki.—Tōta.—The spirit of affliction.—

Kyoshi.—Kakio.—Bōsha. 
 

 

 

 In spanning so many years in so few pages I have had to focus on key personalities 

and neglect the works of many other fine poets:  the sensitive and clear-hearted Taigi 

(1706-1772), 

 

 kawa shimo ni     ami utsu oto ya     oborozuki 

 

     downstream 

    the sound of a net hitting ~ 

     misty moon 

 



 
 

  136 

the intense, luminous, near-mystical Chora (1729-1781), 

 

 

 yūgao no     naka yori izura     aruji kana 

 

     evening glory 

    from inside it comes 

     the master ~ 

 

 

the child-like, or Issa-like, Zen monk Ryōkan (1758-1831), 

 

 

 taorureba     taoruru mama no     niwa no kusa 

 

     toppled 

    it falls just so ~ 

     garden grass 

 

 

the delicately-perceptive Chiyo-ni (1703-1775), 

 

 

 hirou mono     mina ugoku nari     shioshi gata 

 

     picked-up things 

    all of them squirming ~ 

     the ebb-tide beach 

 

 

and dozens more.  While many haiku enthusiasts will feel that their own favourite haijin 

has been overlooked, they will perhaps appreciate the difficulty of presenting a fair 

overview of haiku in such a limited space. 

 When it comes to the modern era, beginning somewhere during the lifetime of 

Shiki (1867-1902), I have even greater difficulty in selecting examples.  There are both 

more poets to choose from and an absence of clear prodigies—apart from Shiki himself, 

whose work is in many respects not representative of modern developments.  However, 
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the apparent absence of towering figures could be just that, only an apparency.  Perhaps 

we are too immersed in the mood of our times to recognise its exact nature, as well as the 

greatness of its most representative spokesmen. 

 Lacking the needed distance, I will consider only a sampling of recent works 

(those written in the last hundred years) and focus on obvious trends.  In this, I will rely 

heavily on Makoto Ueda’s excellent studies, Modern Japanese Haiku:  An Anthology
1
 

and Modern Japanese Poets.
2
 

 

 

 

 

 The most readily identified mood of modern haiku is that of experimentation, 

particularly with respect to structure.  Many twentieth-century poets follow neither the 5-

7-5 rule nor the convention of season words.  With regard to the former, there are 

numerous examples throughout haiku’s history of poets, including Bashō, departing from 

the 5-7-5 format.  But even those haijin have usually stuck close to the seventeen-syllable 

count.  Recently, however, there is a tendency to dispense with boundaries altogether, so 

that a haiku may be as short as two syllables, as in this, the shortest of Aoki Shikunrō’s 

(1887-1968) characteristically short poems, 

 

 

 kao 

 

 face 

 

 

or as long as 55 syllables, as in the following example by Matsumoto Kazuya (b. 1928): 

 

 

  sora tsukinukera aosa niban gusa sanban gusa to totte mo ine no  

  uchigawa kara haete wa mō kore ijō nobinaku natta koshi 

 

    sky-stabbing blueness 

    a second growth 

    a third growth (of weeds) 

    and still 

    from among the rice plants 
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    they sprout ~ 

    never-to-be-straightened 

    my ailing back 

 

 

 In their favour, the loose formats could suggest a structural extension of the same 

mood of freedom that runs through Bashō’s poetry, so that haiku form is liberated to 

follow haiku spirit.  In line with this, the extreme brevity of Shikunrō’s work could be 

taken as a distillation or radicalisation of haiku simplicity.  In the best Shikunrō haiku, 

such starkness or sheerness conveys the sense of naked existence that characterises so 

many Issa poems: 

 

 

 kusa wa tsukiyo 

 

     the grass 

     on a moonlit night 

 

 

At the same time, Kazuya’s long poem could express something of nature’s 

effusiveness—especially with respect to weeds!  Perhaps what we are witnessing in the 

above poems is the free reign of haiku spirit:  hai-i, and hai-i alone, dictates the form a 

poem will take. 

 This is the position of haiku’s leading free spirit, Ogiwara Seisensui (1884-1976). 

 Not only abandoning the 5-7-5 form, he also rejects the convention of the season word, 

insisting that it leads to artificiality and triteness.  It is just so much excess baggage that 

adds nothing to a poem’s meaning.  Indeed, his aesthetic is based on the metaphor of 

luggage.  Likening the old 5-7-5 haiku to a “suitcase” with fixed dimensions regardless of 

its contents, he compares free-style verse with a furoshiki, a cloth that conforms to the 

shape of its contents, whatever their size.
3
  His own haiku appear in various bundles: 

 

 

   botan ichiben ichiben no ugoki tsutsu hiraki tsutsu sugata 

totonou 

 

    the peony  

    petal after petal 
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    it stirs 

    unclosing 

    arranging itself 

 

  

   hana ga aru no ni hana o sagashite iru chōchō 

 

    flowers are here 

    but for flowers 

    it searches ~ 

    the butterfly 

 

 

 In spite of these formal liberties, Seisensui remains a traditionalist with respect to 

haiku spirit.  He pursues “a flavour of nature”
4
 and adheres to Bashō’s advice:  “Follow 

nature and return to nature”
5
—giving a new twist to the dictum by interpreting following 

as a kind of listening:  “Listen to nature.”
6
  In this, I suspect, he is countering the 

objectifying, thing-centered orientation of sight in favour of an inward receptivity to 

meaning, as when we listen to someone speaking or singing.  His position is that only by 

subsuming vision and the other senses under listening can we approach the penetration of 

the old masters. 

 In a similar vein, he insists that the project of merging oneself with nature implies 

a more child-like relation to things: 

 

 

 “Merge your mind with nature” may sound like a very difficult teaching to 

follow, but actually it is nothing other than returning to childhood.  How 

excited we used to feel when snow fell and rapidly piled up!  We jumped 

into it and played.  We befriended nature.  We merged with it.  But we lost 

this kind of excitement as we grew older.
7
 

 

Haiku attunement is thus a more original way of being in the world, one in which our 

existence is thoroughly embedded in the world’s inmost life.  Accordingly, Seisensui 

recommends haiku poetry as a kind of instruction in the art of living: 

 

 

 Everyone can see and enjoy the beauty of flowers and blossoms.  But 

between those who know haiku and those who do not there is a difference. 
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 When people are awakened to haiku, they begin noticing the beauty of 

nature in such unlikely things as a weed or fallen leaves, the kind of thing 

they would have wanted to throw away before their awakening... Living in 

this world will become very enjoyable if one acquires such a viewpoint.  

One could be awakened to this viewpoint by way of Buddhism, but that 

route requires an exceedingly hard training.  There is an easier, more 

enjoyable route:  haiku.
8
 

 

 Interestingly, there is for Seisensui nothing inherently ugly or unnatural in the 

world.  Whatever exists has value and is a part of nature, simply by virtue of the fact that 

it exists.  Consequently, he is willing to admit modern machinery into the haiku universe: 

 

 

 We recognise a force of life not only in the trees but in the truck also.  The 

truck loaded with steel is linked to the trees through this life-force.
9
 

 

 Clearly, what underlies the above views, couched as they are in the language of 

“awakening” and “life-force,” is a spiritual understanding of nature, reminiscent of Bashō 

(though I doubt that the latter would have found trucks as inspiring as trees).  In a Bashō-

like comment, Seisensui reflects:  “It would be a most satisfying experience for the artist 

if he could submerge his small ego in great nature and attain a realm of perfect liberation 

in everyday life.”
10

 

 This sentiment accords with the principles evident in the haiku of several other 

experimentalists, such as Ozaki Hōsai (1885-1926), who gave up his job in an insurance 

firm to become a wandering monk: 

 

 

 ido no kurasa ni waga kao o miidasu 

 

    in the well’s dimness 

    my face is revealed 

 

 

 tsukiyo no ashi ga ore toru 

 

    in the moonlit night 

    a rush snaps 
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   (Note—ido is a summer kigo, while the 

brittleness of the rush could suggest 

winter.) 

 

 

 Taneda Santōka (1882-1940), an early student of Seisensui’s, was a wandering 

beggar.  His poetry, like his life, resembles Hōsai’s in many respects, though perhaps with 

a certain added zest: 

 

 

 nonbiri ibari suru kusa no me darake 

 

    pissing at ease in the grass 

    eyes (shine) in its thickness 

 

  

 wake itte mo     wake itte mo     aoi yama 

 

     deeper 

    and deeper in ~ 

     green mountains 

 

 

 The unusual formats employed by these poets are fresh and delightful.  What is 

more, the artists’ stated or apparent aims are in keeping with the spirit of Bashō and Issa, 

who were, in their own fashion, highly original innovators.  I can imagine Bashō feeling 

very much at home around the likes of Seisensui.  However, I can also imagine him 

saying of Seisensui’s long verse, 

 

    the peony  

    petal after petal 

    it stirs 

    unclosing 

    arranging itself 

 

 

 



 
 

  142 

 “Yes, I see what you’re trying to do.  But look here, Seisensui, the middle 

characters only postpone the realisation.  I think the poem would go better like this...” 

 

 

     the peony opens 

    petal by petal 

     arranging itself ~ 

 

 

or something resembling the old 5-7-5 haiku in Japanese characters. 

 The question arises:  “Is there really a need for a variety of forms?”  Perhaps, far 

from demonstrating a liberation from convention, free-style haiku shows an excessive 

preoccupation with it, as well as a misunderstanding of freedom itself.  Asked by a monk 

how it was possible to escape from the daily round of putting on clothes and eating, the 

Zen Master Mu-chou replied that one should put on one’s clothes and eat.
11

  Likewise, 

Master Bashō might have said:  “The way around the rigidity and monotony of a 5-7-5 

haiku is to write a 5-7-5 haiku.” 

 The point is that poetic freedom need have nothing—or everything—to do with 

the number of syllables in a poem.  It may be only by submitting to the formal 

requirements of haiku, as we submit to gravity, or cause and effect, or the necessities of 

living, that we learn what real freedom is.  (In Book Two, I will try to show how 

traditional haiku form does in fact reflect spirit.)  Whatever the case, I feel that, apart from 

some unusual formal innovations, Seisensui’s work is not startlingly original.  He is a 

better theorist than poet.  His ideas on “listening” and on the all-inclusive sense of nature 

are provocative and illuminating, but his actual haiku fall short of demonstrating that a 

“listening” attunement penetrates more deeply than a visual one, or that trucks and trees 

are manifestations of a single life-force. 

 I like Seisensui’s work and believe that he is nearer to Bashō and Issa than many 

modern poets.  I am also impressed with the writings of Shikunrō, Hōsai and Santōka, 

especially with the inner direction of their poems, and do not want to prejudge future free-

style efforts.  Nonetheless, I suspect that free-style haiku has a limited future and will one 

day be as quaint and curious as pop art or abstract expressionism, unless a remarkable 

new talent arrives to show us new depths in free-style composition.  As it stands, the new 

verse indicates a somewhat dim or faulty connection with haiku spirit rather than a clear 

and vital transmission of it.  And perhaps this is a clue to the mood of twentieth-century 

haiku:  experimentation arising out of the sense of a weakening signal, out of a need to 

find new means of renewing connection with nature.  The focus on form suggests a 
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diminished understanding of spirit.  Given the modern world’s almost exclusive 

preoccupation with techniques (as represented by technology), the free-form efforts of 

Seisensui and Shikunrō could indicate constriction or limitation rather than inward 

freedom:  the narrowed focus of a world in which gross appearances are the central 

preoccupation. 

 

 

 

 

 Not all experiments in haiku have been directed toward a change in format.  Many 

recent poets have experimented mainly in the area of content, seeking at once to embrace 

a greater range of experience, to document the modern situation and to achieve deeper 

levels of “as is” realism. 

 In the case of Kawahigashi Hekigodō (1873-1937), experimentation frequently 

takes the form of combining in a single poem images whose connections are remote: 

 

 

 kū o hasamu     kani shini oru ya     kumo no mine 

 

     the void is clawed 

    by a dead crab ~ 

     cloud peaks 

 

 

The aim seems to be to diffuse readers’ attention, to prevent it from losing itself in an 

isolated focus.  Realism is achieved by countering the tendency to link things together in a 

logical, habitual, utilitarian and generally mind-governed fashion. 

 While Hekigodō’s experiments in content are largely motivated by aesthetic and 

cognitive concerns, other poets are mainly interested in an expanded perspective that 

documents facets of life hitherto excluded from haiku or unique to the modern era.  Thus, 

we find reference to topics that would have been considered offensive or distasteful a 

century earlier, as in these poems by Hino Sōjō (1901-1956): 
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 kogarashi ya     oroshi gusa ni wa     ni tare domo 

 

     winter gale ~ 

    is the abortion-brew 

     ready yet 

 

 asa samu ya     hamigaki niou     tsuma no kuchi 

 

     morning chill ~ 

    the tooth-powder smell of 

     his wife’s mouth 

 

 

 izayoi ya     shubin kagayaku     en no hashi 

 

     sixteenth-night moon ~ 

    the pee flask gleams 

     on the porch ledge 

 

  (Note—the “sixteenth-night moon” refers to that night of 

the lunar cycle when the moon rises most quickly after 

sunset) 

 

 

In some respects, Sōjō is a Japanese Baudelaire, who delights in shocking his audiences.  

His early haiku, for instance, include descriptions of his wedding night and of nudist 

clubs.
12

  Today that shock value is considerably diminished (as in the case of the French 

poet) but Sōjō remains important in that he embraces the slightly off-colour aspects of life 

that most, though not all, former poets avoided.  In this respect, he more or less 

impartially documents twentieth-century realities. 

 Another poet who documents the modern situation is Saitō Sanki (1900-1962), a 

dentist who lived in Singapore during his early years but was forced to return to Japan in 

1929, where he was imprisoned for “overly-liberal” political views—essentially, for not 

being rabid enough for the times.  His poems often have political and social overtones, 

such as in this depiction of war: 
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 kikanjū miken ni akaki hana ga saku 

 

     machine gun ~ 

    between the eyes a red 

     flower blooms 

 

 

 The humanist-inspired poetry of Kaneko Tōta (b. 1919) somehow manages to find 

occasions for poetic immersion and reminders of beauty amid the mechanisation and 

squalor of modern Japan, precisely where the disturbing aspects of modern life reach their 

highest pitch: 

 

 

 gādo shita ni haritsuku hedo ga fuyu no hana 

 

     under the train bridge 

    spew is stuck ~ 

     winter’s flower 

 

 

 One might conclude that these last writers have little concern whatever for the 

haiku-feeling of Bashō and Issa, and indeed, that they appear to be defining an altogether 

different direction for modern poetry.  On the contrary, I suggest that they are acutely 

aware of the original spirit of haiku, and that they show us this spirit under extreme 

affliction.  Gone are both the pretty scenes and the awesome vistas of the natural 

landscape, replaced by the grim realities of modern life, where nature appears only in the 

vividness of exploding blood or in the spontaneity of vomit.  In light of these works, it 

seems obvious that the spirit of nature, haiku spirit, is not something apart from the 

human spirit and that both are threatened by the conditions in which we live—conditions 

which, disturbingly, could be a product of nature itself, in the form of natural 

acquisitiveness and the instinct to reproduce in ever greater numbers, but which is more 

probably a result of our failure to respond to nature’s call for self-limitation. 

 Is the deteriorating condition of the planet the cause of our ailing spirits, or is the 

situation quite the reverse?  Perhaps we are seeing the results of a myopic perspective in 

which humankind’s nature is located almost wholly in its desire for more, better and 

different, all on a grossly material plane, and in the related skills of thinking, calculating, 

acquiring, maximising, grasping and using.  Perhaps our real roots are located further 
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down, below the surface of things, in the “hidden and dark” (yūgen) regions of nature, in 

the subtle promptings of the widest and deepest sphere of existence, where haiku spirit 

lives as well.  Lacking nurture and care, this region of human nature is under affliction, 

and the consequence is the world as we see it. 

 I do not feel that I am being alarmist or attributing to poetry an importance beyond 

its measure.  I do believe that something as “insignificant” as poetry, together with the 

related concerns of music, art and mysticism, can be the foundation of our worldly well-

being.  Unless technology, under the direction of human self-centeredness, becomes 

subservient to our wider nature, life on earth cannot endure, however long human beings 

may continue to exist, which may be a very, very long time.  I believe that the function of 

haiku poetry, and perhaps of poetry in general, is to remind us of our mysterious origins 

and of our participation in the greater sphere. 

 Meanwhile, the poems just considered reveal the true spirit of our times:  the spirit 

of affliction.  Sadly, I do not see the mood of most serious haiku changing within the next 

hundred years. 

 

 

 

 

 

 There remain three final categories of recent haiku poets:  (a) those many haijin 

whose works still cleave to more or less traditional formats and motifs, almost as if the 

twentieth century had not occurred, (b) those who aim at a pure or aesthetic poetry in 

which the artist’s imagination is all-in-all, and (c) those who pursue an intensely personal 

vision, largely without relying on formal innovation. 

 Among the first group is Takahama Kyoshi (1874-1959), most of whose poems 

could easily have been written two centuries earlier: 

 

 

 hebi nigete     ware wo mishi me no     kusa ni nokoru 

 

     the snake flees 

    but the eyes that saw me 

     stay in the grass 
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 nure en ni     izuku to mo naki     rakka kana 

 

     wet porch 

    from nowhere 

     fallen petals ~ 

 

 

These traditional haiku have a place in the twentieth century, if only to remind us of what 

we are seeking to recover amid the affliction of present-day living. 

 The second category of poets describes those who attempt to create a kind of 

inward, vaguely surrealistic tableau, expressing a largely aesthetic slant on life (see 

Chapter Seven).  Perhaps chief among these poets is Tomizawa Kakio (1902-1962), of 

whom Ueda writes: 

 

 

 According to Kakio, a poem is autonomous and has its own world... From 

this point of view he minimized the elements of daily life...and made use 

of symbols far removed from the ordinary world.  Inevitably his haiku 

became symbolic in the modern western sense.
13

 

 

 

Kakio’s poems include: 

 

 

 haru wa shiroi tamago to shiroi tamago no kage to 

 

     springtime ~ 

    a white egg with 

     a white egg-shadow 

 

 

 ketsuron no gotoku chi ni kyoshi hikigaeru 

 

     conclusion-like 

    on the ground ~ 

     a squatting toad 
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In spite of their refined, somewhat ethereal character, the poems still rely on the concrete 

terminology of everyday reality, and still shed light upon that reality.  Though the images 

could refer to an imaginary or pre-worldly dimension of archetypal forms, they also refer 

to the familiar features of our daily living—despite Ueda’s remarks to the contrary.  

Kakio’s experiments, and in some respects Tōta’s belong here too, are worthwhile, if only 

because they demonstrate how nature extends to the realm of imagination and how it 

speaks the same language there that it does here below. 

 The last category of modern poets comprises those many haijin who are too 

occupied with all-consuming, personal visions to pay much attention to experimental 

forms or artistic speculations.  The Zen monk Kawabata Bōsha (1900-1941) is one such 

poet.  His poems create a sense of the total interpenetration of Buddha’s “Pure Land” with 

the world of everyday life: 

 

 

 negi no hana     futo konjiki no     hotoke kana 

 

     spring onion flower 

    suddenly it’s a golden 

     Buddha ~ 

  

 

Many readers might feel that Bōsha’s world is no less imaginary or ideal than that of 

Kakio.  Nonetheless, there is an earthy intensity in Bōsha’s work that makes the lofty 

regions real to us.  We too begin to look for golden buddhas among the spring onions.   

 

 

* 

 

 

 As for the immediate future of haiku poetry, the most promising development is 

the growth of interest in haiku outside Japan, particularly in Canada and the United States, 

where several English-language haiku periodicals (such as Modern Haiku in the United 

States) enjoy a limited but expanding readership.  Admittedly, English-speaking haijin 

have a long way to go before insightful exchanges with Japan can begin but it is possible 

that a future cross-fertilisation will occur.  That will depend almost solely on how well 

western poets can recognise in haiku poetry the inmost sense of nature and respond to it 

with original insights. 
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General note—In several instances, no divisions are shown between parts of poems in the 

Japanese texts.  This is to signal that, owing to the absence of traditional indications or the 

non-standard length of the poems, the divisions given in my translations are largely 

arbitrary.  In other, more marginal cases, I have suggested divisions in the Japanese texts 

that might be challenged. 
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 Book Two 
 
 
 
 The Inner Haiku 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
 The Nature of Haiku 

 

 

   If one does not understand such things 

naturally, it is hard for one to understand 

them at all. 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 The project of understanding “naturally.”—Review of Book One.—Countering scientific 

presuppositions.—Haiku defined according to tendencies.—Common references to haiku 

and nature. 

 

 It is possible to take the above statement by Bashō in a positive light, not as a 

distinction between those who have and those who have not but as a useful instruction on 

how to approach haiku.  The poems should be understood “naturally,” in the context of 

whatever happens spontaneously, easily, of itself, according to the way of nature.  This 

could mean simply trusting one’s instant understanding of things, one’s original mind, so 

to speak.  But it could also mean steeping oneself ever more deeply in nature, 

committedly pursuing its elusive essence.  In fact, the two are one:  trust in original mind 

is an ever-deepening path into nature, and attunement to nature is a continual coming-

home to faith and the original mind.  The example of Basho’s many wilderness 

wanderings, together with the fact that he saw the art of haiku as an infinite path (michi), 

suggests that a journey, perhaps many journeys, must be made in order to arrive at the 

place where one already is. 

  



 
 

  152 

 A central idea in haiku seems to be that it is always possible to draw nearer to the 

nearest things.  In that same spirit, Book Two undertakes a deeper exploration of the field 

of nature that was introduced in Book One.  A brief review is perhaps called for. 

 

 

 Chapter One defined haiku in a purely mechanical fashion “as a 5-7-5 poem on a 

natural theme, in which is contained a slight break or turning-point and some indication of 

season.”  The definition proved adequate with respect to length, internal structure and 

seasonal content, at least in the case of classical haiku, but failed to give clear direction 

with regard to the central element in the definition:  the theme of nature. 

 Chapter Two linked this theme with hai-i or “haiku spirit,” broadly defined as “the 

vast, unelucidated field of nature within which arise the various things of nature, 

including haiku poetry itself.”  The term “unelucidated” already hinted at a region that is 

inherently mysterious, “hidden and dark” (yūgen) by nature, and therefore beyond exact 

description.  Nonetheless, exact description was found unnecessary since the domain in 

question is immediately accessible through feeling (kokoro), specifically through those 

moods evoked in haiku, the implication being that haiku poetry is its own best definition 

and guiding spirit, in an ever-deepening sense.  But it was also recognised that some 

background information would be helpful, since haiku is, for most western readers, an 

unfamiliar genre whose nuances draw on traditions and customs that are not their own. 

 In an effort to remove unnecessary barriers between western audiences and the 

direct-pointing of haiku, Chapters Three through Eight provided the cultural and literary 

contexts of haiku poetry’s leading representatives and movements.  Even so, some 

barriers remain, owing to the fact that western, predominantly scientific, presuppositions 

about the natural world obstruct access to the meaning of nature in haiku.  Consequently, 

those presuppositions need to be countered by a more rigorous statement of the haiku 

outlook than was given in Book One. 

 At the same time, the original description of haiku must be revised to 

accommodate recent developments in the art (see Chapter Eight).  Because modern poets, 

such as Seisensui, Shikunrō, Hōsai and Santōka, have freely departed from the 5-7-5 

structure and the convention of season words, haiku can no longer be expected to conform 

to a regular format.  It must be defined by tendencies, the general features evident in the 

works of most haiku poets—which is to say, traditional characteristics loosely interpreted 

and selectively applied.
2
 

 As it happens, those tendencies or general features are also indicative of the 

inmost sense of nature, so that a detailed analysis of the tendencies is also a description of 

the world-view underlying them.  Accordingly, Chapters Ten through Nineteen are an 
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exposition of traits that characterise haiku as well as the field of nature itself.  Both the 

genre and sense of nature that generates it will be examined in terms of: 

 

    A. Seasonality 

    B.  Spontaneity 

    C.  Brevity (Simplicity) 

    D. Objectivity 

    E.  Presentness 

    F.  Awakening 

    G. Resonance 

    H. Plainness 

    I.  Creativity 
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Notes 

 

1. Bashō, in Japanese Linked Poetry:  An Account with Translations of Renga and 

Haikai Sequences, by Earl Miner, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New 

Jersey (1979), p. 86. 

2. My position is that haijin are still guided by traditional criteria, even though these 

are more loosely understood than before.  Haiku spirit generates poems that tend 

to have a certain structure and character, just as nature generates a world that tends 

to have certain features and qualities.  In the terminology of Gerard Manly 

Hopkins, everything “Deals out that being indoors each one dwells.”  Recently, 

both haiku poetry and the world can appear more or less distorted by former 

standards.  Nonetheless, to the extent that they (the genre and the world that it 

depicts) are recognisable at all, some basic principles must still apply. 
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 Book Two 
 
 
 
 The Inner Haiku 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
 The Nature of Haiku 

 

 

   If one does not understand such things 

naturally, it is hard for one to understand 

them at all. 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 The project of understanding “naturally.”—Review of Book One.—Countering scientific 

presuppositions.—Haiku defined according to tendencies.—Common references to haiku 

and nature. 

 

 It is possible to take the above statement by Bashō in a positive light, not as a 

distinction between those who have and those who have not but as a useful instruction on 

how to approach haiku.  The poems should be understood “naturally,” in the context of 

whatever happens spontaneously, easily, of itself, according to the way of nature.  This 

could mean simply trusting one’s instant understanding of things, one’s original mind, so 

to speak.  But it could also mean steeping oneself ever more deeply in nature, 

committedly pursuing its elusive essence.  In fact, the two are one:  trust in original mind 

is an ever-deepening path into nature, and attunement to nature is a continual coming-

home to faith and the original mind.  The example of Basho’s many wilderness 

wanderings, together with the fact that he saw the art of haiku as an infinite path (michi), 

suggests that a journey, perhaps many journeys, must be made in order to arrive at the 

place where one already is. 
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 A central idea in haiku seems to be that it is always possible to draw nearer to the 

nearest things.  In that same spirit, Book Two undertakes a deeper exploration of the field 

of nature that was introduced in Book One.  A brief review is perhaps called for. 

 

 

 Chapter One defined haiku in a purely mechanical fashion “as a 5-7-5 poem on a 

natural theme, in which is contained a slight break or turning-point and some indication of 

season.”  The definition proved adequate with respect to length, internal structure and 

seasonal content, at least in the case of classical haiku, but failed to give clear direction 

with regard to the central element in the definition:  the theme of nature. 

 Chapter Two linked this theme with hai-i or “haiku spirit,” broadly defined as “the 

vast, unelucidated field of nature within which arise the various things of nature, 

including haiku poetry itself.”  The term “unelucidated” already hinted at a region that is 

inherently mysterious, “hidden and dark” (yūgen) by nature, and therefore beyond exact 

description.  Nonetheless, exact description was found unnecessary since the domain in 

question is immediately accessible through feeling (kokoro), specifically through those 

moods evoked in haiku, the implication being that haiku poetry is its own best definition 

and guiding spirit, in an ever-deepening sense.  But it was also recognised that some 

background information would be helpful, since haiku is, for most western readers, an 

unfamiliar genre whose nuances draw on traditions and customs that are not their own. 

 In an effort to remove unnecessary barriers between western audiences and the 

direct-pointing of haiku, Chapters Three through Eight provided the cultural and literary 

contexts of haiku poetry’s leading representatives and movements.  Even so, some 

barriers remain, owing to the fact that western, predominantly scientific, presuppositions 

about the natural world obstruct access to the meaning of nature in haiku.  Consequently, 

those presuppositions need to be countered by a more rigorous statement of the haiku 

outlook than was given in Book One. 

 At the same time, the original description of haiku must be revised to 

accommodate recent developments in the art (see Chapter Eight).  Because modern poets, 

such as Seisensui, Shikunrō, Hōsai and Santōka, have freely departed from the 5-7-5 

structure and the convention of season words, haiku can no longer be expected to conform 

to a regular format.  It must be defined by tendencies, the general features evident in the 

works of most haiku poets—which is to say, traditional characteristics loosely interpreted 

and selectively applied.
2
 

 As it happens, those tendencies or general features are also indicative of the 

inmost sense of nature, so that a detailed analysis of the tendencies is also a description of 

the world-view underlying them.  Accordingly, Chapters Ten through Nineteen are an 
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exposition of traits that characterise haiku as well as the field of nature itself.  Both the 

genre and sense of nature that generates it will be examined in terms of: 

 

    A. Seasonality 

    B.  Spontaneity 

    C.  Brevity (Simplicity) 

    D. Objectivity 

    E.  Presentness 

    F.  Awakening 

    G. Resonance 

    H. Plainness 

    I.  Creativity 
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Notes 

 

1. Bashō, in Japanese Linked Poetry:  An Account with Translations of Renga and 

Haikai Sequences, by Earl Miner, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New 

Jersey (1979), p. 86. 

2. My position is that haijin are still guided by traditional criteria, even though these 

are more loosely understood than before.  Haiku spirit generates poems that tend 

to have a certain structure and character, just as nature generates a world that tends 

to have certain features and qualities.  In the terminology of Gerard Manly 

Hopkins, everything “Deals out that being indoors each one dwells.”  Recently, 

both haiku poetry and the world can appear more or less distorted by former 

standards.  Nonetheless, to the extent that they (the genre and the world that it 

depicts) are recognisable at all, some basic principles must still apply. 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
 Seasonality 

 

 

   One thing permeates Saigyō’s tanka, Sōgi’s 

linked verse, Sesshū’s painting and Rikyū’s 

tea ceremony.  That is the spirit of the artist 

who follows nature and befriends the four 

seasons. 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 The eternal cycle.—Its relation to the void.—Evolutionary and devolutionary aspects.—

The fifth season.—Its relation to the turning-point in haiku. 

 

 Though many recent haiku poets have opted to dispense with season words (kigo: 

 not only the names of seasons but of things and events commonly associated with those 

seasons), the convention remains a defining condition for classical haiku and a central 

feature of most modern haiku.  As observed in Chapter One, the custom is, if anything, 

more important now than it was formerly, in that seasonal context is often the only 

reminder of nature amid poems whose settings are office blocks, apartment dwellings and 

city streets.  Assuming a vital connection between nature and haiku, seasonality ensures 

that that connection is maintained, not simply on a phenomenal level but inwardly as well. 

 Indeed, to the Japanese, nature and the seasons are one, and in a deeply spiritual sense: 

 

 It is the result of no mere convention that seasonal terms are a requisite of 

haiku composition.  Those terms represent an opportunity to manifest the 
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spirituality inherent in nature, which, as expressed in the seasonal terms, 

speaks to the recipients from a level so deep that they themselves are 

unaware of its existence.  And though they can neither interpret nor 

explain the language, they understand this spirituality, respond to it, or are 

moved by it.  Those who have encountered such receptivity in themselves 

must indeed feel that “grasses and trees have the power of speech,” even in 

the twentieth century.
2
 

 

 From the early days of haikai-no-renga, the use of season words guaranteed a 

natural context for works in the haiku tradition.  The current season was the focus for 

most haikai sequences, which otherwise would have lacked a unifying theme.  In relation 

to this, the virtually exclusive use of the present tense in haiku poetry (see Chapter 

Fourteen) can be traced to the seasonality convention as well, in that the current season 

was the point of departure for linked compositions.  Yet how is seasonality fundamentally 

representative of nature?  And what is its deep or spiritual meaning with respect to haiku? 

 

 

 To understand the significance of the four seasons in Japanese culture, we need to 

see them as parts of a single cyclical process, in which the world is shown to be, like the 

waterfall, forever the same amid perpetual change.  According to Yasuda: 

 

 The things of nature are born and fade away in the rhythm of the seasons.  

Realization of their quality must take into account the season of which 

they are inseparably a part.
3
 

 

Yasuda goes on to observe that birds commonly associated with spring, such as uguisu 

(similar to nightingales), are not mere appendages of the season but intrinsic aspects of it: 

 

 They do not merely suggest or imply spring.  They contain it;  they 

incorporate it.
4
 

 

Thus, the various plants, animals, insects and atmospheric phenomena that appear in 

haiku occasion concrete, immediate insights into a vast eternal process. 

 Out of the deadness and sterility of winter, new life emerges, creativity abounds.  

The miracle brings renewed activity, wonderment and rapture: 
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 hana ni kurui     tsuki ni odoroku     kochō kana 

 

     flower-mad 

    moon-struck 

     the butterfly ~ 

        Chora 

 

In summer the world comes to fullness.  There is a sense of luxuriance, profusion, 

completeness: 

 

 sashi yanagi     hotaru tobu yo to     nari ni keri 

 

     from the willow cutting 

    a firefly-streaked night 

     has grown 

        Issa 

 

Autumn brings decline but also the mellowness of repose, in which a certain eternal light 

is glimpsed in and beyond the fading light of the sun: 

 

 meshidoki ya     toguchi ni aki no     irihi kage 

 

     meal-time ~ 

    through the door autumn’s 

     sunset deepens 

        Chora 

 

Winter spells the end of growth.  Fields, hills and trees are blanketed in a uniform 

whiteness that blurs individual differences...but gathers all things together in a single 

potentiality: 

 

 yama zato ya     yuki tsumu no shita no     mizu no oto 

 

     mountain village ~ 

    from under the snow drifts 

     water-sounds 

        Shiki         
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In spring, the process begins again. 

 Probably, the poets of every culture have observed this pattern and noted that our 

own lives follow the same phases.  Most have felt that the cycle’s end promises an 

impending renewal.  In the context of Japanese thought, as well as the Buddhist notion of 

rebirth, the process is related to the evolutionary and devolutionary character of the void.  

From nothing, nature brings forth a multitude of beings, only to resolve them back into 

the original abyss, in anticipation of a new beginning.  The cycle goes on forever, or, 

according to some Buddhist teachings, until each being achieves total emancipation, unity 

with the void, a condition that is already the case as far as many Zen-influenced haijin are 

concerned. 

 In some haiku, this void is best intimated through the starkness of winter: 

 

 no mo yama mo     yuki ni torarete     nani mo nashi 

 

     fields and mountains 

    trapped by the snow ~ 

     nothing is 

        Jōsō 

 

In others, it is intimated in the sudden emergence of life, as if from nothing, in spring: 

 

 assari to     haru wa ki ni keri     asagi-zora 

 

     quite simply 

    spring wells up ~ 

     a pale green sky 

        Issa 

 

 Interestingly, most authorities insist that there are five, not four, seasons 

represented in haiku.  New Year’s Day is usually considered a season in its own right, 

equal to, if not more important than, the other four.  Thus, there is an entire category of 

poems (hatsuhaiku) on the themes of the first sunrise (hatsu hi no de), the first sky 

(hatsuzora), the first dream (hatsuyume) and so on: 
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 nukarumi e     tsue tsuppatte     hatsuhi kana 

 

     in mud 

    my staff is thrust  

     first sunrise ~ 

        Issa 

 

My own feeling is that those many haiku that refer to the year’s end belong to this “fifth 

season” category as well: 

 

 yoaruku ya     toshi no nagori no     yuki ga furu 

 

      night-time stroll ~ 

    in the year’s last moments 

     snow descends 

        Shara 

 

 As the turning-point in the annual cycle, New Year’s Day roughly corresponds 

with the kireji (turning-points or “thought-pauses”) that appear in most haiku, which, I 

will argue in Chapter Fifteen, are indicative of a sudden glimpse into the nature of the 

void...or the great void of nature.  Accordingly, end-of-the-year haiku show us the world 

dissolving back into nothingness while New Year’s Day poems evoke a world 

miraculously re-emerging from it.  In this respect, “fifth season” poems are 

quintessentially haiku-like and provide a point of reference for the four seasons that 

follow: 

 

 ganjitsu ya     omoeba sabishi     aki no kure 

 

     New Year’s Day ~ 

    I recall the loneliness 

     of an autumn dusk 

        Bashō 

 

 The convention of kigo or season words needs to be understood within the context 

of the cyclical, eternal process of nature, in which the turning-point from the old to the 

new year is especially evocative of the inmost, void-like spirit of nature, as well as of the 

creative heart of haiku.  
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Notes 

 

1. Matsuo Bashō, “The Records of a Travel-worn Satchel,” in Matsuo Bashō by 

Makoto Ueda, Twayne Publishers, New York (1970), p. 132. 

2. Jin’ichi Konishi, A History of Japanese Literature, Vol. 1, trans. by Aileen Gatten 

and Nicholas Teele, ed. by Earl Miner, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New 

Jersey (1984), p. 108. 

3. Kenneth Yasuda, The Japanese Haiku:  Its Essential Nature, History, and 

Possibilities in English, with Selected Examples, Charles E. Tuttle, Rutland, 

Vermont (1957), p. 44. 

4. Yasuda, p. 46. 
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
 Spontaneity 

 

 

   Composition of a poem must be done in an 

instant, like a woodcutter felling a huge tree 

or a swordsman leaping at a dangerous 

enemy.  It is also like cutting a ripe 

watermelon with a sharp knife or like 

taking a large bite at a pear. 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 Spontaneity as a quality.—Original mind.—Fūga-no-makoto and zōka-no-makoto.—Not-

doing.—Natural magic.—The open self of nature.—Bankei Yōtaku.—The “Cosmic 

Unconscious.”—Trust.—The modern sense of spontaneity. 

 

 From the early days of haikai-no-renga, the ideal of haiku composition has been 

spontaneity.  A poem should be written effortlessly, fluidly and all of a sudden, without 

thoughtful premeditation.  It should arise as a natural expression of the current situation, 

including the more or less contrived circumstances of a poetry contest or a communal 

composition, where the context is largely supplied by preceding entries and the prevailing 

season. 

 Like all ideals, of course, such spontaneity is rarely achieved, and Bashō himself is 

known to have deliberated over several of his best poems.  Nonetheless, the ideal remains 

a guiding principle for haijin down to the present day, in spite of the fact that many poets 

struggle long hours to achieve a “spontaneous” effect.  Still, that is the effect of most 



 
 

  162 

haiku, whatever the time and labour spent producing them.  They strike us as elegantly 

artless, delightfully tossed-off, particularly in the Japanese language where the poems are 

less heavy-handed and more spare than they usually appear in English translation.  The 

conclusion is that, whereas impromptu composition is highly prized in most haiku circles, 

the main ideal of haiku poetry is a spontaneous effect:  the quality or feeling of 

spontaneity as it is expressed in the poem.  This sense of spontaneity is an important part 

of what the haiku poet seeks to convey.  To understand the tradition behind it we need to 

examine the role of spontaneity in Japanese culture. 

 Historically, there are grounds for linking haiku with the question-and-answer 

form of the katauta (from which renga is said to have evolved) as well as the Zen mondō 

(see Chapter Four).  In both cases a high valuation was placed on replies that were given 

immediately and without forethought.  In the latter case, the ability to answer 

spontaneously (and appropriately) was evidence of having achieved liberation, one’s 

“original mind.”  Bashō himself seems to have set much store in this original mind, which 

he sometimes characterised by the term fūga-no-makoto, “genuineness of aesthetic 

creativity.”
2
  According to him, no matter how skilful poets might be with words, no 

matter how keen in observing nature, they fell short of complete mastery until they 

attained a state of mind imbued with the essence of creativity, as evidenced in spontaneity. 

 Doubtless some such belief is also behind Bashō’s advice that the art of haiku “should be 

entrusted to a boy of a tender age” and that it was from “the ingenuous mind of a beginner 

that we could expect much.”
3
  Yet why should spontaneity be evidence of a superior 

quality of mind?  Why should it be a special sign of creativity? 

 The answer is that spontaneity is the fundamental principle of nature itself.  Here, 

fūga-no-makoto, or individual creativity, stands in definite relation to zōka-no-makoto, or 

“cosmic creativity,” both of which function according to the principle of mui-no-i, 

“something being done by nothing being done.”
4
  The poet who composes easily, fluidly, 

suddenly, without struggle or reflection is in harmony with what the Chinese call the tao 

or “the way of nature”: 

 

  The way never acts yet nothing is left undone. 

  Should lords and princes be able to hold fast to it, 

  The myriad creatures will be transformed of their own accord. 

 

        Tao Te Ching
5
 

 

 Because the way of nature contrasts so markedly with the busy, effortful, 

meddlesome and deliberate doings of men and women, Chinese tradition (from which 
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Japan borrowed so much) usually speaks of “the way” in negative terms, as a not-doing 

(wu-wei).  Yet it has also a positive sense.  Just as the notion of genuine magic 

automatically negates every possible explanation yet implies a positive principle of 

creativity, so too the way of nature requires a dynamic interpretation.  The tao principle 

refers to whatever happens tzu-jan or “of itself.”  Indeed, the Chinese word for nature is 

tzu-jan:  “the spontaneous, that which is so of itself”
6
—an understanding that is repeated 

in the Japanese word for nature, shizen, which also refers to whatever exists from itself or 

is self-so.  In this understanding is implied not only self-generation and self-perpetuation 

but growth, newness and vitality, together with a certain sense of magic, something-from-

nothing-just-now, all in the key of ease and utter simplicity:  in short, a blend of aseity 

(self-caused existence) and naturalness.  The same principle of natural freedom is at play 

in many Zenrin verses: 

 

   seizan mizukara seizan 

   haku un mizukara haku un 

 

  Blue hills:  from themselves blue hills. 

  White clouds:  from themselves white clouds. 

 

   gotsunen to shite buji ni za sureba 

   shunrai kua onozukara shozu 

 

  Rock-like and idle you sit. 

  Spring comes grass grows all by itself. 

 

 

But it is in Japanese haiku that the principle finds its most positive and varied expression: 

 

 

 ume ga ka ni     notto hi no deru     yamaji kana 

 

     scent of plum blossoms 

    then suddenly the sunrise 

     a mountain road ~ 

        Bashō 
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 meigetsu ni     kerorito tachishi     kakashi kana 

 

     full moon 

    and without any ado 

     the scarecrow ~ 

        Issa 

 

  ura mon no hitorideni aku hinaga kana 

 

     the back gate 

    opens of itself 

     a long day 

        Issa 

 

Indeed, once we attend to this quality of magical naturalness, it is virtually impossible to 

locate good haiku that are not tinged with it.  The sense of sublime accident, of suchness 

or just-so-ness which we associate with the best haiku seems to be nothing other than an 

expression of the same principle: 

 

 matsutake ya     shiranu ko no ha no     hebaritsuku 

 

     the mushroom ~ 

    a leaf from some tree 

     stuck to it 

        Bashō 

 

It may be concluded that positive spontaneity, the sense of natural magic, the principle of 

creative freedom, is one of the most distinctive features of haiku—I submit, its inmost 

spark and the creative core of haiku composition. 

 But what is the “original mind” of the poet that accords with this principle and is 

productive of the best poetry?  It is the same as the mind of nature:  a no-mind (muchin, 

also munen, no-thought), a nothingness (mu), a vast emptiness (k_).  Accordingly, haiku 

poets seek to empty themselves of thoughtful contents, not only to remove obstructions 

between themselves and the manifest world but to emulate the creative heart of nature, the 

Great Void.  Referring to a similar or identical state of being, the modern Japanese 

philosopher Tanabe Hajime says:  “This voluntary abandonment to nothingness on the 

part of the self signals a transformation into the unrestricted freedom of ‘naturalness.’ ”
7
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Self is transcended in favour of freedom. 

 But spontaneity implies self-generation, self-regulation, self-maintenance.  

Plainly, where haiku spontaneity is concerned, a greater, freer, more sky-like self than the 

personal ego is intended:  a self that is not limited by personal boundaries, a no-self—or 

what might be termed “the self of nature.”  But what is that?  Where do we find the self of 

nature?  We see it everywhere, as the “myriad creatures,” and we see it nowhere, since we 

never encounter them as a whole.  It is also nowhere in the sense that nature is not a 

thinking being with a central control or will.  Still, there is an integrity and wholeness 

here, a general pattern or structure (Chinese, li), together with an elusive intimation of a 

presiding intelligence.  The self of nature is nowhere present as a simple thing but 

everywhere present as a pervading spirit or matrix;  though it is never totally given in 

terms of entities, it is totally given as a spirit, feeling or inner sense: 

 

  What we look for beyond seeing 

  And call the unseen, 

  Listen for beyond hearing 

  And call the unheard, 

  Grasp for beyond reaching 

  And call the withheld, 

  Merge beyond understanding 

  In a oneness 

  Which does not merely rise and give light, 

  Does not merely set and leave darkness, 

  But forever sends forth a succession of living things as mysterious 

  As the unbegotten existence to which they return...
8
 

 

 This is also the original self or mind of the poet:  a no-self, a no-mind, a great 

emptiness—not the emptiness of blankness or stupidity but that of the magician’s hat, 

something charged with secret energy.  Eyes and ears open to nature’s manifest 

abundance, the poet is inwardly vacant, free of thoughts.  Yet into this vacuum rushes a 

brimming potentiality that is as much productive of the poet’s own being as the worldly 

vista.  Whatever poems arise are faithful to nature not simply because they accurately and 

vividly depict the “myriad creatures” but because they evoke a mood or feeling that joins 

us to life below the surface of things, in the spontaneous mind of nature: 
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 nagaki yo ya     omou koto in     mizu no oto 

 

     a long night 

    what I think is 

     the water’s sound 

        Gochiku 

 

 Bankei Yōtaku (1622-1693), a contemporary of Bashō and one of the great Zen 

masters, advised a similar inward condition, which he labelled “the Unborn.”  “When you 

dwell in the Unborn itself, you’re dwelling at the very wellhead of the Buddhas and 

patriarchs.”
9
  For Bankei too this original mind was characterised by spontaneity: 

 

 While you’re walking down a road, if you happen to encounter a crowd of 

people approaching from the opposite direction, none of you gives a 

thought to avoiding the others, yet you don’t run into one another.  You 

aren’t pushed down or walked over.  You thread your way through them 

by weaving this way and that, dodging and passing on, making no 

conscious decisions in this, yet you’re able to continue along unhampered 

just the same.  Now in the same way, the marvellous illumination of the 

unborn Buddha-mind deals perfectly with every possible situation.
10

 

 

 

 The unborn Buddha-mind deals freely and spontaneously with anything 

that presents itself to it... Suppose a woman is engaged in sewing 

something.  A friend enters the room and begins speaking to her.  As long 

as she listens to her friend and sews in the Unborn, she has no trouble 

doing both.
11

 

 

 This is also the “Cosmic Unconscious” of the modern Zen interpreter D. T. Suzuki 

who sees it as fundamental to Bashō’s genius: 

 

 The Cosmic Unconscious is the principle of creativity, God’s workshop 

where is deposited the moving force of the universe.  All creative works of 

art, the lives and aspirations of religious people, the spirit of inquiry 

moving the philosophers—all come from the fountainhead of the Cosmic 

Unconscious, which is really the store-house (_laya) of possibilities. 

  Bash_ came across this Unconscious, and his experience was given an 

expressive utterance in his haiku... His utterance points to something 

further below, which is at the same time something we encounter in this 

world of pluralities...
12
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 Of course what is “further below” is never fully grasped.  It is the “hidden and 

dark” of yūgen, which the poet does not seek to probe, knowing full well that there is 

nothing further down to behold and that any attempt to dig more deeply into life would 

only result in endless theories and speculations, effectively covering up the obvious 

mystery: 

 

 mireba kumori     minuba hare yuku     tsuki mi kana 

 

     looked-at   hazy 

    not looked-at   clear. 

     moon-viewing ~ 

        Chora 

 

Thus the poetic stance is commonly one of trust, where trust is taken as a positive 

understanding, a form of knowledge in its own right, and indeed as the presence of the 

Mystery itself.  The mood of natural faith is itself the “original mind”: 

 

  The surest test if a man be sane 

  Is if he accepts life whole, as it is, 

  Without needing by measure or touch to understand 

  The measureless untouchable source 

  Of its images... 

  The source which, while it appears dark emptiness, 

  Brims with quick force 

  Farthest away 

  And yet nearest at hand 

  From oldest time unto this day, 

  Charging its images with origin: 

  What more need I know of the origin 

  Than this? 

 

        Tao Te Ching
13

 

 

 

  Faith is another word for intuition of the Unconscious. 

 

        Suzuki
14

 

 

 

 trust single-mindedly in your Buddha-mind... 

  Just believe what I tell you with an open heart, and stay with what you 

were born with.  Don’t clutter up your mind thinking about the conditions 
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of this and the probable effects of that.  Be just like a mirror reflecting 

things.  If you are, then have no doubt about it, there is no way you can 

avoid holding full and clear intercourse with all things. 

 

        Bankei
15

 

 

 

 In the final analysis, the original mind, the spontaneous mind, the poet’s mind, is 

the open mind of faith:  faith in the hidden and dark, in the Unborn, in the Cosmic 

Unconscious—or simply “Faith in Mind”, the title of the earliest Zen poem, the Hsin-hsin 

Ming.
16

 

 Of course not all modern haiku poets subscribe to the above account (though I 

suspect a surprising number do).  Under the impact of western science many present-day 

Japanese poets lean toward a more modest version of the unconscious, favouring an 

interpretation based on the creativity of the personal unconscious or subconscious mind, 

or perhaps the “collective unconscious” of C.G. Jung.  Other poets, keenly aware of the 

conditions of modern life and perhaps influenced by thinkers like Sartre, see spontaneity 

in terms of the absurd rather than the sublime.  Yet a regard for spontaneity is still 

apparent in most haiku, even though it often appears in disturbing guises: 

 

 gādo shita ni haritsuku hedo go fuyu no hana 

 

     under the train bridge 

    spew is stuck ~ 

     winter’s flower 

        Tōta 

 

Indeed, much modern poetry can be interpreted as testimony to the grim and perplexing 

aspects of spontaneity.  In this context “Faith in Mind” can no longer be regarded as the 

tuning of haiku poets generally:  puzzlement, cynicism, stoic acceptance or dark 

fascination being more nearly the mood of some Japanese poets after the turn of the 

century.  Neither can impromptu composition be considered the ideal of every poet.  For 

all that, the goal of haiku poetry has remained largely the same from its earliest days:  

faithfully to attend to “the way” of nature (now expanded to include the conditions of life 

in a technological world) and to bear witness to it as an imponderable spontaneity. 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
 Brevity 

 

 

   Is there any good in saying everything? 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 Sumi-e painting, nō drama, the cha no yu ceremony.—Tendency toward concision in 

haiku.—Transience.—Lightness.—Simplicity.—Suggestiveness.—Simultaneity.—Spon-

taneity.—Blank space or yo haku.—“No-thing” and “only-ness”—The vision of the “floating 

world.” 

 

 Structurally, the most distinctive feature of haiku is its brevity.  In this it shares 

much in common with other Japanese arts:  sumi-e, the calligraphic style of painting, in 

which landscapes and natural objects are suggested with only a few strokes;  nō drama, 

which dispenses with backdrops and props and relies almost wholly on the speeches and 

gestures of the players;  and the starkly outfitted tea ceremony (cha no yu), perhaps the 

chief expression of the Japanese ideal of wabi or “elegant poverty.” 

 In the case of classical haiku, brevity is an automatic function of the seventeen-

syllable format, which Yasuda suggests is related to the natural length of the human 

breath, as in asking or answering a question.
2
  A number of modern poets (Kayzuya, 

Seisensui, Hekigodō, Shikunrō and others) have taken exception to the seventeen-syllable 

tradition, but their innovations have generally remained short, the most haiku-like of them 

being those with fewer then seventeen syllables: 
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 kusa wa tsukiyo 

 

     the grass 

     on a moonlit night 

        Shikunrō 

 

 Despite this experimentation the greatest number of Japanese haiku still conform 

(roughly) to the traditional seventeen-syllable count.  Whatever the exact length of the 

compositions, the situation remains basically the same:  haiku poets, even in the 

experimental mode, compose poems that are by western standards extremely brief.  

Evidently, there is something in the haiku frame of mind that requires concision.  To put it 

another way, brevity itself is part of what the haiku poet wishes to express.  But what is 

the understanding contained in brevity?  Some possible implications are: 

 

 1. Transience.  Haiku brevity is consistent with the short or fleeting character 

of experience—a familiar Buddhist theme and that of a good many haiku.  Brevity agrees 

with the sense of life coming to us in snatches or flashes which we have only this moment 

to savour: 

 

 aki no kure     karasu mo nakade    tōri keri 

 

     autumn dusk 

    the crow does not call 

     as it passes ~ 

        Kishū 

 

 As can be noted, the terse wording is especially appropriate for expressing the 

mood of aware, in which is contained a slightly wistful appreciation of life’s 

impermanence.  The effect is often well-served by translations that surpass the originals in 

brevity: 

 

 hitotsu ochite     futatsu ochitaru     tsubaki kana 

 

     One falls 

    two fall 

     camellias ~ 

        Shiki 
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 2. Lightness.  If brevity evokes the fleeting character of experience, it also 

evokes a certain sense of lightness with respect to it:  an attitude of not dwelling on 

matters too long;  of letting things go at the very moment of taking hold.  Suggested here 

is a state of mind that deals with transience by flowing along with it, by touching life 

gently as it moves, tasting the quality of the moment, including whatever sense of 

wistfulness or regret...then letting the experience go in order to be free for the next 

moment, and the next, and the next.  Appreciation of the current situation is held to be a 

direct function of the one’s willingness to leave the past behind: 

 

 ima made wa     nama tawagoto wo     tsukiyo kana 

 

     up to now 

    I’ve talked rubbish 

     the moonlit night ~ 

        Tokugen 

 

 3. Simplicity.  Simplicity too is associated with spareness.  There is no time 

in seventeen syllables for long explanations or elaborate turns of thought.  Whatever the 

haiku poet wishes to convey must be done deftly, in a few strokes, using plain language.  

From this derives the quality of profound simplicity, one of haiku’s greatest strengths as 

well as one of its favourite themes, that what we seek in life is contained in its least 

gestures rather than in grand displays: 

 

 nusubito ni     torinokosareshi     mada no tsuki 

 

     the robber 

    left it behind ~ 

     the moon’s still there 

        Ryōkan 

 

 4. Suggestiveness.  There are generally broader possibilities of meaning in a 

few words than in very many words, since the exact context is not limited by other ideas.  

Artists working in a limited medium usually choose it for just that reason, to take 

advantage of the suggestive potential.  Because haiku are short they demand a way of 

speaking that is expressive beyond what is actually said:  an open-ended way of speaking 

that can be understood on many levels at once, giving rise to feelings of growth (yojō) and 
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internal resonance (kaori).  Logical or scientific precision will not do for this, so the haiku 

poet relies on the subtle nuances of mood that are evoked by simple words, objects and 

situations.  No other form of poetry trusts as much to the reader’s intuitive abilities as 

haiku, to the extent that conclusions, backgrounds, causes, even the central referents of a 

poem may be left for the reader to sort out: 

 

 shibui toko     haha ga kuikeri     yama no kaki 

 

     astringent bits 

    eaten by the mother ~ 

     mountain persimmons 

        Issa 

 

 5. Simultaneity.  Since all the essential elements of a haiku are present before 

us in a single glance (or quick hearing), we experience them simultaneously, as part of a 

uniform field.  This in turn fosters a sense of “mutual arising” (a Taoist term, hsiang 

sheng), of all things being given-together in a single stroke.  Brevity helps to create the 

impression of a profound unity, of a single movement to which all the diverse elements of 

nature refer: 

 

 nabe migaku     oto ni magiruru     amagaero 

 

     pot-scrubbing 

    mixes with the sounds 

     of tree frogs 

        Ryōkan 

 

The unity need not always be so explicit.  Typically, brevity operates in conjunction with 

resonance—a subtle or internal agreement among the various situations and things that are 

named in a poem (see Chapter Sixteen)—to create a sense of oneness: 

 

 nusubito no     yane ni kieyuku    yosamu kana 

 

     the robber 

    vanishing over the roofs 

     on a chilly night ~ 

        Buson 
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In Buson’s haiku, the fleeing thief, the darkness, the distant rooftops and the autumn 

chill—all participate in a single remoteness, so that the details are roughly interchangeable 

with respect to their felt content;  each embodies the spirit of the moment;  each expresses 

some aspect of it. 

 

 6. Spontaneity.  The above intimation of things being given at once relates to 

the principle of spontaneity dealt with in the last chapter.  By tailoring ideas to fit the form 

of haiku, dispensing with unnecessary words, often omitting verbs and rarely finishing off 

sentences, poets necessarily create works that have a tossed-off effect, reminiscent of 

hastily scrawled field-notes.  Far from diminishing the impact of the poems, the limitation 

imparts to them a sense of suddenness and a lack of premeditation that echoes nature’s 

own artless creativity: 

 

 keitō no     jūshigohon mo     arinubeshi 

 

     cockscombs 

    fourteen or fifteen 

     there’d be 

        Shiki 

 

  

 

 These implications of brevity correspond with themes commonly found in the 

poems themselves, as a rapid review of the preceding examples will show.  But so far we 

have considered brevity only in its active aspect, in terms of what is present on the page.  

We must also consider it in its passive aspect, in terms of what is not there—or rather 

what is there in the mode of blankness (yo haku) and silence.  Brevity is not only tightness 

of declaration but liberality of non-declaration.  Like the large vacant spaces in a sumi-e 

painting or the barrenness of the nō stage, the emptiness surrounding haiku (usually an 

ample visual blankness but also the silence that precedes and follows recitation) has an 

expressive character in its own right.  It gives us an intimation of ukiyo or “the floating 

world,” of a world erupting from nothing and simply hovering there.  The vision is both 

structurally and thematically shown in the following: 
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 samidare ni     kakurenu mono ya     Seta no hashi 

 

     in May rain 

    one thing’s not hidden ~ 

     Seta bridge 

        Bashō 

 

 kaerimireba    yuki aishi hito     kasumi keri 

 

     glancing back 

    the person I passed 

     grows mistier ~ 

        Shiki 

 

 Conceptually, the blankness or silence surrounding haiku could be interpreted in 

many ways.  It could represent the entire field of subtle meanings that inform the written 

or spoken word.  It could stand for the unarticulated wholeness of life that spreads about 

any given instant and disappears over the horizon;  it could therefore be an intimation of 

vastness, of activity stretching to the furthest reaches of space and beyond all possible 

knowing.  Then again, recalling that we ourselves regard the poem from that vastness, yo 

haku might be a correlate for the act of awareness itself, our present attention to life.  In so 

far as this awareness is a kind of nothingness, a sheer availability, the blankness could 

suggest the no-mind of the poet.  Or it might equally suggest the fertile void of nature, the 

empty ground of spontaneity from which all things emerge and to which they return. 

 The western reader may not be attracted by any of the above interpretations.  

Ample space surrounds a haiku simply because it is so short and because the space is used 

as a buffer between one poem and the next.  However, no Japanese reader would miss the 

expressive qualities of yo haku, for an appreciation of emptiness is an important part of 

the Japanese culture.  Accordingly, it is the central theme of very many haiku: 

 

 

   no mo yama mo     yuki ni torarete     nani mo nashi 

 

     fields and  mountains 

    trapped by the snow ~ 

     nothing is 

        Jōsō 
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 hito kaeru     hanabi no ato no     kuraki kana 

 

     people gone 

    fireworks over 

     the darkness ~ 

        Shiki 

 

 Here, the particle kana (represented by ~) has the sense of things trailing off into 

darkness, with all its associations of emptiness.  The reason the word is so frequently used 

at the end of haiku is that a further movement is expected from the reader, sometimes in 

the direction of further elaboration or intensification of what has been said, but just as 

often in the direction of indefiniteness, mystery or open wonder.  What is called for is an 

entry into the expressiveness of silence and empty space.
3
  Thus kana can serve as a 

bridge to yo haku: 

 

 tsuji dangi     chinpunkan mo     nodoka kana 

 

     street sermon 

    so much blather 

     but the calm ~ 

        Issa 

 

 Unarticulated vastness, open meaning, empty awareness, the Great Void of nature: 

 these are the understandings upon which haiku, sumi-e, nō drama and so many other 

Japanese traditions are based.  What is more, there is little need to choose among the 

various interpretations of yo haku:  all meanings are operative at once.  Emptiness 

describes the entire realm of presence-as-absence, or presence-as-mystery, or better still, 

presence-as-no-thing-ness (mu).  Ultimately, it is not really an absence at all, not really a 

void, but a present plenum of elevated feeling, occasionally revealed in the paucity of 

material distractions, as in the mood of wabi: 

 

 yado no haru     nani mo naki koso     nanimo are 

 

     spring lodging ~ 

    there’s nothing  

     everything 

        Sodō 
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 In spite of talk by Bashō and others of immersion in things, haiku are not the 

product of an attention that is rigidly fixed on the phenomenal world.  True, that is often 

the feeling we have in haiku, that they are a vision of only this:  only this moment and 

only these things.  But that is not our experience of things while truly immersed in them, 

as when absorbed in some task.  To see things as “only” or “just,” there must be a surplus 

of attention that sees no-thing as well, for that is the source of all “only-ness.”  In other 

words, the haiku poet sees more than the world in seeing only the world, “only” being a 

function of a brimmingly empty “more than.” 

 This understanding is contained in the structure of haiku itself, in the vision of 

concrete manifestation and yo haku together, working as one.  From such a perspective, 

brevity becomes a function of emptiness.  Transience is only transience in respect of a 

welling sense of eternity.  Lightness takes its character from the void.  Simplicity is a 

mode of expression that gives way to emptiness, letting it show through at the same time 

that it frees a surplus of attention to behold it.  Suggestiveness is a movement in the 

direction of mysterious meanings whose final meaning is mystery itself, the halo of sheer 

meaning where there need be no (particular) meaning at all.  Simultaneity is the amazing 

coincidence of things occurring together and being just so, a coincidence which nothing 

explains, apart from the internal resonance of their mutual arising.  And spontaneity refers 

to the abrupt emergence of what-is within the context of no-thing-ness. 

 The exact nuance or flavour of yo haku can vary from poet to poet, from 

generation to generation, even from poem to poem, appearing now as the vast expanse of 

time, now as the silence of life in response to some hardship, and now as the utter futility 

of trying to find an explanation for things.  Yet the sense of openness or emptiness is 

always present, as a background awareness that traditionally contains some hint of natural 

freedom, mystery and growth.  Haiku is in its very structure a vision of the floating world, 

by virtue of the fact that it is a brief articulation in the midst of an ample free space that is, 

properly speaking, a part of the poem.
4
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Notes 

 

1. Makoto Ueda, Matsuo Bashō, Twayne Publishers, New York (1970), p. 162. 

2. Kenneth Yasuda, The Japanese Haiku:  Its Essential Nature, History, and 

Possibilities in English, Charles E. Tuttle, Rutland, Vermont (1957), p. 34. 

3. The transition effected by kana can take place only after a noun.  Since most 

Japanese sentences end with a verb, it could be said that kana has a verbal 

function (see Harold G. Henderson, An Introduction to Haiku, Doubleday Anchor 

Books, Doubleday & Company, Garden City New York, 1958, pp. 187-8).  My 

position is that a general intimation of movement is indicated, a kind of state-

change from something to nothing, which is then encountered as the source-

dimension of what was shown.  A parallel transition is sometimes suggested by 

the addition of keri to verbs.  Chapter Fifteen addresses the topic of cutting-words 

in greater detail. 

4. To my knowledge, the first commentators to spell out the meaning of yo haku are 

the Izutsus.  It was in fact their identification of yo haku as a matrix or field that 

prompted my search for the precise affective content of such a field.  

Unfortunately, the dense, frequently baffling (to this author at least) style of their 

writing has precluded direct quotation of their ideas in the body of this chapter.  

The following is representative of their manner of expression: 

 

  In the poetic “field” of haiku, the centripetal dynamics of the 

positive linguistic expression emphatically suggests the existence 

of yo-haku (blank space), the non-expressed totality of Nature and 

human affairs in the phenomenal time and space surrounding the 

positive region of the expressed, and adumbrating at the same time 

the transcendental background of the non-articulated Whole from 

which all phenomenal things and events manifest themselves, and 

into which they return as they annihilate their own phenomenal 

articulations. 

 

 In spite of the convoluted language, and in spite of the fact that I am still unclear 

about much that is asserted by these authors, I believe that their studies are well 

worth an expenditure of time and effort.  See Toshihiko and Toyo Izutsu, The 

Theory of Beauty in the Classical Aesthetics of Japan, Martinus Nijhoff, The 

Hague (1981), especially pp. 62-75, from which the above passage is taken. 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
 Objectivity: 
 
 The Letting-Be of What-Is 

 

 

   I had a flowering branch placed by my 

pillow.  As I faithfully sketch it, I feel I am 

gradually coming to understand the secrets 

of Creation. 

 

        Shiki
1
 

 

 
 Confusion over the meaning of the term “objectivity.”—As-is-realism.—The priority of 

perception over thought.—Absence of emotionalism.—Absence of ego.—Distance.—The 

sphere of truth.—The Overt.—Freedom as the essence of truth.—Letting-be.—The mood 

of letting-be in haiku.—The skylark as an expression of the poet’s inmost self.—Problems 

for western philosophy. 

 

 An often-noted feature of haiku is its objectivity, its matter-of-fact or true-to-life 

manner of depicting persons, things and events.  Yet analysis of haiku objectivity poses 

many problems, for the essence of that objectivity is highly elusive.  Part of the problem 

can be traced to our confusion over what is meant by the term “objective,” which The 

Oxford English Dictionary defines alternatively as “Existing as an object of consciousness 

as distinct from having any real existence...” and as relating to whatever “is, or has the 

character of being, a ‘thing’ external to the mind;  real.”
2
  For all that, the term makes 

sense in ordinary usage and seems apt for describing the character of haiku poetry.  Still, 
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the exact basis of that aptness remains uncertain, despite a number of useful observations 

on “objective mood” in Chapter Two.  A detailed, point-by-point consideration of 

instances of objectivity in haiku will help to clarify its precise meaning within the sphere 

of Japanese poetry, and perhaps yield insights into the meaning of objectivity generally. 

 

 

 1. As-Is Realism.  According to the last of the four great haiku masters, 

Masaoka Shiki, the essence of Bashō’s art consisted in his as-is realism, in his ability to 

cleave to bald fact and let things speak for themselves:  “The old pond poem truly 

‘describes as is’—the ‘as is’ became a poem...”
3
 (author’s emphasis) 

 The same readiness to trust to fact can be seen in most haiku poets: 

 

 nishi fukaba     higashi ni tamaru     ochiba kana 

 

     blown from the west 

    they pile in the east 

     fallen leaves ~ 

        Buson 

 

 meigetsu no     goran no tōri     kuzuya kana 

 

     full moon 

    just-as-it-is you see 

     my hovel ~ 

        Issa 

 

 akikaze ya     hokuro ni haeshi     ke ikkon 

 

     autumn wind ~ 

    my mole has grown 

     one hair 

        Ryūnosuke 

 

 The problem in linking objectivity with as-is realism is that it is so difficult to 

determine what qualifies as a fact and whether factuality per se necessarily amounts to an 

expression of poetic truth.  We might question, for instance, whether the white voice in 

the following poem is a fact or an example of literary license: 
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 umi kurete     kamo no koe     honokani shiroshi 

 

     the sea grows dark ~ 

    a wild duck’s voice 

     is slightly white 

        Bashō 

 

 

As to the second half of the problem, we note that Shiki himself eventually decided that 

haiku composition rests more with the selection of details than with the mere condition of 

factuality itself:  “I mistakenly thought that any real scene could be made into a poem.”
4
 

 The resolution of the problem cannot be found in the realm of as-is realism, at 

least as it is usually understood.  If Bashō and others commonly let “facts” speak for 

themselves, they did not do so out of any dedication to mere accuracy but to a more basic 

sense of truth, which is intimated in this or that presentation of facts, usually relating to 

the “way” of nature generally.  Thus the “speaking” that things do for themselves is far 

more extensive than that discovered in, say, the details of an inventory or a scientific 

report.  Properly understood, haiku objectivity refers to a broader and deeper sphere of 

truth, a higher logos.  Hence, haiku can sometimes depart from strict fact while remaining 

faithful to the truth: 

 

 mui ni shite     namako ichiman     hassen sai 

 

     mindlessly 

    the sea-slug lives eighteen 

     thousand years 

        Shiki 

 

 Even those poems that appear to portray fact for fact’s sake (as in the first three 

examples) point beyond themselves to an all-embracing vision.  Often what is conveyed 

in the stark and seemingly off-handed depictions are precisely the qualities of starkness 

and off-handedness themselves, not only with respect to these particulars but to any 

whatever.  That is to say, the essence of haiku realism resides neither in factual accuracy, 

like the exact quarter from which the wind blows in Buson’s poem, nor in a truly 

impartial selection of details, but in the sense of the world as sheer given:  the intimation 

of stark or unexplained existence, of things being just-so without ultimate reason 
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(according to the usual structures of thought), which in itself points to a higher logos. 

 

 2. The Priority of Perception Over Thought.  Haiku objectivity is often 

attributed to its preference for concrete perceptual objects over thoughts and imaginings, 

to phenomena rather than to our judgments about them.  In this respect, haiku could 

amount to a kind of poetic phenomenology, a Japanese forerunner of the “To the things 

themselves!” philosophy of Edmund Husserl and the phenomena-centered literary ideals 

of Whitman, the Imagists, Wallace Stevens and William Carlos Williams. 

 That haiku is a perception-oriented form of expression cannot be denied, and this 

fact alone has led commentators such as Michael McClintock
5
 to speculate that haiku may 

imply some unique mode of perception.  This speculation is not supported by the poems 

themselves, which rarely refer to unusual modes of perceiving.
6
  Still, it remains true that 

haiku rely heavily sense-impressions 

 

   yama kurete     momiji no ake wo     ubai keri 

 

     mountain dimming 

    the red of autumn leaves 

     caught in it ~ 

        Buson 

 

 That haiku avoid thoughtfulness and abstraction is true as well.  Indeed, this is the 

theme of a good many (thoughtful) haiku: 

 

 inazuma ni     satoranu hito no     tōtosa yo 

 

     after lightning ~ 

    the man with no insight 

     is best 

        Bashō 

 

 botan shiroshi     jinrin o toku     me hanateba 

 

     the peony is white 

    when I stop preaching 

     let my eyes go 

        Dakotsu 
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 Yet once again there is a question whether these features of haiku are the source of 

its objectivity or expressions of something more fundamental.  The sense of objectivity, as 

impartial report, can be strong in poems where there are very few perceptual details and 

where inwardness itself is the central referent: 

 

 nodokasa no     hitori yuki hitori     omoshiroki 

 

     spring calm ~ 

    one person going about 

     one person glad 

        Shiki 

 

 aki no kaze     Issa kokoro ni     omou yō 

 

     autumn wind ~ 

    in Issa’s mind 

     are thoughts 

        Issa 

 

 The issue seems to be not whether poems favour sense-experience over thought 

but whether either perceptions or thoughts are presented in an objective light.  In that case, 

there must be independent criteria for determining such validity, criteria that perhaps also 

account for the haiku preference for the perceptual sphere. 

 

 3. Absence Of Emotionalism.  Objectivity is often equated with absence of 

emotion, an “objective” report being one in which the observer’s feelings have been left 

out.  Superficially, most haiku seem to agree with this standard.  Yet a deep reading of the 

poems usually reveals the presence of some emotion, if only by implication.  In many 

major haiku, heightened emotion is plainly indicated: 

 

 harukaze ni     osaruru bijo no     ikari kana 

 

     spring winds 

    a ruffled beauty fights back 

     her rage ~ 

        Gyōdai 
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 yuku haru ya     senja wo uramu     uta no nushi 

 

     waning spring ~ 

    the judges are damned 

     by the poet 

        Buson 

 

 Of course, the depiction of intense emotion does not necessarily imply an emotion 

on the part of the poet.  One may be emotionally neutral, or may simply leave one’s own 

feelings out of the picture.  Yet this seems unlikely in the above examples:  the first shows 

definite delight in the vision of the blustery beauty at odds with the wind, and the second 

is quite probably a report of Buson’s own feelings on being rejected.  Still, delight is a 

different order of emotion than rage, and even if we assume the anger in Buson’s haiku to 

be his own, it may well be recalled in a calmer moment.  Perhaps we need to distinguish 

between emotion and emotionalism, the latter being an excessive degree or inferior 

quality of feeling that distorts the validity of our impressions.  Perhaps haiku objectivity 

refers to a certain refined and unsentimental emotionality.  Yet this position too (which I 

basically endorse in Chapter Two) runs into difficulties, as in the following haiku: 

 

 ame no furu     hi wa aware nari     Ryōkanbō 

 

     a rainy day 

    and he’s sorry for himself 

     Ryōkan the monk 

        Ryōkan 

 

There is in fact something unsentimental about this, but how is it distinguishable from 

self-indulgence?  It would be wrong to say that Ryōkan is not actually sorry for himself, 

or that he is exercising moderation, or that he is seeing his sorrow in the light of some 

later and less oppressive emotion.  The point is that he is sorry for himself right now and 

that his sentimentality does not affect his objectivity, does not alter his true spirits.  That 

is, emotion (in the usual sense) and objectivity (sensitivity in a higher sense) refer to 

different spheres, which nonetheless interpenetrate and need not define themselves in 

opposition to one another.  Hence, Ryōkan’s poem casts suspicion on the entire 

proposition that our passing emotions necessarily limit our objectivity. 

 In any case, there is something strange going on here that demands that we look 

beyond ordinary emotion for the resolution of the problem. 
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 4. Absence Of Ego.  This is a familiar Buddhist theme in which truth as 

objectivity is opposed to error as ego or subjectivity.  According to this argument, our 

relation to truth is marred by the entire complex of thoughts, emotions and sensations that 

relates to (an illusion of) self;  hence, Buddhist teaching aims at an objective mode of 

existence in which self is effectively absent.  Without commenting on the problems raised 

by such a view, we note that very many haiku present a picture of the world in which the 

subject is conspicuously lacking: 

 

 kono michi ya     yuku hito nashi ni     aki no kure 

 

     this road ~ 

    no traveller here 

     at autumn dusk 

        Bashō 

 

 mori no naka ni     ike ari kōri     atsuki kana 

 

     in deep woods 

    there’s a pool 

     thick with ice ~ 

        Shiki 

 

 Yet, on considering the poems carefully, we detect some residual feeling of self, if 

only by way of its absence.  In fact, the sense of ego can be most intense when it appears 

in the mode of absence, as in the Bashō poem above;  however, we are now dealing with 

an ego of a different sort, a void ego, the structure of ego minus its colorations.  Correctly 

stated, the Buddhist ideal is perhaps not to be free of self but to achieve a self that is free, 

not limited by its usual contents;  it exists principally as an all-encompassing emptiness, at 

one with the no-self of nature.  The point will be pursued in depth later, but for the 

moment it is interesting to note that many good haiku, such as those of Buson and Ryōkan 

translated above, impart a sense of objectivity without any apparent need to eliminate the 

everyday ego.  A case may be made that a poet must be very free of self in order to portray 

it so openly, but this suggests distance from self rather than absence of it.  Perhaps 

distance is the essential ingredient in haiku objectivity... 
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 5. Distance.  Among the notes of Kyorai (1651-1704), a student of Bashō, is 

the following verse: 

 

 iwahana ya     koko ni mo hitori     tsuki no kyaku 

 

     hanging rock ~ 

    here also is someone 

     the moon’s guest 

        Kyorai 

 

 The notes go on to relate that, when Bashō was shown the haiku, he asked Kyorai, 

“What had you in mind when you wrote the poem?”  Kyorai replied, “One night, when I 

was walking in the mountains by the light of the harvest moon, composing poetry as I 

went along, I noticed another poet standing by the crags.”  Bashō returned, “How much 

more interesting a poem it would be if by the lines ‘Here too is someone, guest of the 

moon’ you meant yourself...”
7
 

 Presumably Bashō was interested in a state that is at once individual and 

objective, a strange combination of intimacy and distance.  Bashō’s comment highlights a 

practice, common to many haiku poets, of referring to themselves in the third person 

(again see Buson and Ryōkan above).  Implied in the practice is the idea that poets 

somehow take up positions beyond themselves and report, as if observing themselves 

from a distance: 

 

 sabishii karada kara tsume ga nobi dasu 

 

     a lonely body’s 

     nails begin to grow 

        Hōsai 

 

The perspective is more explicit in this Bashō haiku: 

 

 uma bokuboku     ware woe ni miru     natsuno kana 

 

     the horse plods on 

    and in a picture I see myself 

     summer moor ~ 
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Japanese critic, Ebara Taizō (1894-1984), comments:  “All that the poem says is that the 

poet, ambling across the summer moor on a horse, saw himself in a painting, but it 

embodies the tranquillity of a mind that looks on itself from a distance.”
8
 

 The ideal has important origins in the theoretical writings of the waka poet, 

Fujiwara Teika.  Evidence of it is also apparent in the works of poets associated with 

Kyōgoku Tamekanu (1254-1332), who is in many respects Teika’s main successor.  Both 

Teika and Tamekanu adapted Tendai meditation practice to poetic composition, and the 

goal of distance seems to have arrived from that direction.  Jin’ichi Konishi gives a 

detailed account of the meditation practice in A History of Japanese Literature.
9
  Briefly, 

he notes that it involves detaching one’s consciousness and impartially observing one’s 

thoughts and emotions from another level.  One takes up a position above and outside 

one’s ordinary mind and monitors whatever arises.  (Examples of this perspective in waka 

will not be given since it is so effectively represented in haiku.) 

 A similar situation pertains to nō drama, where actors are trained to observe their 

own performances while acting, as if they too are part of the audience.
10

  That characters 

in the plays often describe their own mental and emotional states in the third person, and 

that such speeches are periodically taken up by choruses physically distant from the 

players, further testify to an outside perspective, whose full meaning is far from simple or 

straight-forward in conventional terms.  Indeed, the more deeply we delve into the matter, 

the more puzzling it appears... 

 Though the “outside” orientation shown in the three haiku just cited refers mainly 

to the self of the poet, there is often a sense that the same distance lies between the poet 

and the things that he observes: 

 

 musasabi no     kotori hamioru     kareno kana 

 

     a flying squirrel 

    crunches a small bird 

     on the dry moor ~    

        Buson 

 

 kogarashi ni     iwa fuki togaru     sugima kana 

 

     winter’s gale 

    hones a rock 

     in the cedar gap... 

        Bashō 
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In Tendai meditation and in the inner discipline of haiku as taught by Bashō, thoughts and 

emotions fold into and gradually become one with other phenomena.  All occupy a single 

plenum of natural arisings, and all are observed from the same height.  Indeed, the 

“loneliness” of sabi seems to refer to just this feeling of distance, a certain “outside” 

vantage-point that guarantees not only the poet’s objectivity but his unique aesthetic slant 

on things.  Western aestheticians have coined the terms “unattachment,” 

“disinterestedness,” “dissociation,” “estrangement” and “alienation” to refer to a similar 

dimension in western art, and the very universality of the phenomenon suggests that here, 

in the quality of distance, we approach the essence of artistic objectivity.  Yet it is still not 

clear why this should be so, or even what the term “distance” describes. 

 Beyond these difficulties there is the problem of how distance can be reconciled 

with the haiku ideal of immersion, participation or intimacy, whereby the poet is thought 

to become one with the things around him: 

 

 u to tomo ni     kokoro wa mizu wo     kuguriyuku 

 

     with the cormorant 

    on the water my heart 

     dives in and out 

        Onitsuru 

 

 The difficulty can be overcome by challenging the notion that aesthetic intimacy is 

really a product of absolute identity.  In the case of our own nature, it is usually because 

we are so immersed in ourselves, our thoughts, feelings and activities, that we fail to 

appreciate them in their own right, or even see them at all.  Likewise, the busy cormorant 

is unlikely to share Onitsura’s exhilarating perspective, not simply because it is so busy 

but because diving is its life.  The conclusion is that true intimacy is not identity but a 

vantage-point from which creatures, oneself as well, may be encountered more essentially 

than from within their private domains (see Chapter Five). 

 But what is this vantage-point? If we dwell outside things, ourselves too, we 

presumably dwell inside something else.  What is the positive character of this privileged 

inside?  What is the proper sphere of immersion? 

 In the preceding section, the possibility was raised that we possess a more original 

self than that of the everyday ego, a no-self merged with the spontaneity of nature, whose 

chief feature is emptiness, an inward spaciousness above the usual welter of thoughts and 

emotions.  Perhaps this is the unique vantage-point, the rightful experience of distance.  
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Yet what is its positive character, as an aspect of haiku objectivity? 

 Here it will help if we see past the term “objectivity” to what is finally at stake:  

truth.  The haiku poet is “outside,” beyond himself and things, in the original sphere of 

truth.  He dwells in truth.  But what is that? 

 

 

 In his essay “On the Essence of Truth” (Vom Wesen der Wahrheit, 1930), the 

German thinker Martin Heidegger argues that our ability to know the truth of a thing rests 

on the condition that it may 

 

 come across the open towards us and at the same time stand fast in itself as 

the thing and manifest itself as a constant.  This manifestation of the thing 

in making a move towards us is accomplished in the open, within the 

realm of the Overt...
11

 

 

What is meant by the Overt is the open region of manifestation, the proper sphere of truth 

in which things are revealed.  Something of its nature can be gleaned from the manner in 

which we gain access to it, by setting things free!  Instead of insisting on this or that 

preconceived version of truth, we loose things to themselves. 

 So far Heidegger seems only to have (in a curiously roundabout fashion) restated 

the ideal of as-is realism, letting things speak for themselves.  But in doing so he has 

identified the fundamental feature of that ideal: 

 

 This “freeing” for the sake of submitting to a binding criterion is only 

possible as freedom to reveal something already overt.  Being free in this 

way points to the hitherto uncomprehended nature of freedom...  The 

essence of truth is freedom.
12

  (author’s italics.) 

 

 Here, Heidegger warns that we should not confuse freedom with the human ability 

to make choices or fabricate theories at will.  Freedom is fundamentally not free will, 

despite attempts by philosophers to interpret it in this fashion.  It is indeed the very reverse 

of having our way with things, for the nature of freedom consists in “letting-be”: 

 

 The freedom to reveal something overt lets whatever “is” at the moment 

be what it is.  Freedom reveals itself as the “letting-be” of what-is.
13

 

 

In this is implied the “outside” vantage-point and “distance” mentioned earlier: 
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 To engage oneself with the disclosedness of beings is not to lose oneself in 

them;  rather, such an engagement withdraws in the face of beings in order 

that they might reveal themselves with respect to what and how they 

are...
14

 

 

 At the same time letting-be does not imply neglect but care.  It is not apathy or 

aloofness but a committed releasing whose goal is active engagement in the world’s 

unfolding.  It is precisely because we have a concern for things that we wish to see them 

truly and do not impose our desires on them, for that is the only fashion in which we can 

interact with things appropriately, in genuine intimacy: 

 

  The phrase we are now using, namely the “letting-be” of what-is, does 

not, however, refer to indifference and neglect, but to the very opposite of 

them.  To let something be is in fact to have something to do with it... 

  ...freedom is a participation in the revealment of what-is-as-such.
15

 

(my italics) 

 

 The word “participation” contains a crucial recognition of truth’s priority.  Though 

the full implications of this cognizance are not developed until much later, in a work titled 

Gelassenheit or “Releasement,” published in 1959, the general drift of Heidegger’s later 

thinking is already apparent.  Overtness is not simply a feature of one’s own 

consciousness;  it is the all-encompassing field or clearing within which things, inward 

states as well, stand as present truths, open to realisation.  It is, in other words, a 

transpersonal or objective dimension (“something already overt”) that we enter into—

precisely to the degree that we can let-be: 

 

 To let be—that is, to let beings be as the beings which they are—means to 

engage oneself in the open region and its openness into which every being 

comes to stand, bringing that openness, as it were, along with itself.
16

 

 

Engagement is therefore a participation in something bigger than us (compare this with 

the haiku poet’s immersion in the greater “moods of nature,” discussed in Chapter Two).  

In freeing things to be exactly as they are, we join a prior and greater letting-be, namely, 

“the revealment of what-is-as-such.”  We correspond with the Overt by participating in its 

freedom.  In this sense, freedom possesses us, rather than the reverse.  At the same time, 

freedom is revealed as the highest meaning of truth, of which all particular truths, in the 

sense of factual correctness, are secondary, partial and therefore potentially-dissimulating 

expressions. 
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 No comprehensive analysis of Heidegger’s thought can be given here, but it will 

be useful to try to translate the above insights into experiential terms that illuminate haiku. 

 What follows cannot be counted as a faithful report of Heidegger’s most mature 

reflections on truth but only as a creative interpretation of some main ideas, freely adapted 

to the haiku perspective. 

 The central idea seems to be that truth’s openness is the product of a global 

freeing or letting-be, whose inmost nature can be realised only through an accordant 

freeing or letting-be on the part of the individual.  “On the Essence of Truth” focuses on 

the unity of these activities, but Heidegger’s later work recognises differences between 

them.  Two levels of releasing, roughly corresponding to the two-fold sense of liberty as 

freedom-from and freedom-for, are distinguished. 

 Individual letting-be is, properly speaking, preparatory to the realisation of 

universal letting-be, a kind of preliminary attunement.  Essentially, it amounts to a letting-

go of wilfulness in favour of truth.  We will not to will in relation to what is shown, not 

only so that things can manifest themselves purely but so that truth’s greater nature can 

come to light and provide the essential ground and guarantee of all purity.  Practically, this 

seems to be a matter of letting go of the heavy-laden, circumscribed thoughts and 

emotions that prevent access to life’s wider sphere—not suppressing or denying them but 

ceasing to invest in them, ceasing to regard them as having any special value beyond 

themselves.  An inward dying or surrendering process is implied, as we refrain from 

fuelling our subjective states. 

 Assuming that we proceed very far along this path, a number of surprising 

discoveries are made.  We learn how little we actually know about the world, how 

fundamentally mysterious it is.  We discover the amazing richness of things, details never 

before noticed—indeed, the sorts of details that appear in haiku.  And with this richness 

comes a certain spaciousness, an elusive open quality.  (I speak increasingly from the 

poetic perspective and less from Heidegger’s position.)  We feel strangely outside 

ourselves, strangely free.  Of course, the spaciousness can be explained away as a simple 

reduction in, or detachment from, thought;  we are outside ourselves in that we are no 

longer “inside our heads.”  But this does not account for the entire experience of 

openness, for it has an open character in its own right:  a definite freshness and vitality, a 

salutary lightness and ease, connected with nothing in particular—or everything.  There is 

a positive sense of liberty that cannot be reduced to the negative liberty of freedom-from 

(thoughts, emotions, private preoccupations).  Beckoning to us from beyond the personal 

sphere, yet from our own truest nature as well, is something wholly affirmative and 

enlivening that is not exhausted in our increased awareness of factual detail.  It is, rather, a 

definite surplus above and beyond things.  This is, as I see it, the essence of the open 
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region, the ground or matrix within which things appear:  a felt, intuited or subtly-

manifest sphere;  in haiku terms, the “unelucidated field of nature.”  Though the words 

“openness” and “spaciousness” are used to describe it, the field is actually a plenum of 

primary intimations.  Taken as a whole, they give us the meaning of natural freedom, not 

as an idea but as a living spirit that quickens every experience and provides the ultimate 

context for things that would otherwise remain mere data. 

 At the outset, no such clear awareness pertains to the first stage of letting-be;  

there is, at best, only an overall dissatisfaction with the narrow, subjective round and a 

vague hope of “something else.”  Yet, even from the outset, letting-be has somewhat the 

character of a genuine approach.  Whether we are aware of it or not, a constantly-renewed 

decision is made in favour of greater openness.  To the extent that openness later emerges 

as a valid region to be explored, releasing becomes more and more clearly the function of 

a positive following-of-truth.  It is no longer simply a matter of letting go of the cramped 

subjective domain but of actively reaching for a truer dimension.  This is, I suggest, the 

situation of haiku poets, whose central aim is to “follow nature,” and it is our situation as 

well, in so far as we respond to their works.  The dawning recognition of openness, 

sometimes experienced as a kind of homecoming or recollection, is what draws both us 

and them.  Still, in both cases, arrival depends on a consummate phase in letting-be... 

 If we, in common with the great haiku poets, follow the beckoning sense of 

openness, direct ourselves to it while continuing to let go of subjective involvements, we 

arrive at a point (recurrently, in moments of whole-hearted abandon) where individual 

letting-be releases completely, looses itself to the totally unknown—or to nothing, as it 

were.  Here, readers are reminded of Tanabe’s comment (Chapter Eleven):  “This 

voluntary abandonment to nothingness signals a transformation into the unrestricted 

freedom of ‘naturalness.’ ”
17

  Rightly conceived, the nothing or “nothingness” in question 

is not an object of experience but a true void, consciously registered only as an abrupt 

transition or shifting of gears in which we are fully taken up into openness.  The result is 

that we are suddenly as if in a new world, one that has just this moment begun to unfold 

(see Chapter Fifteen, “Awakening”).  Individual letting-be is subsumed in a higher sort of 

letting-be:  a productive power, a vast creative freedom, a primordial letting-into-

existence (Heidegger sometimes speaks of “presencing”).  We feel that the heart of 

openness is now our heart and that we somehow cooperate in creation—yet darkly, for the 

universal heart is revealed as a mystery that creates by a kind of magic, by doing-nothing 

(mui-no-i), or by simply letting-be, in accordance with freedom’s inmost meaning.  

Without plan or mechanism, in the mode of a singular “active passivity,” openness comes 

into being (continually from nothingness), and with it the manifest world, as a specific 

elucidation of the primary field.  Nonetheless, we participate in this ineffable process.  We 
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repeat in ourselves the universal “Act of Being” (Lavelle), or join in the “activity of 

nothingness” (Tanabe, see Chapter Five), and a higher sense of truth is disclosed than that 

of mere factual correctness, though that too is served in the very same stroke. 

 Owing to the intimate relation between truth as freedom’s self-revelation and truth 

as a heightened awareness of the exact suchness of things, Japanese poetry typically relies 

upon the latter to provide intimations of the former, as in this waka by Tamekanu: 

 

  tsuyu omoru   dew weights 

  kohagi ga sue wa   the clover tops 

  nabikiifushite   bending them down 

  fukikaesu kaze ni   blown by the wind 

  hana zo iro sou   the flowers flash new hues 

 

 

Similarly, in haiku: 

 

 

 mijikayo ya     komise aketaru     machi hazure 

 

     the short night ~ 

    a little shop opens 

     at the town’s edge 

        Buson 

 

 

 As indicated earlier, the preceding account exceeds the limits of Heidegger’s 

writings.
18

  However, I believe that it is faithful to the spirit that informs them.  More 

importantly, it provides an understanding of haiku objectivity that agrees with the insights 

of previous chapters.  In haiku terms, the creative spontaneity of nature itself is the 

original movement of letting things be.  One dwells in truth to the degree that one is 

merged with the principle of spontaneity from which the world springs.  The “original 

mind” of the haiku poet is “brimmingly open”, that is, filled with the welling sense of 

freedom through which things come to be and are vouchsafed or sheltered in being just so. 

 In taking up a position outside thought and subjective feeling, through an alert letting-go, 

the poet periodically comes to rest in the open mind of nature, and the result is haiku 

poetry.  Perception is favoured because of its relation to overtness and because the project 

of letting-be lets go of thoughtful formulations.  Even the particular perceptions (facts) 
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that become the contents of haiku are, as far as possible, unmediated, for they are simply 

the ones that openness itself throws up for special consideration.  As such they are 

intimations of the higher meaning of truth. 

 A quick review of all the preceding instances of objectivity in haiku will show that 

the mood of letting-be is indeed the spirit of the poems.  Beyond this, we have Bashō’s 

many reflections on the vocation of the poet as that of one “aimlessly wandering on like a 

cloud in the wind,” forever in pursuit of “perfect liberation.”
19

  Of particular interest here 

is one of Bashō’s poems on the skylark: 

 

 

 hara naka ya     mono ni mo tsuka zu     naku hibari 

 

     amid the plains ~ 

    free of all things: 

     a singing lark 

 

 

 The relation of the skylark to freedom, distance and openness is apparent, but just 

as apparent is Bashō’s oneness with the bird.  Still, there can be no mistaking this as a 

case of absolute identity with another creature:  the situation is, if anything, the reverse.  

For the Japanese Bashō, as much as for the English Shelley, the bird is an expression of 

the poet’s truest self, a theme repeated in the haiku of every age: 

 

 

 kumo wo fumi     kasumi wo suu ya     age hibari 

 

     cloud-striding 

    mist-inhaling ~ 

     the soaring lark 

        Shiki 

 

 

Literally hundreds of related haiku might be cited, for the skylark is a favourite kigo.  In 

virtually every instance, the meaning of “distance” as applied to haiku is plain:  it is the 

distance (and intimacy) of freedom. 

 Bashō’s late-life efforts to ground haiku in lightness or karumi show a deepening 

intimation of truth as freedom.  The mood of natural faith that informs so many of Issa’s 
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haiku also agrees with this guiding spirit.  And the works of modern haijin attempt to 

preserve something of the same spirit into the twentieth century, often with great difficulty 

and much puzzlement over the sort of universal letting-be that is found here. 

 In conclusion, haiku objectivity refers to the poet’s taking up a position in the 

mood of openness, not incidentally but as something relating to his inmost—and yet, 

paradoxically, outmost—self.  Here, the mysterious principle of openness becomes the 

poet’s own creative core.  By participating in the spontaneity that is the heart of openness, 

the poet brings forth works that are faithful not only to particular realities but to the 

inmost sense of nature.  Obviously, not every haiku reaches these heights, but most 

traditional haiku aim at some such unity with nature’s wellsprings and can be connected 

with this or that phase in letting-be.  In the case of many poets after Buson, creation is less 

a matter of faithful attendance upon actual events than of a faithful letting-be from 

unknown regions of oneself, identical with the unknown regions of nature. 

 With regard to the usual western notions of objectivity, the haiku perspective 

raises the question whether the essence of objectivity can be sought either in objects or in 

the assumption of an exterior existing independently of an observer.  As we have seen, 

openness is not only more fundamental than particular objects but contains the very 

essence of the observer, though at a deeper level than thought.  Indeed, it can be argued 

that openness does not exist “out there” or across from us but within, as the intimate free-

space of whatever realisation.  Conversely, haiku poetry shows us a world where even the 

most subjective states are turned inside out so that they occupy a single clearing with the 

things of nature.  Everything interior becomes exterior.  Still, the sense of an interior does 

not vanish.  Rather it is translated to another key.  Interiority now is a feature of openness 

itself, its unseen height and depth, its unplumbable source, the extremity of the void that is 

darkly disclosed in the open mystery (yūgen) of a world that is spontaneously so with no 

other ground than freedom.  This void is also the secret home of the poet: 

 

 kuma mo naki     sora ni kakureru     hibari kana 

 

     in everywhere’s 

    sky it hides itself: 

     the lark ~ 

        Rikuto 
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
 Haiku Presentness 

 

 

   Haikai is simply today’s happening, what is 

happening before your eyes. 

 

        Bashō 

 

 
 The simplest  tense.—Somaro’s text.—Its value.—Simplicity.—Today’s happening. —The 

active character of Bashō’s poetry.—Lavelle.—Meister Eckhart.—Jinen hōni—

Presentness as the sense of origination.—Participation as heightened awareness. 

 

 In the same present-centered spirit as the above advice, by far the greatest number 

of haiku are written in the present tense.  Of those that are not, most specify no tense 

whatever, in which case the present is usually taken for granted, as if its sense were 

implicit in the nature of haiku: 

 

 ki no moto ni     shiru mo namasu mo     sakura kana 

 

     under the trees 

    soup and fish salad and 

     cherry blossoms ~ 

        Bashō 

 

 The convention seems simple and straightforward.  The present tense is the 

obvious choice for haiku because it is the simplest tense, grammatically the most 
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rudimentary, expressing perhaps something of the rudimentary character of present 

experience.  Yet simple presentness may prove the most difficult aspect of haiku to 

interpret.  Why should haiku poets be concerned with the current happening?  What is 

behind the apparent simplicity and obviousness of the present tense?  And how does 

presentness align with other haiku ideals, such as spontaneity, brevity and objectivity?  

Above all, for haiku poets, what is involved in the project of attending to what is before 

their eyes? 

 Before taking up these questions I should point out that there is some doubt about 

the reliability of the opening quotation.  Its exact context is reported in a book titled 

Bashō-ō hokkukai sessū taizen by Mizoguchi Somaru (1713-95), who expresses 

reservations about the account.  The text is translated below, with my own additions in 

parentheses: 

 

  According to another story, Bashō was a student of (Zen) Master 

Butchō of Konponji Temple, and he sometimes visited his teacher to study 

under him.  Butchō, as might be expected, tried to discourage him from 

writing haikai. 

  One day a memorial service was being held in a nearby village, and 

Butchō took Bashō with him.  Along the way they discussed haikai again. 

  Bashō said:  “Haikai is simply today’s happening, what is happening 

before your eyes.” 

  “If that is so,” said Butchō, “make a poem about that Rose of Sharon 

(mukage) over there.” 

  Bashō responded instantly (with his famous haiku, michinobe no/ 

mukage wa uma ni/ kuwarekeri, “on the roadside/ a Rose of Sharon—that 

a horse/ has now eaten.”) 

  Butchō thought deeply about this and replied:  “Excellent, excellent, I 

did not know that haikai held such deep truth.” 

  He was very impressed and thereafter did not try to stop Bashō from 

writing haikai, for he now believed that it was in accord with the spirit of 

Zen. 

  However, the story seems unreliable.  The poem (in question) occurs 

in The Record of a Weather-exposed Skeleton, under the heading 

“horseback poem.”  Bashō cannot have accompanied Butchō on 

horseback!  Thus, the story is doubtful.  Perhaps when Butchō asked him 

to compose a poem, he merely recited one that he had already written.
1
 

 

 Because of the doubt cast on the episode by Somaru, modern Japanese scholars 

have given little or no critical attention to the quotation cited in it.  Yet this neglect is 

unjustified.  The reason offered by Somaru for doubting the story is hardly conclusive.  

Idiosyncrasies, such as Bashō’s accompanying the priest on horseback, might be 

considered as evidence in support of an account:  real life tends to depart from custom in 
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just this fashion.  Also, Bashō is known to have taken liberties with fact in composing his 

travel sketches;  perhaps he changed the context of the mukage poem in order to fill out 

the horseback section of The Record of a Weather-exposed Skeleton.  Interestingly, 

Somaru appears willing to credit the incident apart from this matter of transport. 

 It seems to me that the real doubt about the passage stems from the fact that 

Bashō’s edification of his master, resulting in the latter’s sudden whole-hearted 

conversion, seems a little too perfect to be true.  Nonetheless, it fits the pattern of a great 

many Zen anecdotes whose authenticity is not taken to task—for the simple reason that 

factual accuracy is not the central issue in such cases.  What is important is the value of 

the stories and the insights contained in them, and it is precisely on this basis that the 

saying rightly or wrongly attributed to Bashō must be evaluated.  To assess its worth we 

need to approach haiku afresh, from the perspective of the saying, in order to discover 

whether anything new can be learned. 

 

 “Haikai is simply...” 

 

 The emphasis is on simplicity.  Haikai, an abbreviation for haikai-no-renga, the 

early broad classification that includes what eventually became known as haiku, is really 

obvious and easy, as simple as “what is happening before your eyes.”  True, the word 

“simply” (tada) might mean that nothing more than the current happening need be 

considered, however simple or complex that may be.  Yet the shortness of the saying, the 

plainness of language and the tenor of phrases “today’s happening” and “before your 

eyes,” all suggest that the word “simply” informs the entire utterance as a central theme.  

The simplicity of haikai is fundamentally related to the simplicity of what is going on 

before us.  It does not merely parallel or depict the latter:  it is one with it;  it is that simple 

happening. 

 Yet what is so simple about what is happening before our eyes?  What could be 

more complicated and puzzling than the situation in which we find ourselves?  In what 

respect is “today’s happening” obvious or easy?  Given the immense complexity of daily 

events, can we even speak of “today’s happening” in such general terms? 

 

 “today’s happening...” 

 

 The word employed in the quotation is konnichi, or “today”:  “Haikai wa tada 

konnichi no koto moku zen no koto nite sōro.”  The translation that I have provided 

contrasts sharply with that given by Blyth, virtually the only version of the quotation cited 

by English commentators:  “Haikai is simply what is happening in this place, at this 
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moment.”
2
 

 Apparently, “at this moment” is Blyth’s understanding of “today.”  Such a reading 

would make the passage more nearly accord with the popular here-and-now interpretation 

of Zen, in which a certain radical focus is brought to bear on the present instant, often to 

the exclusion of thoughts about the immediate past or future.  Whether this is Blyth’s 

intention, or whether he is merely responding to the immediacy implied in the phrase 

“what is happening before your eyes,” the prior use of “today” in the original saying 

suggests a wider, easier, more open-ended sense of the present than that of the radical 

here-and-now perspective.  It has more nearly the flavour of the lilies-of-the-field passage 

of the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 6:25-34), where we are told to let go of tomorrow and 

to attend to the concerns of today.  This would be more in keeping with the mood of ease 

and simplicity evoked earlier in the quotation. 

 It is perhaps a minor point but one that needs stating.  Radical efforts to improve 

our efficiency in being here, by casting a narrow gaze upon the present, can often have a 

rigid, grasping quality that runs contrary to the spirit of simplicity as well as the fluid 

nature of things.  This is a special danger for the haiku poet, whose work in fact aims to 

embrace the sense of a moment.  Yet, properly speaking, this is not something isolated 

and frozen but something ongoing, expanding, ever-emerging, as Bashō himself observes: 

 

 To stop something would be to halt a sight or sound in our heart.  Cherry 

blossoms whirl, leaves fall, and both flit along the ground.  We cannot 

arrest with seeing or hearing what lies in such things.  Were we to gain 

mastery over things we would find that the life of each thing had vanished 

without a trace.
3
 

 

 Accordingly, the next important word in the advice is “happening,” as Blyth 

correctly has it.  An event (koto) is clearly indicated, rather than a thing (mono), and in 

fact the word koto is used twice, making it a pivotal feature of the saying.  Whether or not 

Bashō himself is the author of the quotation, this insistence on koto over mono agrees 

with the active character of his poetry as well as with the spirit of other comments 

attributed to him:  “The evolvement of heaven and earth is the seed of aesthetic 

creativity”
4
 and “Let your verse resemble a willow branch struck by a light shower, and 

sometimes waving in the breeze.”
5
  Doubtless “today’s happening” includes consideration 

of those creatures and things involved in the occurrence, but the main concern is with an 

ongoing activity.  Thus, we look to the present-tense verb in haiku for the key to its 

meaning. 
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 Yet within the context of haiku, what is happening before our eyes?  More 

specifically, what is the activity of the day in Bashō’s poems?  A horse is munching a 

plant.  A frog is dropping into a pond.  A crow is settling itself on a branch.  The sun is 

rising on a mountain road.  A monk is sipping morning tea.  Buckwheat flowers are 

looming in the haze. 

 There seem to be a lot of different happenings here.  Given what modern science 

has to say about the activities of people and nature, we lose hope of ever discovering 

anything simple in the world.  Yet perhaps we can detect a common theme in the 

activities related by Bashō, together with a common manner of happening.  What is 

happening is life, as nature;  to put it more actively, nature is “naturing” and doing so very 

naturally.  Yet what exactly is nature doing?  It is doing nothing.  We say that nature is 

simply being, meaning that it simply is what it is in all its doings and that no more 

fundamental happening is implied. 

 “Being,” of course, seems a very static notion, more appropriate to situations and 

things than to activities.  Consequently, the being of nature is usually considered an 

abstract entity or a state of affairs rather than a happening, even though that state of affairs 

subsumes all sorts of liveliness and motion, such as frogs dropping into ponds, crows 

settling on branches and monks sipping tea.  Yet what if being proper is also an activity, 

the simplest and most basic of all, to which every other activity ultimately refers?  

Suppose that an active sense is conveyed in things that simply are, like the moon in the 

sky, or a scarecrow standing motionless in a field.  Suppose that nature, in simply being, is 

also (and foremost) a present activity, indeed, the very activity of the day. 

 That is basically the position with respect to being taken by the French 

philosopher Lavelle:  “A thing can be only through the interior act that holds it in 

existence.”
6
  Though each being is a unique manifestation, and though human beings in 

particular have a say in their estate, including, according to Lavelle, the very degree to 

which they exist at any given moment, the “Act of Being” is essentially universal and 

univocal in character.  It is the single Act “of which all particular acts are a sort of 

expression and dispersion, according to circumstances of time and place.”
7
  One might 

say that it is the core-principle of the entire realm of gross and subtle manifestation. 

 Caution is needed.  Intriguing as Lavelle’s reflections might be in relation to, say, 

Shintō animism, they remain the reflections of a western thinker, avowedly a Christian;  

they may have little validity with respect to Japanese culture.  The important thing is what 

Japanese thinkers themselves have to say on the matter. 

 Interestingly, D. T. Suzuki’s comments on the question of being make reference 

precisely to a Christian thinker, Meister Eckhart (1260-1328), who like Lavelle took 

present being as a direct attribute of God and as evidence of his participation in all 
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creatures: 

 

 The least one knows of God as, for example, to see a flower gets its being 

from him, is more perfect knowledge than any other.  To know the least of 

creatures as one of God’s beings is better than knowing an angel.
8
 

 

The word Eckhart frequently uses in this context is, appropriately for the present 

discussion, “is-ness” or isticheit (“God’s is-ness is my is-ness, and neither more or less”)
9
, 

which Suzuki maintains has the same essential meaning as the Japanese term kono-mama: 

 

 Kono-mama is the is-ness of a thing.  God is in his way of is-ness, the 

flowers bloom in their way of is-ness, the birds fly in their way of is-

ness—they are all perfect in their is-ness.
10

 

 

But, as Suzuki further relates, kono-mama is associated with another term, jinen hōni 

(also implying is-ness or suchness), which is the Japanese equivalent of the Chinese tzu-

jan fa-ērh.
11

  The root of this latter term, tzu-jan, has already appeared in the earlier 

discussion of haiku spontaneity (see Chapter Eleven);  it means “nature” or “the principle 

of nature,” that which happens spontaneously, naturally, of itself.  It is the principle of 

spontaneity characterised by the Taoist term wu wei and the Japanese term mui-no-i:  that 

mysterious activity that does nothing yet through which everything is accomplished.  That 

is to say, the inmost Japanese understanding of presentness, is-ness or being is related in 

meaning to an experience of nature as an ever-unfolding activity, with, I suggest, a hint of 

suddenness, simplicity and ease, as of an absurdly simple or immaculate act that happens 

just-like-that without any fuss.  (See also the relation between jinen and the more popular 

Japanese word for nature shizen, given in the Introduction.) 

 In so far as being implies a constant dawning, a continual emerging from self, or 

God, or nothing, it suggests an activity, indeed the most fundamental activity of all.  But 

in so far as this arising is not the result of effort, impulsion, interaction or force, it is a not-

doing;  it has the sense of relaxation and ease.  Thus, Eckhart says of creation: 

 

 When God created the heavens, the earth and creatures, he did not act.  He 

had nothing to do.  He made no effort.
12

 

 

Nonetheless, doing-nothing remains a genuine doing (the sort of doing that is appropriate 

to nothing), since the dark source of things has, for Zen followers as well as for Eckhart, 

an originary or creative character.  Moreover, according to both perspectives, it is an act 
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that is carried forward into each new moment.  The German mystic writes:  “To say that 

God created the world yesterday or tomorrow would be foolishness, for God created the 

world and everything in it in the one present Now.”
13

  This “Now” Eckhart sees in terms 

of a day, “God’s day,” that includes both night and day, darkness and light, and cannot be 

reckoned by the ticking of a clock.
14

 

 Returning to the topic of haiku and the passage under consideration, the 

suddenness and apparent ease with which the Bashō of the Somaru account “instantly” 

produces the Rose of Sharon haiku gives us one expression of the sort of creativity in 

question.  His spontaneous composition not only vindicates the truth of the statement that 

haikai is simply what is happening before our eyes, it provides a concrete illustration of 

the “simply.”  It gives a temporal demonstration of an act that is essentially eternal or 

timeless.  Yet it would be wrong to see this only as a display of Bashō’s talent, for the 

poem is clearly of-a-piece with what is taking place before the men;  it is one with that 

universal Event.  In other words, the spontaneity of the poem is a further instance of 

nature’s creativity, with which the poet is profoundly in tune. 

 Plainly, we are concerned with an act of origination.  The sense of the present in 

haiku is the sense of originality, creativity, newness.
15

  This is the authentic sense of the 

present in whatever context or language.  The present moment is the open region in which 

things continually come to light, emerge as genuine presences, informed by an all-

pervading freshness and urgency.  Nonetheless, our appreciation of this tends to get 

covered-over or diluted, so that the sense of originality is lost.  Newness comes to refer 

exclusively to a continuous re-ordering of old elements, in which there is little or no sense 

of positive creativity such that, say, the present sunset has the character of being 

absolutely original, totally unique, regardless of how many sunsets we have witnessed.  

Remembering other sunsets, we assume that today’s sunset is a kind of leftover, without 

considering that both it and our memories of previous sunsets are given in the present 

moment as parts of an overall field, the poetic apprehension of which intimates a 

permanent beginning.  Haiku presentness aims to recover this sense of positive 

originality—not only with respect to this or that but, more importantly, with respect to the 

entire field in which things are revealed.  The immediacy of haiku is an evocation of the 

mysterious activity of being (or, in Tanabe’s terms, “the activity of nothingness” that 

continually brings forth the dynamic sense of being). 

 Yet what are we to make of such an activity?  How can we conceive of such a 

process?  The next chapter will address these questions within the context of Zen 

meditation.  For the moment, it is worth considering whether the activity of being can be 

conceived at all.  According to Martin Heidegger, who sometimes uses the term 

“worlding” to refer to the event-like character of being:  “The human will to explain just 
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does not reach to the simpleness of the simple onefold of worlding.”
16

  I suggest that at 

least one approach to this simpleness is through the simple awareness of what is before 

our eyes. 

 

 “what is happening before your eyes.” 

 

 In the final phase of Bashō’s advice “what is happening” is linked with our present 

participation in the event.  Thus, presentness does not merely refer to what is happening 

around us;  it refers to our attendance on the scene.  Experientially, the lively presence of 

things before us has a lot to do with the lively gaze we cast toward them.  The greater our 

awareness, the more they come to life.  Yet they do not take their being from us.  We do 

not imagine them fading from existence when we stop looking.  Rather, in being present, 

we enter into the dimension in which they already exist;  we become party to the openness 

in which everything has its being.  Awareness is the name we give to our participation in 

that sphere. 

 In the context of a fundamental happening, haikai consists in our entering the 

primary sphere of revelation, specifically in connection with what is happening before our 

eyes.  We behold those concrete beings and activities that appear before us, regard them 

from the dimension in which all things are originally given, together with our present 

intimation of the mysterious “giving” process itself.  This is the exact significance of 

haiku immersion.  At the same time, we note that the act of beholding, like the “Act of 

Being,” has a distinct do-nothing character.  We simply attend. 

 What if more than a vague parallel is at work here?  What if the simple act of 

beholding things is fundamentally one with the simplicity of their being?  What if 

awareness is originally not something that we generate from  ourselves, as isolated egos, 

but a movement that we enter into, an opening, freeing or letting-be?  Is this not, in fact, 

the nature of heightened awareness, to fuse itself in the world’s unfolding?  What if the 

open, do-nothing quality of awareness is deeply one with the creativity of nature, the 

secret activity of being? 

 Yet do we fully release ourselves to this?  And if not, are we fully aware, fully 

present?  Does the spontaneous, of-itself nature of present being and present awareness 

ever dawn on us?  Do we allow ourselves to grow into this single, simple movement?  Or 

is our attention a fitful, static, troubled, thought-dominated affair, in which nothing 

whatever seems to happen simply or of itself but is always the result of a complex 

network of forces and laws reaching back to the distant past? 

 Whether we participate in the simple happening of what is before our eyes 

depends upon whether we behold it simply, in the spirit of openness and spontaneity;  it 
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depends upon whether we take up a position beyond our usual involvements, in the mood 

of simplicity and naturalness that is the inmost sense of nature, including human nature.  

To be present, in haiku terms, means to be one with the simplicity of origination.
17
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15. The Rose of Sharon haiku prompts a number of insights into nature’s every-

minute unfolding.  For instance, it leads us to consider the possibility that 

creativity includes destruction, beauty’s passing away.  This point would not have 

been missed by the Buddhist priest.  In fact, there is something of a Zen joke here. 

 Beauty has not passed away;  it has taken new form:  the plant has become a 

horse!  On a less literal level, we understand that both birth and death belong to a 

continuous revelation, a continuous birth. 

16. Martin Heidegger, in The Mystical Element in Heidegger’s Thought by John D. 

Caputo, Ohio University Press (1978), p. 85. 

17. A fuller discussion of haiku presentness would focus on those many haiku in 

which the present tense is unexpressed yet taken for granted, as in the cherry 
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presentness functions as one with yo haku or emptiness in such cases and that it is 

a fundamental understanding, given ahead of whatever particulars, and therefore 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
 Awakening:  The Turning-Point 

 

 

   We must not miss this flash of lightning.  

We must capture the sensation of this 

valuable instant.  We must constantly strive 

to deepen our perception and gain a greater 

enlightenment by recording and expressing 

our feelings of these moments. 

 

        Seisensui
1
 

 

 
 Satori.—Kireji.—Following openness.—The sudden shift.—Nō  drama.—Magical reality.—

Nothing precedes something in terms of essence, not time.—The “activity of 

nothingness.”—Awakening and freedom. 

 

 It is, I think, generally agreed that haiku aim to impart a moment of awakening.  

Some commentators, such as the poet Seisensui, speak of an outright satori or liberation 

while others speak more modestly of a moment of recognition or appreciation.  Whatever 

the case, whether the moment in question refers to a flash of lightning or a twinkle in the 

eyes, there must be some such dawning of light for a poem to be a genuine haiku at all. 

 According to D. T. Suzuki, satori is an “abrupt, instantaneous awakening in the 

Unconscious.”
2
  In his essay “Satori, or Enlightenment,” he points out that the Zen 

experience of this is normally the culmination of a long and difficult training, during 

which the Zen student attends to various sutras, meditates on koans and regularly submits 

to the questioning of a master.  Ideally, there comes a moment of intense absorption, when 
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the student’s mind “is so completely possessed or identified with its object of thought that 

even consciousness of identity is lost...”
3
 

 This is not complete realisation but “the preliminary condition leading to the 

consummation called satori.”
4
  There must yet be a leap into the void, a further letting-go 

that “marks a turning-point in one’s life.”
5
  The actual occasion for this transition need be 

no special event:  “One can pick it up in the hearing of an inarticulate sound, or listening 

to an unintelligible remark, or in the observation of a flower blooming...”
6
  Whatever the 

occasion, the resulting revelation manifests itself in terms of openness, newness, 

suddenness and a certain feeling of mystery or magic:  “This abrupt experience of satori, 

then, opens up in one moment...an altogether new vista, and the whole existence is 

appraised from quite a new angle of observation.”
7
  A “wider and deeper world” unfolds,

8
 

one that is charged with a positive sense of freedom.  The student feels merged with 

things at their source. 

 In very many haiku the moment of revelation follows a similar pattern that is 

reflected in the very structure of the poem.  There is a sudden transition or shifting of 

gears in which the everyday perspective is replaced by a new outlook on the same old 

things.  It is as if the poet had stumbled into a vaguely magical dimension, resembling this 

one in every detail—except that it is vaguely magical: 

 

 kogarashi ya     sora ni korogaru     tsuki hitotsu 

 

     winter’s gale ~ 

    in the sky rolls 

     one moon 

        Meisetsu 

 

 Interestingly, the exact point where the transition takes place in the above poem is 

at the kireji or “cutting-word” ya, here indicated by the swung dash ~. Translated 

variously by a dash, a colon, a full stop or, perhaps most accurately, an exclamation mark 

(originally ! = I/O = “lo”), the particle ya has the broad meaning of noticing or paying 

attention to some particular situation or thing.  In haiku this is usually an element of 

nature, one that is so common or so generally known that it has in most cases acquired the 

status of a formula:  “cherry blossoms,” “withered pampas grass,” “billowing clouds”...or 

“winter’s gale” (all kigo or season words).  Then follows a revelation in which magical 

light is shed on the original situation:  “in the sky rolls/ one moon”. 

 The pattern is not unique.  Other cutting-words, such as ka, ga, wa, ni and keri, 

may be used.  Sometimes their placement follows the main action, as in the use of keri (an 
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exclamation or verbal intensifier, sometimes an indicator of the past tense) at the end of 

the second line below: 

 

 hana ni kite     zeni torare keri     inaka bito 

 

     come to see blossoms 

    he had his money snatched ~ 

     the yokel 

        Shiki 

 

The most popular cutting-word, kana, is saved until the very end, but a subtle transition is 

normally apparent somewhere in the body of the poem.  As was illustrated in Chapter 

Twelve, the particle kana itself has something of the sense of transition—to the mode of 

wonderment, appreciation or insight, as expressed in the blankness of yo haku (empty 

space): 

 

 yūgao no     naka yori izura     aruji kana 

 

     evening glory 

    from inside it comes 

     the master ~ 

        Chora 

 

 yuki tokete     mura ippai no     kodoma kana 

 

     snow thaw 

    the village fills with 

     children ~ 

        Issa 

 

 It is necessary to be quite clear about the use of kireji.  Cutting-words can serve a 

number of functions.  They may distinguish the setting of a poem from an action that 

occurs within it.  They may serve as thematic headings, or as subjects in simple 

subject/predicate relationships.  Nonetheless, on top of these grammatical functions, there 

is usually the above-mentioned sense of a fundamental transition, particularly where the 

gap between the two parts of the poem seems highly charged and where the final 

revelation strikes us as somewhat unexpected—usually unexpectedly appropriate. To 
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mark these turning-points in translations of Japanese haiku, I have proposed the device of 

the swung dash ~ as kind of universal kireji. I feel the same device may be useful in 

original English-language haiku.  

 If the character of haiku awakening is reflected in this structure, then it is possible 

to identify three distinct phases in a poem: 

 

 a. an act of growing or deepening attention to some outward 

phenomenon; 

 b. a pause or break (the “turning-point”); 

 c. a sudden disclosure that completes the poem.  (In the case of kana, 

this can include yo haku itself, together with whatever realisations are 

experienced after the words of a poem break off.) 

 

 I suggest that the first movement needs to be understood within the context of the 

haiku poet’s vocation:  attuning to nature.  Specifically, it gives us a moment of intense 

absorption in some aspect of nature in which the poet is virtually lost.  His or her mind, 

like that of the Zen apprentice, “is so completely possessed or identified with its object” 

(not “of thought” but of observation) “that even consciousness of identity is lost...” 

 At the same time, this absorption already implies a movement toward awakening. 

 In the midst of the usual daily oblivion—doing chores, travelling to the next village, 

musing over private matters—the poet notices something beckoning from without, and 

attends to it.  There is a movement outward, in the direction of nature.  As I have tried to 

show elsewhere (see Chapter Thirteen), this spirit of opening rightly informs the entire 

poem and is the ultimate context of whatever revelation: 

 

 mon wo dete     juppo ni aki no     umi hiroshi 

 

     going out the gate 

    ten steps ~ autumn’s 

     wide ocean 

        Shiki 

 

 Shiki’s poem is especially apt in the context of haiku awakening for it underlines 

the fact that an exodus must take place.  The poet enters more deeply into the sphere of 

nature.  He “grows into” the object or situation that has caught his gaze: 
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 If a poet, having kept his inner state constantly disciplined, responds to the 

things outside, his own mind thus tinged will naturally ‘grow into’ a verse. 

 However, a poet who is negligent in keeping his inner state disciplined, 

does no more than ‘doing’ a verse with his arbitrary cogitation, simply 

because there is in this case nothing to ‘grow into’ a verse. 

          Bashō
9
 

 

Such growing-into is, of course, the haiku counterpart of meditation, the act of immersion 

(absorption) whereby the poet reaches into, or rises toward hon-i, the “heart of things.”  

Though the act can take place in an instant, it normally has as its background a long and 

ongoing attunement to nature. 

 As I will show in the next chapter, hon-i is, in its deepest sense, not limited to any 

particular essence, as that of the winter’s wind or an evening glory, even though particular 

situations and things may be, and generally are, occasions for its disclosure.  It is the 

inmost feeling of openness itself:  the inside of the outside, the meaningful matrix of 

whatever event.  Fundamentally, this is not a “thing” standing in the open.  On the 

contrary, it is, with respect to its manner of manifestation, “dark and hidden” (yūgen), 

experienced as a vague sense of mystery or open possibility attaching itself to this or that 

beckoning presence.  Rightly, it is the heart of openness itself that beckons in every 

particular arising.  Growing toward this, the poet becomes more steeped in mystery until 

his or her absorption reaches a breaking-point, such as is expressed in the exclamation ya 

or the intensifier keri. 

 As suggested above, the first phase of haiku has elements in common with the Zen 

monk’s deepening involvement in study, such as in the seemingly impossible question set 

by the master.  The monk’s immersion in mystery reaches a fever pitch, when a sudden 

shift occurs.  According to Zen teaching, no words are adequate for describing what takes 

place in this moment because it is not in the realm of manifestation at all.  It relates, as 

Zen master Bankei Yōtaku (1622-1693) tells us, to the “Unborn”: 

 

 The Unborn is the origin of all and the beginning of all.  There is no source 

apart from the Unborn and no beginning that is before the Unborn.
10

 

 

 Similarly, in haiku, there seems to be nothing to say about the turning-point, and 

many readers will question whether it merits any consideration whatever as a focus in its 

own right.  It is after all a nothing, a simple break in the poem that announces a sudden 

shift in perspective.  Yet it is that very nothing that initiates the completed revelation, full 

arrival within the sphere of magic.  Moreover, it is, or should be, a deeply expressive 

nothing, marked in recitation by a charged pause that at once allows the listener to “grow 
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into” the initial evocation and introduces into the body of the poem something of the 

silence that precedes and follows its delivery.  Though the pause takes place in time, it is 

representative of a shift that has no duration at all.  It is not a phase in the proceedings but 

a rent in the backdrop reminding us that not everything is plainly shown. 

 Japanese nō drama provides an interesting parallel to the situation in haiku.  

Typically, the moments of highest dramatic impact or meaning are punctuated by charged 

intervals “when the actor breaks off chanting, or when movement stops in the dance...”
11

  

Outwardly, the actor does nothing.  Inwardly, however, there is a state of deep absorption, 

ideally repeated in the members of the audience. 

 

 The actor must achieve a state of No-mind [mushin no kurai], binding 

together the moments before and after the intervals in which he performs 

no physical act by the workings of an inner mind that his own mind 

conceals even from himself.  This is the interior intensity of thought that 

links all the arts of nō through one mind.
12

 

 

 Far from explaining matters, the parallel only supports the assertion that a true 

mystery pertains to the turning-point in haiku.  If so, we may never be able to provide a 

full and adequate expression of what is represented by it.  Yet we can at least describe its 

function in terms of the shift that follows;  we can perhaps learn something about the 

mystery from the nature of the transition that is brought to pass.  Accordingly, we skip to 

the last phase of the poem, to the concluding revelation... 

 As far as the poem’s total impact is concerned, we already know what is achieved 

with the final words (or the resounding silence that follows kana):  union with a region 

that is vaguely magical.  Suddenly the whole scene is transfigured, becomes subtly or 

overtly incandescent: 

 

 shiragiku ya     atari mo tomo ni     uruwashiki 

 

     white chrysanthemum ~ 

    around and upon it is 

     beauty’s grace 

        Chora 
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We glimpse a world where ordinary things seem to exist to an extraordinary degree: 

 

 

 sakura no me no     hageshisa aogi     yoromekeru 

 

     cherry buds ~ 

    the force from above 

     makes me reel 

        Hakyō 

 

Or their exact way of being seems rich and expressive of some unguessed meaning: 

 

 yamaji kite     naniyara yukashi     sumire gusa 

 

      mountain trekking ~ 

    strangely enchanting 

     the wild violets 

        Bashō 

 

 Yet precisely what strikes us as magical in these moments?  Nothing particularly 

remarkable or supernatural is reported.  My earlier discussion of “presentness” (Chapter 

Fourteen) raises the possibility that the magic relates to the simple is-ness or suchness of 

things, which the Japanese, following the Chinese, originally linked with the very heart of 

nature, the principle of spontaneity, jinen (Chinese, tzu jan).  The earlier chapter 

suggested that this principle contains “a hint of suddenness and ease, as of an absurdly 

simple or immaculate act that happens just-like-that, without any fuss.”  Is there anything 

of this same suddenness in the structure of haiku awakening? 

 Assuming that the turning-point has been encountered as a genuine silence, what 

follows must have the character of a sudden eruption from nothing, especially when what 

is evoked strikes us as new and unexpected.  And this is the experience we have of the 

best haiku, which seem to be depictions of the very first moment in time, as if the world 

had just now come into being: 
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 mozu naku ya     irihi sashikomu     mematsu bara 

 

     a shrike’s cry ~ 

    light slants through 

     the red pine grove 

        Bonchō 

 

Hence, it is asserted of Bashō by the Japanese critic, Kubota Utsubo (1877-1967): 

 

 When Bashō discovered something, that something came to exist for him 

for the first time.  He felt as if he had created it himself.
13

 

 

In other words, Bashō had a keen sense of magic, of things being drawn from an 

enchanted hat—or from the depths of himself, if we follow the letter of Utsubo’s 

comment. 

 Ultimately, the haiku phenomenon of suddenness or a “very first moment” does 

not refer to the first member in a temporal chain but to a condition of nearness to the 

mysterious source of things, temporally represented as a moment preceded by nothing.  

Newness takes its character from the free, open spirit in which things appear.  In haiku, 

this creativity is in fact temporally spread out but, rightly, nothing precedes something in 

terms of essence rather than time, and therefore is true at any given moment.
14

  The 

western philosopher, Lavelle, says:  “If being is an act, we understand without difficulty 

that the world begins at each instant . . .”
15

  Similarly, the German philosopher Friedrich 

Schelling (1775-1854) asserts:  “In creation there is the greatest harmony, and nothing is 

so separate and sequent as we must represent it, but the subsequent cooperates in what 

precedes it and everything occurs at the same time in one magic stroke.”
16

  Where most 

haiku are concerned, the source (represented by the pause) seems to be glimpsed 

backwards from the sudden revelation that completes the poem, and from there back to 

the beginning, magically transforming even the previous free-floating attunement and 

making all three phases one. 

 My own favourite haiku, considered by many authorities to be the equal of 

Bashō’s crow-on-the-branch poem, gives what is perhaps the simplest possible expression 

of spontaneity: 
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 kerorikan     to shite karasu to     yanagi kana 

 

     in an offhand 

    way   the crow and 

     the willow ~ 

        Issa 

 

Dispensing with introductory observations of things in nature, the poem makes 

suddenness itself the chief concern.  R. H. Blyth translates kerorikan to shite with the 

phrase “As if nothing had happened,” adding that the word kerorikan could also mean 

“nonchalant” or “calm.”
17

  The phrases “absent-mindedly” and “without any ado” suggest 

themselves as well.  In fact, no English word or phrase suffices.  Suddenness, spontaneity, 

nonchalance, calmness and the quality of nothing happening, all go together in the total 

meaning of kerorikan. 

 At first glance, the charm of the poem seems to relate to Issa’s naive confusion of 

the act of noticing things with their ongoing presence before him.  We have all had this 

experience.  In the midst of our daily affairs, we suddenly take note of the things 

surrounding us, and it is as if they suddenly come into existence.  Accordingly, the final 

meaning of haiku awakening seems to be this:  paying renewed attention to things.  The 

magical quality of haiku appears to be connected with an illusion, whereby we 

periodically come to and see the world as if for the first time. 

 But Issa is not speaking naively or metaphorically.  He is hinting that suddenness 

is as much a quality of things as of our heightened awareness of them.  The sudden quality 

of awakening is our participation in the suddenness of being, whereby we enter into the 

heart of things and somehow cooperate in the every-minute creation of the world.  

Conversely, the ongoing creativity that we call nature contains something of the sense of a 

perennial dawning or awakening, as well as that of a liberation.  When we look beyond 

things to this general spirit of awakening and openness, we “grow into” the operation of a 

certain mysterious principle, and awaken in a higher sense. 

 But what exact principle is presupposed?  The metaphor of the enchanted hat 

suggests the primordial act of magic itself:  something-from-nothing-without-any-fuss.  

The derivation of the English word “sudden” agrees with this, referring as it does to an 

activity that goes on in secret, or as some Zen followers would say, in the Unconscious or 

Unborn.  In so far as this activity fits no worldly pattern, the principle of genuine magic is 

no principle whatever, a no-principle:  “If the Unborn had any principle at all, it wouldn’t 

be unborn.”
18

  Nonetheless, some mode of generation must be implied, or the magician’s 

hat would be as unproductive as any other.  What exactly is inside the hat? 
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 Blyth’s phrase “As if nothing had happened” corroborates what we already 

suspect.  Magic is the spontaneous activity of a charged nothing;  it is that doing-nothing 

or letting-be, in the active or spirited sense, that the ancient Taoists recognised as the way 

(tao) of nature and associated with the dark and ultimately ungraspable origin of things.  

What is “inside the hat,” as well as in the pause of haiku, is nothing.  Yet that nothing is 

also a power, a generative principle. 

 The word freedom probably comes nearest to expressing what is involved here.  

The inmost principle of openness is the operation of a dark freedom (nothingness or mu), 

whose silent activity generates the open expanse and whatever appears in it.  Japanese 

philosopher, Tanabe Hajime, says: 

 

 freedom itself is the activity of nothingness...an “action without an acting 

subject”...This is what is meant by “naturalness” or “action of no-action.”  

Such truly free activity takes place unhindered and everywhere at once.
19

 

 

Abandoning ourselves to the open mystery, we align with “the activity of nothingness” 

(which I loosely equate with Lavelle’s “Act of Being”) and assist in bringing forth 

freedom’s revelation:  we awaken.  Because awakening can also be conceived as a 

primordial act, it may be taken as the activity of nothingness itself, as the universal Act of 

Being repeated in us:  we discover the meaning of freedom to the extent that we wake up, 

tap unknown regions of ourselves in becoming truly present.  It makes no difference 

whether we speak of a secret act of liberation or a secret act of awakening.  Likewise, in 

following nature, it makes no difference whether haiku poets direct themselves to the 

dawning sense of freedom or the beckoning of openness.  Throughout Japanese literature, 

the identity of liberation and awakening is affirmed.  And something of the same identity 

is realised in every genuine instance of haiku illumination. 

 The vocation of haiku poets, therefore, is to follow nature by steeping themselves 

in the sense of openness that beckons from whatever quarter.  They allow themselves to 

grow into this until they are carried away.  (The first phase of haiku, culminating in the 

particle ya or some other cutting-word, is representative of that attunement.)  Implied in 

this is a kind of leap or cutting-loose (marked by the pause) in which poets are 

momentarily aligned with nature’s inmost principle.  In that instant, a sudden awakening 

takes place, coincident with the abrupt, magical nature of present being.  The trickless 

trick of existence is recalled as a new world appears.  The result is haiku poetry, whose 

final words evoke the sky-like sense of nature that is the central haiku revelation. 

 Essential to the above characterisation is the understanding that enlightenment is 

not wholly a product of our conscious efforts.  As Zen commentator Alan Watts puts it: 
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 One must simply face the fact that Zen is all that side of life which is 

completely beyond our control, and which will not come to us by any 

amount of forcing or wrangling or cunning—stratagems which produce 

only fakes of the real thing.
20

 

 

Chinese Zen Master, Chung-fēng (1263-1323), says:  “Be in possession of a mind that has 

been let go of.”
21

  Likewise, in the martial arts classic that is the basis of a commentary by 

Japanese Zen Master Takuan (1573-1645), “Annals of the Sword of Taia,” we find, “You 

will generate mysterious ability without trying to do so” (translator’s italics)—to which 

Takuan adds: 

 

 Because the works of the ordinary man all come from his consciousness, 

they are all actions of the world of created phenomena, and are involved 

with suffering.  At the same time, because actions that are uncreated are 

generated from this fundamental wisdom, they alone are natural and 

peaceful.
22

 

 

Like the nō performer, we must find a way of working in harmony with the ineffable 

Mind that forever conceals itself from us.  Many of Bashō’s comments on spontaneity, 

such as that about entrusting the art of haiku “to a boy of tender age,”
23

 indicate that a 

similar view is applicable to haiku composition.  Poets supply the resolve and dedication 

implied in the initial phase of attunement, but thereafter a broader, freer awareness must 

take over that belongs to nobody and is nobody’s doing. 

 As Suzuki tells us, there must be an “awakening in the Unconscious,” that is, an 

awakening from beyond—from above, below or outside of ourselves.  Apart from 

attuning to the sense of this “outside,” there is little that we can do, though that is already 

a great deal.  Something must come to meet us.  To put matters differently, as a 

participation in the sphere of not-doing, awakening is finally not the product of our own 

volition.  Yet when we begin to understand not-doing in an active and universal sense, 

and when we begin to release ourselves to the spirit of this, we draw near to the sphere 

where we can be swept away.  For haiku poets, this is accomplished in their more or less 

continual meditations on the meaning of nature.  Obviously, this chapter has focused on 

the creative or sudden aspect of awakening.  A fuller analysis of its meaningful impact 

will be taken up in the following chapter. 
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 Chapter Sixteen 
 
 Resonance:  The Play of Essence 

 

 

   What is expressed in a haiku is a very small 

aspect of phenomena;  yet what the poet 

experiences is the reality hidden behind 

what he expresses, which may be said to be 

a universal feeling arising from the union of 

the poet with nature. 

 

        Otsuji
1
 

 

 
 Internal comparison.—Synchronicity.—Kigo.—Essence and honi.—Teika.—Tendai 

meditation.—The principle of linking.—Inductive and reductive approaches. —

Remembrance.—“Essencing.”—Subtle or hidden essencing.—A single process. —Free 

meaning.—Opening.—Revealed nothingness.—Letting mystery be.—A Scientific 

Postscript. 

 

 I will use the word resonance to refer to a wide range of haiku effects, including 

internal comparison, fragrance (kaori or nioi), echo (hibiki) and ultimately the use of kigo 

or season words.  All are instances of a single device whereby objects, situations and 

events that have no obvious or necessary connection are nonetheless presented as if 

essentially related.  The technique can be traced to renga, where it is the principle by 

which responses are linked, and perhaps to the very origins of Japanese poetry.  Yet it was 

Bashō who first explored the potential of resonance within single poems and thus set the 

example for future generations of haiku poets: 
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 kare eda ni     karasu no tomari keri     aki no kure 

 

     on a bare branch 

    a crow has settled ~ 

     autumn dusk 

 

 In the above poem, a fundamental connection, sometimes called “internal 

comparison,” is intimated between the leafless branch, the crow and the autumn evening, 

an essential belonging-together.  Everything in the poem agrees with everything else, so 

that even the ring of the words (the repetition of “k” and “r” sounds) participates in the 

same unspecified and somewhat mysterious connection.  There is, of course, an obvious 

causal relationship between the bare branch and autumn (though the same bare branch 

could suggest winter) but there are no such obvious connections between the crow and the 

season or the season and late dusk.  Even the relation between the crow and late dusk, 

when crows tend to roost, must be weighed against the fact that crows can settle on 

branches at any time of the day.  Nonetheless, there is a vague sense of rightness about all 

this, akin to C. G. Jung’s notion of synchronicity, the feeling of a strangely meaningful 

coincidence, that these very elements should suddenly arrange themselves before us, just 

so.  It seems that we are dealing with a set of largely a-causal or a-logical associations that 

defies easy explanation. 

 To make matters more complex, there is also in the poem a certain hint of 

loneliness, quietness or distance (sabi) that resonates beyond the sphere of the 

immediately manifest, somehow extending to the whole of nature and speaking intimately 

of what lies hidden within it.  Thus, resonance suggests an internal harmony that rings 

from the depths. 

 At the same time, resonance shows itself to be intimately related to nearly every 

aspect of haiku composition.  A great many kigo or season words, for instance, cannot be 

justified without reference to some form of internal rightness.  Cherry blossoms (sakura), 

returning geese (kaeru kari) and melting snow (yukidoke) have obvious logical 

connections with spring.  Likewise the Doll Festival (hina matsuri) and Nirvana Week 

(higan) have certain cultural associations with the season.  But what are we to make of 

sparrows (suzume), lizards (tokage), horseflies (abu) and haloes round the moon (tsuki no 

kasa)?  The words can evoke feelings of spring but where is the inevitability of that 

association?  Presumably, sparrows, lizards and horseflies are as common in summer as 

they are in spring, if not more so.  Rings around the moon can appear at any time of the 

year. 
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 The mystery surrounding kigo goes deeper still.  Not content to catalogue nearly 

every common plant, animal and form of human activity according to season, Japanese 

tradition goes on to specify those times of day that best express the nature of the season, 

such that dawn reveals the essence of spring, night that of summer, dusk autumn and first 

light winter.
2
  We begin to suspect the workings of an antique system of knowledge (like 

the totemic classifications of certain tribes, or perhaps the magical correspondences of the 

Kabbalah) whose original sense is all but lost or, in any case, irrelevant to most people 

living in the twentieth century. 

 The problem is that there usually is something fitting or appropriate about these 

associations, whatever our cultural background and in spite of the fact that the exact logic 

of the connections escapes us.  There is something about dusk that agrees with the autumn 

season, as well as with the vision of a crow settled on a bare branch.  How do we explain 

this situation? 

 Obviously, we are concerned with the problem of subtle meanings or essences.  

The following observations are intended as first (and extremely speculative) steps in the 

direction of a theory of essence in haiku that may clarify the issue of resonance.  In any 

case, the observations should provide a useful introduction to this fundamental aspect of 

haiku composition. 

 

 1. Essence As “Hon-i.”  The entire network of internal associations in haiku 

derives from the Japanese notion of hon-i or “the heart (kokoro) of things,” the nearest 

haiku equivalent of the western idea of essence.  Though hon-i can mean (especially in 

early waka) little more than the standard or expected (ga) associations of standard poetic 

topics, its deeper meaning is the living truth of things.  This latter sense of hon-i is first 

developed by the waka poet Fujiwara Teika (1162-1241).  As Jin’ichi Konishi points out: 

 

 Prior to Teika’s time, waka poets composing on set topics were expected 

to evoke only the most stereotyped hon’i of a topic... When, for example, 

the topic was Mount Fuji, a poet customarily mentioned the smoke 

emerging from its crater...
3
 

 

By contrast, Teika ventured beyond convention, seeking the inner uniqueness of situations 

and things.  Konishi continues: 

 

 How was Teika able to create such individualistic poems?  He was, I 

believe, inspired through the practice of Tendai contemplation... The 

process of contemplation or meditation is similar to Teika’s practice of 

concentrating deeply on the essence of a subject.  In Tendai contemplation, 



 
 

  225 

worldly thoughts are banished from the mind...and the goal of the process 

is for the meditating person to become one with the essence of the 

contemplated object...
4
 

 

The example of cherry blossoms is given: 

 

 The cognition process—the deep contemplation of a specific cherry 

blossom—corresponds to the expressing kokoro.  When the poet is 

assimilated into the refined charm of cherry blossoms, refined charm 

becomes a living presence within, and all distinction vanishes between 

blossoms and poet.  This is fusion, also known in Tendai contemplation as 

“object and cognition as one”...
5
 

 

Elsewhere Konishi writes: 

 

 The contemplative expressive approach involves bracketing the poet’s 

individual impressions and drawing near to the very essence of the subject. 

 Once the essence has been regained, the poet will recommence grasping 

forms manifested on a more superficial level of awareness.
6
 

 

 When Bashō urged his students to immerse themselves in the things of nature, he 

was directing them to this deeper sense of hon-i.  In doing so, he followed the tradition 

pioneered by Teika, in which the poet was understood as one who possessed a keen 

sensitivity to essences.  The same responsiveness is also apparent in the linked verses of 

renga composition, where individual essences are harmonically related to each other: 

 

 renga is the most intuitive of the poetic forms that the Japanese evolved.  

As previously noted, there is no attempt to deal consecutively or at great 

length with any single given subject.  Each verse is linked to the 

immediately preceding one and may be completely unconnected with any 

other in a precise way, but is in a successful renga immovably connected 

within the whole poem.  Where the unity of the poem then does not arise 

from any rational “thought” within it, but depends wholly on deeper, 

intuitive connections such as music, the absolute insistence on the quality 

of hon-i is, I feel, understandable.  The concept of hon-i is, then, the basis 

for all linking within renga. 

 

          Yasuda
7
 

 

 Bashō’s originality consisted largely in his having seized on the principle of 

resonance in linked compositions and applied it to nearly every phase of haiku, so that 
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elements of a single haiku could resonate with each other, internally.  As Yasuda points 

out, such resonance has its basis in the appreciation of hon-i.  Bashō was a master in the 

recognition and orchestration of those essences revealed in the heart of things: 

 

 asacha nomu     sō shizukanari     kiku no hana 

 

     morning tea taken 

    by a monk in silence ~ 

     chrysanthemum flowers 

 

 

 2. Similarities Between Eastern and Western Notions of Essence.  Yet what 

exactly is the “heart” or kokoro of a thing?  What is its essence?  Where in the crow, for 

example, do we find its essence?  And, importantly for the present discussion, where 

among Bashō’s poems do we find the essence of anything whatever, since the poems give 

us only the familiar look and sound of things? 

 Essence, in early western philosophy, means the inmost truth or nature of 

something, that which makes it what it is;  hon-i has a similar meaning.  In both cases the 

“heart” of a thing is not itself another gross object.  Rather, it is a kind of spirit.  

Accordingly, in Plato’s allegory of the cave, the physical world is only a dim reflection of 

the essential world that lies beyond it, in an immaterial domain. 

 Zen Buddhism, to which haiku is related, considers the world to be real but 

incompletely grasped until it is also, and more essentially, appreciated as a void, a subtle 

region of life that eludes exact phenomenal description.  In terms of concrete objects, it is 

a vast openness or emptiness, containing, as an extremity of the void, the dark well of 

creation from which the world of impermanent creatures draws its existence and meaning. 

 The void as a whole, therefore, stands in roughly the same relation to the phenomenal 

world as Plato’s ideal realm in that things are determined from a dimension that does not 

itself appear as a thing. 

 By extension, we could say that Bashō does not show us the essence of anything 

because there is nothing to show.  Rather, he gives intimations of essence through the 

mysteriously evocative elements depicted in his poems: 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

  227 

 inazuma ya     yami no kata yuku     goi no koe 

 

     lightning ~ 

    into darkness plunges 

     a night-heron’s cry 

 

 

 3. Differences.  Despite the fact that essence and hon-i occupy similar positions 

in their respective philosophies, there are also great differences between them.  For Zen 

Buddhists, the primary dimension is a kind of open possibility, a continual source of 

newness and unguessed growth.  For Plato, the essential domain is a totally-finished 

plenum of general forms, whose elegance, completeness and finality of conception makes 

the world of concrete realities at best redundant, at worst a sham.  The essence of a thing 

may be detached from it and isolated as an idea.  The philosopher’s job is to recall the 

original ideas from which particular things devolve.  All else follows from this.  Things 

seen here below as being unique, one-of-a-kind, are really imperfections, flawed 

variations of perfect originals (for instance, the perfect triangle as opposed to all specific 

instances of triangularity:  oblique, obtuse or equilateral). 

 The notion seems simplistic today, yet its influence in western thought cannot be 

overestimated.  In it we find the rudiments of our understanding of categories, as well as 

the model of western analysis, the reduction of complex situations to familiar, general 

components.  As late as the early part of this century, the influential German philosopher, 

Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), advocated a Platonic approach to truth through his “eidetic 

reduction,” whereby the essence of a thing was achieved by mentally eliminating from it 

everything deemed accidental to its nature, the implication being that such quirks or 

individualities are somehow extraneous to the matter. 

 Practically, the above translates into a method of progressively abstracting oneself 

from the world, withdrawing into a domain of sheer generality or thought—from which 

derives the term “western idealism,” as well as the popular characterisation of the thinker 

as someone dwelling in an ivory tower.  Yet nothing could be more alien to haiku than 

this intellectual orientation, even allowing that Plato’s ideas were originally meant to have 

a numinous character not conveyed in the modern sense of the word.  True, in many 

respects, the path of the Buddhist monk, who withdraws from the world to spend long 

hours in meditation, bears a strong resemblance to the path advised by Plato.  But this side 

of Buddhism has always presented problems to Zen enthusiasts and haiku poets of the 

Buddhist persuasion, precisely because the world itself affords so many opportunities for 

spiritual insight and elevation.  Spiritual truth must be discoverable in connection with the 
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world, and finally identical with it, else there are two separate realms of truth...and 

ultimately none.  At the same time, the world must not be a mere redundancy but a valid 

extension of the single truth. 

 Thus, for the haiku poet, the heart of a thing is never detachable from it and the 

phenomenal world is never simply an extra.  To withdraw into a realm of ideas is 

precisely to depart from the truth, the current revelation;  it is to draw back from the spirit 

of openness and to be out of step with the source of life, which is intuitively given in our 

immediate experience of the world.  If any mistake is at work in ordinary experience, it is 

that the world has an exclusively material significance, when, on the contrary, it is more 

nearly what we might regard as a spiritual event, a certain unfolding of spirit.  We must 

not turn away from the world but approach it in a mood of greater openness, until its 

illusory, limited, exclusively thing-like nature gives way to something sublime. 

 As a consequence of the poet’s dedication to the full truth of life, there are in 

haiku no accidental attributes.  Individuality belongs to the very nature of things, their 

precise aspect in the total movement of spirit.  That is not to say that we are awash in a 

chaos where no general labels apply.  Crows, for instance, do partake of a common 

meaning, part of which is that “crow-ness” manifests itself newly in every instance.  

Moreover, each new instance raises the possibility of a further insight into the meaning of 

“crow,” so that our understanding of it is forever growing towards a fuller realisation in 

which the individual, the genus and the universal are seen to be part of one expanding, 

deepening Meaning. 

 Hence, the method of the haiku poet is the reverse of Platonic abstraction.  It is 

inductive rather than reductive, experiential rather than purely reflective.  Though 

something like a primordial truth stands behind each new revelation, it is ever-unfolding, 

growing, alive, and the site of its revelation is the everyday world.  Thus, unlike the 

Platonist, who withdraws from the world, the haiku poet ventures abroad, taking the 

world itself as part of the ideal realm. 

 

 4. Remembrance.  Nonetheless, there is something in haiku that accords with the 

Platonic notion of pre-phenomenal remembrance:  attunement to the original sense of 

nature.  This attunement is, of course, not a recollection of types, as in Platonism, but of a 

vast field of indefinite or free-roving intimations, all of which affirm a certain principle of 

eternal generation.  The field is revealed, again, not as an idea, concept or generalisation, 

but as an active spirit or sense.  It is more nearly what we would call a feeling than an 

idea, though the usual subjective or sentimental connotations of feeling do not here apply, 

the emphasis being rather on nearness or intimacy than on sentiment.  Moreover, the 

feeling does not refer to something distant from the world but to its ever-present ground.  
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Indeed, the condition for truly entering into the world and witnessing the play of essences 

within it is the prior understanding that all that happens before us springs from the same 

natural principle and relates to its primary sphere of revelation.  Recollection of the 

meaning of nature wakes us up and delivers us into the world as the site of a more explicit 

unfolding. 

 Paradoxically, such remembrance has much in common with the spirit of 

forgetfulness—as, for instance, in the Taoist conception of meditation as a letting-go.  To 

forget, in this sense, is to be in tune with nature’s freedom, and therefore constitutes a 

kind of remembrance.  Whether described as a forgetting-in-order-to-remember or as a 

direct recollection of natural liberty, haiku attunement has a very different flavour than 

that of the seizure implied in Platonic remembrance. 

 

 5. Mutuality.  Of course, western philosophy is not exhausted in Platonism.  

Nearer to the haiku perspective is the thinking of Henri Bergson (1859-1941), for whom 

the world was also an ongoing revelation in spirit.  For him, the discovery of essence 

entailed a process of intuitively entering into the core of present realities, “sympathising” 

with them in order to arrive at their inmost natures.  This is, indeed, the usual 

understanding of immersion, both eastern and western. 

 But even here lies a danger (realised by Bergson) of understanding essence in too 

narrow a fashion, so as to overlook the total interrelatedness of things, their 

interpenetration or mutuality, their co-existence in a single, universal flux.  The notion of 

an isolated object whose essence may be abstracted from everything else does not agree 

with the vision of haiku poetry, where everything is given together.  The meaning of the 

crow is given in and through its relation to the whole, in its nearness to or farness from 

other things around it, as well as in its relation to the source, precisely through the 

resonances or reverberations we feel.  That is, the essence of everything is given at once, 

through the constantly refracted intimations of nearness and distance, only some of which 

have the character of being logical, cultural or obviously causal. 

 Hence, in answer to the question, “Where in Bashō’s poems do we find essence?” 

one valid answer is “everywhere”—in the occurring-together of things that mutually 

define each other.  The meaning of the crow is given in connection with the bare branch 

and the autumn sunset, as their meanings in turn are given in relation to it.  Together, they 

impart the sense of a moment, in which is also contained an intimation of sabi.  In all, we 

witness not the uncovering of some isolated essence but the free play of a universal 

“essencing” process whereby each and every being is released into its nature.  In the 

uniqueness of each haiku, in its resonances or reverberations, is revealed a structure, a 

logos, a broad essencing movement that is operative at every instant of our lives.  We 
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witness the activity of a freedom that is neither arbitrary nor lifeless (as in the western 

notion of chance) but meaningful, integrated, totally coherent...and still growing. 

 Bashō was a master not so much in penetrating to the heart of isolated things as in 

reflecting the vast play of nature, wherein individual meanings are given together. 

 

 6. Subtle or Hidden Essencing.  As foreseen in the introductory comments of 

this chapter, the essencing process at work in haiku is not confined to the grossly physical 

sphere.  Strictly speaking, haiku’s most meaningful intimations cannot be explained in 

wholly physical terms.  That is, there is nothing in the bare poetic images themselves that 

necessarily suggests a fundamental connection between them.  The same is true with 

regard to the finer meanings gleaned in everyday experience.  In and of themselves, things 

have no resonance or meaning whatever beyond their obvious formal relations to each 

other.  Nonetheless, something would be missing from life if we were limited to these.  If 

all possible facts about the world were assembled, their sum would still fall short of the 

world’s truth. 

 Haiku resonance, therefore, takes place primarily above and below the bare form 

of things, somewhat as the meaning of a word or symbol resides beyond its physical 

aspect, but, again, more in the sense of a meaning that is alive and still growing rather 

than of a definition, fully-determined ahead of time.  The objects depicted in haiku are not 

merely related to each other through their obvious causal and cultural connections (truth 

or meaning in the formal sense);  they are also articulated from below, through their 

mutual embeddedness in a significance that surpasses factual correctness.  Hence, many 

of the connections that we glimpse in haiku cannot be logically justified.  The 

correspondence of the crow, the autumn evening and the bare branch refers to a subtle 

sphere of essencing, and it is just this sphere that is meant by the word hon-i. 

 In general, the resonances of haiku take us beyond specific images to the single 

mysterious mood in which they are embedded.  What unites these particular beings is that 

they participate in the same sense of internal distance (sabi), mystery (yūgen), lightness 

(karumi) or sublime poverty (wabi), moods that are as much descriptive of the primary 

field of nature as they are of the particular beings themselves.  Hence, the moods and 

resonances of haiku are revelatory of the single ever-expanding Meaning from which all 

particular meanings derive, including the usual formal relations among things.  Still, the 

site of these moods is our present worldly situation. 

 

 7. Essencing Unified.  We must resist the temptation to envision two different 

essencing processes or two different worlds.  There is only one essencing activity that 

generates, or seems to generate, different planes of meaning, poetic and formal.  Rightly 
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understood, these cannot be separated.  Our most prosaic determinations about the world 

do not spring from sheer data spread out before us but from a host of automatic 

understandings, whose ultimate source is a mystery.  Indeed, the very notion of self-

evidence, upon which all immediate knowledge is based, implies an automatic mode of 

understanding that is, in its certitude, without logical or worldly foundation. 

 In accordance with the principle of interpenetration, the realm of subtle meaning 

and the world of everyday experience are not two domains but one:  the world.  Physical 

manifestation is a graphic spelling-out or arraying that takes place within the context of a 

more subtle arraying, whose very mysteriousness or subtlety bears witness to a dimension 

of universal origin and increasingly undifferentiated Meaning:  the “unelucidated field of 

nature.”  The sense of separate worlds arises only because we have fallen away from that 

dimension, by closing ourselves off to its subtle or numinous aspects, by tending in the 

direction of a mere fact-world, I suggest, owing to the grasping, limiting, utilitarian 

quality of our attention to life.  In the end, there is no other world than the one we live in 

and no hidden realm that is not, in some sense, apparent in this world.  The notion of 

another domain comes into existence only after we have effectively narrowed down our 

experience of life so much that we need a replacement world to supply what is missing 

from it.  In truth, there has always been only one world, in which even our feeling of 

separateness from the inmost spirit of things is another event in Meaning. 

 If we need some concrete illustration of what the world is like prior to its 

severance from subtle meaning, we need look no further than the depictions of sumi-e 

painters...or of haiku poets.  Haiku poetry gives us the world’s essencing in its fullest 

possible sense, where subtle and overt manifestation function as one, and do so without 

seam, as a single unfolding. 

 

 8. Free Meaning.  The vision of haiku is of one world, not two.  Nonetheless, the 

haiku poet is normally, like many of us, a resident of two worlds, a Platonist—in spite of 

the non-dual character of eastern philosophy and religion.  There is in human nature a 

leaning toward dualism that seeks to divide the structure of meaning into wholly separate 

spheres.  Consequently, the movement towards awakening, towards the interpenetration 

or unification of the mundane and the sublime, towards haiku, is an ever-renewed 

movement out of dualism toward oneness. 

 Even so, it must be admitted that dualism is an improvement on ordinary 

blinkered awareness in that it at least recognises something beyond the mere fact-world.  

Seen in this light, the Platonic sense of two worlds has provisional validity and must be 

counted as a step toward awakening.  Indeed, it provides an interimly useful perspective 

on things.  Practically speaking, the situation is that we are cut off from a certain sphere of 
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meaning (here called “subtle”) which we need to recover in order to continue our journey 

toward the original reality, the place where we, more or less unresponsively, already are.  

A part of our experience is dormant.  An additional mode of perception seems called for. 

 Measures advised by eastern philosophy to recover this additional sense can, in 

many respects, resemble the Platonic method of looking away from the world in order to 

see its essence.  In Buddhism, for instance, there is often the sense of looking in two 

directions at once:  both toward the world and away from it, into openness, the void, 

emptiness, freedom, the yet-unfilled space of secret meaning: 

 

 Evidently, what may be designated an inner or a higher perception, which 

expresses itself through the ordinary senses, but which is not bound by 

them, must be awakened, if the spirit is to be satisfied with itself. 

  The final goal of all the Buddhist disciplines is the awakening of this 

inner sense...
8
 

 

 

  The intellect represents the Prajñā [the awakened faculty] as sitting 

astride of the two realms of existence... [even though] as far as the Prajñā 

itself is concerned it is not conscious of such a division...
9
 

 

 

 The Bodhisattva lives this mystery... His eye turns in two opposite 

directions, inwardly and outwardly...
10

 

 

 Haiku poetry rarely makes reference to exotic modes of perception, though there 

are occasionally hints of this: 

 

 shitagau ya     oto naki hana mo     mimi mo oku 

 

     follow~ 

    voiceless flowers speak 

     to the inmost ear 

        Onitsura 

 

Bashō hints at a parallel activity in flowers themselves, though the depiction seems 

intended mainly as an evocation of the intuitive faculties of the reader: 
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 hi no michi ya     aoi katamulu     satsukiame 

 

     the sun’s path ~ 

    hollyhocks bend with it 

     in the May rains 

 

 As noted in the preceding chapters, I am reluctant to use the term “perception” in 

reference to the attunement described above, principally because haiku poetry itself so 

rarely refers to special modes of perception.  The poet’s responsiveness to subtle moods 

and resonances can, and typically does, indicate an added sensitivity, but the very word 

mood suggests something nearer and more integral to the poet than whatever might be 

revealed as an object of perception.  In what respect are the moods and intimations of 

haiku “objects of perception”?  Perhaps, in line with Suzuki’s comments, our notion of 

perception needs to be expanded to include an intimate inward movement that proceeds in 

conjunction with our alertness to the phenomenal world. 

 I suggest that, for the moment, we dualistically reserve the term perception for its 

usual contexts and regard the moods, intimations and subtle relations of haiku as sheer 

givens, without reference to perceptual agencies.  They are, in accordance with the haiku 

perspective on nature, free arisings—like the appearance of the world itself.  The same 

granting-bestowing-essencing principle that gives us a visible world, together with its 

causal and cultural relationships, also gives us intimations, insights and meanings with 

respect to the subtle relations among things and with respect to their ultimate source.  

These intimations are not extraneous givens but constitute our most basic sense of 

existence which precedes particular objects and serves as the matrix for their unfolding.  

In haiku, as in life, such fundamental meanings are connected with perceptible 

phenomena yet surpass them, since the meanings cannot always be phenomenally 

justified.  Hence, we appear to be dealing with a region of manifestly free meaning or free 

knowledge, akin to religious revelation.  In other words, the most fundamental meanings 

do not have the character of coming from the world but from its very source.  Because 

they directly attest to the truth of that source, they have priority over our thoughtful 

inferences about the world, which typically recognise no such free origin.  This cannot be 

called perception because nothing new is in fact perceived.  It is, rather, instant, 

spontaneous or automatic knowledge, there being, in sum, no vehicle of knowledge 

whatever. 

 In Bashō’s poem about the crow, the sense of an internal connection between its 

elements as well as with the hidden matrix of nature is simply “given” above and beyond 

the words of the poem.  There seems to be nothing more to say about the situation, save 
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that a hidden sphere of essencing is indicated and that this interpenetrates with the 

appearance of things. 

 Recalling Suzuki’s definition of satori as an “awakening in the Unconscious” (see 

Chapter Fifteen), we might restate this in terms of our suddenly becoming aware of the 

hidden or unconscious factors that surround our knowledge of things in the world.  Yet, in 

doing so, we must not forget that, for Suzuki, the Unconscious does not merely refer to 

the unsuspected or suppressed contents of our own minds but to the inmost spirit of all 

nature, to hon-i itself.  Hence, “awakening in the Unconscious” is an awakening to the 

entire sphere of subtle essencing.  Moreover, this is, properly speaking, not something we 

perceive but something we are, something that we are joined to at the root of things, a 

dimension that we are a part of.  To state the matter plainly, we do not require vehicles of 

perception for that which we fundamentally are. 

 The difficulty with the above account is that our perceptions of the world are so 

obviously important.  Would we divine the inner meaning of Bashō’s crow-on-the-branch 

poem without the images that he provides?  The resolution of the difficulty, and the 

overcoming of absolute dualism, is to accept that subtle and overt spheres function as one, 

indeed, are a single movement, and that both refer to the same essential attunement.  This 

can be verified in experience.  The more we perceptually go out of ourselves, toward 

nature, leaving behind our thoughtful considerations about it (those subjective thoughts 

and feelings that normally usurp the inward sphere), the more we are apprised of its 

inmost, non-phenomenal, meaning.  The same free spirit that opens us to the phenomenal 

world opens us inwardly
11

 to its non-phenomenal source and meaning.  Nonetheless, the 

latter has priority.  Strictly speaking, non-phenomenal meaning precedes the world and is 

the foundation of our having any awareness of it whatever.  In this broad (and many will 

say “trivial”) sense, we do divine the meaning of Bashō’s poem ahead of the words:  it is 

the free-space of awareness or the bare sense of present existence prerequisite to the 

poem’s appearance in consciousness.  Later, the words of the poem become part of a 

further awakening within that original dimension. 

 What I am suggesting throughout is that perception, or reception, needs to be 

considered in the context of a wider and more fundamental movement, that of opening, 

understood also as a freeing.  In paying attention to the phenomenal world, we open our 

eyes and ears.  But the opening in question is neither fundamentally nor exclusively a 

physical one:  we do not physically open our ears.  Prior to, and as the basis of whatever 

physical reception, we open our minds or hearts.  That is, an overall spirit of opening is 

evoked, in which is implied a kind of liberation, an entry into the sphere of revealed 

freedom.  If our attention is not half-hearted and not wholly exhausted in perceptual 

objects but retains some connection with perception’s underlying spirit and meaning, we 
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already participate in the sphere of free meaning.  In haiku terms, we already “grow into” 

the subtle dimension that is the source of the poetry and the ultimate context of its 

speaking.  The words are a concrete expression or spelling-out of what we already 

understand, however vaguely.  They answer or amplify that original understanding in 

specific forms—indicating that the concrete world has this potential of flashing back or 

heightening primary meaning. 

 Hence, there are not two sorts of attunement.  The poet does not really gaze in two 

directions.  From the outset, poetic attunement is to the single, opening spirit of freedom 

that is the heart of things, in which our perceptions of concrete things in the world and our 

free insights with regard to them belong to the same basic freeing.  I assert that such 

freeing or opening is the primitive or original context of perception before becoming an 

object of scientific scrutiny.  Still, the modern notion of perception accurately reflects the 

double-faceted character of much experience and, in that respect, makes a useful 

distinction between subtle and overt domains.  What is called for is not an erasing of that 

distinction but a fuller understanding of knowledge (namely, as an ongoing revelation), 

which allows us to see through or beyond the distinction to a single underlying sense.  In 

general, the haiku perspective recommends that the world, in both its subtle and its gross 

aspects, be viewed as a continual unfolding of truth from secret regions, as a continual 

revelation from unknown depths. 

 Implied in such a perspective is faith (another word for openness) in the hidden 

aspect of essencing to freely deliver its own insights.  Interestingly, the awakening of 

prajñā in eastern philosophy is defined as “unattainable.”  It cannot be seized or grasped.  

“Absolutely solitary,” “unattainable,” “unattached,” “not abiding anywhere,” “not 

depending on anything,” “pathless,” “trackless”
12

:  these are all characterisations of the 

inmost regions of understanding—and they are all correlatives of freedom.  To 

acknowledge that a certain principle of natural freedom, not arbitrariness or chance, is at 

work in the world, as well as in ourselves, and to set it free to operate in its own 

mysterious fashion is to draw near to the inmost meaning of openness. 

 

 9. Revealed Nothingness.  Everything in enlightenment hinges on the precise 

significance of the term “nothingness” or mu.  The Buddhist masters did not arrive at the 

term arbitrarily or for lack of a better word.  They settled on it because there is, quite 

literally, nothing in the primary sphere of meaning that can be taken as a gross something. 

 In terms of perceptual objects or events, in terms of measurable forces or activities, it is a 

void. 

 In spite of this, there arise, together with our perceptions of things in the world, 

recurring intimations of a mysterious and everpresent source.  That is, the “hidden and 
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dark” (yūgen) is in fact given forth, as a creative and meaningful outpouring.  To be sure, 

the core-principle, the extremity of the void, is forever unknowable as an object;  in that 

respect, it is a nothingness absolute, a permanent enigma.  Nonetheless, that cognizance 

itself is revealed in the world, specifically through the mysterious intimations that just 

“come to us.”  In a manner of speaking, the void’s inmost principle both is and is not 

revealed:  we know of it but never know it completely, never exhaust its mystery.  

Practically, the sense of mystery that surrounds a world that simply is, and is without 

reason, is in fact the givenness (and hiddenness) of the source.  Here, the sense of mystery 

is not something that stands between us and the ultimate truth, something that must be 

overcome or dispelled;  it is the revealed aspect of the source itself.  That is, we need to let 

mystery be mystery.  Penetration or insight does not signify a defeating of mystery but 

sinking ourselves into it, releasing it to its nature, attempting to meet it on its own ground. 

 That the world simply is, and is without reason, does not suggest that we can now dismiss 

all ultimate concerns;  rather, it bids us to sink ourselves into the profound, magical 

significance of the “simply” and the “without reason.”  If we do so, and if the hidden and 

dark comes to meet us in this, then the entire world suddenly rings in a different key. 

 Haiku resonance can be understood only within the context of an open or free 

attunement that includes but does not exhaust itself in perception.  It is an attunement to 

the greater world-essencing of spirit.  The a-causal or a-logical associations of haiku are 

precisely that;  things are related simply because they are—which is ultimately also the 

case with respect to cause and effect relationships, though in a fashion that tends to cover 

over their original givenness.  That many haiku relationships are without causal 

foundation is no argument against their validity;  rather, their very groundlessness offers 

as a glimpse into the mystery of the void. 

 

A Scientific Postscript 

 

 Throughout the discussion I have avoided reference to fully-articulated, internal 

forces or mechanisms, such as those studied by science.  In accordance with the principle 

of spontaneity that is the basis of haiku poetry, essencing or the play of nature cannot be 

regarded as a force or mechanism but the utter absence of these.  This is perhaps the 

crucial difference between eastern and western notions of nature.  Eastern philosophy 

does not so much object to the particular findings of science as to the scientific attitude 

that investigates nature’s activities without regard for its profoundly unmechanical, do-

nothing essence. 

 Yet it is interesting to consider how a poetically-inclined scientist, or a 

scientifically-inclined poet, might explain the phenomenon of haiku resonance.  In The 
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Black Goddess and the Unseen Real,
13

 poet and science journalist Peter Redgrove takes 

up many of the same issues that have concerned us here, though without specific reference 

to haiku poetry.  The sort of intimation that I have called “free meaning” is attributed by 

Redgrove to “non-visual bodily feelings”
14

 (author’s italics), meaning subtle nuances of 

taste, smell, sound, touch—including sensitivity to electromagnetic, infrared and 

atmospheric energies—all mixed together in a single subliminal synaesthesia, a single 

unconscious sense, largely unknown to us owing to the visual and intellectual bias of our 

culture.  Redgrove associates this sense with the free enjoyment of sex, the feminine 

principle and the superior sensory faculties of some animals.  With respect to the latter, he 

cites the work of South African naturalist Eugene Marais, who has used hypnosis to 

regress human subjects in his experiments to more rudimentary and more highly-receptive 

modes of perception.  Apparently, such keen sensitivity is largely inhibited by “high 

mentality and when this mentality becomes dormant under hypnosis the inhibition is 

removed.”
15

 

 Reporting on the amazing sensitivity of insects to infrared frequencies, the subject 

of entomological studies by Philip S. Callahan, Redgrove says: 

 

  The Japanese use the word Ukiyo to denote a feeling for the minute 

and transitory detail of the world, and for things felt by intuition rather 

than seen through the eyes.  Callahan translates this ukiyo as ‘the fleeting-

floating world’ and compares it to the invisible energy-structures among 

which the insects studied by him live. 

  ...Perhaps, he muses, humans have the remnants of the ability to 

perceive the ‘invisible fleeting-floating world’.
16

 

 

 Redgrove himself maintains that our ability to tap this subtle sense is enhanced by 

relaxation, an attitude of openness and playfulness, as well as by imagination.  Because 

subtle perception seems connected with no sensory vehicle, it often appears as 

imagination, that is, as spontaneous mental experience.  Indeed, imagination can be 

cultivated, as in the case of many Romantic poets, to provide an outlet for unconscious 

intimations that would otherwise remain unexpressed.  Thus, Redgrove speaks of 

“attending to the imagination in order to experience a state of unknowing which is 

actually charged with knowledge, to partake of which requires a profound shift of 

consciousness.”
17

 

 In strict terms, however, “imagination” refers beyond images to their unseen 

source: 
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  By imagination, therefore, is meant not the streams of conversations 

and images that rush through the mind in its usual state... It is rather in the 

first instance that blackness which to the full ego is depression, but which 

to one who can wait or transform...is that satisfactory emptiness that is 

achieved in relaxation and meditation...the ‘lightness’, the ‘relaxation 

response’.
18

 

 

This is reminiscent of the Japanese void referred to in my argument.  And in fact 

Redgrove’s theory parallels my own observations on several counts, most notably with 

respect to the attitude of openness or “lightness” that is required for intimations of 

resonance and with respect to the active cultivation of “a state of unknowing which is 

actually charged with knowledge,” in short, the mood of mystery (yūgen). 

 Again, he quotes Jungian analyst, Patricia Berry, on the need to unite the 

phenomenal realm (as represented by the mythical figure of Demeter) with the hidden 

realm (as represented by Demeter’s underworld daughter, Persephone): 

 

 to notice upperworld differences is at the same time to perceive by means 

of an underworld consciousness of invisibles.  Thus what we have called 

perception is not so in the ordinary sense of the word, but a deepening of 

concrete objects by perceiving them as germinations of the realm of 

Hades.  From this perspective the concrete natural world, unlike the 

mystical denial of it, is the very way and expression of soul.  

Demeter/Persephone sees so deeply into objects that she sees through 

them.  And when one sees so deeply into nature, the life of the sprout 

above the ground takes on a depth significance beneath the ground.
19

  

(Note—I have supplied a slightly fuller quotation than appears in 

Redgrove.) 

 

Basically, this position is the same as my own, and I observe that Berry also has 

reservations about the word “perception” as it applies to such knowledge. 

 Naturally, I am unable in this postscript to present Redgrove’s thesis with any 

degree of completeness.  Also, there must be many other scientific approaches to the same 

questions that he addresses.  Yet I feel that Redgrove’s argument is representative of the 

way in which science might deal with the problem of haiku resonance, if it chose to do so. 

 Whatever the poetic objections to his theory, it should not be dismissed.  Subliminal 

stimuli surely play a part in perception and there is no reason why these might not be 

enhanced, made more conscious.  Part of the haiku poet’s job is to be minutely aware of 

perceptual nuances that are overlooked by other people, and the spirit of openness itself, 

such as described in the preceding pages, allows for a more or less unlimited expansion of 

the perceptual field.  Likewise, the various recommendations for relaxation, openness and 
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“lightness” are certainly right-headed. 

  

 Nonetheless, I disagree with the theory on one important point.  What Redgrove 

calls “imagination” and attributes to the workings of subliminal senses, I see as sheer 

givenness or “free meaning,” and note that poets and scientists alike speak of their 

inspirations as arising “from nothing” or coming “out of the blue.”  I will allow that many 

haiku associations may, indeed, spring from subtle perceptual sources but insist that their 

ultimate, meaningful core cannot be traced to any phenomenal cause.  The main problem 

with Redgrove’s theory, as I see it, is precisely that it cannot account for the arising of 

poetic meaning with respect to phenomena, however subtle.  To increase the sensible field 

is only to increase the number of data observed.  For that data to have any meaning, in the 

sense of sabi, yūgen or “lightness,” it must be informed by a free or non-perceptual region 

that functions as one with perception while remaining prior to and not limited by it.  This 

region and its source-principle can never be the objects of a scientific study.  They can 

never be described in terms of forces or mechanisms—and must not be. 

 Tellingly, Redgrove says of this magical side of human experience: 

 

 

  All this seems fable if the ‘how’ is missing.  But we now know more 

of the ‘how’;  science subverting its orthodoxy has shown us how we may 

believe in wonders that everybody experiences...
20

 

 

 

 The point with regard to haiku poetry is that we must believe, rather, understand, 

without the “how.”  Creation, if it is genuine creation, the primordial sense of nature, is 

without a “how.”  Indeed, until we begin to understand the profound significance of this 

“how-lessness,” we have not understood nature at all.  Yet such spontaneity is exactly 

what science seeks to eradicate in its never-ending quest for forces and mechanisms.  It is, 

so to speak, always looking up nature’s sleeve for a trick—instead of relaxing and 

enjoying the show, in accordance with Redgrove’s own prescriptions for deeper insight.  

His quest for a scientific foundation for poetic feeling is undermined from the start, for 

science is not simply a broad discipline to which poetry may be annexed, it is essentially 

anti-poetic. 
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 Chapter Seventeen 
 
 Plainness: 
 
 The Eloquence of the Ordinary 

 

 

   What is important is to keep your mind 

high in the world of true understanding and 

yet not to forget the value of that which is 

low.  Seek always the truth of beauty, but 

always return to the world of common 

experience. 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 "Leastness.”—Matter-of-factness.—Directness, earthiness.—Intimacy.—Lightness.—Poverty 

and the path of ease.—The poet’s character and vocation.—Haiku pyrotechnics.—The simple 

self.—The scarecrow motif.—Scarecrow and skylark. 

 

 Paradoxically, whatever lofty intimations come to us in haiku do so by way of the 

common, the ordinary, the everyday (zoku).  Yet the most representative haiku do not give 

us the impression of someone struggling to implant deep meaning into ordinary situations 

(as might be supposed from the above advice by Bashō) but of someone discovering a 

natural connection between what is highest or best and what is lowest and least assuming: 

 

 

 



 
 

  243 

 fūryū no     hajime ya oku no     taue uta 

 

     high art’s 

    beginning ~ a back-country 

     rice-planting song 

        Bashō 

 

 The association of high and low is, of course, not unique to haiku.  It is of special 

importance to the Japanese culture generally, as evidenced by the sublime poverty (wabi) 

of the tea ceremony and the rough-hewn elegance of many of the plastic arts.  It also refers 

beyond Japanese culture to a spiritual truth recognised throughout the world:  “Sanity is a 

haircloth sheath/ With a jewel underneath” (Lao-tzu),
2
 “For he who is least among you is 

greatest” (Jesus Christ),
3
 “Poverty, when measured by the natural purpose of life, is great 

wealth, but unlimited wealth is great poverty” (Epicurus).
4
 

 In Zen Buddhism, to which haiku poetry, Japanese culture and world religion owe 

so much, the sphere of the commonplace is flatly equated with that of the sublime, so that 

the “perfect mirror” of enlightenment is said to be a “broken earthen pot,”
5
 the highest 

aspect of reality is deemed “nothing wonderful”
6
 and the tao or way of Zen is curtly 

defined as “everyday mindedness.”
7
  In its boldest declaration of all, Zen affirms that 

samsura (the realm of birth and death) is, in fact, nirvana,
8
 a statement tantamount to the 

early Christian declaration that the kingdom of God is at hand—understood not in 

reference to some approaching event but as a disclosure of life’s present meaning.  The 

point is that, whatever indications to the contrary, this is nirvana, here the kingdom of 

heaven, now the spiritual realm: 

 

 The Master commented, “In the daytime we have sunlight;  in the evening 

we have lamplight.  What is spiritual light?”  The monk made no answer.  

The Master answered for him:  “Sunlight, lamplight.”
9
 

 

 Yet for all Zen’s audacity, haiku goes even further than Zen in wealth of specific 

examples and evocativeness of language.  The Zen masters, in common with Lao-tzu and 

Jesus, may have powerfully affirmed the value of “leastness,” but haiku provides the most 

concrete elaboration of it.  Indeed, no religious teaching, no philosophy, no literature of 

whatever culture illustrates the correspondence of high and low as simply, insightfully and 

variously as haiku.  Yet it does so almost offhandedly, without apparent need to drive 

home a point.  Plainness of word and subject-matter makes the point naturally, of itself. 
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 In particular, the following sorts of eloquent plainness are apparent in haiku: 

 

 1. Matter-of-factness.  Of all forms of poetry, haiku relies least on symbol, 

metaphor and allusion.  When poets speak of a mountain road, they mean a mountain 

road.  That does not prevent the reader from associating it with a spiritual ascent or a 

pathway to the heavens, but that is the reader’s business;  the poets themselves are relating 

aspects of a journey into the mountains. 

 That does not mean that they are ignorant of the evocative possibilities of their 

words;  quite the contrary.  The point is that the mountain road has of itself a multitude of 

associations, including that of a spiritual ascent.  We use the word “elevation” in reference 

to spiritual matters because the connection suggests itself freely, naturally.  The mountain 

road does not need to be especially symbolic of a spiritual ascent since that is in fact part 

of its meaning.  In the final tally, it is a mountain road, with all associations operative at 

once. 

 Haiku does not have to rely on symbol, metaphor or allusion because our natural 

understanding of things is a good deal richer than the literalist supposes.  Poets can speak 

plainly of ordinary things because, from the haiku perspective, things already have a 

wealth of meaning, spiritual and otherwise.  Consequently, haiku statements of flat fact 

can intimate the most profound spiritual truths.  The rule seems to be that the more 

faithfully poets stick to the letter of things, the more nearly they also approach the inmost 

spirit: 

 

 taorureba     taoruru mama no     niwa no kasa 

 

     toppled, 

    it falls just so ~ 

     garden grass 

        Ryōkan 

 

 sakura saku koro     tori ashi no hon     uma shi hon 

 

     cherries in bloom 

    birds with two legs 

     horses with four 

        Onitsura 

 

 



 
 

  245 

 2.   Directness, earthiness.  Great haiku poets do not hesitate to call things by their 

common names, however vulgar.  As Bashō says, “in the poetry of haiku ordinary words 

are used”
10

: 

 

 massuga na     shoben ana ya     kada no yuki 

 

     arrow-straight  

    the piss-hole ~ 

     snow round back 

        Issa 

 

 daitoko no     kuso hiri owasu     kareno kana 

 

     a high priest 

    doth a shit upon 

     the withered moor ~ 

        Buson 

 

 The earthy language of the above haiku goes together with the earthy nature of the 

situations depicted.  Both indicate a certain dedication to plain truth, the full truth of life, 

whatever that may be.  (Incidentally, the Buson poem derives much of its power from a 

clever contrast of august and lowly levels of speaking.)  Haiku masters do not “edit” their 

experience in order to arrive at subject matter that is “suitable” for poetry.  The true haijin 

is precisely one who does not turn aside at the proper moment.  As Bashō puts it:  “There 

is no subject whatever that is not fit for hokku.”
11

  Accordingly, we have the following 

unvarnished reports: 

 

 

 harukaze ni     shiri wo fukaruru     yaneya kana 

 

     spring winds 

    lifting the skirts of 

     the thatcher ~ 

        Issa 
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 nomi shirami     uma no nyō suru     makuramoto 

 

     fleas  lice 

    a horse peeing 

     beside my pillow 

        Bashō 

 

 fuyu kaze ni     tsurushite toboshi     kawaya gami 

 

     winter wind ~ 

    dangling fluttering 

     shithouse-paper 

        Dakotsu 

 

 

 The earthiness of haiku is not especially meant to shock us.  Neither are we meant 

to be impressed by the poets’ ability to stare reality in the face as well as the next fellow.  

Rather, we are given an open account of life that leaves nothing out, and definitely 

includes all that pertains to the natural person, the simple self of every man and woman 

that eats, sleeps and shits, in common with all life’s creatures.  Far from being 

embarrassed by our bodily condition, poets recognise it as part of our connection with the 

earth and with other worldly beings.  The direct language is evidence of their 

unembarrassed willingness to own this connection. 

 Such forthrightness grows out of an unmistakable tenderness for life, in all its 

aspects.  The earthiness of haiku poets is not the banter of barroom brawlers;  it is the 

salty familiarity of old friends who know us well and feel that they do not have to tread 

carefully around certain topics.  Their gentle roughness is the key that unlocks whatever is 

common, lowly or vulgar and shows it to contain something altogether wholesome, 

natural and right.  Owing to this clear-sighted tenderness, we are admitted to a very 

private region... 

 

 3. Intimacy.  In haiku, we encounter the world in its utter nakedness, its original 

rawness.  There is something exposed and slightly jarring about what we are shown, in 

ways that are disturbingly familiar, as when we spot someone’s false teeth in a glass or 

notice the unconscious set of a person’s face.  Initially, it seems as if we have invaded 

some privacy, ultimately including that of plants and stones, but, of course, we have not 

intruded at all, since the world is in fact our home.  The initial shock of strangeness 



 
 

  247 

becomes a smile of recognition. 

 Intimacy does not exclusively refer to that openness or vulnerability that we 

reserve for special friends.  It describes an entire region or dimension of life, a certain way 

of being in the world, a direct and personal manner of relating to people and things 

generally.  Implied in it is the recognition that there, at the most basic level of existence, is 

a general complicity in being here and in being just so that bids us to drop our formal airs 

and make ourselves at home.  Haiku plainness finally relates to this unguarded or open 

attitude to life.  In haiku, we feel that we are being admitted to the most private and most 

familiar recesses of being.  We are somehow all joined together in our leastness: 

 

 aki no yo ya     tabi no otoko no     harishigoto 

 

     autumn nightfall ~ 

    a traveller 

     at his needlework 

        Issa 

 

 hashi ochite     hito kishi ni ari     natsu no tsuki 

 

     bridge down 

    people on the bank ~ 

     a summer moon 

        Taigi 

 

 hito ie ni     yujō mo netari     tsuki to hagi 

 

     in this same inn 

    loose women have slept ~ 

     moon and bush-clover 

        Bashō 

 

 

The mood of intimacy embraces plants and animals as well: 
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 onakama ni     neko mo za toru ya     toshiwasure 

 

     as one of us 

    the cat takes its seat ~ 

     New Year’s Eve 

        Issa 

 

Ultimately, nothing is excluded.  Nothing need seem distant or alien.  We may have a 

direct, personal, one-to-one relationship even with particular clouds: 

 

 ano kumo ga     otoshita ami ni     nurete iru 

 

     That’s the cloud 

    that dropped the rain 

     left me soaking 

        Santōka 

 

 In the end, the mood of plainness, commonness or simple intimacy is not different 

from the mood of openness referred to throughout this study.  Yet it shows the precise 

nuance of openness that is distinctly haiku, a feeling, human-hearted openness, as 

opposed to sterile objectivity, and it defines the precise sphere of being that unites both 

nature and mankind: 

 

 koe sumite     hokuto ni hibiku     kinuta kana 

 

     clear sounds 

    echo to the northern stars 

     a fulling-block ~ 

        Bashō 

 

 

 4. Lightness.  One of the features of haiku (and of haikai no renga generally) that 

distinguishes it from previous forms of Japanese poetry is its lightness of tone and 

subject-matter, which critics of the time regarded as vulgar.  Yet this is part of what 

endeared haiku to the common folk:  that the poet could look honestly upon the human 

condition, and smile.  Humour is a way of seeing things plainly, relating to them 

intimately and obtaining a kind of liberation from the wheel of suffering: 
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 hito hitori     hae mo hitotsu ya     ozashiki 

 

     one person 

    and one fly ~ 

     the great room 

        Issa 

 

 kimi hi wo take     yoki mono misen     yukimaruge 

 

     start the fire 

    I’ll show you something ~ 

     a snowball 

        Bashō 

 

 In the later (and unjustly neglected) poetry of Bashō (see Chapter Five), this same 

sense of lightness (as karumi) evolves into a clear intuition of the sublime interrelatedness 

of high and low, vast and insignificant, cosmic and human, universal and particular: 

 

 aki fukaki     tonari wa nani wo     suru hito zo 

 

     autumn deepens 

    how does my neighbour 

     earn his crust 

        Bashō 

 

 

 5. Poverty and the Path of Ease.  Enough has already been said in earlier parts of 

this study about wabi or “elegant poverty” to show its relatedness to the theme of 

plainness.  What merits stressing is that poverty (or leastness) constitutes a way of going 

about things that is at once in tune with nature and delightfully easy to follow.  The idea is 

that by adjusting our desires downward and relating to things directly, informally, in the 

way that they already are, going along with their natures rather than fighting against them, 

we find that they cooperate with us, make our paths easy: 
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 yama mizu ni     kome wo tsukasete     hirune kana 

 

     mountain water 

    grinding the rice 

     as I nap ~ 

        Issa 

 

 taku hodo wa     kaze ga mote kuru     ochiba kana 

 

     fire-building 

    the wind brings 

     fallen leaves ~ 

        Ryōkan 

 

This is the way of simple people around the world, and in it the poet recognises something 

of the sublime, the happy coincidence of man and nature, when both operate according to 

the same easy, self-effacing principle. 

 

  

 

 Doubtless, the above types of plainness could be deliberately cultivated as poetic 

techniques, but the best haiku seem rather to be natural expressions of the poet’s character 

and vocation.  In reference to himself, Bashō says:  he “resembles a priest but is soiled by 

the dirt of the world;  and he resembles a layman but has a shaven head.”
12

  As soiled 

priests or shaven-headed laymen, haiku poets stick to the way of the world (“The way of 

the world and the way of haikai are not distinct things.” Bashō);
13

  their poetry grows out 

of this common ground.  Bashō, Issa, Ryōkan, Shiki, Santōka, all lived lives of quiet 

poverty in which the ordinary doings of men, women and nature were the raw material for 

their poems. 

 Indeed, there is a sense in which haijin are themselves the least of the creatures 

that they live among.  If they appear in their poetry at all (a rare occurrence in the case of 

Bashō’s most characteristic work), it is usually as laughable, pathetic or all-too-human 

figures, as viewed by their elderly shadows.  Hardly anywhere are there indications that 

the poets make much of themselves.  Here, Bashō’s analogy of the poet with the priest is 

especially apt, for it brings to mind the association of the spiritual life with egolessness or 

self-minimisation.  In the case of the haijin priesthood, this has more the character of 

good-humoured acceptance than of outright rejection, a certain benevolent outside-oneself 
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orientation. 

 From a practical perspective, the more captivating one’s personality, the more one 

tends to be captivated by it oneself, and the less likely to open beyond it.  This principle 

can be noted in many unsuccessful haiku.  A technically dazzling effect may actually 

prevent us from seeing past the poem, into the sphere of insight or free meaning;  it falls 

short of being a good haiku precisely because of its glitter: 

 

 koe karete     saru no ha shiroshi     mine no tsuki 

 

     its voice failing 

    the monkey’s teeth flash ~ 

     moon on the ridge 

        Kikaku 

 

Of this poem Bashō is reported to have said:  “You have the weakness of trying to say 

something unusual.  You seek a splendid verse in far-off things, but it is in things around 

you.”
14

  I suggest that such pyrotechnics are an outgrowth of a personality that has got in 

the way of itself, a luxury that costs too much for the poet, whose goal is union with the 

greater life of things. 

 Of course, everyone has a personality, and in fact poets like Ryōkan and Issa are 

valued largely for their individuality.  Yet in both cases, the ego, for all its uniqueness or 

originality, does not appear to take up much space;  its ruggedness blends in with the 

lowly poetic landscape in such a fashion that it is expressive of the candour and simplicity 

of nature itself.  In each case, the poet has achieved union with his simple self, his 

personal existence in its leastness.  This is the haircloth gem of Lao-tzu—a product, I 

suggest, not of self-abnegation, in the usual religious sense, but of the same clear-sighted 

tenderness referred to earlier, directed here towards the poet’s own person.  Indeed, I feel 

that it is precisely because these poets have first extended compassion to themselves that 

their egos have assumed their proper dimensions, for all practical purposes becoming 

empty, invisible or transparent, thus allowing the poets to see beyond themselves and to 

extend the same open cordiality to the world. 

 

 

 Having previously drawn attention to the large number of haiku about skylarks 

and noted poets’ strong identification with those creatures as their own secret selves (see 

Chapter Thirteen), I now want to draw attention to another large body of haiku, in which 

haijin reveal a special bond with scarecrows.  If skylarks are representative of the 
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elevated, inmost self, scarecrows are equally representative of its humble, earth-bound, 

outward aspect. 

 In the rural Japan of Bashō and Issa, probably no figure was more common than 

that of the sometimes comical, sometimes pathetic scarecrow.  Judging from the number 

of poems written about it, itinerant poets must often have stopped beside lonely fields to 

reflect on the similarities between themselves and this straw man: 

 

 fukitaosu     okosu fukaruru     kakashi kana 

 

     blown over 

    raised up  blown over 

     the scarecrow ~ 

        Taigi 

 

 Only the scarecrow is more exposed to nature than the wandering poet.  Only the 

scarecrow knows a deeper poverty: 

 

 ōmizu wo     fumite taetaru     kakashi kana 

 

     in deep water 

    it stands resigned 

     the scarecrow ~ 

        Shiki 

 

Yet this same poverty or exposure is the basis for a kinship with the least of things.  As 

the farmers who erect them well know, scarecrows are more often companions than 

deterrents to the birds: 

 

 kakashi kara     kakashi e wataru     suzume kana 

 

     scarecrow to 

    scarecrow pass 

     the sparrows ~ 

        Sazanami 
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 ashimoto no     mame nusumaruru     kakashi kana 

 

     at its feet 

    beans are pilfered 

     the scarecrow ~ 

        Yayū 

 

The idea seems to be that the things of nature draw near the scarecrow because it lives on 

the same level with them.  It is open and hospitable in all weathers, like the great haiku 

poets themselves: 

 

 fuyu kite wa     kakashi ni tomaru     karasu kana 

 

     winter arrived 

    a scarecrow puts up 

     the crows ~ 

        Kikaku 

 

 From the world’s perspective, nothing is lower than the scarecrow.  It does 

nothing, is worth nothing and cuts a singularly pathetic figure, the same charges levelled 

against poets of every time and culture.  It is hollow, empty, filled with straw.  It is, by the 

world’s standards, void of life.  But as R. H. Blyth suggests, these are the very conditions 

required for true life: 

 

 These scarecrows have far more life than real people.  Why is this?  It is 

because they obey all the Buddhist and Christian precepts naturally.  They 

do not take care for the morrow;  they let the dead bury the dead.  And 

they are meek and pure in heart to all who seek a shelter in their rags and 

tatters.
15

 

 

 

Because they are empty, they are also free.  Because they are hollow, they offer suitable 

lodging for the greater life of nature: 
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 kirigirisu     naku ya kakashi no     sode no naka 

 

     grasshopper 

    cries ~ the scarecrow’s 

     empty sleeve 

        Chigetsu-ni 

 

 

 I submit that the scarecrow shares much in common with the simple, earth-bound 

self of the haiku poet, just as the skylark expresses something of the poet’s inward 

freedom and vitality.  In real-life terms, as well as in terms of Japanese seasonal 

associations (where the skylark is considered an aspect of spring, the scarecrow a feature 

of autumn), the connection is remote, and therefore alien to the haijin’s manner of 

speaking.  But in terms of the polar roles played by these two favourite themes, we see a 

hidden relation.  Skylark and scarecrow go together, as high and low, inward and outward, 

spring and autumn counterparts of the same poetic vision. 

 Haiku plainness, the outward, scarecrow-like aspect of haiku, derives from the 

unique path and character of the haiku poet, which in turn derive from a loving dedication 

to the lark-like spirit of nature.  As far as the great haijin are concerned, only a life of 

humble simplicity leaves room for the life of the spirit, and only plain truth sheds light on 

the Great Secret.  According to the criteria by which persons and their works are usually 

judged, haiku poets and their plainly-worded poems about everyday events seem nothing 

special.  Yet to those who recognise a profound correspondence between high and low, 

this “nothing special” is the essence of poetry: 

 

 fūryū no     hajime ya oku no     taue uta 

 

     high art’s 

    beginning ~  a back-country 

     rice-planting song 
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 Chapter Eighteen 
 
 The Creative Process: 
 
 Nature and Haiku Composition 

 

 

   The first lesson for the artist is...to follow 

nature, to be one with nature. 

 

        Bashō
1
 

 

 
 —The creative process in haiku as an extension of nature’s creativity.—Training.—The 

mind of the master.—Fūga-no-makoto.—The creative state.—The sense of freedom. —

Openness.—Shiki’s “dream.”—The mood of faith.—Mystery.—Newness—Sudden 

creation.—Touching up.—Universality.—Housman, Mozart.—Living haiku. 

 

 The summary and completion of Book Two is an account of the creative process 

in haiku, as illumined by conditions of formal training and by various texts describing the 

actual practice of composition and the frame of mind that classically accompanies it.  I 

will try to show that the sense of nature that informs the poems, determining their unique 

structure and flavour, is most fully revealed not in the poems alone but in the entire 

creative act of which they are a product. 

 Returning to and becoming one with nature, poets let it operate through them, not 

as an alien power but as something pertaining to their own secret selves.  Hence, 

according to the ideals set down by Bashō, haiku poetry is a natural arising, akin to the 

first snow of winter and the spilling forth of cherry blossoms in spring.  Its ultimate source 

is nature, whose inmost manner of operation is none other than that of poets in writing 
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their poems.  To understand the meaning of the creative act is to understand the meaning 

of nature. 

 The following pattern of creativity in haiku is largely based on Bashō’s teachings, 

as reported by his student Hattori Dohō.  In broad outline, it is valid for most serious 

haijin down to the present day. 

 

 

Training 

 

 Though the spontaneity of “poems composed with the ingenuous mind of a 

beginner”
2
 is highly prized in haiku, the creative act is traditionally considered to take 

place against a background of extensive training or preparation, beginning with the 

tutelage of a master poet.  The idea seems to be that, while everyone is born in tune with 

nature, adults depart from this original attunement and, therefore, need guidance in 

recognising, returning to and becoming one with their own natural powers.  There is also 

a suggestion in Japanese critical works that, given proper instruction and dedication, one 

can go even further in the direction of naturalness than animals and children. 

 Obviously, students have much to gain from a master concerning matters of form 

and style, but what they most seek is a first-hand acquaintance with the master’s mind or 

heart.  Dohō says:  “As one continues seeking with a single heart after the ‘mind’ of the 

master, one’s mind will gradually be imbued with the color and scent of the Master’s 

‘mind’, so that they finally become identified with his own.”
3
 

 To the western way of thinking, this smacks of indoctrination, sycophancy and 

imitation.  Yet the word “mind,” as Dohō uses it, does not refer to a set of thoughts or 

beliefs, or even to a given manner of expression;  it refers to a creative tuning or 

temperament that is aligned with nature and expresses itself differently in each person: 

 

 hyaku shō ya     tsuru hitosuji no     kokoro yori 

 

     one hundred fruits ~ 

    a single vine trails back 

     to the heart 

        Chiyo-jo 

 

In practice, it is those who go their own way, or misconstrue the promptings of the master, 

who are most likely to end up writing poetry in the manner of everybody else.  But what 

exactly is the mind of the master? 
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Fūga-No-Makoto 

 

 Fūga is related to fūryū, which Alan Watts translates as “wind-flow,” adding that 

the word has also the sense of “atmosphere”—specifically, the poetic atmosphere 

expressed by the moods sabi, wabi and so on.
4
  Thus, fūryū implies going with the flow of 

poetic feeling, attending to the open matrix of subtle meaning that surrounds things.  Fūga 

connotes this same artistic tuning, but with a touch of elegance or taste.  According to D. 

T. Suzuki, it is “refinement of life.”
5
 

 Fūga-no-makoto means, literally, “sincere fūga,” as distinct from artistic 

cleverness or dexterity, and has been translated as “genuineness of aesthetic creativity.”
6
  

This is a key concept in Bashō’s teaching, and it is employed in reference to the mind of 

the master as well as the spirit of creativity.  Dohō writes:  “Other than knowing the 

Master’s ‘mind’ there should be no path to tread toward ‘genuineness’.”
7
 

 As indicated, sincere fūga ultimately refers beyond the mind of the particular 

master and beyond “refinement of life” to the very heart of newness or creativity that is 

the source of all things.  In essence, fūga-no-makoto implies alignment with a mysterious 

principle of generation, without which fūga falls short of “genuineness” and easily 

degenerates into imitation, dilettantism or mere refinement.  Fūga-no-makoto is, 

therefore, a participation in nature’s “hidden and dark” wellsprings.  One approaches 

those wellsprings to the extent that one discerns, follows and otherwise “grows into” the 

subtle promptings that constitute nature’s primary sphere of revelation.  Still, as far as 

novice haijin are concerned, this sphere is the “ ‘mind’ of the master,” and that “original 

mind” is what the master tries to impart.  Thus, training consists chiefly in learning to 

recognise in the teacher a certain attunement, a certain refined sensibility, that attends 

sincere creation from unknown depths: 

 

 When one reaches the state where he is unattached and sings naturally, he 

can produce true haiku.  The haiku composed under this condition 

transcend what we call subjective or objective attitude. 

 

          Otsuji
8
 

 

Having identified and achieved union with this creative state, poets are free to pursue their 

own careers. 
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 In light of the above, Dohō elucidates what I take to be the definitive prescription 

for the creative act in haiku;  the word translated here as “idea” is properly understood as 

the creative state itself: 

 

 Having grasped the Master’s idea, put it into practice, and discipline 

yourself thereby in constant readiness, and once you are in the actual 

situation of creativity do not allow yourself to stunt the creative 

momentum by cogitations... If you have disciplined yourself in constant 

readiness and attained a certain ‘state of mind’, then as the creative 

sensibility is set in motion, it will itself immediately become a verse.
9
 

 

 

The Creative State 

 

 The precondition for successful haiku composition is attainment of an appropriate 

“state of mind,” one imbued with fūga-no-makoto.  From what has been said above, it is 

clear that this amounts to an awareness of subtle moods, such as sabi, wabi, yūgen, aware 

and karumi.  Taken as a whole, they define the creative state, as well as the field of nature 

to which the poems refer.  Meanwhile, we have gathered enough about haiku moods to be 

able to characterise fūga-no-makoto in familiar terms that cut across formal distinctions 

(sabi, wabi and the like), revealing the inherent belonging-together of the traditional 

moods, as well as the essential unity of the poet and nature.  As a prelude to creation, the 

haiku poet attends to or follows: 

 

 A. The Sense of Freedom.  There seems little doubt that Bashō’s motive for 

wandering was to achieve a condition of inward freedom that was also, perhaps 

not as incidentally as the Buddhist in him might have wished, coincident with the 

production of fine haiku.  In his poetic travel records, he refers to himself as “a 

cloud in the wind” and speaks of wayfaring in terms of leading “a totally liberated 

life.”
10

  Even where there is no explicit mention of freedom, the sense of it is 

everywhere apparent, usually as a mixture of surrender to chance and the feeling 

of open possibility: 

 

  Since I had nowhere permanent to stay, I had no interest whatever 

in keeping treasures, and since I was empty-handed, I had no fear 

of being robbed on the way.  I walked at full ease... I bent my steps 

in whatever direction I wished, having no itinerary to follow.  My 

only mundane concerns were whether I would be able to find a 

suitable place to sleep at night and whether the straw sandals were 
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the right size for my feet.  Every turn of the road brought me new 

thoughts and every sunrise gave me fresh emotions.
11

 

 

  Though the sense of freedom is here translated into a number of daily 

liberties, it has an overall spiritual or inward character, roughly equivalent to the 

Zen state of “non-abiding” or “abiding where there is no place to abide,” an 

inward abandon that Bashō acts out in his wandering.  Thus, earlier in the above 

journey, Bashō records:  “We celebrated our start by scribbling on our hats 

‘Nowhere in this wide universe have we a fixed abode—A party of two 

wanderers’.”
12

 

  This is the context of Bashō’s most characteristic poetry, and presumably 

the state of mind in which it was written.  Late in life, when he was no longer able 

to travel as freely as he liked, he cultivated it directly, in the relative absence of 

leafy paths, by evoking the mood of “lightness” or karumi.  Not all haijin, of 

course, can be described as wind-blown spirits or seekers of spiritual liberation 

but, for most Japanese poets, the character of Bashō’s life expresses the spirit of 

creativity in which the best haiku are written. 

 

 

 B. Openness.  This is already implied in the sense of freedom but has two 

specific nuances, one of which will be taken up under the next heading. 

  Openness proper is the spirit of the outside, of the Open of nature.  Though 

seldom given consideration as a sense in its own right, it is an important part of 

experience, without which we would not know whether we were dealing with 

things outside us or lost in our own inventions.  Fundamentally, it is the sense of 

present being and of being present (reflected in the use of the present tense in 

haiku, see Chapter Fourteen), even before specific realities claim our attention.  It 

is the open matrix in which present experience can come to light and show itself 

as having whatever measure of validity. 

  Though this seems only a roundabout description of wakeful attention, it 

has the advantage of identifying the exact quality of mind sought in 

Dohō’s/Bashō’s prescription for “constant readiness.”  It also fixes its exact 

location in immediate experience:  in the intimation of an outside.  Only to the 

extent that we follow the beckoning of something beyond and direct ourselves 

away from the interiority of all-consuming “cogitations,” do we awaken or come 

to life. 
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  Here, there is ever a possibility of going astray, particularly if we lose sight 

of what beckons and are distracted along the way.  The central difference between 

haiku responsiveness and ordinary attention is that the former implies a 

background sensitivity to the entire region of openness, as the living field within 

which life is unfolded (the experiential equivalent of yo haku or empty space in 

haiku poetry).  The latter tends to lose itself in particular involvements or objects 

of concern, to the extent that these cease to be appreciated at all. 

  Ultimately, it is the beckoning spirit of openness that leads Bashō to cast 

aside his worldly preoccupations and to follow a meandering path into the 

wilderness.  The same spirit occasions his comment:  “The gods seemed to have 

possessed my soul and turned it inside out.”
13

  And it is this sense too that is the 

theme of so many haiku after Bashō: 

 

 

 ōzora no shita     bōshi kaburazu 

 

     beneath the wide sky 

     no hat on my head 

        Hōsai 

 

 wake itte mo     wake itte mo     aoi yama 

 

     deeper 

    and deeper in ~ 

     green mountains  

        Santōka 

 

 yanefuki no     umi wo furimuku     shigure kana 

 

     a thatcher 

    turns to face the sea 

     light rain ~ 

        Jōsō 

  

 

  In and of itself, openness eludes exact description.  In Zen terms, it is 

muichibutsu-no-kyōgoi, “that is to say, ‘the domain where there is not a single 
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thing’ or ‘the state of no possession’...” but where “...every single object...is 

supposed to be still there...”
14

  Thus, it is a kind of no-thing-ness.  Nonetheless, as 

the feeling of the open field of nature, it is an essential ingredient of haiku 

experience, as can be gathered from the following account by Shiki: 

 

   I often spent the day, from past noon until dusk fell on the 

pasania tree, in a trance, looking at nothing in particular, as though 

drunk... 

   I...felt like a child given new life, and as though from then on I 

would grow sturdy together with the buds of clover.  Just then a 

yellow butterfly came flying by and as I watched it forage among 

the flowers in the hedge, my soul began to move out to it as though 

by instinct.  Together we visited the flowers, searched out 

fragrances, and alit in the buds of things.
15

 

 

 Here are all the familiar components of the haiku experience:  involvement in the 

external world, the unique outside-oneself orientation and immersion in the 

inmost life of things.  Yet the experience begins “in a trance, looking at nothing in 

particular, as though drunk...” 

  Drunk on what?  There is no need to suppose that Shiki is transported by 

his own thoughts or inventions.  On the contrary, the passage suggests that he is 

thoughtless, intoxicated by the pure exhilaration of the outside.  He is immersed, 

first and foremost, not in a butterfly but in the spirit of the Open.  His “trance” is 

in fact a keen receptivity to the entire field of nature. 

  Yet, once again, the notion of openness proves to be far from straight-

forward in conventional terms.  Though related to wakeful attention and objective 

reality, it also surpasses these.  Shiki continues: 

 

  ...I was beside myself, lost in ecstasy.  Suddenly coming to my 

senses, I noticed that I was feverish and feeling rather unwell.  I 

came indoors, closed the paper sliding door, and pulled the quilt 

over me;  yet in true reality I was dancing madly with the butterfly, 

now flown off over a broad, boundless plain.  In the midst of my 

dancing, several hundred butterflies gathered from somewhere, and 

as I gazed at them playing I realized that what seemed butterflies 

were all little children of the gods.
16

 

 

 We might be inclined to call this a simple fantasy or dream, however vivid.  But 

the situation is far from clear.  Shiki is still caught up in the sense of the Open, still 

apparently outside himself, “in ecstasy.”  Apart from a brief spell of “coming to 
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(his) senses,” the episode is all of a piece from beginning to end.  Yet is he awake 

and involved in present being, or asleep and totally lost in himself? 

  The key to the problem is in the words translated as “yet in true reality.”  

Obviously, Shiki considers his vision to have more validity than most ordinary 

experience.  He is awake and involved in present being—of a visionary sort.  The 

vision is not concocted but comes from a source outside (the usual sense of) 

himself;  it is unfolded before him in the manner of waking experience. 

  I suggest that the sphere of openness is wider than that of the concrete 

world and that there are areas of nature (therefore, of haiku) not fully explored.  I 

also suggest that there is a connection between haiku and visions, particularly 

those of a lucid, ecstatic and highly meaningful sort.  Both are associated with 

creativity and both partake of the sense of openness to something beyond.  In any 

event, haiku “readiness” is more originally conceived as an openness to subtle 

meanings that come from outside (the chief of which is the meaning of the outside 

itself, especially as freedom and the site of nature) than to mere worldly data.  In 

this respect, haiku is nearer to visionary experience than objective reportage: 

 

 ochiba chi     ni todoku ya jikan     yurumi keri 

 

     a fallen leaf  

    nears the earth ~ time 

     slackens  

        Shūson 

 

 

 C. The Mood of Faith.  Openness is related to faith, not as belief in specific 

doctrines but as a certain mood, the lilies-of-the-field quality that is for many 

readers the principal attraction of haiku: 

 

 tada tanome     hana mo hara hara     ano tōri 

 

     only trust ~ 

    petals drift down 

     just so 

        Issa 
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  In the context of formal training, faith begins as trust in the instruction of 

the master, but this rapidly becomes trust in the creative process itself.  In so far as 

the ideal of haiku composition is utterly spontaneous, unmediated creation, faith is 

essential in undercutting deliberation and freeing the natural wellsprings.  

“Disciples...motivated by their own arbitrary aspiration for even better poems, 

strive...in the futile exercise of the cogitative faculty, only to result in 

hindering...the free release of expressions.” (Dohō, apparently quoting Bashō)
17

 

  This suggests that the mood of faith, as the mood of letting-be, is itself the 

creative state that precedes composition.  If so, faith is associated with 

spontaneity.  It is, practically speaking, a matter of holding oneself open to a 

certain creative principle that is understood ahead of time to operate naturally, 

effortlessly, freely, mysteriously and of itself. 

  At the same time, the words “holding open” refer us back to the condition 

of “constant readiness.”  Fundamentally, faith differs from the openness discussed 

above only in that it is positively identified as a mood and in that it is plainly 

involved in the creative aspect of the outside:  the mysterious principle of 

spontaneity.  In essence, it is a dwelling in openness.  Putting aside thoughts and 

resting in faith, the poet is turned outward—not because there is no alternative but 

simply because that is the direction of faith.  Indeed, the mood of faith is not 

something one spins out of oneself but something one enters into, an aspect of the 

Open itself.  But the Open in question now shows itself as a mystery... 

 

 

 mori wo dete     hanayome kuru yo     tsuki no michi 

 

     from the forest 

    a bride emerges ~ 

     the moonlit path 

        Bōfha 

 

 

 D. Mystery.  Under the label of yūgen, this is counted among the traditional 

haiku moods.  Here, however, I take it to be fundamental to all of them, and not 

simply an instance.  Indeed, it could be described as an essential component in 

whatever experience of life’s magical dimension.  In a passage cited earlier 

(Chapter Four), D. T. Suzuki says of mystery: 
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  The feeling is all in all.  Cloudiness or obscurity or indefinability is 

indeed characteristic of the feeling.  But it would be a great 

mistake if we took this cloudiness for something experientially 

valueless or devoid of significance to our daily life.  We must 

remember that Reality or the source of all things is to the human 

understanding an unknown quantity, but that we can feel it in a 

most concrete way.
18

 

 

  The “unknown quantity” in haiku composition is the ultimate source of the 

poem.  In itself, it is forever beyond understanding or description, perhaps as we 

are forever beyond any manifestation of ourselves.  Yet, as Suzuki suggests, we 

draw near the source of life to the extent that we are engaged in the feeling of 

mystery, the unknown quantity’s revealed aspect.  With respect to haiku, such 

engagement pertains as much to its audiences as to its authors, indicating that the 

former too are implicated in creation:  finished poems must be effectively 

recreated through a fresh engagement in mystery.  The creative state demands that 

poets and their audiences not only endure the suspense of creation (or re-creation) 

but actively embrace it, invite it, let it be the mystery that it is.  This embracing of 

mystery is not unique to haiku;  it is recognised by poets throughout the world: 

 

  several things dove-tailed in my mind, and at once it struck me 

what quality went to form a Man of Achievement, especially in 

Literature, and which Shakespeare possessed so enormously—I 

mean Negative Capability, that is, when a man is capable of being 

in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching 

after fact and reason... 

 

          Keats
19

 

 

 

 E. Newness.  Part of the mood of mystery is an ever-dawning intimation of 

magical newness, the feeling of unguessed potential or growth.  It might be said 

that the quintessential creation, from which every particular creation evolves and 

to which it ultimately refers, is simply the sense of creativity itself, the feeling of 

unlimited newness.  And this is nothing other than the primordial sense of nature, 

the eternal self-revelation of freedom from inexhaustible depths, the principle of 

spontaneity in its most dynamic aspect.  To be filled with the spirit of freshness, to 

be lit with its fire and aligned with its secret source, is to be empowered to bring 

forth works of art, as extensions of the primary sphere of creation.  Consequently, 
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Dohō says of Bashō:  “It is precisely the expression of this fragrance of novelty 

that the Master constantly aspired for and struggled after to the extent of being 

emaciated.”
20

 

 

 

Sudden Creation 

 

 As in the case of the answering verses of katauta or the replies of Zen mondō, the 

ideal of haiku composition is sudden creation: 

 

 once the poet...takes his seat at the writing desk, he should, leaving at this 

stage no longer even a trace of doubt and vacillation in his mind, express 

instantaneously and with immediacy things that occur to his mind, 

without, so to speak, any discrepancy even as a hair’s breadth between his 

inner self and the writing desk. 

 

          Bashō
21

 

 

Compare an earlier comment by Dohō:  “If you have disciplined yourself in constant 

readiness and attained a certain ‘state of mind’, then as the creative sensibility is set in 

motion, it will itself immediately become a verse.”  The creative state is, in and of itself, 

productive of poetry “immediately,” in the mode of suddenness. 

 What is implied here is not simply that the poet, as a thinking, willing, 

deliberating creature, suddenly undercuts thought and thereby gets out of the nature’s 

road, but that the creative principle itself has the character of suddenness, of an activity 

that takes place in darkness and whose announcement therefore seems miraculous or 

surprising, like sudden lightning in the charged stillness of a summer’s evening.  Most 

good haiku crackle with this sense of light flashing from unguessed quarters: 

 

 mushi hitotsu     naki ori sayuru     waga inochi 

 

     one insect’s 

    cry and all is clear ~ 

     my life 

        Hakuu 

 

Suddenness is a mark of fūga because it is an expression of the ever-opening character of 

nature, the principle of spontaneity, something from nothing in the mode of utter ease and 
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simplicity, occurring...just now. 

 

 

Touching Up 

 

 Among the Chinese Zen (Ch’an) artists of the thirteenth century was a certain 

Ch’en Jung, who achieved spontaneity in his paintings by drinking large quantities of 

wine, splashing and spitting ink, and sometimes using his hat as a brush.  Afterwards, 

apparently in more sober moments, he went over his paintings “with a proper brush.”
22

 

 The point is that spontaneity often requires “touching up.”  Bashō says little or 

nothing about this phase of creation but is known to have deliberated over several poems, 

including his famous crow-on-the-branch haiku.  Issa is particularly well known for 

making many drafts of poems, which usually vary only slightly from one another, in order 

to achieve a more child-like and spontaneous effect.  Clearly, “the cogitative faculty” has 

a place in the creative process, perhaps as human reasoning has a place in nature.  But just 

as clearly it is subordinate to and in the service of the original, undeliberated flash of 

insight. 

 

 

Universality 

 

 By now it is apparent that, despite the specifically Japanese character of the above 

sources, the pattern of creativity portrayed in them is not unique to haiku.  It is familiar to 

mystics, artists, musicians, scientists, philosophers and poets around the world: 

 

 As I went along, thinking nothing in particular, only looking at things 

around me and following the progress of the seasons, there would flow 

into my mind, with sudden and unaccountable emotion, sometimes a line 

or two of verse, sometimes a whole stanza at once. 

 

         A. E. Houseman
23

 

 

 

 When I am, as it were, completely myself, entirely alone, and of good 

cheer—say travelling in a carriage, or walking after a good meal, or during 

the night when I cannot sleep;  it is on such occasions that ideas flow best 

and most abundantly.  Whence and how they come, I know not;  nor can I 

force them. 

 

         Mozart
24
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Of particular note in these accounts is the phase of happy, roving, objectless, open-ended 

attention that precedes sudden insight and creation;  it appears to be identical with the 

creative state of haijin and the atmosphere of large numbers of their poems.  In 

Housman’s case, the “line or two of verse” even occurs in the context of the changing 

seasons! 

 What is unique to haiku is that the creative state is understood not merely as a 

frame of mind peculiar to certain human beings at certain times but as the primary sphere 

of nature itself, what is sometimes called hon-i, “the heart of things,” and sometimes hai-i, 

“haiku spirit.”  Similarly, the act of sudden creation is not simply the manner in which 

certain poems and insights get actualised, it is nature’s secret manner of generation.  The 

world is suddenly there, each moment, every moment, not as something left over and 

hanging about, but as something constantly renewed and brought into existence afresh, 

without plan or forethought or mechanism, as act of sheer freedom or magic.  The world 

is continually being drawn from an empty hat: 

 

 ippon bashi     wo kodomo ga kuru     ina ga kuru asa 

 

     the small bridge 

    a child crosses 

     then a dog ~ morning 

        Seisensui 

 

 nure en ni     izuku to mo naki     rakka kana 

 

     the wet porch 

    from nowhere 

     fallen petals ~ 

        Kyoshi 

 

To compose original haiku is to become one with this magical process.  To live in the 

light of the process is to be a haiku poet:  “A life of fūga starts from the identification of 

one’s self with the creative and artistic spirit of Nature.” (Suzuki)
25
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Living Haiku 

 

 The guiding spirit of haiku, the logos that gives it its unique form and flavour, is 

the sense of nature as a mysterious openness, spontaneously bringing forth fresh 

experience.  It is the spirit of groundless freedom or natural magic, concretely manifesting 

itself as a world of ordinary persons, things and events, surrounded by a wilderness that 

passes human understanding and control.  It is the spirit of life as an ongoing and 

constantly renewed creative act, whose fluid, easy, tossed-off character is plainly shown in 

the effortless existence of trees, flowers and birds. 

 Haiku intimates that life is outside, and that our own truest life is hidden there too, 

yet readily delivered back to us, again and again, in sudden winks and flashes, 

representative of the sudden character of all existence—that is, so long as we remain alert 

and empty, released to the spirit of openness and freedom that is the ever-creative matrix 

of life: 

 

 hakujitsu wa     wage tama narishi     aki no kaze 

 

     the bright sunlight 

    is my spirit ~ 

     autumn wind 

        Suiha 

 

Accordingly, haiku is less a genre of poetry than a path toward nature, along which a 

certain kind of poetry tends to be written. 

 Ultimately, there is no more reason why nature should express itself in poetry than 

there is a reason why it should express itself in flowers.  Yet to be in tune with this 

absence of reasons is to be in tune with both haiku and nature. 
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 Book Three 
 
 
 
 Toward an English-Language Haiku 
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 Chapter Nineteen 
 
 Pre-Eighteenth Century Foundations 

 

 
 The development of an English-language haiku aesthetic.—Celtic and Anglo-Saxon 

lore.—The Bible.—Nature as a topos.—Nature as natural creatures and events.—God as 

source-principle.—I AM THAT I AM.—Kono-mama.—Arcadian motifs.—As You Like It.—

Henry Vaughan.—Thomas Traherne. 

 

 It is interesting to speculate, as many have done, whether English-language poets 

would have arrived at a genre significantly like haiku if there had been no translations of 

haiku into English during the early part of the twentieth century (Basil Hall Chamberlain’s 

Japanese Poetry, 1910, and Lafcadio Hearn’s translations, collected in Japanese Lyrics, 

Boston, 1915).
1
 Later chapters will consider evidence in favour of the position.  

Meanwhile it might be objected that this sort of speculation is idle.  The situation is that 

translations did in fact appear and a growing number of poets did embrace haiku as a 

ready-made medium for advancing their poetic aims.  Further interest was generated, 

especially during the middle and late 1960’s, as a result of the popularisation of Zen by 

authors such as D. T. Suzuki, R. H. Blyth and Alan Watts.  Nonetheless, it seems clear 

that no such interest could have arisen without the pre-existence of accordant 

understandings and trends within English literature itself.  As will be seen, even the most 

esoteric aspects of haiku and Zen have important parallels in English religious, mystical 

and Romantic writings composed long before the twentieth century and in the absence of 

any substantial dialogue between the East and the West.  Thus, for many English-speaking 

poets and readers, the arrival of haiku had the character of an event that was “waiting to 

happen,” of an auspicious coincidence that stimulated and gave direction to existing 
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energies.  Seen in this light, speculation on the independent evolution of western “haiku” 

has value if only in that it argues for the universality of the haiku experience.  This is, I 

believe, the real issue and the crux of any insightful discussion.  The works of R.H. Blyth, 

and especially his Zen in English Literature and Oriental Classics, have already gone a 

long way in this direction. Readers must determine the degree to which my treatment 

contributes to the discussion. 

 The remaining chapters of this study will consider those haiku-accordant trends 

that prepared the way for the seemingly sudden emergence of haiku as a force in English 

literature.  Owing to the enormous volume of sources in question, the study will be only 

an outline of tendencies, focusing on key artists and writings.   

 Throughout Book Three, an effort will be made to affirm the above-mentioned 

trends as co-determining factors (together with the Japanese tradition) in the development 

of an English-language haiku aesthetic.  My position is that, while it is essential to 

appreciate the spirit in which Japanese haiku are composed, it is just as essential to 

appreciate the English foundations of our readiness to welcome haiku into the language. 

 By “English-language haiku aesthetic” I mean simply the Japanese perspective 

plus an appreciation of parallel trends in English literature, such that English-language 

haiku criticism and original composition can be sensitive to and expressive of both 

influences.  The concluding chapters of this book, together with the analyses that have 

already been given, constitute just such an “aesthetic,” though in a form that invites 

(indeed, requires) more detailed studies from other authors. 

 

 

Celtic and Anglo-Saxon Lore 

 

 If the “unelucidated field of nature” is the authentic ground of haiku, we need to 

look for indications of a corresponding domain in English literature.  That nature has an 

essentially inward or spiritual significance for most Japanese haijin suggests that attention 

should be directed mainly to English-language works, including translations of seminal 

pre-English writings that profoundly influenced English literature, where nature appears 

in a similar magical or spiritual light.  One place to begin such an investigation is with the 

lore of early Britain, such as the tales collected in the Mabinogion (first complied between 

1000 and 1250, but certainly of much earlier origin).
2
  In this lore, which encompasses a 

wide range of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon myths, is evidence of views resembling those in 

the Kojiki, Nihongi and other early Japanese sources (see Chapter Three).  Characters with 

divine qualities and powers, usually connected with natural forces, processes or beings, 

appear in Celtic, Anglo-Saxon and Japanese mythologies alike.  Rhiannon in the 
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Mabinogion, for instance, seems to be a development from a very early horse goddess, 

like Epona.  Lleu Skilful Hand is an eagle as well as a man and his lady Blodeuedd begins 

as a woman made of flowers and ends as an owl. 

 Seasons figure prominently in all traditions, as do the various things of nature—

trees, flowers, animals.  Typically, the former are not purely markers of passing time but 

reflections of a great cosmic cycle, while the latter, endowed as they often are with human 

or superhuman characteristics, have similarly heightened meanings.  In general, the 

mythologies share an attitude toward nature that we today would describe as animistic, 

animatistic or magical.  Nature is not merely a collection of creatures and objects;  it is a 

world informed by numinousl forces, a world where the sublime and the mundane 

interpenetrate, so that whatever earthly event reverberates beyond itself and is filled with 

mysterious significance. 

 A full analysis of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon lore in light of Shintōism and haiku 

must await the attentions of other commentators.  The above observations simply raise the 

possibility that the theme of nature in English poetry has roots in the magical orientation 

of a people for whom the natural world was imbued with profound and mysterious 

meanings, as I have supposed to be the case with respect to haiku.  Such magical leanings 

tend to become the basis of later attitudes toward nature in so far as they retain a spiritual 

character. 

 

 

The Bible 

 

 No one knows what the above mythologies might have evolved into if the 

respective peoples had been left to themselves.  The fact remains that their cultures were 

overtaken by foreign outlooks. Early Shintō beliefs were assimilated to Taoism and 

Chinese Buddhism in Japan; ancient Celtic and Anglo-Saxon beliefs were assimilated to 

Christianity in Britain.  (The first complete English translation of the Bible was produced 

by John Wycliffe in 1382, but Biblical themes, and Christian attitudes generally, were 

popularised before this, in Anglo-Saxon primers, sermons and morality plays.)  

Shintōism, of course, continues to be a powerful and independent voice in Japan, whereas 

Celtic and Anglo-Saxon beliefs have tended to become relics of a bygone age.  It is also 

debatable whether any single perspective dominates Japanese life to the extent that 

Christianity dominates western attitudes.  Nonetheless, with important qualifications, it 

can be argued that just as Taoism and Buddhism, growing from a Shintō stock, flowered 

in Japanese Zen and the understandings associated with haiku, so too Christianity, 

growing from Celtic and Anglo-Saxon stocks, flowered in an English nature mystique that 
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bore fruits in Romantic poetry, American transcendentalism and eventually English-

language haiku. 

 To focus on Christianity in this fashion is not to deny the influence of other 

factors, including Greek philosophy and the eventual impact on the English-speaking 

world of Buddhism itself;  it is only to affirm that Christianity, together with its parent 

religion in the Old Testament, became a central influence in western culture, with a 

bearing on whatever form of western poetry.  And this necessarily includes English-

language haiku. 

 Doubtless many will argue that there is no reason why western critics and haijin 

cannot function within in an eastern tradition.  Buddhism, for instance, is now a part of 

western culture.  Yet regardless of how well-versed in Japanese literature and beliefs 

western haijin may be, their understanding of Japanese ideas will necessarily be 

conditioned by Judeo-Christian notions. The same holds true for their audiences. English-

language haiku can hardly avoid evoking associations such as the Garden of Eden in 

Genesis or the lilies of the field mentioned by Jesus.  Because the Bible has substantially 

contributed to the western perspective on nature, it is bound to influence the western 

experience of haiku, even for westerners with little or no interest in Judaism and 

Christianity. For that reason it is worth having a brief look at how nature appears in the 

Bible.  

 

 

 The preceding observations are immediately clouded by the fact that there is little 

in the Old Testament that closely corresponds with the ancient Greek notion of physis 

which has generated a multitude of western understandings about nature.  It is present in 

the Old Testament but must be sought in a number of manifestations which we 

immediately identify with “nature” but which so to speak exist on the own in the early 

Bible.  

 If nature implies the domain of undomesticated plants and animals, as distinct 

from the thoroughly-regulated world of men and women, then it is plainly represented in 

the Old Testament: namely as the wilderness.
3
 This domain had special spiritual 

significance for Old Testament peoples. Throughout the Old Testament, wilderness 

appears as a locality where spiritual influences play freely.  Consequently, it is a site of 

prophecies and revelations—as well as the central habitat of demons. 

 The same attitude toward wilderness is carried into the New Testament.  Like their 

predecessors, latter-day prophets, such as John the Baptist and Jesus, receive promptings 

from God (and the devil, Mark 1:12) while tarrying in remote regions.  Accordingly, the 

gospels show Jesus withdrawing to solitary places, or ascending mountains, whenever he 
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wishes to be in closer rapport with God.  Kraeling sums up the situation as follows: 

 

 In the wilderness the ancient Hebrew found God and his angels.  It was in 

the wilderness of Sinai that Moses found Yahweh.  It was under the 

juniper tree in the wilderness that Elijah encountered the Angel of the 

Lord... 

  What creates the relation between the prophet and the wilderness is 

not so much the prophet’s desire for seclusion or even his protest against 

the foibles of the day, but rather, it would seem, the clarification of insight 

and understanding that comes to him there and that he associates with the 

influence of the divine presence.  Gospel story is insistent in the 

connection it makes between Jesus’ search for guidance in prayer and 

meditation and the “solitary places,” that is, the wilderness in an adjectival 

use of the term.  The wilderness must have had something of the same 

meaning also for the Baptist...
4
 

 

 Here, it is worthwhile noting that, while the wilderness is the favoured haunt of 

prophets in search of illumination, poetry seems to be the favoured means of reporting the 

consequent revelations.  According to Bible authority Gerhard von Rad:  “While there are 

exceptions, the prophets’ own way of speaking is, as a rule, in poetry:  that is to say, it is 

speech characterised by rhythm and parallelism.”
5
 Doubtless, because of the strong 

association of prophecy with wilderness, natural imagery abounds in such poetic 

revelations, though it must also be admitted that there is sometimes little in them to 

suggest the haiku appreciation of wilderness as wilderness: 

 

   A voice of one calling: 

   “In the desert prepare 

    the way for the Lord; 

   make straight in the wilderness 

     a highway for our God. 

   Every valley shall be raised up, 

     every mountain and hill made low; 

   the rough ground shall become level, 

     the rugged places a plain...” 

 

      (Is 40:3-4, New International Version) 

 

The perception of wilderness as a domain informed by awesome and potentially-edifying 

spiritual forces (entirely in keeping with Japanese attitudes) is thus frequently contradicted 

by a simultaneous desire to see the region transformed into something vaguely resembling 

a modern freeway.  Indeed, the Garden of Eden itself was probably conceived as a well-
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manicured orchard, rather than as a rank forest.  Balanced against this reserve toward 

nature are the loving depictions of the “green pastures” mentioned in the Psalms and the 

rich natural metaphors of the Song of Songs;  yet it is impossible to overlook the Bible’s 

ambivalent attitude toward what we call “nature”, an ambivalence that has strong 

reverberations in twentieth-first century life. 

 The abundance of natural imagery in the Bible leads to an alternative reading of 

nature, not as a topos but as a vast array of plants, animals and naturally-occurring events, 

most of which are valued for their beauty or innate charm.  Poetic descriptions of the 

things of nature are common in the Psalms, where they usually reflect spiritual truths or 

states of elevation: 

 

   Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth by glad; 

    let the sea resound, and all that is in it; 

    let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them. 

   Then all of the trees of the forest will sing for joy... 

 

       (Psalm 96, NIV) 

 

Jesus too speaks of the things of nature in a poetic fashion, and his utterances plainly refer 

to spiritual truths: 

 

  Behold the fowls of the air;  for they sow not, neither do they reap, nor 

gather into barns;  yet your heavenly Father feedeth them.  Are ye not 

much better than they? 

  Which of you by taking thought can add one cubit to his stature? 

  And why take ye thought for raiment?  Consider the lilies of the field, 

how they grow;  they toil not, neither do they spin: 

  And yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory was not 

arrayed like one of these. 

 

       (Matt 6:26-9 KJV) 

 

Despite the strident note of “Are ye not much better than they? (again indicative of early 

and late contradictions in Biblical attitudes toward nature), probably no other Bible 

passage is more often quoted in connection with haiku.  Yet the same poetic use of natural 

imagery appears on virtually every page of the gospels, and in a manner consistent with 

the haiku perspective on nature: 
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  So is the kingdom of God, as if a man should cast seed into the 

ground; 

  And should sleep, and rise night and day, and the seed should spring 

and grow up, he knoweth not how. 

  For the earth bringeth forth fruit of herself;  first the blade, then the 

ear, after that the full corn in the ear... 

 

       (Mark 4:26-8 KJV) 

 

 In this and parallel passages can be detected, both within and above the images, 

the familiar haiku feeling of nature, which carries the central meaning of nature for 

Japanese audiences and points toward a mysterious source-principle.  In Biblical terms, 

that principle can be represented only as God—or God’s spirit, or his Logos.  Though the 

word “God” seems too loaded with exclusively western understandings to serve as a 

correlative for the depths of nature in haiku, one of its earliest and deepest meanings is 

very much in line with the principle of spontaneity, suddenness or awakening that is at the 

heart of Japanese poetry.  When God first reveals himself to Moses in a burning bush (Ex. 

3), he declares his name to be “I AM THAT I AM”—a name that immediately identifies 

him as a self-existing, self-revealing creativity.  Despite objections by modern scholars, 

like von Rad, that this interpretation of the holy name implies an aseity (or self-

productiveness) and a sense of innate being “altogether out of keeping with the Old 

Testament,”
6
 the context of the episode (the spontaneous combustion of the lone bush, 

together with the mysterious, disembodied proclamation) clearly requires some such 

understanding.  In any case, the words “I AM THAT I AM” are what readers of the King 

James Version of the Bible have responded for hundreds of years, and for them the holy 

name would certainly have conveyed a sense of innate being as well as an intimation of a 

magical given, of something from nothing.  It is precisely in this context that Zen 

authority D. T. Suzuki equates God’s name in Exodus (which he gives as “I Am That I 

Am”) with the Japanese notion of kono-mama:  the sublime, natural, self-so “is-ness” of 

things.
7
  In making the connection, Suzuki clarifies what western readers of Exodus have 

probably always suspected:  that God’s name is not only the revelation of his particular 

essence but of the essential character of all being. 

 On its way to the New Testament, the notion of God acquires a number of 

additional meanings, most of which distance it from haiku and somewhat obscure the 

primordial sense of “I AM THAT I AM.”  But intimations of an all-pervading, magical 

spontaneity recur and are especially apparent in Jesus’ many natural allusions to God and 

his mysterious manner of operation.  Plants and birds whose needs are automatically 

provided for;  ground that of itself brings forth fruit;  wind that blows where it pleases, out 
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of nowhere into nowhere;  and children whose simple, artless manner of being reveals an 

in-built attunement to life’s source—the most original sense of both God and nature is 

revived in these teachings. 

 A final point with respect to the Bible concerns the ideal of a perfect 

interpenetration of heaven and earth, represented in Genesis as the Garden of Eden and in 

the New Testament as the kingdom of God—though the kingdom is also, and perhaps 

more often, understood as a domain forever undefiled by fleshy or earthly elements.  

According to traditional theology, the former state of perfection was lost in the Fall and 

the latter awaits some future unfolding, with the entirety of human history falling 

between.  In Zen Buddhism, the interpenetration of the divine and the mundane is a 

present state of affairs, the precise realisation of which also seems to be the theme of 

many, if not most, haiku: 

 

 negi no hana     futo konjiki no     hotoke kana 

 

       spring-onion flower 

      suddenly it’s a golden 

       Buddha ~ 

          Bōsha 

 

 The difference between Christianity and haiku on this score appears 

insurmountable, until we consider the many gospel utterances that speak of the kingdom 

of God as a present possibility.  References to the kingdom are in fact chiefly in the 

present tense: 

 

 I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the 

kingdom of God ahead of you. (Matt 21: 21, NIV) 

 

 Do you not say, ‘Four months more and then the harvest’?  I tell you, open 

your eyes and look at the fields!  They are ripe for harvest.  Even now the 

reaper draws his wages, even now he harvests the crop for eternal life... 

(John 4: 35-6, NIV) 

 

Likewise, nearly all of the parables begin with the formula:  “The kingdom of God is 

like...” 

 Until recently, such present references were viewed as peculiarities, or at least 

secondary senses of the kingdom.  But there is increasing support for the position that 

“The kingdom of God is near” means just that, and that its presence is at once distinct 
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from and continuous with the earthly realm, as is the case with respect to the Japanese 

primary sphere.  If, as some authorities
9
 insist, The Gospel of Thomas is not a gnostic 

document but among the earliest of Christian records, rivalling Mark in age, then there is 

no question:  the kingdom of God is a present reality, a domain that functions as one with 

earth: 

 

 Split a piece of wood, and I am there.  Lift up the stone, and you will find 

Me there. 

 

 the Kingdom is spread out upon the earth, and men do not see it.
10

 

 

 Whether or not The Gospel of Thomas is accepted as an authentic teaching of 

Jesus, the already-recognised gospels afford ample scope for a similar interpretation of the 

kingdom, and English-language poets and mystics have tended to respond to them in just 

such a fashion.  In all, the Bible is, far from being a stumbling-block to our appreciation of 

haiku, a positive avenue of appreciation and a potential mine of insights with respect to it. 

 

 

Arcadian Motifs 

 

 Greek influences also play a part in English literature.  Indeed, the Bible itself is 

largely understood within a Grecian framework.  With respect to the theme of nature, 

exclusively Greek influences (mainly of late, low or decadent Greek origin) first appear in 

English literature as an idealisation of wilderness and of rural settings.  These are 

associated in the English mind with both the Garden of Eden and the Grecian motif of 

Arcadia, a place where the sun always shines, trees are always green, ladies always fair 

and death only an occasion for composing verses.  English ideals of the simple life, living 

for the moment (carpe diem) and returning to nature are often expressed in terms of this 

arcadian utopia. 

 Considering the humble circumstances depicted in haiku, the present-tense 

structure of the poems and Bashō’s frequently-quoted advice to return to nature, important 

correspondences seem to be indicated between haiku and early English arcadian literature. 

 I say “seems” because the depictions of nature in haiku have very little in common with 

those in English pastoral works, such as Sir Philip Sydney’s Arcadia (1593: 

 

  There were hills which garnished their proud heights with stately 

trees;  humble valleys whose base estate seemed comforted with refreshing 

of silver rivers;  meadows enamelled with all sorts of eye-pleasing flowers; 
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 thickets, which, being lined with most pleasant shade, were witnessed so 

to by the cheerful disposition of many well-tuned birds;  each pasture 

stored with sheep feeding with sober security, while the pretty lambs with 

bleating oratory craved the dams’ comfort;  here a shepherd’s boy piping 

as though he should never be old;  there a young shepherdess knitting and 

withal singing, and it seemed that her voice comforted her hands...
11

 

 

This essentially decorative view of nature contrasts sharply with the plain-speaking of 

haiku. 

 

 daitoko no     kuso hiri owasu     kareno kana 

 

       a high priest 

      doth a shit upon 

       the withered moor ~ 

           Buson 

 

Indeed, nothing could be more alien to haiku than a wilderness filled with fauns, nymphs, 

philosophical shepherds and “enamelled” meadows, to the extent that the arcadian ideal 

is, for the most part, an obstacle to the enjoyment of haiku by people used to 

contemplating nature in this fashion.  The two aesthetics clash—not so much because 

Arcadia is an imaginary realm as because, according to haiku standards, it lacks the zest, 

originality or surprise that we associate with natural spontaneity. 

 In Shakespeare’s As You Like It (1599-1600), the arcadian motif receives more 

spirited treatment.  (The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest could also be cited here.)  The 

fool Touchstone provides a welcome counterpoint to the wilderness ideal (“Ay, now I am 

in Arden, the more fool I”),
12

 and the wilderness itself is portrayed in a more mettlesome 

manner than in Sidney’s Arcadia.  Hardships and oppositions, such as the chill of winter, 

are encountered, and positively valued.  They are usually related to the discovery of deep 

truths, as in haiku.  If anything, the wilderness in As You Like It is prized precisely 

because it brings home the hardest and deepest realisations, especially in relation to 

human conduct: 

 

     Are not these woods 

   More free from peril than the envious court? 

   Here feel we not the penalty of Adam; 

   The seasons’ difference, as the icy fang 

   And churlish chiding of the winter’s wind, 

   Which, when it bites and blows upon my body 
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   Even till I shrink with cold, I smile and say 

   “This is no flattery;  these are my counselors 

   That feelingly persuade me what I am.”
13

 

 

 Even so, Shakespeare’s version of Arcadia remains a theatrical concoction, which 

the principal players, and we ourselves, are only too ready to leave when the truth of 

things finally dawns.  On the whole, the arcadian myth is a buffer against the realities of 

natural living and an ornamental substitute for the inmost feeling of nature as evoked in 

haiku.  Nonetheless, it establishes the goal of a simple, present-centred existence in tune 

with nature, and this is more faithfully achieved by later authors, such as H. D. Thoreau, 

who treat nature as nature rather than as a convenient backdrop for human drama. 

 

 

Henry Vaughan 

 

 Christian themes predominate in the works of the metaphysical poets:  John 

Donne (1573-1631), George Herbert (1593-1633), Richard Crashaw (1612-1649) and 

Henry Vaughan (1622-1695).  Of these poets, Vaughan has the most haiku-like feeling for 

nature, which appears as a central theme in his most religious, as well as most 

characteristic, poems:  the verses contained in Silex Scintillans (“Flint Sparks”), Parts One 

(1650) and Two (1655). 

 Vaughan’s attitude toward nature is equivocal.  It is sometimes presented as a 

beautiful but deceptive display, tainted by man’s fall and infected with the seeds of death. 

 Thus, he advises: 

 

 

   Search well another world;  who studies this, 

   Travels in Clouds, seeks Manna, where none is. 

         (“The Search”)
14

 

 

 

Yet alongside this world-rejection is clear delight in nature’s richness: 

 

   The unthrift Sunne shot vitall gold 

     A thousand peeces, 

   And heaven its azure did unfold 

    Checqur’d with snowie fleeces, 

    The aire was all in spice 

     And every bush 

   A garland wore;  Thus fed my Eyes 
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    But all the Eare lay hush. 

        (“Regeneration,” 41-48) 

 

 Vaughan is in love with nature in spite of himself, and in spite of its changing 

character.  Consequently, it is often depicted not as an obstacle to heaven but as an 

intimation or foretaste of it: 

 

   A taste of Heav’n on earth;  the pledge and Cue 

   Of a full feast;  And the Out Courts of glory. 

 

        (“Son-dayes,” 23-4) 

 

   When Seasons change, then lay before thine Eys 

   His wondrous Method;  mark the various Scenes 

   In heav’n;  Hail, Thunder, Rain-bows, Snow, and Ice, 

   Calmes, Tempests, Light, and Darknes  by his means; 

    Thou canst not misse his praise;  Each tree, herb, flowre 

    Are shadows of his wisedome, and his Pow’r. 

 

        (“Rules and Lessons,” 91-96) 

 

 As a kind of anticipation of Theilhard de Chardin’s notion of a universal Godward 

evolution, Vaughan suggests that nature gives intimations of heaven by virtue of its own 

struggle towards it: 

 

   All things here shew him heaven;  Waters that fall 

    Chide, and fly up;  Mists of corruptest fome 

    Quit their first beds & mount;  trees, herbs, flowres, 

     all 

   Strive upwards stil, and point him the way home. 

 

        (“The Temptest,” 25-28) 

 

Even so, the lines suggest that a distance remains between heaven and earth.  In 

Vaughan’s best poetry, the distance closes and nature appears as a celebration or worship 

of God’s immediate, indwelling presence: 

 

       In what Rings 

   And Hymning Circulations the quick world 

     Awakes, and sings; 

     The rising winds, 
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     And falling springs, 

     Birds, beasts, all things 

    Adore him in their kinds. 

     Thus all is hurl’d 

   In sacred Hymnes, and Order, The great Chime 

   And Symphony of nature. 

 

        (“The Morning-watch,” 9-18) 

 

 

   Walk with thy fellow-creatures:  note the hush 

   And whispers amongst them.  There’s not a Spring, 

   Or Leafe but hath his Morning-hymn;  Each Bush 

   And Oak doth know I AM;  canst thou not sing? 

    O leave thy Cares, and follies!  go this way 

    And thou art sure to prosper all the day. 

 

        (“Rules and Lessons,” 13-18) 

 

Man’s proper role in this every-minute celebration is that of chief celebrant or high priest: 

 

   Awak, awak!  heark, how th’ wood rings, 

   Winds whisper, and the busie springs 

    A consort make; 

    Awake, awake! 

   Man is their high-priest, and should rise 

   To offer up the sacrifice. 

 

        (“CHRISTS Nativity,” 7-12) 

 

 The theme of awakening (above) is another motif central to Vaughan’s work, 

where it is related to both spiritual renewal and nature, much as awakening is related to 

spiritual elevation and nature in haiku.  The idea in Vaughan’s poetry seems to be that 

nature partakes of God’s spirit and that this is best-revealed in the mood of dawning or 

daybreak.  Man himself corresponds with nature’s source to the degree that he participates 

in the general arising: 

 

   Awake, awake;  and like the Sun, disperse 

    All mists that would usurp this day... 

 

        (“Easter-day,” 9-10) 
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Though the images refer to literal daybreaks and prosaic acts of awakening, an inward 

dawning is also implied, a spiritual daybreak not limited to any particular time of the day. 

 In Zen and haiku fashion, Vaughan has little to say about the ultimate source of 

things—in his case, God.  Like the Japanese masters (and the author of the English 

religious classic The Cloud of Unknowing which appeared in 1370), he understands the 

source in terms of the “hidden and dark”: 

 

     There is in God (some say) 

   A deep, but dazling darkness;  As men here 

   Say it is late and dusky, because they 

      See not all clear; 

    O for that night! where I in him 

    Might live invisible and dim. 

 

        (“The Night,” 49-54) 

 

 Passing mention should be made of Vaughan’s twin brother, Thomas (1622-65), 

who composed some of the most intriguing alchemical studies of his day.  Though the 

subject is too vast to explore here, the alchemical view of nature, as an invisible, life-

giving spirit, is remarkably similar to that of haiku on a number of counts.  Considering 

the strong influence of alchemical writings on poets such as Coleridge, Blake and Henry 

Vaughan himself (who translated at least two such works) and considering the possibility 

of a remote link between eastern and western alchemical traditions, this could be a fertile 

area for future research. 

 

 

Thomas Traherne 

 

 Of all the works available to early English audiences, the mystical writings of 

Thomas Traherne (1637-1674) probably come nearest to the haiku perspective on the 

world.  Like many English authors, Traherne is sometimes wary of nature’s displays, 

seeing them as transient and corrupt manifestations of something changeless and pure (an 

attitude apparent in many Buddhist texts as well).  But in his heights he goes further even 

than Vaughan in recognising the immediate presence of the divine...to the extent that the 

manifest world itself takes on a divine character: 

 

 

    The Skies in their Magnificence, 

     The lovly lively Air, 
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   Oh how divine, how soft, how sweet, how fair! 

    The Stars did entertain my Sense; 

   And all the Works of God so bright and pure, 

     So rich and great did seem, 

    As if they ever must endure 

       In my Esteem. 

 

    A Nativ Health and Innocence 

     Within my Bones did grow, 

   And while my God did all his Glories show 

    I felt a vigor in my Sense 

   That was all SPIRIT : I within did flow 

     With seas of Life like Wine; 

    I nothing in the World did know 

       But ‘twas Divine 

 

        (“Wonder,” 9-24)
15

 

 

Structurally and in manner of expression, nothing could be further from haiku than 

Traherne’s poetry, which delights in piling abstraction on abstraction.  Yet, in its 

affirmation of deep meaning in ordinary (particularly, natural) things and in the 

immediacy of its wellsprings (“His Name is NOW, his Nature is forever”),
16

 it shares 

much in common with haiku. 

 Traherne’s most insightful writing, and in many respects his most poetic, is found 

in his prose work Centuries of Meditations.  Precisely because he often fleshes out his 

insights with concrete experiences, largely drawn from childhood revelations, he succeeds 

in arousing in us his own child-like sense of the everyday miracle, such as is evoked in 

haiku: 

 

 The corn was orient and immortal wheat, which never should be reaped, 

nor was ever sown.  I thought it had stood from everlasting to everlasting.  

The dust and stones of the street were precious as gold... The green 

trees...transported and ravished me...they were such strange and wonderful 

things... Boys and girls tumbling in the street, and playing, were moving 

jewels... But all things abided as they were in their proper places.  Eternity 

was manifest in the Light of the Day, and something infinite behind 

everything appeared... The Skies were mine, and so were the sun and 

moon and stars, and all the World was mine;  and I the only spectator and I 

enjoyer of it.
17

 

 

 Traherne’s Centuries also offers a haiku-like sense of awakening, in which is 

revealed an eternally-present blessing, 
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 Your enjoyment of the world is never right, till every morning you awake 

in Heaven;  see yourself in your Father’s Palace;  and look upon the skies, 

the earth, and the air as Celestial Joys... 

 

a sense of immersion in or interpenetration with other beings. 

 

 

 You never enjoy the world aright, till the Sea itself floweth in your veins, 

till you are clothed with the heavens, and crowned with the stars ; and 

perceive yourself to be the sole heir of the whole world... 

 

and the intimation of a creative mystery or void from which all things proceed: 

 

 Till your spirit filleth the whole world, and the stars are your jewels;  till 

you are familiar with the ways of God in all Ages as with your walk and 

table : till you are intimately acquainted with the shady nothing out of 

which the world was made...you never enjoy the world.
18

 

 

And just as the haiku principle of spontaneity implies a dynamic (rather than static) sense 

of being (see Chapter Fourteen), God’s being, as depicted in the Centuries, also has the 

character of a dynamic impulse:  “For God is...all act, pure act, a Simple Being whose 

essence is to be...”
19

 

 Insufficiently appreciated in his own time, Traherne has nonetheless been an 

important influence on successive generations of mystically-inclined poets.  At the very 

least, his writings affirm the existence of a current in English literature that, independently 

of Japanese teachings, approaches some of the most basic understandings of haiku. 
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                            Chapter Twenty 
 
 Haiku and English Romantic Poetry 

 

 
 Absence of correlative forms.—The Romantic fragment.—The movement away from 

poetic closure.—Nature as a central concern.—Grounding in present experience. —

Sensation over thought.—Particularity.—Moments of awakening.—Plain-ness.—

Interpenetration.—The spiritual orientation to nature. 

 

 There are a number of early English authors whose views on poetry and nature 

resemble those of the great Japanese haijin in one respect or another.  But with the 

possible exception of Thomas Traherne, it is not until the Romantic era that we find poets 

whose outlook coincides with that of the haijin in many respects and whose aims include 

anything like a rigorous return to nature—for its own sake and not simply to praise God’s 

creation. 

 Among the works of the Romantics there is as yet very little resembling haiku in 

form.  Some of Blake’s couplets come close: 

 

   The wild deer wandring here & there 

   Keeps the Human Soul from Care 

 

   If the Sun & Moon should doubt 

   Theyd immediately Go out 

      (“Auguries of Innocence,” 5-6, 109-10)
1
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Yet, in their uniform didacticism, the couplets are more like Zenrin verses than haiku. 

 Professor Norman Talbot believes that the respect shown by Shelley and Keats 

(like their German counterpart Hölderlin) for the poetic fragment indicates a step in the 

direction of haiku
2
—and this view is appealing, especially if we credit the possibility that 

English poetry was on its way to something like haiku prior to the first translations into 

English.  The willingness with which Shelley and Keats allow many efforts to remain 

seemingly unfinished (sometimes as very short, haiku-like fragments, such as Shelley’s 

“Rome and Nature”) suggests a dawning awareness of the possibilities of extreme 

concision: 

 

    Rome and Nature 

 

   Rome has fallen, ye see it lying 

    Heaped in undistinguished ruin: 

   Nature is alone undying.
3
 

 

Such fragments also indicate a movement toward greater open-endedness, a trend that is 

apparent in lengthier, more polished works as well. 

 Prior to the Romantics, the ideal of English poets was to provide complete, fully-

delimited aesthetic experiences, with definite end-points and resolutions.  Accordingly, 

the reader largely played the role of passive admirer.  But precisely because Romantic 

poetry so often refers to intuitions or subtle states of being whose meanings are given only 

in immediate experience and whose nuances are as diverse as readers themselves, it tends 

to be more open-ended or unresolved than the poetry that precedes it.  (The works of 

Shakespeare, Vaughan and a few others are excepted, indicating that openness has always 

been a feature of certain kinds of English poetry, whether or not this has always been 

recognised and valued.)   

 According to Barbara Herrnstein Smith, author of Poetic Closure:  “closure in 

Renaissance poetry tended to be strong and secure, in Augustan poetry to be maximal, in 

Romantic poetry to be weak, and in modern poetry it has become minimal.”
4
  Occupying 

a midway position between “maximal” and “minimal” closure, Romantic poetry points in 

the direction of open-endedness—or, perhaps more accurately, of reader-involved closure, 

where the reader becomes a co-creator of the aesthetic experience, including its ultimate 

meaning.  Readers for whom Romantic poetry remains abstract, airy or in similar respects 

unsatisfying have perhaps not provided the vitality to make it come alive.  Hence, we are 

concerned with an interactive, process-oriented form of verse, whose concrete impact and 

final significance are mostly unknown.  The poems have been released to lives of their 
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own with a multitude of readers. 

 In haiku poetry, such openness is essential.  The particle kana that concludes so 

many haiku can be taken as the instruction:  “You finish it;  you supply the meaning;  you 

savour it in your own fashion.”  Even poems that do not end in kana provide so little 

direction (in part, as a necessary function of their extreme brevity) that the reader must 

take initiative for the poems to have any impact whatever: 

 

 mushi hitotsu     naki ori sayuru     waga inochi 

 

      one insect’s 

     cry and all is clear ~ 

      my life 

         Hakuu 

 

 

 ketsuron no gotoku chi kyoshi hikigaeru 

 

      conclusion-like 

     on the ground 

      a squatting toad 

         Kakio 

 

 Still, as can be seen from these examples, the concision and open-ended 

wholeness of haiku far exceeds anything produced by the Romantics, including their 

fragmentary works.  If we seek further correspondences between haiku and Romantic 

poetry, we must put formal considerations aside and look to the common emphasis on 

nature and the common manner in which natural themes are approached.  A number of 

affinities can be noted: 

 

 

 A. Nature as a Central Concern 

 

  Coleridge writes: 

 

   During the first year that Mr. Wordsworth and I were 

neighbours, our conversations turned frequently on the two 

cardinal points of poetry, the power of exciting the sympathy of the 
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reader by a faithful adherence to the truth of nature, and the power 

of giving interest of novelty by the modifying colors of the 

imagination. 

 

       (Biographia Literaria, Chapt. XIV)
5
 

 

 Of the “colours of the imagination” I will have a good deal to say in the next 

chapter.  For the moment, “the truth of nature” is the chief focus: 

 

    For what has made the sage or poet write 

    But the fair paradise of Nature’s light? 

 

      (Keats, “I Stood Tiptoe,” 125-6)
6
 

 

 Among the Romantic poets, Wordsworth stands alone in his almost single-minded 

devotion to natural themes and in his consistent, haiku-like realism in depicting 

nature’s “truth.”  Yet it is clear that the Romantics as a group favour natural 

objects and settings as points of departure for their poems, the titles of which are 

often reminiscent of Japanese kigo:  “The Fly,” “Soft Snow,” “The Thorn,” “To a 

Daisy,” “To a Butterfly,” “To the Cuckoo,” “Yew-Trees,” “To a Skylark,” “On the 

Grasshopper and Cricket,” “The Sensitive-Plant,” “On a Faded Violet,” “To the 

Moon” and so on. 

 

 

 B. Grounding in Present Experience 

 

  The format of Coleridge’s “This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison” is typical 

of a large number of Romantic poems.  The poet travels in imagination and 

memory, freely indulging in philosophic speculation along the way (in spite of 

which he conjures up a number of extremely sensual, haiku-like vistas—curiously, 

by projecting himself into the experience of his friends, an outside-oneself 

orientation that is also reminiscent of haiku);  yet his point of departure (and 

return) is a concrete present experience: 

 

    Well, they are gone, and here must I remain, 

    This lime-tree bower my prison! . . . (lines 1-2) 
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  Coleridge’s “Dejection:  An Ode,” Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,” Keats’ 

“Ode to a Nightingale” and Shelley’s “To a Sky-Lark,” all of these major works 

are grounded in immediate experiences, as are most haiku.  The central difference 

between the two genres is that the Romantic poems provide lengthy guided tours 

of the experiences—with lots of speculative side-excursions—whereas haiku are 

usually content to be springboards for open reflection: 

 

 gekkō wa     kōrite chū ni     todomareru 

 

       the moonlight 

      frozen mid-air 

       remains there 

          Seishi 

 

 Despite this difference, the Romantic ideal of “moments for their own sake 

hailed” (Coleridge, “To William Wordsworth”) bears comparison with Bashō’s: 

“Haiku is simply today’s happening, what is happening before your eyes.”
7
 

 

 

 C. Sensation over Thought 

 

  Though they do not always follow the letter of their own advice, the 

Romantics generally espouse a haiku-like devotion to sensation over thought: 

 

 

    Come forth into the light of things, 

    Let Nature be your teacher. 

 

      (Wordsworth, “The Tables Turned”, 15-6)
8
 

 

 

 

   O for a Life of Sensations rather than of Thoughts! 

 

      (Keats, to Benjamin Bailey, 22 Nov. 1817)
9
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   the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age... 

 

   If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would 

appear to man as it is, infinite. 

 

      (Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 

      plates 4 and 14) 

 

 

 D. Particularity 

 

  Largely an extension of the perceptual bias of the Romantics, 

“particularity” refers to the poet’s devotion to the exact features of a given 

experience.  Haiku thrives on such detail: 

 

 kū o hasamu     kani shini oru ya     kumo no mine 

 

       the void is clawed 

      by a dead crab ~ 

       cloud peaks 

          Hekigodō 

 

  A similar regard for detail is advocated by Blake, though in his case the 

perceptual field includes, and is ultimately one with, the realm of the imagination: 

 

  Singular & Particular is the Foundation of the Sublime. 

 

        (Marginalia, “Bacon’s Essays”) 

 

 

  General Knowledge is Remote Knowledge;  it is in Particulars that 

Wisdom consists & Happiness too. 

 

        (“A Vision of the Last Judgment”) 

 

 

  He who wishes to see a Vision;  a perfect Whole 

  Must see it in its Minute Particulars... 

 

        (Jerusalem IV:  91:  19-20) 
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  My own feeling is that, of all the Romantics, Keats possesses the keenest 

eye for “Minute Particulars”—and thereby comes nearest to capturing the haiku 

sense of a given moment: 

 

    How silent comes the water round that bend; 

    Not the minutest whisper does it send 

    To the o’erhanging sallows:  blades of grass 

    Slowly across the checkered shadows pass. 

 

      (“I Stood Tiptoe,” 65-68) 

 

 

 E. Moments of Liberation, Renewal or Awakening 

 

  In his 1805 Prelude (11.257-77), Wordsworth speaks of “spots of time” 

when “. . . our minds/Are nourished and invisibly repair’d” by an “efficacious 

spirit.”  Wordsworth’s work is largely built around such moments of illumination 

or heightened well-being, and the same predilection for “spots of time” can be 

noted in the works of most other Romantic poets: 

 

 

   Yes;  while I stood and gazed, my temples bare, 

   And shot my being through earth, sea, and air, 

    Possessing all things with intensest love, 

     O Liberty! my spirit felt thee there. 

 

      (Coleridge, “France:  An Ode,” 102-5) 

 

 

 

   But there are times, when those that love the bay, 

   Fly from all sorrowing far, far away; 

   A sudden glow comes on them, naught they see 

   In water, earth, or air, but poesy. 

 

      (Keats, “To My Brother George,” 19-22) 

 

 

 

    When musing deeply on the lot 

   Of life, at that sweet time when winds are wooing 

    All vital things that wake to bring 

    News of buds and blossoming,— 
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    Sudden, thy shadow fell on me; 

   I shrieked, and clasped my hands in extacy! 

 

      (Shelley, “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” 55-60)
10

 

 

 The whole of Blake’s poetry could be considered an expression of a similar 

ecstatic mood. 

  Nowhere, apart from in haiku (see Chapter Fifteen), is there a greater 

commitment to moments of sudden illumination than in the works of the 

Romantic poets.  Indeed, the unstated project of the Romantics seems to be the 

establishment of some such awakened state as a permanent feature of human 

consciousness: 

 

   There is a Moment in each Day that Satan cannot find, 

   Nor can his Watch Fiends find it;  but the Industrious find 

   This Moment and it multiply. & when it once is found 

   It renovates every Moment of the Day if rightly placed. 

 

        (Blake, Milton, 35: 42-5) 

 

 

 F. Plainness of Language and Event 

 

  In the preface to his Lyrical Ballads 1800 (1805 edition), Wordsworth 

writes: 

 

   The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these 

Poems was to choose incidents and situations from common life, 

and to relate or describe them, throughout, as far as was possible, 

in a selection of language really used by men;  and, at the same 

time, to throw over them a certain colouring of imagination, 

whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in an 

unusual way... 

 

  This recalls Bashō’s own recipe for haiku:  “Attain a high stage of 

enlightenment and return to the world of common men,”
11

 and again, “in the 

poetry of haikai ordinary words are used.”
12

  Though Wordsworth’s poetic 

objectives are not shared by all Romantics, and though he can be accused of 

paying lip-service to a level of language that he himself rarely employs, he does 
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anticipate trends in English literature that are consistent with the haiku convention 

of plainness in language and subject matter. 

 

 

 G. Interpenetration with the Things of Nature 

 

  This was a central theme in Chapter Five, and again in Chapter Thirteen.  

Bashō believed that poetic mastery consisted in achieving a state of absolute 

coincidence with the objects of experience.  In his letters, Keats records a similar 

belief: 

 

   Men of Genius are great as certain ethereal Chemicals 

operating on the Mass of neutral intellect—by (sic) they have not 

any individuality, any determined Character . . . 

   . . . if a Sparrow come before my Window I take part in its 

existence and pick about the Gravel. 

 

       (To Benjamin Bailey, 22 Nov. 1817) 

 

 

   As to the poetical Character itself...it is not itself—it has no 

self—it is every thing and nothing... What shocks the virtuous 

philosopher, delights the camelion Poet... A Poet is the most 

unpoetical of any thing in existence;  because he has no Identity—

he is continually in for—and filling some other Body—The Sun, 

the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women... When I am in a room 

with People, if I ever am free from speculating on creations of my 

own brain, then not myself goes home to myself:  but the identity 

of every one in the room begins to press upon me that I am in a 

very little time an(ni)hilated . . . 

 

       (To Richard Woodhouse, 27 Oct. 1818) 

 

  I leave the reader to explore the many parallels between the Zen Buddhist 

ideal of no-mind and Keats’ conception of the “no self.”  The essential 

consideration here is that Keats entertains a notion of interpenetration virtually 

identical with that of Bashō.  Other Romantic poets may not be as explicit as 

Keats on this point, but a similar kind of interpenetration is presupposed in their 

poems: 
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    All things that Peter saw and felt 

     Had a peculiar aspect to him; 

    And when they came within the belt 

    Of his own nature, seemed to melt 

     Like cloud to cloud, into him. 

 

       (Shelley, Peter Bell, The Third IV: 274-277) 

 

 Though Shelley is mocking Wordsworth, he is more than a little familiar with the 

state in question.  There is ample evidence of the same sort of melting in Shelley’s 

own work, especially perhaps in “To a Cloud” and “To a Sky-Lark.” 

  As noted in previous chapters, the phenomenon of interpenetration in 

haiku poetry essentially refers to a state of immersion in the pre-phenomenal sense 

of nature, from which particular creatures draw their being.  Accordingly, the state 

is more accurately described as a oneness with nature.  The same observation 

applies to the sense of immersion with respect to Romantic poetry.  Keats’ 

oneness with the sparrow implies (and the Woodhouse letter suggests) a prior state 

in which the poet is “every thing and nothing”—a concise paraphrase of the 

Japanese notion of mu, the nothing that gives rise to everything, the inmost spirit 

of nature. 

 

 

 Doubtless, many readers will have noted affinities not mentioned above.  The list 

is less important as a catalogue of similarities than as an indicator of similar perspectives. 

 Implied in each of the points is a spiritual orientation to nature, by which I mean that the 

various things of nature are viewed in the light of an invisible dimension that joins all 

natural phenomena in a common source: 

 

      And I have felt 

   A presence that disturbs me with the joy 

   Of elevated thoughts;  a sense sublime 

   Of something far more deeply interfused 

   Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 

   And the round ocean, and the living air, 

   And the blue sky, and in the mind of man, 

   A motion and a spirit, that impels 

   All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 

   And rolls through all things.  Therefore am I still 

   A lover of the meadows and the woods... 

 

     (Wordsworth, “Tintern Abbey,” 94-104) 
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      as I have stood, 

   Silent with swimming sense;  yea, gazing round 

   On the wide landscape, gaze till all doth seem 

   Less gross than bodily;  and of such hues 

   As veil the Almighty Spirit, when yet he makes 

   Spirits perceive his presence. 

 

     (Coleridge, “This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison,” 39-43) 

 

 

      the one Spirit’s plastic stress 

   Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling there, 

   All new successions to the forms they wear; 

   Torturing th’unwilling dross that checks its flight 

   To its own likeness, as each mass may bear; 

   And bursting in its beauty and its might 

  From trees and beasts and men into the Heaven’s light. 

 

     (Shelley, “Adonais,” 381-7) 

 

Many Japanese haijin would not agree with Shelley’s hard dualism, whereby the various 

things of nature are depicted as resisting, unwilling participants in the great effusion of 

spirit.  Nor would they be inclined to speak so explicitly, or at such length, about the 

inmost life of things.  Yet haiku almost always contains some intimation of a unitary life-

principle, most commonly through the subtle harmonies or reverberations evoked by the 

images, but occasionally through overt analogy as well: 

 

 hyakushō ya     tsuru hitosuji no     kokoro yori 

 

       one hundred fruits ~ 

      a single vine trails back 

       to the heart 

          Chiyo-jo 

 

 One of the main charms of haiku is that it evokes the sub-surface levels of nature 

without naming them.  The fact that simple descriptions of everyday events have this 

evocative power affirms the self-evidence of inward or subtle meanings as well as the 

haiku position that natural objects and situations are, in and of themselves, spiritual 

signifiers.  The world is in itself an oracle.  This position is shared by most Romantic 

poets: 
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 In looking at objects of Nature while I am thinking, as at yonder moon 

dim-glimmering through the dewy window-pane, I seem rather to be 

seeking, as it were asking for, a symbolic language for something within 

me that already and for ever exists, than observing anything new. 

 

        (Coleridge, Anima Poetae)
13

 

 

 

    To see a World in a Grain of Sand 

    And a Heaven in a Wild Flower 

    Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 

    And eternity in an hour 

 

        (Blake, “Auguries of Innocence,” 1-4) 

 

 What divides haiku poets from Romantics is that the latter so rarely give full trust 

to the innate expressiveness of natural situations.  They almost always feel that the 

spiritual dimension has to be spelled out, with the result that their works are less 

presentations of natural revelations than commentaries on them.  It could be argued that, 

as relative newcomers to the sort of vision taken for granted in haiku, the Romantics need 

to explain their insights, both to themselves and their readers.  (Two hundred years later, 

English literature still leans in the direction of elucidated experience.)  Then, again, it 

might be argued that, despite a number of affinities, fundamentally different sensibilities 

are at work.  Though inner dimensions are implied in both haiku and Romantic poetry, 

they may not be the same inner dimensions.  The intellectual (often Platonic) bent of the 

Romantics (indeed, of western culture down to the present day) perhaps imposes a limit 

beyond which comparisons no longer hold. 

 For Platonists, the spiritual dimension is classically a realm of ideas, remote from 

the world;  for haiku poets, it is a domain of feelings that functions at one with the world.  

True, the Romantics sought a more vital connection with nature, precisely through feeling 

(and even Shelley’s ethereal perspective is passionate, fully-engaged in the immediate 

sense of life), but we cannot yet confidently assert that their understanding of nature’s 

inwardness is that of the major haiku poets.  The transcendental idealism of the 

Romantics seems not fully to accord with the realism of haiku.  It would, after all, be 

highly unlikely for poets of utterly different cultures, lacking knowledge of one another’s 

work, to see nature in the very same light—unless nature itself, and not culture, is the 

source of all genuine understanding, in which transcendence and immanence are 

essentially one. 
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 I lean toward the latter view, but substantiation of it depends on evidence of deep 

correspondences within the field of spirit.  It must be shown that the hidden dimension of 

nature is similarly encountered by Japanese haijin and Romantic poets alike, despite the 

intellectual bias of western culture.  To show this, we must leave surface comparisons 

behind and plunge into the heights and depths of the Romantic experience... 
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 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
 Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale”: 
 
 A Haiku Perspective 

 

 
 “Nightingale” as an English kigo.—Beckoning.—Keats’ “drowsy numbness.”—Poetic 

awakening.—Union with nature.—The dark forest as nature’s subtle sphere. —

Forgetfulness.—Time and thought.—Transport as out-of-body flight.—Transport as 

imaginative reverie.—Transport as sudden liberation.—The creative void (mu). —Ecstasy 

as authentic existence.—The magical dimension.—Sleep or waking?—The continual 

return. 

 

 It is one thing to note that haiku masters and English Romantics recognise a 

spiritual dimension in nature; it is another to demonstrate more than superficial 

correspondences between what is meant by “a spiritual dimension in nature” in these two 

cases.  To support my claim that deep correspondences are involved, despite cultural 

differences and the absence of Japanese influences in Romantic poetry, I will consider 

Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale” from a haiku perspective.  I will try to show that our 

understanding of the poem is illumined and enhanced from this direction and, indeed, that 

the ode as a whole makes sense only if a similar view of nature is assumed—implying a 

single natural wellspring for haiku and Romantic poetry alike.  To approach so familiar a 

text with the exotic presuppositions of Japanese haiku may be rewarding in itself.  

Throughout this study, Keats’ conception of nature in the ode is taken to be representative 

of the Romantic poets and indicative of later attitudes toward nature, as apparent in the 

works of H. D. Thoreau, Emily Dickinson and several other artists up to the present. 
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 Ode to a Nightingale 

 

 For English audiences the nightingale motif harks back to Coleridge and Milton 

and beyond, prompting a number of associations that would be unknown to many 

Japanese readers.  The connection of the nightingale’s song with feelings of dejection or 

melancholy is one such association, though we will see that the Japanese have similar 

understandings with respect to the songs of other birds.  From a haiku vantage-point, the 

title is mainly important in that it announces a natural theme by naming a familiar feature 

of nature.  One of the main formal requirements for haiku is, of course, the inclusion of a 

kigo or “season word” that is normally just such a familiar feature:  a crow, a frog, the 

winter wind—all related in the Japanese mind to particular times of the year.  The 

requirement practically ensures that a theme of nature is addressed and that it is concretely 

represented, within a distinct temporal frame. 

 A further function of kigo is that they focus attention outwardly (though towards a 

deeper inward level as well), beyond the self and its all-consuming preoccupations.  They 

beckon in the direction of nature, toward something mysterious, intriguing or sublime: 

 

 hototogisu     kieyuku kata ya     shima hitotsu 

 

     the cuckoo 

    fading in the distance ~ 

     a lone island 

         Bashō  

 

 In Japan, there are no nightingales per se, though a warbler called uguisu has 

similar traits and the song of the cuckoo-like hototogisu is linked with melancholic or 

soulful feelings.  Nonetheless, the word “nightingale” would be considered a legitimate 

English kigo and would almost certainly be associated with the end of spring or early 

summer, as in Keats’ poem.  Taken as a kigo, the nightingale would necessarily play the 

role of a beckoning presence . . . 
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 1. 

 

   My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains 

    My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk, 

   Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains 

    One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk: 

   ‘Tis not through envy of thy happy lot, 

    But being too happy in thine happiness— 

     That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees, 

      In some melodious plot 

    Of beechen green, and shadows numberless, 

     Singest of summer in full-throated ease.
1
 

 

 Before considering the stanza in light of haiku, we must discover what is taking 

place in it.  As an introduction to a major ode, the opening lines seem remarkably 

lacklustre, even murky.  “My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains/ My sense...” 

does not sound like great poetry, nor does it appear very coherent.  How does numbness 

give rise to pain?  The principal meaning of numbness is lack of sensation.  Drugs that 

induce numbness, such as the “dull opiate” mentioned in line three, are valued mainly as 

pain-killers. 

 The situation does not improve in the lines that immediately follow.  What does it 

mean to be “too happy” in another’s lot, and how is this linked with “drowsy numbness”? 

 If Keats had omitted the reference to numbness and said that he was overcome by 

simultaneous heartache and delight, we would be less puzzled.  Heartache can occur with 

delight.  There is usually, if we look deeply enough, a hidden harmony between such 

opposites, as Keats well knew.  Opposing emotions are, in any case, reconciled by a 

uniform intensity of feeling.  But numbness and great happiness (or great heartache) do 

not appear to go together in any sense. 

 In spite of the apparent murkiness, or because of it, the mood of the opening lines 

is appropriate to the total movement of the ode.  We see the poet struggling to frame his 

thoughts, struggling against numbness and disharmony, just as he is struggling for union 

with nature in the poem.  Possibly, in trying to make sense of the situation that Keats 

describes, we too begin to experience a “drowsy numbness.”  Recalling the nightingale 

and its “melodious plot,” we are perhaps reminded of what it is to be a human being, 

confronted with the blissful simplicity of nature. 

 In any case, we must be wary of easy conclusions about what is happening here.  

According to some interpretations, Keats is “too happy” because he has already achieved 

union with the nightingale.  Perkins says that he “participates in its life.”
2
  Wasserman 

maintains that “the poem begins after the height of the empathic experience,”
3
 in which 
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case the rest of the poem follows a downward path, profoundly at odds with the sense of 

the ode.  

 From his letters, we know that Keats did, in fact, credit the possibility of poetic 

immersion in other beings:  “If a Sparrow come before my Window I take part in its 

existence and pick about the Gravel.”
4
  The phrase “too happy in thine happiness” could 

indicate a similar kind of immersion.  Yet I question whether this necessarily implies full 

union with the bird, or indeed with its natural element, which I feel is the real issue.  If 

some such state was intended, we would expect Keats to be already plunged in the night-

time forest, as he is in stanza five, and there would be no mention of “drowsy numbness.” 

 This is not a niggling observation.  The point of the entire poem is that a distance 

must be crossed, which the poet in stanza one has not yet negotiated.  He is not one with 

the nightingale, and there is no compelling reason to believe that he ever is, however 

neatly that might align him with Bashō, who also believed in the possibility of immersion 

in other beings.
5
  Later stanzas make it clear that Keats is with the bird, not the same as it. 

 What is at issue is not identity with the nightingale but attainment of the dimension from 

which it beckons:  nature, the night-time forest. 

 Nature beckons in the voice of the nightingale, and Keats responds to its calling.  

He understands the calling very well, for it is also a re-calling of his own inmost nature, of 

the forgotten ground he has in common with the bird and with all natural beings.  Keats 

divines the nightingale’s happy lot but does not fully correspond with it, is not at one with 

the dimension from which it beckons.  He lacks the simple wholeness and harmony that 

he recognises in the bird’s “full-throated ease”—an ease that is missing from the first 

stanza until the final lines and not wholly achieved until stanzas four and five, where 

Keats too begins to sing with “full-throated ease.”  Wasserman correctly observes:  “The 

ease of the nightingale appears to arise out of the perfect interpenetration of its essence 

with that of nature.”
6
 

 Yet what is between Keats and nature, Keats and the bird, and ultimately Keats 

and himself? 

 

   My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains 

    My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk, 

   Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains 

    One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk... 

 

There is a kind of darkness here:  a murky, lacklustre deadness, akin to stupor.  It stands in 

direct contrast to the darkness of the forest, evoked in stanza five.  The former is 

associated with emptiness and loss of vitality, whereas the latter is lush and alive.  Later 
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(in stanza six), when Keats explores the relation between nature and death (another dark 

theme), he speaks of death in positive terms, very different from those used to describe the 

narcosis of stanza one.  Wasserman is again correct:  “There are, then, two kinds of 

darkness...in the poem, just as there are two kinds of death, two kinds of fading:  the poet 

is in the darkness of ignorance and bewilderment, the nightingale in the darkness of the 

mystery...”
7
  A similar relationship between human bewilderment and natural mystery is 

presupposed in haiku (see Chapter Four). 

 The murkiness with which the poem begins is the waking sleep, the walking 

death, the painful numbness that we call everyday life.  Such lack of intensity is what 

separates Keats from nature.  Coleridge addresses the same numbness in his “Dejection:  

An Ode”: 

 

   Yon crescent Moon, as fixed as if it grew 

   In its own cloudless, starless lake of blue; 

   I see them all so excellently fair, 

   I see, not feel, how beautiful they are!
8
 

 

In many respects, this is how Keats hears the bird, as if it is beckoning from a richer, freer, 

happier dimension, one that is somehow just out of reach.  Keats’ surfeit of happiness 

refers to a present superabundance that is near enough to be discerned yet sufficiently 

distant to elude him.  What he divines surpasses what he actually feels.  In a sense, he 

knows too much to be happy as a man, fated to live the sort of existence described in the 

third stanza.  Whatever is singing in the bird should also be singing in him, in which case 

they would be joined in a common bliss.  But his lot is that of most human beings, that of 

“knowing/ And seeing life, yet living not” (Blake, Jerusalem, 10: 57-8).
9
  Recognition of 

this is the minimum, therefore primary, condition for being a poet;  hence, the note of 

disharmony is an appropriate start to Keats’ ode.  The nightingale’s call recalls the poet’s 

calling. 

 Recognition is intimately associated with the beckoning of the bird.  Without the 

nightingale’s call, there would be no awareness of the waking sleep;  numbness would 

fold into numbness.  The bird’s song, therefore, comes as a kind of inward dawning that 

reveals both human numbness and natural bliss, and its revelation brings the painful 

realisation of disharmonious spheres.  The pain is not a gradual return of awareness to 

someone who is chronically afflicted, as when a drug wears off, but the realisation that 

one is in fact “drugged” when one would rather be fully engaged in life.  The drug itself 

becomes a pain that prevents both genuine happiness and genuine heartache;  it “pains” 

the “Sense” that would rather be fully awake: 
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       beauty was awake! 

   Why were ye not awake?  But ye were dead 

   To things ye knew not of—were closely wed 

   To musty laws lined out with wretched rule 

   And compass vile... 

 

         (Keats, “Sleep and Poetry,” 192-6) 

 

 “Ode to a Nightingale” is very much a poem about awakening, poetic awakening, 

which many people might dismiss as dreaming.  Given that haiku poetry also implies a 

moment of awakening, one in which the inmost nature of nature is revealed, and given 

that this moment could be described, in Zen terms, as an “awakening in the 

Unconscious,”
10

 Keats’ ode provides a good opportunity for comparing two poetic 

traditions. 

 In Chapter Fifteen, I argued that haiku illumination takes place according to a 

distinct pattern, the first phase of which is “an act of growing or deepening attention to 

some outward phenomenon”—in most cases the beckoning presence indicated by the 

kigo.  Following this outward movement comes a sudden break or transition (usually 

announced by a kireji or cutting-word, such as ya) that completes the awakening and 

translates the poem to a new dimension: 

 

 kogarashi ya     sora ni korogaru     tsuki hitotsu 

 

        winter’s gale ~ 

       in the sky rolls 

        a lone moon 

           Meisetsu 

 

 As we will see, such a transition occurs later in the ode.  For the moment, it is 

sufficient to note that the phase “of growing or deepening attention” has been initiated, 

with the important qualification that it includes consideration of the “drowsy numbness” 

that lies between man and nature.  This sort of meditation on man’s lack of 

correspondence with nature appears again and again in English literature (as in 

Coleridge’s “Dejection:  An Ode”) but is usually present in haiku only by way of 

implication, as the stage immediately preceding the movement toward complete 

awakening. 
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 2. 

 

   O, for a draught of vintage! that hath been 

    Cooled a long age in the deep-delvèd earth, 

   Tasting of Flora and the country green, 

    Dance, and Provençal song, and sunburned mirth! 

   O for a beaker full of the warm South, 

    Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene, 

     With beaded bubbles winking at the brim, 

      And purple-stained mouth: 

   That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 

    And with thee fade away into the forest dim. 

 

 Longing for inward elevation, Keats thinks of wine.  In this, he is one with 

drinkers around the world.  What is unusual about his longing is its ultimate goal:  union 

with nature. 

 

   That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 

    And with thee fade away into the forest dim. 

 

A similar wish (without reference to wine) is expressed by the haiku poet Ippekirō: 

 

 omoikiri hashitte     wakaba no yami e     haitte no mitai 

 

        madly dashing 

       into fresh leafy darkness 

        I want to plunge in 

 

Keats’ longing is also reminiscent of Bashō’s advice, “Follow nature and return to 

nature,”
11

 for that is exactly what Keats wants to do:  follow nature (as the bird’s voice) 

back to nature (as the forest). 

 In this connection, the most intriguing aspect of Keats’ second stanza is that nature 

(as the forest) is portrayed as “dim” in contrast to the clearly visible world of men and 

women.  At the literal level, there is nothing especially intriguing about this.  The poem 

has a night-time setting.  To go into the forest at night implies an entry into darkness.  Yet 

this sensible interpretation of dimness falls short of the poetic dimension.  For the deeper 

significance of the night-time forest to emerge, a certain responsiveness is required of the 

reader:  an openness to subtle meaning, parallel to Keats’ own receptiveness to the voice 



 
 

  312 

of the bird.  Like that voice, poetry invites us to grow into a dark and mysterious region 

where meanings are simply given, without logical demonstration.  Such growing-into 

does not abandon the literal sphere but includes it in a more open perspective, namely, the 

poetic sphere.  What I am underscoring here is that, to the degree that we participate in the 

poem, we are already embarked, like Keats, on a journey into dimness and that that 

dimness has very much to do with the dark origins and elusive intimations of poetry. 

 As soon as we begin attuning to the dimension where accidental or incidental 

associations are essential to what is said, we enter into the spirit of Keats’ poem.  What he 

is evoking is not simply a night-time forest but the mystery of nature’s (poetry’s) depths, a 

region transcending the visible appearance of things, in Japanese terms, the “hidden and 

dark” of yūgen.  Keats does not wish to lose himself merely amid dark leaves and flowers 

but in the most primordial sense of nature, in its secret regions, as the words “fade away” 

and “leave the world unseen” suggest, phrases that imply both a letting-go of the everyday 

world and entry into the domain of dimness. 

 Everything in the ode follows from this.  The bulk of the second stanza snaps into 

focus only after we have understood the implications of its final lines.  Keats wants a wine 

“Cooled a long age in the deep-delvèd earth,/ Tasting of Flora and the country green...”  

He wants a vintage that gathers into a single draught (just as his synaesthetic, a-logical 

imagery mingles the senses and mixes together a number of loosely connected meanings) 

all the various delights of nature, including the joys of rural men and women.  He longs 

for nature’s deep-buried essence.  That, and that alone, will give him wings and allow him 

to forget. 

 

 

 3. 

 

   Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget 

    What thou among the leaves has never known, 

   The weariness, the fever, and the fret 

    Here, where men sit and hear each other groan; 

   Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 

    Where youth grows pale, and specter-thin, and dies; 

     Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 

      And leaden-eyed despairs, 

    Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes, 

     Or new Love pine at them beyond tomorrow. 

 

 The words “fade away” are here intensified (“Fade far away”) and given a specific 

sense (“dissolve”).  The mixture of these intransitive verbs with the transitive “forget” 
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reflects the same blurring (gathering together) of meanings that was initiated in the 

preceding stanza.  A movement that is both active and passive in character is intimated, a 

release that is also an approach, further reinforcing the sense of a unifying dissolution.  

There can now be no question of a simple desire to roam among the trees and flowers, 

even though Keats continues to speak in these terms. 

 What follows is a list of humanity’s woes, in which there is apparent forgetfulness 

of the fact that nightingales also suffer, grow old and die.  Yet this sort of forgetfulness 

(which is in fact an alert letting-go, as distinct from the sinking, minute-counting, “Lethe-

wards” oblivion of stanza one) is understandable, deliberate . . . and somehow 

appropriate.  Animals do not suffer, grow old and die as people do.  They presumably 

carry no clear memories of better days and have no anticipation of death.  When in pain, 

they are simply in pain.  They are blissfully free of the intensified agony that reflection 

brings. 

 The source of humankind’s special brand of suffering is intellect, discrimination, 

thought.  Civilisation is that sphere “Where but to think is to be full of sorrow/ And 

leaden-eyed despairs.”  Consequently, the ode describes a gradual movement away from 

thought (and back again), in which nature temporarily fills the place where thought used 

to be—a common theme in haiku: 

 

 waga omoi     tsukikage to nari     sora ni mitsu 

 

        my thoughts 

       turn to moonlight 

        filling the sky 

           Sōjō 

 

 Throughout Keats’ third stanza, forgetfulness (as freedom from thought) is related 

to the theme of time and the toll it takes.  In a sense, time and thought (compounded of 

memory and anticipation) are correlates, which alternatively define the sphere of 

suffering, in Buddhist terms, samsara, the wheel of life and death.  Yet time could also be 

taken as a correlate for nature itself, in so far as aging or decay is a natural process.  In this 

respect, the stanza might be interpreted as a complaint against nature—unless some 

deeper and more spiritual level is implied, a level at which nature is eternal.  Verse seven 

of the stanza shows that precisely such a level is indicated. 

 For the moment, the central point is that time and thought stand opposed to nature. 

 Awareness of time is an occlusion of nature; forgetfulness of time, letting-go, is a 

remembrance of it.  Still, given that human nature is virtually defined in terms of thinking 
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(hence suffering), full union with nature seems impossible...unless we are somehow 

transported beyond ourselves. 

 

 

 4. 

 

   Away! away! for I will fly to thee, 

    Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards, 

   But on the viewless wings of Poesy, 

    Though the dull brain perplexes and retards: 

   Already with thee! tender is the night, 

    And haply the Queen Moon is on her throne, 

     Clustered around by all her starry Fays; 

      But here there is no light, 

    Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown 

     Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways. 

 

 Suddenly Keats is beyond himself.  The words “Away! away!” announce a cutting 

loose (from thought, time) and the phrase “Already with thee!” lets us know that he is 

almost immediately in the company of the bird.  But what exactly has happened to effect 

this translation? 

 The most naive account is that he has risen out of himself, taken leave of his body 

and flown off into the night.  Where previously he was somewhat beyond himself in his 

yearning toward nature, he has now cut the cord that bound him to his physical situation.  

Apparently, this out-of-body state is the result of his ardent wish to be with the 

nightingale, a product of his magical fiat “Away! away!”  Accordingly, he is now 

magically plunged in “verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways.” 

 But there is a more logical explanation:  he is merely imagining himself in the 

forest.  He has not literally taken leave of his body;  he is giving free rein to imaginative 

reverie.  That is what poets, especially Romantic poets, do:  allow themselves to be 

carried away “on the viewless wings of Poesy”—as distinct from those of wine.  In 

essence, poetry and imagination are one and the same thing for Romantic poets. 

 We need only consider Keats’ manner of speaking.  Phrases such as “Dryad of the 

tree,” “charioted by Bacchus,” “Queen Moon” and “starry Fays”—all indicate in 

imaginative disposition, the same disposition that produced Endymion.  True, these 

phrases are standard mythological references, which Keats immediately abandons in 

favour of darkness, but they do at least suggest an imaginative context for the ode, 

especially since that seems to be the central context of so many Romantic poems. 
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 It is precisely this context that makes us wary of close parallels between Romantic 

poetry and haiku.  The latter are notoriously realistic in their depictions of events.  Ideally, 

haiku are factual reports of “what is happening before (our) eyes.”
12

  In practice, this is not 

always the case.  In part owing to Buson’s example, in part owing to the influence of 

western literature, the modern haiku poet Shiki frequently allows himself imaginative 

licence.  Even Bashō concocts poems ad lib, in response to lines supplied by other poets.  

In spite of this, there is little in haiku that resembles the flights of Shelley in Prometheus 

Unbound, or of Blake in Jerusalem. 

 Still, we must allow that Keats’ ode has a more realistic ring than Endymion.  The 

former is presented as a report of an actual experience.  Whether or not, Keats “really” 

was transported to the dark forest, he probably had some such experience of transition.  At 

the same time it is important to recognise that even poems like Endymion are based on 

concrete experiences of life.  As Blake says in his “A Vision of the Last Judgement”:  “It 

ought to be understood that the Persons, Moses & Abraham, are not here meant, but the 

States Signified by those Names, the Individuals being representatives or Visions of those 

States...”
13

 

 Mindful of this, we turn to a third interpretation of the stanza, in which its fanciful 

elements are “representatives or Visions” of real states.  Both the previous readings fail to 

address the dark aspect of nature, introduced in stanza two.  In the third reading, 

consideration of it is essential, for it gives the exact context of the transition to the forest. 

 Keats is indeed beyond (the usual sense of) himself, i.e. as a time-bound, thought-

ridden creature.  He is outside himself, in nature—but darkly, mysteriously.  The vastness 

that surrounds him has both an inward and an outward significance.  He is outside himself 

within himself (or participating in the innerness of the outside) and his experience is such 

that he feels himself plunged in the depths of nature.  Similar experiences of nature’s 

inwardness are reported by Coleridge: 

 

         I had found 

   That outward forms, the loftiest, still receive 

   Their finer influence from the Life within;— 

   Fair cyphers else... 

 

     (“Lines Written in the Album at Elbingerode,” 16-19) 

 

 

   O Lady! we receive but what we give, 

   And in our life alone does Nature live... 

 

     (“Dejection:  An Ode,” 47-8) 
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In Keats’ poem, the inwardness is expressed in terms of darkness. 

 Given the context of an interior dimension, one that Keats shares with all beings, 

we see that his translation to the dark wood implies a state of inward elevation—a strange 

kind of elevation that descends toward the source of things at the same time that it rises 

above the “drowsy numbness” of the human condition.  Upward, downward, inward, 

outward, lateral—all senses are operative in Keats’ “I will fly” which essentially 

announces an act of liberation that eludes spatial description.  This granted, the preceding 

interpretations of the transition can be revived and considered in their proper perspectives. 

 Imagination does in fact play a role in Keats’ ode but not only, or even mainly, in 

the sense of imagery.  Imagination has a number of meanings for the Romantics.  Though 

it can refer to the act of assembling or indulging in fantastic images (what Coleridge, 

perhaps following a similar distinction made by Paracelsus, calls “fancy”), it more 

essentially relates to an imageless (“viewless”: blind as well as unseen) state of 

elevation—or transcendent depth.  Consistent with this, Coleridge speaks of “Joy” as a 

spirit or power (a supernal light rather than a darkness, though this is, presumably, also 

unseen) “Which wedding Nature to us gives in dower/ A new Earth and new Heaven...” 

(“Dejection:  An Ode” 68-9). 

 In recent times, Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962) has argued strongly in favour of 

the “imageless” foundations of imagination: 

 

 The basic word in the lexicon of the imagination is not image, but 

imaginary.  The value of an image is measured by the extent of its 

imaginary aura.  Thanks to the imaginary, imagination is essentially open 

and elusive.  It is the human psyche’s experience of openness and novelty.  

More than any other power, it is what distinguishes the human psyche. 

  ...We could say that a stable and completely realized image clips 

the wings of the imagination.  It causes us to fall from the state of 

dreaming imagination that is not confined to the image, and that we may 

call imageless imagination, just as we speak of imageless thought. 

(author’s italics)
14

 

 

Appropriately, these remarks introduce a lengthy study of such topics as air and flight, in 

which the central reference is precisely the state of elevation, in so far as it relates to 

imagination.  Bachelard also connects this with feelings of depth. 

 Within Keats’ ode, there is no precise explanation of what is entailed in elevation. 

 It seems to involve a kind of inward release that somehow escapes “the dull brain” that 

perplexes and retards.  A sense of liberation is obviously intended, here as elsewhere in 

Keats’ work: 
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       yet there ever rolls 

   A vast idea before me, and I glean 

   Therefrom my liberty;  thence too I’ve seen 

   The end and aim of Poesy. 

 

      (“Sleep and Poetry,” 290-294) 

 

 

Coleridge seems to be inspired by the same idea: 

 

 

 On the IMMEDIATE, which dwells in every man, and on the original 

intuition, or absolute affirmation of it, (which is likewise in every man, but 

does not in every man rise into consciousness) all the certainty of our 

knowledge depends... The medium, by which spirits understand each 

other, is not the surrounding air;  but the freedom which they possess in 

common, as the common ethereal element of their being... Where the spirit 

of man is not filled with the consciousness of freedom...all spiritual 

intercourse is interrupted, not only with others, but even with oneself. 

 

      (Coleridge, Biographia Literaria : XII)
15

 

 

 The tenor of Keats’ words “Away! away!” and the expressed intention “I will fly” 

indicate a genuine act of liberation, a spirited deed on his part, one that is (heroically?) 

willed or achieved.  In “Sleep and Poetry” (163-9), Keats says: 

 

      Is there so small a range 

   In the present strength of manhood, that the high 

   Imagination cannot freely fly 

   As she was want of old? prepare her steeds, 

   Paw up against the light, and do strange deeds 

   Upon the clouds?  Has she not shown us all? 

   From the clear space of ether, to the small 

   Breath of new buds unfolding. 

 

But, once again, what exactly has happened to bring about a transition in the ode?  Is it 

solely the product of Keats’ act? 

 That his “flight” is instantly achieved suggests that there may be no rational 

explanation for it and/or that Keats trusts us to understand it naturally.  We assume that it 

involves a blind launching-out (diving-in).  The poet goes into and beyond himself.  He 

leaps/plunges into the void, and is somehow transported as a result of his very abandon, 
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his very affirmation of liberty.  In other words, he releases himself to the sense of freedom 

that beckons from unknown heights and depths of himself;  he surrenders to what calls 

him.  He accepts nature’s invitation. 

 In that case, what transports or translates him is essentially something beyond him. 

 Despite the determined and perhaps heroic tone of “I will fly” and despite the fact that a 

definite, inward leap is required, his act is no more the effective means of his translation 

than the leap of faith is the effective cause of miracles in the Bible.  The “wings” that 

carry him are not those of his “sole self” but of “Poesy.”  His willed act of release clears 

the way for something else, namely, nature, to act in him.  And it does so instantly, 

magically, simply by letting him be where he wishes to go.  Though the images of wings 

and flight are employed to convey a sense of elevation and freedom, there is in fact no 

flight.  He is, simply and suddenly, already there.  The forest has effectively come to him! 

 If the poetic act is primarily conceived as a released attunement to what beckons 

from within or beyond, as an act of faith in the unknown, and not mere mechanical 

invention, then this act stands in definite relation to another act, one that is essentially 

authorless in conventional terms.  If the latter belongs to the poet at all, it belongs to a 

higher level of himself that functions as one with life’s primary sphere.  Fundamentally, it 

is the act of nature itself, productive of the heightened images and feelings that freely arise 

in the mind of the poet as well as of the transpersonal or objective world.  It is this that 

“imagines,” both in the world and in ourselves—provided that we accord with it.  A kind 

of universal imagination is thus supposed, a notion alien to many modern readers but 

wholly in keeping with the Romantic Idealism of Keats’ day. 

 Granting for a moment the possibility of a universal imagination, a definite inner 

dynamic can be proposed for it.  In its potential aspect, it is the “imageless” beckoning of 

openness, novelty and freedom.  As Bachelard says, “It is the human psyche’s experience 

of openness and novelty.”  In its articulated or actualised aspect, it is manifestation and 

being, whether as specific states and images within the poet or as concrete worldly 

objects.  But at its core, it is a kind of nothing, a darkness, an abyss, a creative void akin 

to the Japanese mu.  Consequently, the verb “to imagine” can be taken to represent the 

most original and transcendent of all activities, the act of creation from nothing.  And this 

is indeed the paradigm of both imagination and creativity as far as the Romantics are 

concerned. 

 Coleridge (with whom Keats discussed such matters as “Nightingales,” “Poetical 

Sensation” and “Metaphysics” shortly before the ode’s composition) writes:  “The 

primary IMAGINATION I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of all human 

perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the 

infinite I AM.”
16

  Imagination is thus linked with the universal act of being, a creative act, 
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plainly reminiscent of the sudden revelation of God’s Holy Name (“I AM THAT I AM”) 

to Moses in a burning bush.  If I understand Coleridge correctly, imagination is, at its 

source, not the appearance of images or works of art but the unseen spark of all creativity. 

 It is the principle of spontaneity, a non-act that acts, a deed that apparently does nothing, 

an active passivity that is already accomplished in the manifest world yet that awaits our 

wholehearted participation in it.  For the latter to occur, we must blindly enter into the 

spirit of freedom from whose depths God constantly brings forth the world.  We must 

blindly repeat, or have repeated, in ourselves the primordial act of creation.  Likewise, the 

transition in Keats’ ode seems to imply a released engagement in the dark creative 

freedom that he shares with the nightingale, in nature’s perpetual newness. 

 Seen in this light, the moment of transition corresponds with the moment of 

sudden or instantaneous liberation (“awakening in the Unconscious”) in Zen and with the 

turning-point in haiku, represented by the kireji or cutting-word.  Implied in both is a 

sudden “leap or cutting-loose” in which the monk or poet is momentarily swept into the 

sky-like heart of things.
17

  He or she surrenders to the core of freedom, and is fully 

translated to a new dimension where the entire world manifests itself in the mode of 

suddenness: 

 

 kerorikan     to shite karasu to     yanagi kana 

 

        in all-at-once 

       fashion—a crow and 

        a willow ~ 

           Issa 

 

 Returning to the most naive, as well as most magical, interpretation of Keats’ 

stanza, according to which his “flight” is a kind of out-of-body experience, we see that, to 

whatever degree such a displacement is possible, it must depend on a free act that places 

him closer to the mysterious wellsprings of nature.  Magic is no more, and no less, than an 

extension of the poetic perspective, as the poetic foundations of spells, conjurations, 

incantations, invocations and evocations suggest.  Both magic and poetry imply an inward 

dimension that shares features in common with the night-time forest of stanza five.  Yet, 

even if we believe in the magical efficacy of Keats’ “I will fly,” we must allow that he is 

appealing to or drawing upon superior forces buried deeply within him, and therefore not 

entirely in his command.  In other words, we are concerned with an act that blindly 

reaches toward or into the abyss and a reciprocal act that effectively translates the poet to 

the heart of that dimension. 



 
 

  320 

 As will be seen, the literal/magical interpretation of the ode provides a valuable 

counterpoint to the exclusively literary interpretation that has been the focus so far.  In the 

case of the present stanza, it is mainly valuable in that it underlines the outside-oneself 

orientation of the poem.  A similar orientation is presupposed in haiku objectivity, as 

evidenced by the frequency with which haijin refer to themselves in the third person.
18

  

With respect to the ode, the outside-oneself orientation is related to ecstasy, a theme Keats 

specifically addresses in the sixth stanza. 

 

 

 5. 

 

   I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 

    Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 

   But, in embalmèd darkness, guess each sweet 

    Wherewith the seasonable month endows 

   The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild; 

    White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine; 

     Fast fading violets covered up in leaves; 

      And mid-May’s eldest child, 

    The coming musk rose, full of dewy wine, 

     The murmurous haunt of flies in summer eve. 

 

 We arrive at the heart of the ode, nature’s darkly-illumined subtle sphere.  From 

the amount of detail that is provided, we must allow at least some basis to the 

naive/magical view.  In fact, the wealth of detail is an embarrassment to those who see the 

forest visitation wholly in symbolic terms.  Then again, there is no need to choose.  As in 

haiku poetry, literal and symbolic levels may be simultaneously valid. 

 Throughout this passage, we are again led to ask:  “What exactly is Keats 

experiencing?”  And again, we must be careful, for we have entered into a mysterious 

region where none of the familiar criteria hold true.  For example, we have to remind 

ourselves that the details, so vividly described by the poet, are never seen.  From a naively 

literal point of view, the sense of sight has been replaced by a heightened sensitivity to 

smells and sounds.  Keats is reporting the experience of a blind man! 

 Still, this could be an improvement on one’s normal sensibility.  (The vividness of 

the passage belies Keats’ word “guess”—unless it has the meaning of intuition, as it often 

does for him.)  In many respects, sight is the most intellectual of the senses.  If the poem is 

taken as a departure from thought, then a return to the “lower” senses could constitute a 

more immediate connection with things—except that the disembodied poet has no senses! 

 The nightingale’s song is still heard but the shadow-poet who is plunged in nature must 
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“perceive” in an altogether different fashion. 

 In spite of these difficulties, the naive perspective points in the right direction.  

What is at issue in the stanza is indeed a more direct access to nature, but not through the 

senses.  Rather, the blindness or darkness is evocative of a connection that precedes 

sensation, one that is achieved beneath the surface of things, at their roots.  Keats has 

entered into the very fabric of nature.  He is joined with the forest, not by way of 

perception, but by way of being.  In short, he does not require vehicles of perception: 

 

   Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 

    Are sweeter;  therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

   Not to the sensual ear, but, more endeared, 

    Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone 

 

         (“Ode to a Grecian Urn,” 11-14) 

 

 Two lines of interpretation remain, both of which presuppose a secret access to 

nature.  According to the first and most haiku-like, the details mentioned by Keats are not 

exclusively evocative of the rich night-time setting;  they are also suggestive of the void-

like aspect of nature’s primary sphere, whose unknown depths gives birth to such 

richness: 

 

    muichimotsu chū mujinzō 

    hana ari tsuki ari rōdai ari 

 

    in nothing at all there’s vastness 

    flowers  moon  castles 

         (Zen Buddhist text)
19

 

 

In Keatsian terms, this might be the magical region of essence, represented in the 

following as a dazzling dimension, where all is translated into light: 

 

        In that which becks 

   Our ready minds to fellowship divine, 

   A fellowship with essence;  till we shine, 

   Full alchemized, and free of space.  Behold 

   The clear religion of heaven! 

 

         (Endymion, I: 777-781) 
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 The second interpretation allows for the Platonic bent of western culture in 

general, and Romantic poetry in particular.  Accordingly, the details that Keats presents 

are neither sensations (in spite of the necessarily sensual character of his language) nor 

evocations of a uniform essence or potentiality, but absolute presences, particular 

essences, the inmost spirits of nature that precede their emergence in the grossly 

phenomenal sphere: 

 

 

        If he utterly 

   Scans all the depths of magic, and expounds 

   The meanings of all motions, shapes, and sounds; 

   If he explores all forms and substances 

   Straight homeward to their symbol essences; 

   He shall not die. 

 

         (Endymion, 696-701) 

 

 

In either case, we are concerned with the prephenomenal (or subtly manifest) level of 

experience, with a region close to or identical with life’s source. 

 Among the Romantics, Keats it not unique in evoking such a region.  It appears as 

the cave of Demogorgon in Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound: 

 

 

     To the Deep, to the Deep, 

        Down, down! 

     Through the shade of Sleep, 

     Through the cloudy strife 

     Of Death and of Life; 

     Through the veil and the bar 

     Of things which seem and are... 

 

         (Act II, Scene 3: 54-60)
20

 

 

 

The mountain rift (“a fracture in the vapour”) described in Wordsworth’s 1805 Prelude is 

also reminiscent of this: 

 

   A deep and gloomy breathing-place, through which 

   Mounted the roar of waters, torrents, streams 
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   Innumerable, roaring with one voice. 

         ...in that breach 

   Through which the homeless voice of waters rose, 

   That dark deep thoroughfare, had Nature lodged 

   The soul, the imagination of the whole. 

 

         (13: 57-65)
21

 

 

Blake’s conception of Eternity refers to a similar dimension:  “The Vegetative Universe, 

opens like a flower from the Earths center:/ In which is Eternity.”(Jerusalem 13: 34-5)  

Here, it is possible that Blake is borrowing from ancient alchemical sources, which 

likewise locate the generative core of the phenomenal world in the bowels of the earth. 

 Haiku poetry rarely speaks of such a region—because its mystery is presupposed 

at every level.  Visually, it is represented in the ample free-space (yo haku) that surrounds 

every poem.  Audibly, it is present in the charged silence that precedes and follows 

recitation, as well as in the mid-way pause that marks the turning-point.  But it is most 

strikingly apparent in illumined images: 

 

 mozu naku ya     irishi sashikomu     mematsu bara 

 

        a shrike’s cry ~ 

       light slants through 

        the red pine grove 

           Bonchō 

 

The vibrancy, resonance or suggestiveness of the images intimates a presiding mystery 

that underlies all experience, as does Keats’ description of the night-time forest.  The 

details that Keats provides and the manner in which he relates them, by simply naming 

them, with no elaboration of their significance, are very haiku-like.  I submit that Keats is 

evoking something very much like a haiku awakening, using naturalistic detail supplied 

by his imagination.  Doubtless, hundreds of haiku poets have done the same. 

 The movement toward awakening (foreshadowed in stanza one) is now complete. 

 The remainder of the ode, except for its final line, describes a progressive movement 

back to the human world, even though that world is now lit by a strange dark light. 
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 6. 

 

   Darkling I listen;  and, for many a time 

    I have been half in love with easeful Death, 

   Called him soft names in many a musèd rhyme, 

    To take into the air my quiet breath; 

   Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 

    To cease upon the midnight with no pain, 

     While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 

      In such an ecstasy! 

    Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain— 

     To thy high requiem become a sod. 

 

 Keats thinks of death.  We are back in the realm of time and thought, though the 

poet’s connection with the forest is still strong.  The association of nature, death, love, 

bliss and ease is natural in the context of ecstasy.  Let us say that the language Keats uses 

makes sense only in the afterglow (afterdark) of union.  Lovers at least understand it 

naturally.  In any case, Keats often equates death with the heights of experience: 

 

   Verse, fame, and beauty are intense indeed, 

   But death intenser—death is life’s high meed. 

 

         (“Why Did I Laugh?” 13-4) 

 

 Meanwhile, it is plain that the night-time forest itself contains the seeds of these 

dark thoughts.  The “embalmèd darkness” of stanza five only begins to flower in the 

present lines.  (Indeed, the direction of meaning in the ode almost always flows 

backwards, against the direction of time, contrary to the flow of real and imagined events, 

to the extent that the end of the poem necessarily places us back at the beginning.  This is 

also true in the case of haiku, except that the effect is almost instantaneous.)  Somehow 

nature itself is the source of the association of ecstasy and death, however disturbing that 

association might be. 

 What is ecstasy in natural terms?  It is, according to Keats, the nightingale pouring 

forth its soul.  The word “soul” seems somewhat misleading in this context since the 

bird’s voice is its only definite manifestation;  it is in effect the manifest bird.  From a 

naive approach, we would have to say that ecstasy implies manifestation and that both 

ecstasy and manifestation have a spiritual, soulful  significance.  And once again this 

approach yields insight. 
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 Existence (literally, to stand out) does imply a kind of ecstasy, a jutting forth into 

the realm of appearance.  The original sense of existence is that of an out-pouring.  In so 

far as the nightingale is representative of dark nature, the bird’s singing (its ecstasy) is an 

event through which nature comes to stand outside itself, as something revealed.  Indeed, 

the entire realm of gross and subtle manifestation could be seen as a free out-pouring, akin 

to the nightingale’s song. 

 There are two main problems.  The first is that Keats’ ecstatic flight is, initially at 

least, a liberation from the “drowsy numbness” of the human condition.  He is accordingly 

outside the usual sense of himself as a time-ridden being.  The nightingale (more 

accurately its soul-voice) has no drowsy self to be outside of.  Hence, the poet’s ecstasy 

does not have the same meaning that it does for the bird. 

 This is true, but only at one level.  In order to exist, in the same ecstatic sense as 

the bird, Keats must transcend himself, the self that has more or less artificially insinuated 

itself between him and nature.  But once he has, he does indeed participate in that same 

ecstatic sense, if only temporarily. 

 A second problem surfaces.  The poet’s ecstasy (initiated in stanza four) seems to 

proceed in a contrary direction to manifestation, back to the dark roots of nature, rather 

than outward, into the revealed realm.  This, again, is true, but only if we neglect the (now 

intensely apparent) subtle sphere of manifestation and if we ignore the fact that the ode 

itself, together with whatever feelings the poet experienced with respect to it, is a part of 

the poet’s ecstasy.  In the manifest ode, the poet is indeed pouring forth his soul, and in 

the same sense that the bird has. 

 What I am suggesting is that ecstasy is, for the poet who is transported beyond 

himself, a participation both in darkness and in its manifest outpouring, the novelty and 

openness of immediate experience, ecstasy in the sense of true existence.  Hiddenness and 

ecstasy go together, require each other, so that out-pouring is a direct function of darkness. 

 Authentic worldly existence includes the sense of a “viewless” origin, creative in every 

event.  We experience ourselves and all that we see as existing from mystery, from 

nothing, from freedom. 

 We say that nightingales sing for no reason, for nothing, or because it is simply 

their nature to do so, but we miss what is hidden in these determinations:  the positive 

meaning of “no reason,” “nothing” and “nature.”  The nightingale’s song is a positive 

outpouring of the reasonless nothing that is its nature, a positive outpouring of dark 

freedom.  Its ecstasy is its connection with its mysterious source, as well as an expression 

of it. 

 Yet whatever appears in the realm of gross manifestation becomes at that level 

subject to birth and death, precisely to the degree that it emerges as something definite.  
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The nightingale’s song fades away;  Keats’ ode too will one day be forgotten.  Thus, the 

ecstasy of existence implies a kind of lover’s surrender to death.  In this sense, it is “rich 

to die”...because it is only in our whole-hearted dying, in our continual falling back upon 

the source, that we fully exist and because it is only through existence that the source 

becomes manifest in the world.  Keats is not only speaking of the dying that comes at the 

end of our lives but of the dying we do every minute—by existing, particularly when this 

is done in a liberated fashion. 

 The nightingale somehow eludes death precisely by pouring forth (giving up) its 

soul, surrendering to the ecstasy of its on-going death.  It does not die (in the ultimate 

sense) because it is lost in the forgetfulness of its singing.  Its whole-hearted outpouring is 

evidence of a permanent connection with its source-dimension.  Thus, absolute mortality 

is true of the bird but not for it (a point made by Heidegger with respect to the things of 

nature in Der Satz vom Grund).  Essentially, its ecstasy is less in its concrete 

manifestation than in its eternally living, eternally dying subtle existence, embedded as 

this is in nature’s timeless, primary sphere of revelation.  If man’s life was similarly 

released, he too would be free of finality, but he hesitates, reflects upon his individual lot. 

 The “sole self” (stanza eight) interposes itself between the dark source and the concrete 

world;  it usurps the timeless, subtle sphere, the eternal Open of nature.  Ecstasy is halted, 

refracted inwardly through thought.  Thus, the bird continues its song (unendingly, in 

different birds that are the same as itself) while the (here self-mocking) poet becomes a 

“sod”—though there is a suggestion, in the same self-mocking tone, that the poet who 

loses himself in the nightingale’s song is at that moment deathless as well. 

 Haiku poets likewise recognise the immortality of natural beings...and the 

mortality of man: 

 

 yagate shinu     keshiki wa mie zu     semi no koe 

 

        shortly to die 

       but not showing it 

        cicada cries 

           Bashō 
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 7. 

 

   Thou wast not born for death, immortal bird! 

    No hungry generations tread thee down; 

   The voice I hear this passing night was heard 

    In ancient days by emperor and clown: 

   Perhaps the self-same song that found a path 

    Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home, 

     She stood in tears amid the alien corn; 

      The same that oft-times hath 

    Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam 

     Of perilous seas, in fairy lands forlorn. 

 

 This is an extension of the preceding meditation.  We can no longer assert, as we 

did in stanza three, that Keats has forgotten, or intentionally let go of, the fact that 

individual nightingales live and die, for the poet’s reflections on ecstasy and death have 

taken us to a new level.  We are now pondering the interpenetration of eternity 

(immortality) and time. 

 Haiku poetry too recognises that things, particularly natural beings, have an 

eternal aspect.  The crow that appears in so many haiku is always the same crow, even 

though it is a unique presence in every case.  Everything is both transitory and eternal.  In 

haiku there is the sense that things are eternal precisely because they are so fleeting, an 

intimation that agrees with the interpretation of the preceding stanza. 

 What is particularly intriguing about the present stanza (apart from the 

ramifications of the bird’s beckoning to Ruth) is that the intersection of eternity and time 

includes the realm of “Charmed magic casements.”  The easy option is to read this 

reference as a further movement away from nature.  Keats, returning to a less ecstatic 

level of experience, indulges in “mere” imagination, pure fancy.  Such an interpretation is 

at once correct and misleading, for Keats is not the same poet as before.  Because we are 

not the same readers as before, we cannot confidently assert that the realm of fancy is 

purely a fiction, or even that it is a fiction at all.  Rather, the eternal validity of an 

enchanted sphere of existence is affirmed.  Keats’ (our) encounter with darkness has 

shown him (us) that nature is creative on many levels, none of which is more important 

(less important) than the rest.  Imagination (“fancy”) too is part of revelation, a kind of 

ecstasy. 

 Here is where western literature goes further than haiku, at least in its traditional 

form, opening a virtually unlimited domain for exploration.  Nature is revealed in magical 

visions and dreams as well as in perception.  Indeed, given the massive destruction of 

nature by technology, it is increasingly likely that forests and birds will live chiefly in the 
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mind, in which case haiku will increasingly depend on fancy, as I suspect it has done for a 

long time now in industrialised Japan.  This gloomy prognosis is modified by the fact that 

imagination has always occasioned some of our most intense glimpses of nature;  it is 

nature growing within us, though perilously and forlornly, for we are strangely more at 

home, more in our element, in the familiar everyday world than in our own mysteriously 

creative regions.  The beckoning of the enchanted wilderness is daunting because it is so 

vast, so unknown—and near.  We might easily lose ourselves in the tangle... 

 

 

 

 8. 

 

   Forlorn! the very word is like a bell 

    To toll me back from thee to my sole self! 

   Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well 

    As she is famed to do, deceiving elf. 

   Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem fades 

    Past the near meadows, over the still stream, 

     Up the hillside;  and now ’tis buried deep 

      In the next valley glades: 

    Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

     Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 

 

 The “perilous” possibilities of nature’s creativity cause Keats to draw back 

sharply.  He is once again his “sole self.”  He has doubts and expresses sentiments 

reminiscent of those at the end of Endymiom: 

 

         I have clung 

   To nothing, loved a nothing, nothing seen 

   Or felt but a great dream!... 

   There never lived a mortal man, who bent 

   His appetite beyond his natural sphere, 

   But starved and died. 

 

          (IV: 636-648) 

 

He suspects that imagination, in any of its guises, is a “deceiving elf” and bids it, as well 

as the bird, “Adieu!” 

 Yet he is rid of neither, for they are a portion of his inmost being.  Consequently, 

we can follow the bird as it disappears, over the stream and up the hillside of Keats’ mind. 
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 The “valley glades” in which it is “buried” are in Keats, where the bird is forever singing, 

forever beckoning.  The poet’s experience of the dark heart of nature is only temporarily 

ended. 

 

 The final words “Do I wake or sleep?” would be weak in the context of almost 

any other poem, but they are powerful here.  What is reality, the “drowsy numbness” of 

everyday life or the fleeting intimations and visions of imagination?  Keats is clearly in 

some doubt about the matter.  The former are solid enough but the latter have an intensity 

that surpasses the solidity of bricks and paving stones.  In spite of their dream-like 

character, visions have a vitality and meaningfulness surpassing that of prosaic reality.  

Indeed, our most meaningful experiences of everyday life (as depicted in haiku) have a 

similar visionary character.  What is sleep, the common nightmare or the uncommon 

vision? 

 Keats is already having doubts about his doubts.  The nightingale within him is 

still calling.  The poet is nearer to the dark forest than he suspects:  “...he’s awake who 

thinks himself asleep.” (“O Thou Whose Face.”)
14

 

 The cycle begins again, at a newer (more perilous?) level. 



 
 

  330 

Notes 

 

1. John Keats, Selected Poetry, ed. by Paul de Man, A Signet Classic, New 

American Library, New York (1966), pp. 249-251.  All references to Keats’ 

poetry are taken from this text. 

2. David Perkins, “The Ode to a Nightingale,” in Keats:  A Collection of Critical 

Essays, ed. by Walter Jackson Bate, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey 

(1964), p. 105. 

3. Earl R. Wasserman, The Finer Tone:  Keats’ Major Poems, Greenwood Press, 

Connecticut (1983), p. 184. 

4. John Keats, Selected Letters, ed. with intro. by Robert Pack, A Signet Classic, 

New American Library, New York (1974), p. 53. 

5. See Chapters Five and Thirteen, where I argue that Bashō’s sense of immersion in 

particular beings is founded on a prior immersion in the sense of nature. 

6. Wasserman, p. 191. 

7. Wasserman, p. 223. 

8. Samual Taylor Coleridge, The Portable Coleridge, ed. by I. A. Richards, Penguin 

Books, Middlesex, England (1977), p. 170.  All references to Coleridge are taken 

from this text. 

9. William Blake, The Complete Poems, ed. by Alicia Ostriker, Penguin Books, 

London (1977), p. 652.  All references to Blake’s poetry are taken from this text. 

10. D. T. Suzuki, “The Zen Doctrine of No-Mind,” in Zen Buddhism:  Selected 

Writings of D. T. Suzuki, ed. by William Barrett, Doubleday Anchor Books, 

Doubleday, New York (1956), pp. 194-5. 

11. Matsuo Bashō in Matsuo Bashō by Makoto Ueda, Twayne, New York (1970), p. 

132. 

12. Bashō, see Chapter Fourteen. 

13. William Blake, “A Vision of the Last Judgment” in The Portable Blake, ed. by 

Alfred Kazin, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England (1976), p. 

657. 

14. Gaston Bachelard, Air and Dreams:  An Essay on the Imagination of Movement, 

trans. by Edith R. Farrell and C. Frederick Farrell, The Bachelard Translations, 

The Dallas Institute Of Humanities and Culture, Dallas, Texas (1988), pp. 1-2;  

from L’air et les songes, Librairie José Corti, Paris (1943), pp. 7-8. 

15. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, see Richards, p. 509.  Though the inclination is 

to associate these thoughts with the German Idealism of Coleridge’s time, they 

probably have an earlier origin, namely, in the writings of Jakob Boëhme (1575-



 
 

  331 

1624), who, in his The Tree of Christian Faith (printed by John Macock, London, 

1644), writes:  “Even as the Abyss of Eternity is free, and resteth no where but 

only in it self...even so doth true Faith in the Abyss... It is with the eternal 

Freedom of God as a nothing, and yet it is in all...”  Blake, Coleridge (whose 

influence on Keats has been noted) and German Idealists, such as Schelling, owe 

an enormous debt to this mystic whose writings have so much in common with 

those of Zen Buddhism. 

  At the same time it should be noted that Boëhme himself owes an 

enormous debt to the alchemical lore of his time, with which he was very familiar. 

 In an anonymous work titled Rosarium Philosophorum (1550, 1593), we find a 

passage that is strikingly appropriate to the concerns of this chapter:  “And look 

according to nature, by which bodies are regenerated in the bowels of the earth.  

And imagine this with the true and not with the fantastic imagination.”  (In 

Psychology and Alchemy by C. G. Jung, trans. by T. F. C. Hull, Bollingen Series 

XX, Princeton University Press, 1980, p. 257, footnote.) 

16. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, see Richards, p. 516. 

17. See Chapter Fifteen. 

18. See Chapter Thirteen. 

19. My translation of lines supplied in A Zen Forest:  Sayings of the Masters, trans. 

with an intro. by Sōiku Shigematsu, Weatherhill, New York (1981), p. 163. 

20. Percy Bysshe Shelley, Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, selected and ed. by Donald H. 

Rieman and Sharon B. Powers, W. W. Norton, New York (1977), p. 170. 

21. William Wordsworth, The Prelude, 1799, 1805, 1850, ed. by Jonathan 

Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams and Stephen Gill, W. W. Norton, New York (1979), 

p. 460. 



 
 

  332 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
 American Transcendentalism and Beyond 

 

 

   If I may be permitted to speculate in order to underline a 

point:  it seems to me possible, given the circumstances of 

American life and poetry, and given the direction 

established by Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman, that a 

poetry very much like haiku, and perhaps even a 

philosophy very much like Zen, would have developed on 

this continent independently of any direct contact with 

Buddhism or Japanese literature. 

 

       Thomas Paul Lynch
1
 

 

 
 Pater, Hopkins, Lawrence and Huxley in Britain.—The wilderness tradition in North 

America.—American non-conformism.—The Transcendental Movement.—Eastern 

influences, native inspiration.—Emerson.—Thoreau.—His notebooks.—First “native 

haiku.”—Whitman.—Dickinson.—The Imagists.—Wallace Stevens.—William Carlos 

Williams.—e.e. cummings.—Hemingway.—Kerouac. 

 

 After the Romantic poets, it is not difficult to find English-language texts that 

accord with haiku sensibilities.  In Britain, the works of Walter Pater (1839-94) espouse a 

haiku-like aesthetic of rapt absorption in the present moment.  Granted, his prescriptions 

for the “adornment of life”
2
 with “various yet select sensation”

3
 tend in the direction of a 

rarefied sensuality, frequently at odds with the lowly subject matter, plain-speaking and 

simple sincerity (makoto) of haiku.  Yet a similar refinement informs much Japanese 

literature, including many haiku in the manner of Buson, and remains an influence within 
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that genre in so far as the fūga or “refinement” of fūga-no-makoto can become a detached 

focus and taken in a largely intellectual sense.  Shots fired at Pater’s aestheticism often 

fall uncomfortably close to Japanese literary ideals.  The important point is that Pater’s 

almost exclusive regard for “the pleasure of the ideal present, of the mystic now”
4
 carries 

forward the present-centred leanings of the Romantics and prompts succeeding 

generations of poets to cast an ever more intense gaze upon the immediate data of 

experience, i.e. the data favoured in haiku composition. 

 One of Pater’s students, Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-89), realises a vision that 

is at once more earthy and more elevated than that of his teacher, elevated less with 

refined appreciation than with a fidelity to spontaneous feeling.  A keen observer of 

nature, he attends to the absolute individuality of things: their exact suchness or 

“haecceity,” as he calls it—a Zen-like concept that he borrows from the Medieval 

philosopher Duns Scotus (1265-1308).  Consequently, in haiku-fashion, he is able to 

render minute account of: 

 

   All things counter, original, spare, strange; 

    Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?) 

     With swift, slow;  sweet, sour, adazzle, dim... 

 

          (“Pied Beauty”)
5
 

 

As the obvious energy of his poetry suggests, he does not direct himself to the “haecceity” 

of things out of scientific motives;  he does so because their precise landscapes (in his 

terminology, their “inscapes”) are accompanied by intuitions of the single force or 

“instress” of being, where being is plainly understood in an active and profoundly 

immanent sense.  Thus, his involvement in the world is simultaneously an involvement in 

its elusive, pre-phenomenal wellsprings.  Though his insights are couched in Christian 

phraseology, it is clear that nature is his constant point of reference and that Christian 

concepts, such as the Holy Spirit, are identified with nature’s secret creativity: 

 

   And for all this, nature is never spent; 

    There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 

   And though the last lights off the black West went 

    Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward springs— 

   Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 

    World broods with warm breast and ah! bright wings. 

 

          (“God’s Grandeur”)
6
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In form, there is little or nothing in Hopkins’ work that resembles haiku, apart from a 

concision that is too intent upon the essentials of experience to bother about filled-out 

explanations or grammatical completeness.  Yet, except for a small number of authors in 

the United States (see below), there is no nineteenth-century English-language writer who 

comes as near as Hopkins to the inmost spirit of haiku. 

 Dozens of twentieth-century British authors might be cited in reference to 

Japanese sensibilities.  The haiku commentator R. H. Blyth never tires of relating haiku 

and Zen to the works of D. H. Lawrence (1885-1930).  Aldous Huxley (1894-1963) 

promotes Buddhist values and a radical here-and-now perspective in his novel Island, but 

by this time, of course, one tends no longer to deal with authors who independently (or 

largely so) approximate eastern views.  By Huxley’s time, eastern literature becomes a 

direct and substantial force in English writing. 

 Similar observations can be made about the works of authors in Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and elsewhere in the English-speaking world.  But it is 

predominantly in the United States that the closest legitimate parallels (rather than 

conscious dialogues) between haiku and English-language literature can be shown, and 

that association effectively begins with works of the New England Transcendentalists. 

 

 

Transcendentalism 

 

 A vast reserve of as yet untrampled wilderness, America becomes virtually a 

symbol for nature as far as numerous post-fifteenth century authors are concerned, and 

this serves as a positive impetus for hundreds of prospective settlers.  Many of these are 

also religious dissenters whose views on the direct revelation of God’s truth in the hearts 

of men and women put them at odds with their more authority-dependent peers.  The 

relative freedom of the New World and the connection of the Garden of Eden with 

wilderness must be counted as obvious incentives to such “non-conformists.”  

Consequently, a great many settlers arrive in America with the rudiments of a North 

American “tradition,” in which spirituality, nature and free-thinking are already essential 

features. 

 Later Americans, many of them with even freer views, add to the tradition by 

drawing upon authors like Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78), whose ideal of the “noble 

savage” is echoed in the early American classic The Last of the Mohicans by James 

Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851).  In spite of the lingering reliance on European notions, a 

distinctive literature begins to emerge in which nature plays an increasingly central role, at 

times rivalling even that of God.  One of America’s first notable poets, William Cullen 
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Bryant (1794-1878), attempts in his “Thanatopsis” to define a spiritual dimension of 

nature without recourse to traditional dogma.  An earlier poet, Philip Freneau (1752-

1832), offers a novel perspective on nature, in so far as his impressions spring uniquely 

from himself and the North American landscape, rather than from Old World 

associations.  But it is, strictly speaking, only with the advent of American 

Transcendentalism, beginning around 1833, that a truly distinctive outlook on nature is 

fully elucidated. 

 Like the term “Impressionist” with respect to certain nineteenth-century painters, 

the term “Transcendentalist” is somewhat misleading and not particularly well-loved by 

those it is meant to describe.  As will be seen, the Transcendentalists can be called 

“Immanentalists” with equal justification, indicating the very interpenetration of 

transcendent and immanent spheres that is presupposed in haiku. 

 What is implied by the word “Transcendental” is a pre-phenomenal or subtle 

attunement to the inward dimension of things; in other words, roughly the same 

attunement that has been asserted in relation to haiku. According to Ralph Waldo 

Emerson (1803-82), the leading spokesman for what has become known as the 

Transcendental Movement: 

 

 the sense of being which in calm hours rises, we know not how, in the 

soul, is not diverse from things, from space, from light, from time, from 

man, but one with them, and proceeds obviously from the same source 

whence their life and being also proceed.  We first share the life by which 

things exist, and afterwards see them as appearances in nature, and forget 

that we have shared their cause. 

 

         (“Self-reliance”)
7
 

 

 

 We live in succession, in division, in parts, in particles.  Meantime within 

man is the soul of the whole;  the wise silence;  the universal beauty, to 

which every part and particle is related;  the eternal ONE.  And this deep 

power in which we exist, and whose beatitude is all accessible to us, is not 

only self-sufficing and perfect in every hour, but the act of seeing and the 

thing seen, the seer and the spectacle, the subject and object are one.  We 

see the world piece by piece, as the sun, the moon, the animal, the tree;  

but the whole, of which these are the shining parts, is the soul. 

 

         (“The Over-soul,” Works, p. 174) 
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 The visible creation is the terminus or the circumference of the invisible 

world. 

 

         (“Nature,” Works, p. 538) 

 

 The influence of Wordsworth, Coleridge and the German Idealists (from whom 

Coleridge derived much of his inspiration) is apparent in such statements.  Less apparent 

but just as appropriate is the influence of eastern thought, which comes to Emerson and 

his associates by way of early translations of the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Koran and 

the sayings of Buddha, Confucius and Mencius.  The criticism that the Transcendentalists 

often distort or “misconceive”
8
 these teachings seems unfair, since the writers ultimately 

espouse no point of view other than their own.  They use eastern teachings (so far as they 

understand them), just as they use the Romantics, the Platonists and dozens of other 

sources.  But they use them only in so far as they strike a chord with their deepest 

intuitions, a tendency that already places them close to the heart of much eastern 

spirituality. 

 I suggest that it is precisely because of the vagueness of their understanding of 

specific doctrines that genuine parallels can be asserted, and at a very deep level.  That the 

Transcendentalists manage to voice so many subtle insights basic to the understanding of 

haiku and Zen, when equipped with only the sketchiest notions of eastern beliefs, 

indicates that they draw from the same inward source that inspires hundreds of eastern 

authors.  Their affinity with such authors is measured less by the degree of accuracy with 

which they interpret sophisticated doctrines, such as those found in the Upanishads, than 

by the degree of their “self-reliance” on their own inner wellsprings. 

 According to Lynch: 

 

 The fact that the transcendentalists had access to a wide variety of 

important Hindu texts and made frequent reference to those texts obscures 

the fact that their ideas were, for the most part, homegrown.  And 

curiously enough, the direction of their thought was tending ever more 

towards the same path shared by another Eastern tradition of which they 

knew nothing, or nearly nothing—Taoism and its Buddhist synthesis, 

Zen.
9
 

 

As Lynch makes clear in other comments, the basis of the Transcendentalist rapport with 

Taoism and Zen is a common “search for an original and unmediated relation between the 

individual and the universe.”
10
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Emerson 

 

 Because Emerson, like his main associate Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), is 

probably less influential as a poet than as the promoter of certain views on life and nature, 

only his prose works will be considered.  Even so, there is ample scope for noting 

similarities between his perspective and that apparent in haiku. 

 The radical here-and-now focus that was mentioned in connection with Pater is 

anticipated in Emerson’s writings and given an earthy, naturalistic cast that is probably 

nearer the haiku frame of mind than anything conceived by Pater: 

 

 These roses under my window make no reference to former roses or to 

better ones;  they are for what they are;  they exist with God to-day.  There 

is no time to them.  There is simply the rose;  it is perfect in every moment 

of its existence... But man postpones or remembers:  he does not live in the 

present, but with reverted eye laments the past, or heedless of the riches 

that surround him, stands on tiptoe to foresee the future.  He cannot be 

happy and strong until he too lives with nature in the present, above time. 

 

         (“Self-reliance,” Works, p. 107) 

 

Interestingly, Emerson sees the here-and-now as important because it is nature’s domain, 

its proper dimension.  Nature is considered not only in the light of a timeless or eternal 

now but as the ultimate sphere of being, the sphere in which humankind itself has its 

authentic existence.  We should live in the present because that is how nature, the true 

ground of our existence, lives. 

 Again and again, Emerson’s “arguments” follow this pattern.  A conclusion is true 

or right because it agrees with nature.  Emerson assumes that readers understand exactly 

what “nature” means, how it relates to the matter under consideration and why it justifies 

this or that prescription for human conduct.  No further proof of an assertion is required, 

and very little explanation is given. 

 It is little wonder that later critics, such as the philosopher George Santayana 

(1863-1952), take him to task as a fuzzy-headed thinker.  But the point is that Emerson 

does regard nature as a given, as an inward reality, instantly available to whoever cares to 

consult it.  The proof and ultimate meaning of his statements cannot be discovered 

through logic but only through the intimations of the heart, which is nature’s most 

proximate dwelling.  In other words, like the great haijin, he presupposes and appeals to a 

subtle region of feeling which he equates with nature’s primary sphere.  And like them, he 
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sees this region as inherently mysterious or hidden: 

 

 Man is a stream whose source is hidden.  Our being is descending into us 

from we know not whence. 

 

         (“The Over-soul,” Works, p. 173) 

 

 In all, it becomes clear that the “Self” of “Self-reliance” is not the limited, wilful 

self of the personal ego, as some of his critics (including Herman Melville) suppose, but a 

deeper, truer self, one that is embedded in the great Self of nature.  Accordingly, much of 

Emerson’s work can be interpreted only as an attempt to awaken in readers an attunement 

to nature’s secret sphere—which, he believes, can become creatively operative in them, 

not merely as a versatile guide to conduct but as a productive power.  This is, of course, 

the very understanding of nature and creativity in haiku (see Chapter Eighteen).  And just 

as the haiku attunement has been described in terms of surrender, freedom, openness and 

faith, Emerson employs the language of release in reference to the attunement that he 

proposes: 

 

  It is a secret which every intellectual man quickly learns, that, beyond 

the energy of his possessed and conscious intellect, he is capable of a new 

energy (as of an intellect doubled on itself), by abandonment to the nature 

of things;  that, beside his privacy of power as an individual man, there is a 

great public power, on which he may draw, by unlocking, at all risks, his 

human doors, and suffering the ethereal tides to roll and circulate through 

him:  then he is caught up into the life of the Universe, his speech is 

thunder, his thought is law, and his words are universally intelligible as the 

plants and animals... As the traveller who has lost his way, throws his reins 

on his horse’s neck, and trusts to the instinct of the animal to find his road, 

so must we do with the divine animal who carries us through the world.  

For if in any manner we can stimulate this instinct, new passages are open 

for us into nature, the mind flows into and through things hardest and 

highest, and the metamorphosis is possible. 

 

         (“The Poet,” Works, p. 218) 

 

 The lengthy passage is cited because it virtually summarises everything that has 

been said in previous chapters on the topic of haiku immersion.  To the extent that we are 

connected with nature beneath the surface of things, “new passages are open for us” into 

the natural beings that surround us;  we effect a “metamorphosis”;  it becomes possible 

for us to participate in things from the inside out: 
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 u to tomo ni     kokoro wa mizu wo     kuguriyuku 

 

        with the cormorant 

       on the water my heart 

        dives in and out 

           Onitusura 

 

On the basis of his recognition of a universal inward dimension, Emerson recommends a 

participatory approach to naturalistic art strongly reminiscent of eastern views on the 

subject.  Indeed, the following Emerson statement could be an excerpt from a Chinese or 

Japanese text on painting: 

 

 A painter told me that nobody could draw a tree without in some sort 

becoming a tree, or draw a child by studying the outlines of its form 

merely;  but, by watching for a time his motions and plays, the painter 

enters into his nature, and can then draw him at will in every attitude. 

 

         (“History,” Works, p. 88) 

 

 Here, the words “watching for a time” are important and require emphasis.  

Considering Emerson’s intense devotion to the pre-phenomenal dimension of things, and 

considering the alert dedication of haiku poets to the same subtle sphere, it might be 

questioned whether the phenomenal world needs watching at all.  Emerson, in common 

with haiku poets, affirms that it does, precisely because the most striking intimations of 

the subtle sphere tend to occur in connection with specific worldly, usually natural, 

events.  Our openness to inward truth proceeds in conjunction with, and is ultimately the 

same as, our openness to the world;  it is the world’s openness.  Consequently, the stars 

“awaken” reverence in Emerson and the forest is where he goes when he wishes to get in 

touch with the depths and heights of life: 

 

 In the woods is perpetual youth... In the woods, we return to reason and 

faith... Standing on the bare ground,—my head bathed by the blithe air, 

and uplifted into infinite space,—all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a 

transparent eye-ball;  I am nothing;  I see all;  the currents of the Universal 

Being circulate through me;  I am part or particle of God. 

 

         (“Nature,” Works, p. 529) 
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 We might wish for more concrete details from Emerson, particularly in his poetry, 

so that we could begin to soar with him.  We might question whether his openness to the 

world is as great as Thoreau’s and Whitman’s.  But there seems little doubt that he 

possesses many of the basic understandings needed to appreciate haiku and that without 

his writings many western readers earlier in this century would not have been as ready to 

receive the genre: 

 

 The invariable mark of wisdom is to see the miraculous in the common.  

What is a day?  What is a year?  What is summer?  What is a women?  

What is a child?  What is sleep?  . . . Learn that none of these things is 

superficial, but that each phenomenon has its roots in the faculties and 

affections of the mind... 

  So shall we come to look at the world with new eyes. 

 

         (“Nature,” Works, pp. 553-4) 

 

 

Thoreau 

 

 Their extreme individualism notwithstanding, the Transcendentalists are 

remarkably uniform in their beliefs.  In broad outline, Emerson’s perspective is that of 

Thoreau, Whitman and several others, including to a large extent Emily Dickinson, who is 

sometimes associated with the Movement.  The root of the conformity is, I believe, not a 

lack of originality in the later authors but an abundance of inspiration springing from a 

shared attunement to a single inward dimension.  Emerson is the central promoter of that 

attunement, and there can be no doubt that he gives direction to the rest.  But they do not 

follow blindly.  They respond on the basis of similar leanings.  At the same time, each 

brings to the Movement his or her own distinctive flair. 

 In the case of Thoreau, the feature that most distinguishes him from Emerson is an 

intensity of feeling that is never simply content to contemplate a matter abstractly or in a 

general fashion.  Thoreau has to live what he believes—and live it to the utmost.  He has 

to meet life face to face and see transcendent truth spelled out in a variety of particular 

forms and events.  Owing to this intensity, what is in Emerson an occasional inward 

“gleam” becomes in the younger writer a crackling blaze that aspires to no less than a 

state of every-minute awakening: 

 

 That man who does not believe that each day contains an earlier, more 

sacred, and auroral hour than he has yet profaned, has despaired of life, 

and is pursuing a descending and darkening way... To him whose elastic 
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and vigorous thought keeps pace with the sun, the day is perpetual 

morning... Morning is when I am awake and there is a dawn in me.  Moral 

reform is the effort to throw off sleep... The millions are awake enough for 

physical labor;  but only one in a million is awake enough for effective 

intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred million to a poetic or divine 

life.  To be awake is to be alive.  I have never yet met a man who is quite 

awake.  How could I have looked him in the face? 

  We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by 

mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does 

not forsake us in our soundest sleep. 

 

          (Walden)
11

 

 

While Emerson renews his connection with nature by taking periodic walks in the woods, 

Thoreau takes up residence there.  Where Emerson praises simplicity, Thoreau elucidates 

an entire ethic of voluntary poverty, practising it virtually as a religious path: 

 

 Cultivate poverty like a garden herb, like sage.  Do not trouble yourself 

much to get new things, whether clothes or friends . . .  Do not seek so 

anxiously to be developed . . .  Humility like darkness reveals the heavenly 

lights.  The shadows of poverty and meanness gather around us, “and lo! 

creation widens to our view.”  . . .if you cannot buy books and newspapers, 

for instance, you are but confined to the most significant and vital 

experiences... 

 

          (Walden, p. 218) 

 

Again, what is in Emerson a high-minded disposition or noble detachment that sometimes 

draws near to the higher Self is in Thoreau a personal and more or less permanent 

communion that may be realised at any moment: 

 

 By a conscious effort of the mind we can stand aloof from actions and 

their consequences... I only know my self as a human entity;  the scene, so 

to speak, of thoughts and affections;  and am sensible of a certain 

doubleness by which I can stand as remote from myself as from another.  

However intense my experience, I am conscious of the presence and 

criticism of a part of me, which, as it were, is not a part of me, but 

spectator, sharing no experience, but taking note of it;  and that is no more 

I than it is you.  When the play, it may be the tragedy, of life is over, the 

spectator goes his way. 

 

          (Walden, p. 94-5) 
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 Whatever inwardness finds an outlet in Emerson is pushed to the limit in Thoreau, 

raised to a higher pitch and usually embodied in more concrete and impactful forms of 

expression.  Such intensity occasions a radical application of Transcendental principles, 

and this brings Thoreau even closer than Emerson to the great haiku poets.  Indeed, his 

very manner of living resembles that of Bashō, Ryōkon and Issa: 

 

 

 nanimo nai ga     kokoroyasusa yo     suzushisa yo 

 

        I have nothing but 

       this feeling of ease ~ 

        the coolness 

           Issa 

 

 Nearly all the elements of the haiku sensibility are apparent in Thoreau’s writings: 

 attention to detail, the spirit of awakening, the outside-oneself orientation, an appreciation 

of sublime poverty (wabi) and a regard for nature’s mystery (yūgen): 

 

 

 At the same time that we are earnest to explore and learn all things, we 

require that all things be mysterious and unexplorable, that land and sea be 

infinitely wild, unsurveyed and unfathomed by us because unfathomable. 

 

          (Walden, p. 210) 

 

 

 When Nature ceases to be supernatural to a man, what will he do then?  Of 

what worth is human life if its actions are no longer to have this sublime 

and unexplored scenery?
12

 

 

This sense of a secret dimension in nature is, of course, the delight of haiku poets: 

 

 samidare ya     aru yo hisoka ni     matsu no tsuki 

 

        May rains ~ 

       one night secretly 

        a moon in the pines 

           Ryōta 
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 Given the nearness of Thoreau’s sensibility to that of haiku poets, and assuming 

an inherent link between haiku sensibility and haiku form (such as was asserted in 

Chapter Nine), one might expect to see examples of something resembling haiku in 

Thoreau’s work.  That expectation is largely (though perhaps not completely) thwarted in 

his poetry and major prose works, Walden, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack 

Rivers, and the essay on “Civil Disobedience.”
13

  True, there is, especially in the prose 

pieces, a wealth of details, minutely observed.  Yet there tend to be, if anything, too many 

details as far as haiku poetry is concerned.  Judging from these works alone, it appears 

that the author has little regard for the evocative potential of only a few, well-chosen 

particulars.  At the same time, he exhibits the familiar western penchant for explaining his 

experience, telling readers what it is supposed to mean, typically in support of this or that 

moral tenet. 

 Most readers would agree that no necessary criticism of Thoreau is entailed in 

these observations, since he is writing in the western idiom of his time and cannot be 

expected to observe the sort of literary principles that apply to haiku.  Yet he can be 

criticised on such grounds, and is so criticised—by himself: 

 

 What offends me most in my compositions it the moral element in them... 

Strictly speaking, morality is not healthy.  Those undeserved joys which 

come uncalled and make us more pleased than grateful are those that sing. 

 

        (8 January, 1842, Selected Journals, p. 63) 

 

That Thoreau is aware of and prizes the evocative potential of concision—not simply 

terseness or epigrammatic brevity, as is apparent in much western poetry of that time, but 

an extremely radical concision with respect to observed detail—is clear in this criticism of 

De Quincey: 

 

 It is the fault of some excellent writers—De Quincey’s first impressions 

on seeing London suggest it to me—that they express themselves with too 

great fullness and detail... They do not affect us by an ineffectual 

earnestness and a reserve of meaning, like a stutterer;  they say all they 

mean.  Their sentences are not concentrated and nutty.  Sentences which 

suggest far more than they say, which have an atmosphere about them.  If 

De Quincey had suggested each of his pages in a sentence and passed on, 

it would have been far more excellent writing.  His style is nowhere 

kinked and knotted up into something hard and significant, which you 

could swallow like a diamond, without digesting.
14
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 The ideal of a “page” of description “suggested” in a single diamond-like sentence 

indicates that Thoreau does in fact envisage something very much like haiku.  Though he 

appears not to apply such an ideal in most of the descriptions that appear in Walden and 

his other early works, it is certain that he sees the possibility of radical concision and 

regards it as a goal, at least as early as 1851 (the date of the above remarks on De 

Quincey). 

 Interestingly, there is a large body of work where Thoreau does manage to achieve 

his ideal with definite regularity:  his journals.  As might be expected, the earlier entries 

are very much like Walden;  indeed, Walden is basically constructed from them.  But now 

and again, and with increasing regularity as the journals progress, one discovers largely 

independent, dangling or virtually isolated observations that have a distinct haiku flavour: 

 

    I see a solitary firefly over the woods.
15

 

 

 From 1851 onwards, Thoreau’s observations of nature become steadily sharper, 

terser and more self-illuminating, so that the philosophical, moralising element all but 

vanishes from his work. Here, at last, can be found a style of writing that, independently 

of significant Japanese influences, both reads and feels like haiku, so much so that many 

of the notes could appear in the pages of a modern haiku periodical without seeming 

grotesquely out of place: 

 

    The bluebird carries the sky on its back. 

 

         (3 April, 1852, SJ, p. 154) 

 

 

    Ambrosia pollen now begins to yellow my clothes. 

 

         (16 August, 1856, SJ, p. 240) 

 

 

    It is cooler and windier, and I wear two thin coats. 

 

         (1 October, 1856, SJ, p. 245) 

 

 

    The silvery needles of the pine straining the light. 

 

         (3 December, 1856, SJ, p. 247) 
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    Colder weather, and the cat’s fur grows. 

 

         (10 October, 1859, SJ, p. 297) 

 

Admittedly, these mostly are not structured as poems.  They frequently lack turning-points 

or moments of surprise.  Also, one might question whether they can legitimately be lifted 

from the journals and considered as independent works.  Nonetheless, Thoreau’s focus on 

the sentence-unit has already been shown.  Moreover, it is plain that he regards his notes 

as genuine poetry.  In 1852, he writes: 

 

 I have a commonplace-book for facts and another for poetry, but I find it 

difficult always to preserve the vague distinction which I had in mind, for 

the most interesting and beautiful facts are so much the more poetry and 

that is their success.  They are translated from earth to heaven.  I see that if 

my facts were sufficiently vital and significant...I should need but one 

book of poetry to contain them all.  (author’s italics) 

 

          (18 February, 1852, SJ, p. 153) 

 

Even the connection of high and low, of heaven and earth, has a Japanese ring to it and is 

reminiscent of comments by Bashō.  If, in accordance with Thoreau’s advice, the journal 

entries are allowed as instances of a kind of poetry, or as parts of a larger poetic structure, 

perhaps similar to the travel records and journals of Bashō, then the possibility must be 

allowed that the haiku manner of expression springs from a universally-accessible inward 

source, and not solely from Japanese predispositions.  In other words, haiku feeling, more 

than culture, is what dictates haiku form.  If that possibility is entertained, then Thoreau is 

arguably a strong contender for the West’s first native haijin. 

 

 

Whitman 

 

 Apart from his Transcendentalist leanings, what immediately connects Walt 

Whitman (1819-92) to the haiku poets is his heavy reliance on sheer phenomena.  Just as 

Thoreau’s later journals are largely free of explanatory comment, many sections of 

Whitman’s poetry consist of sights, sounds, smells and sensations that are, to a significant 

degree, allowed to speak for themselves.  Owing to the immense popularity of Leaves of 

Grass (compared with Thoreau’s journals), it is, probably more than any other single 

work, responsible for generating an increased appreciation for the bare naming of 
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phenomena that is found in later poets like William Carlos Williams. 

 The immediate problem with respect to Whitman’s verse is that its effusiveness 

contrasts so sharply with the brevity of haiku.  Even the most prolix verses of Emerson are 

formally closer to the Japanese medium.  At least Emerson and Thoreau strive for some 

measure of spareness in their poetry.  Given the Transcendentalist ideal of simplicity, one 

might question the widely-held assumption that Whitman is the Transcendentalist poet 

par excellence. The gush of images that is the most characteristic feature of Leaves of 

Grass can often evoke something of nature’s energy and limitless creativity—but in many 

cases it merely boggles the mind with sensations that evoke little clear feeling of nature, in 

Transcendentalist terms or otherwise.   

 In spite of the imperfect match between Whitman’s sensibility and that of most 

Transcendentalists and haijin, there are portions of Whitman’s verse that draw near to 

haiku.  I refer to certain entries in his long lists of phenomena, where the various images 

are presented with a measure of self-sufficiency or completeness and where nature is 

plainly the focus of an unhurried, contemplative regard: 

 

    Where sun-down shadows lengthen over the 

       limitless and lonesome prairie, 

    Where herds of buffalo make a crawling spread of 

       the square miles far and near, 

    Where the humming-bird shimmers, where the neck 

       of the long-lived swan is curving 

       and winding, 

    Where the laughing-gull scoots by the shore, 

       where she laughs her near-human 

       laugh, 

    Where bee-hives range on a gray bench in the 

       garden half hid by high weeds... 

 

         (“Song Of Myself” 33)
18

 

 

Certainly, something very much like the haiku frame-of-mind is apparent in these lines.  

The succession of stately images resembles nothing so much as the loosely-joined images 

and settings of Japanese linked poetry (renga). 
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Dickinson 

 

 The Emily Dickinson’s (1830-86) relation to nature is complex and deep.  Her 

feelings are not merely ambivalent: they are, so to speak, “polyvalent.”  She can be 

adoring, reverential: 

 

      “Nature” is what we see— 

      The Hill—the Afternoon— 

      Squirrel—Eclipse—the Bumble bee— 

      Nay—Nature is Heaven... 

      Nature is what we know— 

      Yet have no art to say— 

      So impotent Our Wisdom is 

      To her Simplicity.
19

 

 

 

She can be extremely familiar, even critical of nature’s periodic harshness: 

 

 

      The Sky is low—the Clouds are mean. 

      A Travelling Flake of Snow 

      Across a Barn or through a Rut 

      Debates if it will go— 

      A Narrow Wind complains all Day 

      How some one treated him; 

      Nature, like Us is sometimes caught 

      without her Diadem. 

 

          (Complete Poems 1075, p. 488) 

 

 

 

Often nature oppresses her, fills her with dread: 

 

 

 

      There’s a certain Slant of light, 

      Winter Afternoons— 

      That oppresses, like the Heft 

      Of Cathedral Tunes—... 

 

          (CP 258, p. 118) 
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Indeed, she brings to nature a certain scepticism that is largely missing in the writers so far 

considered.  Thus, she can candidly admit “I dreaded that first Robin, so...” (348, pp. 165-

6) and bear witness to nature’s ruthlessness: 

 

 

      Apparently with no surprise 

      To any happy Flower 

      The Frost beheads it at its play— 

      In accidental power— 

      The blonde Assassin passes on— 

      The Sun proceeds unmoved 

      To measure off another Day 

      For an approving God. 

 

          (CP 1624, pp. 667-8) 

 

 

In many respects it is this very honesty with regard to nature (and herself) that aligns 

Dickinson with the haiku poets: 

 

 musasabi no     kotori hamioru     kareno kana 

 

        a flying squirrel 

       crunches a small bird 

        on the dry moor ~ 

           Buson 

 

 Probably owing to her willingness to acknowledge the darker aspects of nature, at 

least one commentator judges Dickinson to be somewhat remote from it.  Paul Ferlazzo 

insists that, for her, there is ultimately a barrier between humankind and nature:  “We live 

outside of nature and are permitted to observe it, experience it, and enjoy it, if we can;  but 

we are not privileged to enter into its secret.”
20

  In support of this conclusion, he cites the 

poem “What mystery pervades a well!”, the final lines of which assert: 

 

      But nature is a stranger yet; 

      That ones that cite her most 

      Have never passed her haunted house, 

      Nor simplified her ghost. 

 



 
 

  349 

      To pity those that know her not 

      Is helped by the regret 

      That those who know her, know her less 

      The nearer her they get. 

 

         (CP 1400, pp. 599-600) 

 

Yet one must be very intimate with nature to see “her” in this light.  Strangeness is in fact 

the theme of the poem, but that strangeness must also be seen in the context of “what we 

know—/Yet have no art to say” (see the first poem cited above).  To be intimate with 

nature is to be familiar with her “haunted house,” her mystery (yūgen), but this itself is 

nothing wholly alien or remote.  Thus, “The Mountain stood in Haze—” concludes: 

 

      So soft upon the Scene 

      The Act of evening fell 

      We felt how neighborly a Thing 

      Was the Invisible. 

 

         (CP 1278, p. 558) 

 

This sense of a “neighborly” mystery (which can sometimes be quite eerie or ominous) 

also informs most haiku poetry: 

 

 inazuma ya     yami no kata yuku     goi no koe 

 

        lightning ~ 

       into darkness plunges 

        a night-heron’s cry 

           Bashō 

 

Here, as in Dickinson’s verse, nature’s mystery suggests a dark connection with things 

beneath their surface.  We are intimate with nature’s haunted house because it is at some 

level our own haunted house.  Yet we know it only strangely—by not-knowing in the 

usual sense, by surrendering to a dark knowledge that to the grasping intellect regretfully 

feels like ignorance, as Dickinson tells us.  To know nature more, as a mystery, is 

necessarily to know her less, as a straightforward presence.  Nonetheless, there is a level 

at which we are mysteriously privy to her secrets. 

 As was shown in previous chapters, haiku poetry presupposes participation in a 

realm of secret meaning, which also constitutes the poet’s a priori understanding of 
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nature.  Owing to the phenomenal focus of haiku and the reluctance of haijin to speak of 

the hidden region directly, there are virtually no haiku that spell out the inward sense.  

Dickinson, however, makes a number of attempts to say something on this score.  She 

affirms the hidden dimension (for instance, in the black comedy of “Split the Lark—and 

you’ll find the Music—” CP 861, p. 412) and does not hesitate to assert an a priori 

participation in nature.  In “To hear an Oriole sing” she says: 

 

      The Fashion of the Ear 

      Attireth that it hear 

      In Dun, or fair— 

 

      So whether it be Rune, 

      Or whether it be none 

      Is of within. 

 

      The “Tune is in the Tree—” 

      The Skeptic—showeth me— 

      “No Sir! In Thee!” 

 

         (CP 526, p. 257) 

 

In the following poem, she makes it clear that even in the absence of the world she could 

rebuild nature from scratch, thanks to the natural creativity within her: 

 

      To make a prairie it takes a clover and one bee 

      One clover, and a bee, 

      And reverie. 

      The reverie alone will do, 

      If bees are few. 

 

         (CP 1755, p. 710) 

 

 Superficially, there is a great distance between this dreamy inwardness and the 

alert matter-of-factness of haiku.  Yet haiku poetry depends on just such an inward 

connection with nature’s wellsprings.  The easy, tossed-off character of Dickinson’s few 

lines attests to the operation of an inner freedom that haiku poets recognise as nature’s 

own creativity.  Dickinson directly reflects upon the sort of inward dimension that is 

usually only implied in haiku.  That her reflections so often agree with haiku 

presuppositions is because, like all the great haijin, she knows that nature is first and last a 

feeling: 
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      A Light exists in Spring 

      Not present on the Year 

      At any other period— 

      When March is scarcely here 

 

      A Color stands abroad 

      On Solitary Fields 

      That Science cannot overtake 

      But Human Nature feels. 

 

         (CP 812, p. 395) 

 

 

 In the final analysis, it is precisely because of her open receptivity to nature’s 

manifold moods, dark and light, that her attitude toward it can be considered truly 

reverential:  respectful of its full truth.  As a consequence, the following (otherwise 

precious) hymn to nature in “The Gentian weaves her fringes” has genuine depth: 

 

 

      In the name of the Bee— 

      And the Butterfly— 

      And of the Breeze—Amen! 

 

         (CP 18, p. 14) 

 

 

 Stylistically, Dickinson’s verses are far nearer to haiku than those of Emerson and 

Whitman (those of Thoreau as well, unless the journal entries are allowed as verse).  The 

natural theme of so many Dickinson poems, their slim verticality and child-like 

simplicity—all can be related to haiku.  Though the anthropomorphism of her most 

popular nature works is alien to the haiku of Bashō and his immediate school, it is entirely 

in keeping with the spirit of Issa and his many imitators: 

 

 yare utsu na     hae ga te wo suru     ashi wo suru 

 

        don’t swat it ~ 

       the fly works its hands 

        works its feet 

           Issa 
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Like Issa, Dickinson frequently juxtaposes fellow-feeling with strangeness, so that 

nature’s creatures are shown to be both like us and distinctly other.  As a result, her 

anthropomorphism actually touches their essential uniqueness: 

 

      A Bird came down the Walk— 

      He did not know I saw— 

      He bit an Angleworm in halves 

      And ate the fellow, raw... 

 

         (CP 328, p. 156) 

 

 Her eye for the absolute such-ness of things is sharp and her descriptions are 

tersely apt.  Later stanzas of the above poem observe: 

 

      And he unrolled his feathers 

      And rowed him softer home— 

 

      Than Oars divide the Ocean, 

      Too silver for a seam... 

 

The use of metaphor in such descriptions is, of course, not typical of haiku, but that 

should not diminish our appreciation of the fact that the poet has a haiku-like regard for 

the heart of things.  In many Dickinson poems, there is minimal reliance on metaphor.  

Her riddle-like evocation of a snake (reminiscent of the postponed revelation of traditional 

haiku) is mainly factual report: 

 

      The Grass divides as with a Comb— 

      A spotted shaft is seen— 

      And then it closes at your feet 

      and opens further on— 

 

         (CP 986, p. 459) 

 

But for the reference to “comb” (entirely appropriate and strikingly effective by western 

standards), the stanza conforms to the haiku mode of expression and manages to convey 

the essence of a moment. 

 There are, however, several important contrasts between Dickinson’s poetry and 

haiku.  Her poems often have a highly epigrammatic character (though this is apparent in 

some lesser haiku as well) and a multiple or complex focus.  Perhaps above all, an 
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introspective, philosophical note intrudes on many of her observations of nature.  At times 

the mental dimension grows so large that it effectively pushes nature into the background, 

so that the latter becomes subsidiary to a kind of pure intellect: 

 

      The Brain—is wider than the Sky— 

      For—put them side by side— 

      The one the other will contain 

      With ease—and You—beside— 

 

      The Brain is deeper than the sea— 

      For—hold them—Blue to Blue— 

      The one the other will absorb— 

      As Sponges—Buckets—do— 

 

         (CP 632, p. 312) 

 

The inward or subtle dimension is here given an abstract, ideal or Platonic character that 

is somehow at one remove from nature even while containing it. 

 Nonetheless, it remains true that her poetry is usually nearer to the heart of both 

Transcendentalism and haiku than that of the effusive Whitman.  It is also true that her 

work provides a model for the simultaneous exercise of simplicity and subtlety in relation 

to natural themes and that this model later plays an important role in accustoming 

twentieth century audiences to the simplicity and subtlety that is found in haiku. 

 

 

And Beyond 

 

 The aim of Book Three of this study has been to explore those trends in English 

literature that, without significant influence from Japanese sources, run parallel to haiku 

understandings (see Chapter Nineteen).  In essence, that task is complete.  With the 

advent of the twentieth century, it is extremely difficult to say of any major English-

language poet, particularly one whose works closely accord with haiku, that there is no 

significant Japanese input, in at least some form. 

 Very early in the century (around 1913), the Imagists declare ideals that are 

remarkably similar to those of haiku, advocating a concentrated, plain-language poetry 

that relies on specific images rather than on generalisations.  Yet at least three of the 

movement’s guiding spirits, Any Lowell (1874-1925), T. E. Hulme (1883-1917) and Ezra 

Pound (1885-1972), are already by that time more than a little familiar with Japanese 

literary tastes.  In fact, both Lowell and Pound have strong claims to being the first 
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deliberate practitioners of haiku in English, as in Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro” and, 

even more nearly, “Fan-Piece, for Her Imperial Lord.”  The following lines by Lowell 

conform to a strict 5-7-5 format and, unlike most of her other efforts in this direction, are 

imbued with genuine haiku spirit: 

 

      Turning from the page, 

      Blind with a night of labor, 

      I hear morning crows.
21

 

 

The entire subject is dealt with at some length, specifically in relation to Lowell, in 

Barbara Ungar’s Haiku in English.
22

  In any case, the point is that, at this stage, haiku has 

definitely arrived in the English-speaking world, and that we can no longer talk of simple 

“parallels” between haiku and English-language poetry.  In spite of this, and in line with 

the North American focus of this chapter, it is worth mentioning a number of United 

States’ authors who, though probably somewhat familiar with eastern notions on art, 

continue to write in the western tradition and to do so in a manner that merits comparison 

with haiku. 

 The (outwardly) simple, phenomena-oriented style of many poems by Wallace 

Stevens (1879-1955), such as “Anecdote of the Jar” and “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 

Blackbird” suggests a haiku-like approach to poetry: 

 

      It was evening all afternoon. 

      It was snowing 

      And it was going to snow. 

      The blackbird sat 

      In the cedar-limbs.
23

 

 

Especially if haiku is characterised in terms growth (yojō), or the number of meaningful 

reverberations that accrue to apparently straight-forward data, Stevens’ poetry can be 

usefully compared with the Japanese genre.  Above all, it provides indications of a poet 

employing intellect to reach beyond intellect toward a more immediate, more integral 

experience of things, toward a state of total immersion in present realities similar to that 

sought in haiku: 

 

      It was when I said, 

      “There is no such thing as the truth,” 

      That the grapes seemed fatter. 

      The fox ran out of his hole. 
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      You...You said, 

      “There are many truths, 

      But they are not parts of a truth.” 

      Then the tree, at night, began to change, 

 

      Smoking through green and smoking blue... 

 

         (“On the Road Home,” CP, p. 203) 

 

If there is a dimension of ultimate truth in life (this poem strangely affirms it even while 

doubting it), it is the same as, or given as one with, the immediacy and exact particularity 

of living experience.  Realising this, Stevens conjectures an approach to poetry that would 

receive Bashō’s full approval:  “Perhaps/The truth depends on a walk around a lake...” 

(“Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” CP, p. 386.) 

 Admittedly, the bulk of his poetry consists of highly involuted ruminations about 

what is reality, what is imagination and what is poetry in relation to these.  Yet even this 

introspection affords a haiku-like sense of life as a constant forgetting and a constant 

rediscovery of what is already known, as the author keeps returning to basic illuminations. 

 His intellectual equivocations notwithstanding, Stevens knows full well what poetry is: 

 

      The poem, through candor, brings back a 

       power again 

      That gives a candid kind to everything. 

 

       (“Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” CP, p. 382) 

 

 The objective reportage of William Carlos Williams (1883-1963) comes even 

closer to haiku, in that readers’ responses to phenomena are largely or completely 

undirected, as in “The Young Sycamore,” “The Term,” and “The Cod’s Head.”  As if to 

instruct readers in how to approach the purer forms of his verse, Williams occasionally 

gives fleeting but pointed indications that his intense participation in the phenomenal 

world is connected with an inward awakening to its secret meaning: 

 

      The Red Wheelbarrow 

 

       so much depends 

       upon 

 

       a red wheel 

       barrow 
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       glazed with rain 

       water 

 

       beside the white 

       chickens.
24

 

 

The extreme starkness or simplicity of the poem, together with its urgent insistence upon 

the profound significance (completely unexplained by the author) of ordinary objects, 

places Williams nearer to haiku poets than any English-language writer of this day, 

including poets with obvious Japanese leanings, like Lowell. 

 In other poems, Williams altogether dispenses with cues and thereby 

approximates modern free-form haiku: 

 

        Poem 

 

       As the cat 

       climbed over 

       the top of 

 

       the jamcloset 

       first the right 

       forefoot 

 

       carefully 

       then the hind 

       stepped down 

 

       into the pit of 

       the empty 

       flowerpot 

 

         (SP, p. 70) 

 

Though such poems are long-winded by the standards of all but the most liberal Japanese 

haijin, and though they tend to the perfectly-rounded, wholly self-sufficient tableau rather 

than the open-ended evocativeness of the best haiku, there can be no doubt that Williams’ 

poetic is in many respects similar to that of Bashō.  For the first time, it can be 

unreservedly said of an English-language poet that he has clearly targeted the sort of 

experience that is the focus of haiku. 

 The poetry of e. e. cummings (1894-1962), whose style of writing is still imitated 

by large numbers of aspiring English-language haijin, bears an obvious relation to eastern 
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sensibilities.  His feeling for “sweet spontaneous/earth”
25

 and for the inwardness of nature 

in general (which he typically equates with spring) has a distinctly haiku flavour.  Though 

there is evidence of eastern influences in his writing, these are probably of secondary 

importance to his innate sense of freedom, a sense that he shares with the 

Transcendentalists and that, above any other factor, links him with poets such as Bashō 

and Seisensui. 

 Finally, the writing of Ernest Hemingway (already mentioned in connection with 

Buson, Chapter Seven) deserves recognition as an extremely haiku-like form of 

expression, in both its reference to natural phenomena and its terse, objective approach.  

This is most apparent in Hemingway’s early short story “Big Two-Hearted River:  II” and 

in large portions of his early novel Fiesta (The Sun Also Rises). 

 Many other twentieth-century authors can be cited, such as Jack Kerouac (1922-

1969).  But as of the middle-twentieth century, one increasingly deals with writers who 

are more or less directly responding to Japanese tradition.  Of the effectiveness with 

which they employ that tradition while remaining faithful to their own, both too little and 

too much can be said:  too little in that we still lack generally-recognised criteria for 

judging the efforts;  too much in that there are so many efforts to judge.  It is in hope of 

providing an interim framework for reliable assessment that the present study is offered.  

Probably, no “final” framework can be expected, since haiku (like other forms of poetry) 

is bigger than frameworks and routinely dispenses with them.  But I do expect that 

whatever is proposed will broadly resemble the structure that has been ventured here.  

That sweeping statement comes with an important disclaimer and warning.  All 

frameworks are inadequate, unless understood poetically, as likenesses or approximations. 

 A bullseye is at best a near miss. 
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 Appendix A 
 
 
 
 On Translating Japanese Haiku 

 

 

    

 

Whether one aims simply to increase one's appreciation or to compose 

original English-language haiku, there is no better exercise than translating Japanese 

haiku into English. Decisions made in translation necessarily presuppose an 

engagement in Japanese conventions, and the same decisions have an impact on 

original composition. It is no coincidence that for many years haiku composed in 

the English-speaking world resembled the translations of authors like Blyth and 

Henderson, who were among the first popularisers of the medium. For similar 

reasons, haiku written in recent years resemble the translations of modem authorities 

like Ueda. 

Obviously, the more grounding one has in Japanese culture and language, the 

more likely one is to produce accurate and insightful translations. However, many 

excellent studies on the Japanese culture are available in English and the skills 

needed to begin translating haiku can be acquired without enormous effort. Most 

good studies of haiku include romanised versions of the Japanese texts and the 

words can be found in any one of several major Japanese-English dictionaries. At 

some point a knowledge of Japanese characters or kanji will be required for full 
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proficiency, but this is not essential at the start. The vocabulary needed to translate 

a great many haiku is relatively small because simple everyday terms are favoured 

and because even these tend to be drawn from a limited set of natura l objects and 

events. A number of particles (ga, ka, mo, no, to, zo and so on) must be learned, 

together with a few rules of grammar, which may be gleaned from an elementary 

text. Otherwise, there is little reason not to attempt translations of one's favourite 

haiku, using the alternative versions provided by experts as a guide. The friendly 

assistance of a native speaker is, of course, a great asset at any stage, and repairs  a 

number of deficiencies. 

However advanced translators become, they continually confront the same 

basic issues, the most central of which is the degree to which personal interpretation is 

allowed. Should translations stick as closely as possible to Japanese texts and 

sensibilities, as far as one understands them, or should they accommodate western 

conventions and tastes—or, more extremely, an interpreter's own personal style and 

predispositions? Far from dismissing the latter possibility, I think that there is ample 

scope for loose, free or highly personal interpretation—provided the audience is 

already familiar with haiku. Who would not love to see Bashō's crow-on-the-branch 

poem as translated, for example, by Walt Whitman, D. H. Lawrence and e.e. 

cummings, each employing his own characteristic style? An entire genre of 

literature might consist of adventurous renderings of the most famous Japanese 

poems. However, as indicated earlier, that genre would have value with respect to 

haiku only in so far as its audience expected bold variations on poems whose basic 

implications were largely known in advance. Consequently, there will always be a need 

for translations that cleave as nearly as possible to the letter and spirit of the 

originals. Given that haiku is still a young discipline in the West, there is probably a 

more urgent need for faithful renderings than for highly interpretive ones, if only 

because the latter usually arise as departures from the former. 

The preceding considerations also relate to original English-language haiku. 

As a basis for any experimentation, there must be a substa ntial body of western 

haijin  who try to conform as closely as possible to Japanese conventions and 

understandings. Instead of being mere drones, these poets constitute the creative 

heart of English-language haiku, for without them experimentation in the ge nre 
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would lack any foundation. Indeed, I suspect that these are the very poets who later go 

on to produce the most startling and insightful innovations, surpassing those 

artists who have gone their own way from the start. Having engaged haiku at its 

roots, they are able to tap its basic energies and bring forth its latent possibilities in a 

fresh English context. In any case, the following comments on translation are intended 

mainly for those who opt to approximate the Japanese originals. As will be seen, 

there is abundant opportunity for creative input, despite (and finally because of) the 

more restricted aim. 

Assuming the decision to follow both letter and spirit, a number of other 

issues inevitably present themselves for assessment. What follows is a par tial list of 

such issues, intended to get prospective translators under way. No apologies are 

made for citing translations that either go astray or appear not to aim at fidelity; 

they provide illustrations of how far it is possible to depart from haiku whi le 

addressing it. 

 

 

Length  

How long should translations be? Plainly, the more interpretation is  

provided, the longer the poems will be. A good reason (not mentioned above) for 

steering clear of this sort of expansion is that Japanese haiku themselves prov ide so 

little direction to readers. That is part of their charm: audiences are invited to 

provide expansions of their own. In this regard, Japanese literature is a good deal 

more interactive than most kinds of English-language literature, as well as a good 

deal less concerned about producing fully rounded, highly polished gems for 

everyone's admiration. 

For many years, the 17-syllable haiku was taken as a model for English-

language translation and composition, on the flimsy basis that Japanese haiku are 

traditionally composed of 17 onji or character-sounds. It often has been observed, 

however, that onji cannot be equated with English syllables and that translations in 

the 17-syllable format tend to be too long. (Examples of the 5-7-5 English-language 

haiku will not be provided, since they are abundant  in other studies and since that
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convention has been convincingly challenged by several authorities. See my 

discussion in Chapter One.) Alternative models have been proposed, such as my 

own 3-5-3 format, but the central problem seems to be that many short Japanese 

words, like kiku, have only lengthy English equivalents ("chrysanthemums"). Hence, 

all such models can be only loosely applied.  

One approach to translation is to dispense with syllabic equivalences and 

offer matching images or units of meaning in a one-to-one fashion. This is what 

Blyth appears to do in the following: 

 

 shiba no to ya     jō no kawari ni     katatsumuri 

A brushwood gate; 

For a lock, 

This snail. 

Issal 

 

Still, in light of the fact that classical haiku is a syllabic form of poetry, such image-

matching creates the erroneous impression that haiku is simply a variety of short free 

verse. The inner discipline of haiku is largely missed.  

So far the most appropriate solution to the problem seems t o be that 

translations be as brief as possible while loosely following some standard syllabic 

pattern. Just exactly what that pattern should be, however, is the subject of much 

debate, and therefore a matter open to fresh viewpoints. 

 

 

Shape 

 

 

By far the greatest number of Japanese haiku are presented as a single line of 

characters. Thus, the Blyth translation might be more faithfully rendered:  

 

A brushwood gate; for a lock, this snail. 
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Interestingly, most translators avoid this sort of presentation, probably feeling 

that it looks too flat. By Japanese standards, it is in fact very flat, for Japanese 

haiku are written vertically. Vertical translations, such as those of Issa -translator 

David G. Lanoue, could be the answer: 

 

                                           the 

                                           brushwood 

                                           gate’s 

                                           substitute 

                                           lock 

                                           a 

                                           snail
2 

 

 

Those who believe that vertical patterns are more aesthetically pleasing than 

horizontal ones will be attracted by the format. Lanoue himself employs it explicitly 

to oblige readers to ponder haiku in steps
.
 "Presented vertically, the haiku forces the 

reader to dwell, ever-so-briefly, on each word, each building step in the sequence 

toward full revelation."
3
 Initially, the unusual format does have this effect, but 

presumably the Japanese themselves are not held up in their vertical reading, and one 

might wonder whether the delay is artificially imposed. One might also wonder why 

the words "the" and "a" deserve lines of their own since they are not images or vital 

units of meaning in any sense and since the Japanese language itself has no such 

articles. Why should readers "dwell" on them? 

Without doubt the most popular shape for haiku in the English -speaking 

world is the familiar three-line format. Depending upon era and author, Japanese 

haiku are frequently presented in three columns, and for one reason or another 

translators have favoured a three-line horizontal arrangement as a fair western 

equivalent. Ueda's translations of Basho follow that pattern: 
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kakehashi ya inochi wo karamu tsutakazura 

plank bridge— 

clinging for their lives 

ivy vines 

Bashō
4
 

Puzzling in the extreme are formats that have only the most tenuous relation to 

Japanese convention, such as the rhymed (and titled) pentameter couplets of 

Stewart: 

Suspense 

Oh, hanging bridge across the gorge, you twine 

Around existence ropes of twisted vine!
5
 

 

Though there may be a valid rational for splitting haiku into two parts (most Japanese 

haiku provide for turning-points somewhere in the texts), there are very few haiku 

that divide themselves into equal parts, almost none that rhyme and certainly none 

that aim at western iambic pentameter! Formally, the turning-point should occur after 

the word "bridge," as Ueda correctly has it. The word "twine" (which properly refers 

to the vine, and not the bridge!) belongs in the second line, while the phrases 

"across the gorge" and "ropes of twisted" probably have no place at all in the poem, 

save to fill the artificial requirement of twenty English syllables. Stewart's translation 

is as flabby in English as it would be in Japanese if translated into that language.  

Even more puzzling are the four-line translations of Yuasa: 

 

                                    On to a bridge 

                                    Suspended over a precipice 

                                      Clings an ivy vine, 

                                      Body and soul together.
6
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Here, as in Stewart's translation, extra words are supplied apparently for no other 

reason than to pad out lines. "Body and soul together" is not only an addition to the 

original poem but a detour that is nowhere indicated in it. As for the four -line 

format itself, Yuasa frankly admits that he is approximating haiku to English 

convention and frequently at a loss to devise consistent three-line translations with a 

limited number of syllables: "The present translation is not for those purists who 

insist (without believing either in its validity or possibility, I presume) that haiku 

should be translated with the original seventeen syllable scheme or at least into  three 

lines."7 Evidently, he never imagined that a translator like Hiroaki Sato could 

consistently succeed in fewer than 17 syllables. 

As a matter of interest, Lanuoe (who, to my knowledge, does not himself 

translate according to a four-line schema) has defended a four-part internal structure 

for haiku, following patterns of 5-4-3-5, 5-3-4-5, 5-5-2-5 and so on. However, his 

argument essentially rests on the fact that he happens to pause three times during the 

recitation of a haiku.8 Until some similar pattern can be shown among most 

Japanese and English-language haijin, such evidence has only anecdotal value. 

In general, there seems little or no justification for haiku in more than three 

lines, and given the Japanese leaning toward odd prime numbers (5, 7, 17, 31 and so 

on), the choice seems to be between a one-line and three-line format. At any rate, 

the inclination to fit haiku into familiar English shapes should probably be resisted. 

If the pattern of poetry reflects the pattern of thought (as I believe i t does), exotic 

formats may be required in order to draw nearer to the thinking of other cultures. 

That is how the sonnet became part of the English poetic tradition.  

 

 Word Order and Supplied Information  

If thought pattern is reflected in format, it is also reflected in the order of 

images. The sequence in which ideas are presented has much to do with a poem's 

total impact and meaning. This is particularly true where an effect depends upon the 

insightful juxtaposition of images and an element of awakening or surprise, as is 
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almost always the case in haiku. Nonetheless, most translators exercise some degree 

of license in shuffling the order of images. 

With  respect  to  the  Japanese  text  for  the  poem ci ted above,  Ueda 

acknowledges the following sequence of ideas: "plank-bridge│:│life│ [acc.] 

│cling│ivy-vine." Yet his translation switches the order of the middle images 

to: "clinging for their lives." Still, Ueda's rendering represents only a slight 

departure from the original, confined to the second line and not significantly 

affecting the poem's final impact. But what is to be made of Blyth's complete 

reversal of images in Basho's crow-on-the-branch haiku? 

kare eda ni karasu no tomari ken aki no kure 

Autumn evening; 

A crow perched 

On a withered bough.
9
 

 

The Japanese text gives a bare branch (or several bare branches) as the first image 

and the "Autumn evening" as the last. To proceed from a specific bare branch (or 

group of branches) to the general context of an autumn dusk is not the same as the 

reverse. Basho's poem opens; Blyth's closes. They are two very different poems! 

The question is: How much shuffling is justified? In some cases, a certain 

amount of transposing (or word substitution) is necessary if one is to avoid an 

unnatural or telegraphic effect. That is because Japanese grammatical conventions 

are different from ours. For example, with respect to the words "hana ni kite zeni 

torarare-keri inaka-bito" Henderson gives the gloss "Blossoms / to / coming / 

money / got-stolen / country-person." He translates the poem: 

 

                                             Coming to see cherry bloom 

                                               he had his money stolen— 

                                                    the country bumpkin. 

Shiki
10
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The reversal of ideas in the first line could be avoided by replacing 

"coming" with "viewing" so that the first line would read "Blossom-viewing." 

Yet Henderson seems (in my estimate justifiably) intent on preserving the sense of 

a journey. To do so he is required to perform a bit of juggling. Once again, the 

poem's meaning is not undermined. Indeed, such gentle alterations allow readers to 

participate in haiku to a greater extent than they might if presented with 

awkward arrangements of English words. Plainly, some degree of license is 

required for effective translation. 

Henderson's translation highlights a related problem. The words "to see," 

"cherry" and "he had his" do not appear in his gloss of the Japanese text. 

Nonetheless, these ideas may be assumed. Though the word hana can refer to 

flowers of all sorts, it generally has the meaning of cherry blossoms when not 

qualified by other words. Likewise, it is understood that the Japanese visit cherry 

groves—every spring by the thousands—in order to view the blossoms and that the 

bumpkin in question is probably a young man. Even so, the possibility of a lady 

bumpkin is not definitely excluded, and translators are free to go that route if they 

choose. 

Haiku also affords latitude to translators in the number of persons and things 

represented in a poem. Since Japanese poetry rarely specifies how many crows or 

bumpkins are involved, translators, like Japanese audiences, are free to decide the 

number for themselves. In the preceding haiku, a multitude of bumpkins who have 

their money stolen at a specific cherry-viewing seems unlikely, but it is entirely 

possible for several crows to alight on the particular bare branch (or branches) 

mentioned in Basho's poem. 

The question of exactly how much and what sort of information should be 

supplied by translators cannot be decided by a few easy rules. Indeed, the problem 

becomes enormously complex as soon as one has to deal with casual references to 

aspects of Japanese life that have no western correlates, such as the Japanese Doll  

Festival (hina matsuri), which is the subject of hundreds of haiku. How much 

should be added to a poem to make matters clear and how far can one go in this 

direction without overloading its structure and checking its impact? This is where 

the real challenge of translating begins. 
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Word Choice 

 

 

Even where the word-order of Japanese haiku can be closely matched by 

English constructions, and even where little or no extra information need be 

supplied, translators are faced with the problem of choosing between more or le ss 

acceptable synonyms. Despite the customary simplicity or plainness of haiku, 

choices still remain, and options must be assessed for their ability to evoke the 

appropriate nuances of feeling, nuances normally related to the traditional haiku 

moods of sabi, wabi, yūgen and so on. In general, translators try to select words that 

resonate or cooperate with one another to call up these elusive moods or fragrances. 

Given that mood is so elusive, the selection process is seldom easy.  

Occasionally, there may be justification for sacrificing absolute plainness to 

achieve a subtle effect. Cohen, for example, gives the following version of the 

crow-on-the-branch haiku: 

Bare branch 

and a crow balanced on the 

twilight: autumn nocturne.
11 

 

The cumbersome second line seems to offer an excessive amount of supplied 

meaning; though the idea of balancing is legitimately evocative, balancing "on the 

twilight" seems a uniquely western manner of putting things, dependent as it is upon 

metaphor, in this case a highly illogical one. The third line sticks close to the 

original poem—but what about the choice of the word "nocturne"? This is hardly a 

simple correlative for kure, which is usually translated as "evening" or "nightfall." 

Strictly speaking, it is not a synonym for evening at all but the name of an artistic 

(originally, musical) motif. Nonetheless, it might be decided that there is something 

elegant about the word that agrees with, even emphasises, the mood of the poem. If, 

as the haiku master Shiki suggests, Basho's poem harks back to the Chinese 

classics,
12

 then perhaps some such aesthetic note is called for, even though it 

sacrifices the simplicity of "evening" or "nightfall."  
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 This example is given mainly to illustrate the sort of considerations that 

arise as soon as one attempts to match words with moods. The difficulty 

increases geometrically when one concerns oneself with the ring or the sound of 

the words, particularly in the context of sabi, wabi and the like. Though there 

are no near parallels between the ring of Japanese utterances and English rhythm or 

meter, there is a definite song-like quality to haiku (they are frequently sung or 

chanted during recitations) and this should probably be considered in translation, 

since sound participates more or less directly in mood. 

 Stewart, as has been seen, does not hesitate to employ western rhyme and 

meter in his translations: 

 

 

                                Autumn evening: on a withered bough, 

                                A solitary crow is sitting now. 
13

 

Henderson frequently resorts to rhyme in his three-line translations: 

Around existence twine 

(Oh, bridge that hangs across the gorge!) 

ropes of twisted vine.
14 

 

Yet one wonders what this sort of lyrical gesture has in common with the song-like 

character of haiku. Japanese haijin do not rhyme their poems. They measure them 

syllabical ly and provide successions of sounds that  onomatopoetical ly or 

alliteratively resonate with what is being shown. Since both devices are familiar to 

western readers, i t  seems logical for tra nslators of haiku to focus on those 

techniques. 

 Syllabic considerations have already be given earlier. The onomatopoetic or 

alliterative dimension of haiku can be noted in the Japanese text of Bashō's crow-on-

the-branch poem: "kare eda ni karasu no tomari keri aki no kure." Here, the 

redundance of "k" and "r" sounds can be associated with the rook's caw. The 

harsh sounds also agree with the autumn season, particularly the late autumn 
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season, thus providing a further cue as to the exact time of the year. What is 

more, the echoing harshness has decidedly lonely connotations that evoke the 

mood of sabi. Accordingly, I have tried to employ a number of harsh sounds in 

my version of the poem: 

 

on a bare branch 

a crow has settled ~ 

                                                    autumn dusk 

 

More alliteration might have been provided but other considerations prevented me 

from doing so. The word "perches," for instance, is harsher than "settled" but seems 

too stationary and undermines the possibility of a residual or ongoing movement, 

which I felt was required. At least a direction for translation is outlined in these 

comments. 

 

 

Turning-Points 

 

 

Because haiku rely heavily on moments of awakening or surprise, there is 

usually in the poems a slight break or turning-point, where everything is suddenly 

shifted to a new plane. Such breaks are normally punctuated by kireji or cutting-

words, ya, keri and kana being the most common. In translation, they tend to 

appear as colons, exclamation marks, dashes, commas and full -stops, though 

hardly in a uniform fashion. Given that kireji have fairly distinct uses and 

meanings, one might expect greater consistency in the representation of turning-

points. The problem is that colons, exclamation marks and so on already have 

fairly distinct uses and meanings of their own in English, and these do not always 

match up with the sense of Japanese cutting-words. The particle ya usually has the 

sense of noting or paying attention to something that is at hand. In many cases, it 

can be faithfully translated by an exclamation mark but, in other cases, such a note 

of excitement is too strong, or too early: something is merely being observed, as 
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in the Issa poem about the snail. The cutting-word keri in its role as an 

intensifier of verbs can also be translated by an exclamation mark. More 

often, it has the sense of an action continuing or trailing off, and is accordingly 

often represented by a row of dots (...). To make matters more confusing, it can 

occasionally indicate a completed or just concluding action, as in Basho's crow-

on-the-branch haiku. Kana is employed after nouns, sometimes to intensify them, 

sometimes to impart a sense of things trailing off. Yet just as often it is a 

directive to savour the reverberations of a given situation. For this, of course, 

there is no English punctuation. 

Feeling a need for greater precision in marking turning-points, Isaacson 

includes the actual Japanese kireji in his translations: 

Come for the cherries 

his pockets were picked keri 

Rustic person
15

 

 

The solution is not ideal. Even readers who are familiar with the Japanese 

terms might feel that they detract from the English renderings by introducing an 

exotic note at precisely those points where intense absorption in the depicted 

situations is called for. The turning-points are correctly emphasised, yet the 

Japanese aspect of the words can prevail over the meaningful dimension. Still, 

Isaacson could be on the right track. Perhaps a less extreme means of suggesting 

transitions can be put to use. Since the cutting-word ya (together with several 

others that serve parallel functions, such as ga, wa and ni) is normally used 

after nouns, and since keri follows verbs (in lines two or three) while kana 

follows nouns and always appears at the end of poems, perhaps a single distinctive 

punctuation, such as a wavy line (~), is sufficient to indicate all transitions. This is 

the expedient I use in most of my translations and original haiku:  

plain stick gate ~ 

instead of a lock 

this snail 
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blossom-gazing 

he had his money snatched ~ 

the yokel 

evening glory 

coming out of it 

the master ~ 

 

In the last case, ordinary punctuation is used as well as the kireji to show that a 

subtle transition is implied earlier in the text.  

I will not argue the proposal (though I feel it is a good one); it is given 

only as an example of how the situation might be handled. Here, again, it is 

clear that the business of translation is far from a cut-and-dried affair. 

 

 

* 

 

 

Many other translation problems might also be considered, but these seem to 

be the main ones. Doubtless, I could be taken to task by some authorities for having 

oversimplified matters in several instances. Conversely, critics who sympathise with 

Yuasa will probably feel that the preceding approach to translation is overly 

purist. In the latter case, I am not particularly distressed, since I do not see purity 

as being at odds with poetry. I suggest that it is only by faithfully attending to the 

subtlest of nuances and the most minute particulars that one draws near the 

wellsprings of haiku. I hope that I have at least persuaded some readers both that 

there is much to be gained from grappling with the problems that go with rigorous 

translation, and that there is ample room in the field of translation for creative 

input. 
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Appendix B 

A Review of Bashō and his Interpreters 

[The following review of Bashō and his Interpreters: Selected Hokku 

with Commentary by Mokoto Ueda (Stanford University Press, 1991) 

appeared in Vol. XVIII, No. 3 of Modern Haiku (Madison, Wisconsin, 

1992). Because Ueda's work represents a significant departure from 

previous studies on haiku and because it provides background 

information I have used in support conclusions in my own study, I 

have included the bulk of the review here, with only a few small 

alterations.] 

 

 

 
Admirers of Makoto Ueda's earlier—and seminal—study Matsuo Bashō 

(Twayne Publishers, 1970, reprinted by Kodansha) might be expecting a book in 

which the author shares his mature reflections on Bashō's life and poetry. Bashō 

and his Interpreters is not that book. It is a selection of 225 Bashō hokku (the 

opening verses of linked compositions, which evolved into the genre eventually 

known as haiku) with various commentaries on them, ranging from Bashō's 

contemporaries and Bashō himself to modern Japanese haijin and critics, such as 

Masaoka Shiki, Ogiwara Seisensui and Yamamoto Kenkichi. The poems span 

Bashō's entire career and are—from 1675 to his death in 1694—introduced by 
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yearly biographical summaries. For many readers, the poems and yearly summaries 

will be the chief attractions of the new study. But the commentaries are by far its 

most unique feature, so they will be addressed first. 

The Commentaries 
 

 

The commentary format will seem surprising to many but is based on sound 

Japanese tradition. From the early days of waka composition onwards, referees of 

poetry contests delivered their verdicts on the relative merits of the entries, and these 

judgments—liberally garnished with practical advice, solemn philosophy and 

references to the works of past masters—often have been preserved and commented 

upon by still later authorities. Bashō himself frequently acted as a haikai referee, 

and his pronouncements, with respect to poetry matches and otherwise, have been 

highly valued through the centuries. 

While he was alive, Bashō's own work drew a wide range of responses from 

other poets and critics. After his death, the number of such responses grew in 

geometrical proportions. As can be imagined, the amount of critical commentary 

from later poets and scholars is massive, to the extent that Ueda's chief problem was 

almost certainly in deciding which of the thousands of references to include. To his 

credit, he has chosen entries that are as often challenging or disturbing as they are 

illuminating. Many readers will have the unsettling experience of seeing the 

Japanese culture slip away as it draws nearer—and the equally unsettling experience 

of glimpsing mysterious home-truths at points where it seems most alien. In any 

case, the commentaries give important testimony as to how the Japanese themselves 

have taken Bashō's works—indeed, of what haiku poetry has meant to the people 

who invented it. 

Critical commentary simultaneously serves a number of purposes in Japan. 

One of them is to provide models for a style of interpretation that resembles nothing 

so much as free-association. Imaginative interpretation is, of course, nothing new to 

western audiences but its employment in the context of haiku might seem surprising, 

given that haiku is so often perceived in the West as a simple, matter -of-fact form of 
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art that has little to do with speculation. That is not the case in Japan. Yet it should be 

noted that not every interpretation is appropriate to Japanese haiku (though respect 

is shown for every view) but only those interpretations that evince an intense participation 

in the situation evoked. 

Speaking as if immediately present at the scene depicted in a poem, or as if 

possessing second-sight, the interpreter confidently fills out the picture down to the 

smallest details, including those of the poet's unexpressed feelings and motives. 

That the Japanese seem to value this sort of interpretation almost as much as original 

composition itself suggests that they consider a poem incomplete until it has received 

an appropriate personal and creative response from the reader or l istener. 

Accordingly, Japanese critics go far beyond the limits of (what many western 

academics would consider) reasonable textual inference. 

In response to Bashō's poem 

 

felling a tree 

and gazing at the cut end— 

tonight's moon (1677) 

        ki |wo | kirite | motokuchi | miru | ya | kyō | no | tsuki  

Imura Ōsha (poet and calligrapher, d. 1796) comments:  

I think this is a scene of moon viewing at a house near the b each. Some trees 

are standing alongside the sea, interrupting the view of the moon. The poet is 

saying, playfully, that he would like to cut down the trees and see the 

moonrise, "the moon's source." One should note the whimsical reference to the 

cut end of the tree. That is because the end is shaped like the moon. (p. 41)  

Watsuji Tetsurō (university teacher and author of works on comparative culture, 

1889-1960) asserts with even greater confidence: 

 

The moonlight is pale but dazzling, with a tinge of blue. In the poet's 

imagination there emerges a vision of a pale, freshly cut end of a t ree 

looming in the moonlight. It is a fascinating vision.  
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Plainly, such comments imply a type of interpretation that bears little 

resemblance to conservative literary analysis. This should be a warning against 

hasty assessments with respect to Japanese l iterature. Haiku poetry is both 

accurately and inaccurately perceived in the West as a kind of austere realism that 

sticks to the facts and makes minimal use of imagination. While this assessment is 

generally true in relation to content (indicating a certa in perspective on the natural 

world that might be called "objective"), it errs in failing to consider the imaginative 

freedom that is the cultural context of the genre. It could be said that imaginative 

elements are largely absent in haiku, not because they have been judged frivolous but 

precisely in order to allow maximum license to the reader—an understanding which 

suggests that the fact-world itself is not so much a limitation upon human freedom as 

a springboard for it. The poet's job is to select detail s of the natural world that are 

particularly conducive of creative interpretation, together with a dawning awareness 

of the natural creativity that is at work both within and outside the reader. 

As might be expected, critical commentary also serves the fun ction of 

distinguishing between successful and unsuccessful efforts. In this respect, Basho's 

works come in for their share of drubbings. As Ueda's selection of poems makes 

clear, Basho did not begin as a great poet. Like so many other eventually -great 

artists, he began as a promising but pedestrian follower of popular fashions, evident in 

the following stereotyped sentiments and self-conscious word play: 

 

the old-lady cherry 

is blossoming—in her old age 

                                          an event to remember (1664) 

 

                        ubazakura  |  saku  |  ya  |  rōga  | no  |  omoiide 

 

 

blossoms on the waves... 

snow returning to the water 

and blooming out of season (1671) 

           n a m e | n o | h a n a | t o | y u k i | m o | y a | m i z u | n o | k a e r i b a n a  
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Sarnukawa Sokotsu (1875-1954, journalist, haijin) says of the first: "An extremely 

childish, trite motif." (p. 22) Of the second, he jibes: "The poet is merely playing 

with words to amuse himself." (p. 28) 

The Shiki  school  of cri t ics ( to which Sokotsu belongs) tends to be 

automatically hostile to Bashō. In the case of these early poems, howev er, the 

criticism is probably valid. Interestingly, Shiki himself is critical even of Bashō's 

most widely-acclaimed hokku: 

 

on a bare branch 

a crow has alighted... 

autumn nightfall (1680) 

k a r e | e d a | n i | k a r a s u | n o | t o m a r i k e r i | a k i | n o | k u r e  

Shiki responds: 

the poem is a direct translation of the Chinese phrase "a chilly-looking 

crow on a bare tree," a phrase one hears so often from scholars in 

Chinese. I feel this is a plain, ordinary poem, the like of which could 

have been written by many poets other than Bashō. However, if it is 

found that such a phrase or scene was not widely known in literature 

or art in Bashō's day, the hokku would increase in value and have to 

be placed several ranks higher. (p. 59) 

 

Obviously, Shiki (in this respect, faithful to the spirit of Bashō) places a premium on 

absolute originality—a quality not always admired in Japanese literature.  

Perhaps even more interesting is the general approval given to Bashō poems 

which are (by western standards) virtually without redeeming features, so  much so 

that it is hard to imagine them being accepted by even the most uncritical haiku 

periodicals: 

 

                                                            for the white poppy 

the butterfly breaks off its wing 

as a keepsake (1685) 

s h i r a ge s h i  |  n i  |  h a n e  |  m o gu  |  c h a  |  n o  |  k a t a m i  |  k a n a  
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departing spring— 

                birds weep, and fishes' eyes 

are tearful (1689) 

yuku  |  ha ru  |  ya  |  t o r i  |  nak i  |  uo  |  no  |  me  |  wa  |  namida  

According to poet Chijitsuan Tosai (1750-?), the last poem: 

has succeeded splendidly in expressing through metaphor the sorrows of 

those who are leaving as well as those who are staying behind. The 

reference to fishes' tears is ingenious. (p. 228) 

 

Tosai's comments might reflect the unqualified adulation of Bashō in the 

generations following his death (he was in fact deified by the Shintōists). Yet none  

of the modern commentators in Ueda's collection appears to find anything wrong with 

the poems, either! If such poetry is still widely-acclaimed by Japanese experts, then the 

possibility exists that western haijin have rightly forged a different understanding of 

haiku. My own view is that there is nothing in Basho's critical writings to justify 

this sentimentality. 

Japanese commentary is also a vehicle for imparting wisdom. This can take  

the form of practical advice to the poet, which Bashō was famous for, or of simple 

appreciation. (Sadly, Ueda's collection includes few examples of the former. A 

notable exception is Bashō's comment: "Poetry of other schools is  like colored 

painting. Poetry of my school should be written as if it were black-ink painting." (p. 

59) In either case, such commentary helps to direct the listener's attention to deeper 

levels of understanding. Thus, of the crow-on-the-branch hokku, Tōkai Donto (17047) 

says: "On a desolate evening, his soul alighted on a crow." Poet  Hori Bakusui (1718-

83) remarks, simply: "Mindless, natural." (p. 57) Referring to Basho's famous "old 

pond" hokku (which Ueda translates "The old pond/ a frog jumps in,/ water's sound"), 

Shinten-ō Nobutane writes: 

The Zen monk Hakuin always talked about the sound of one hand 

clapping. The sound of water in this hokku is also like that: it is 

there and it is not there. (p. 140) 
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If nothing else, this sort of meditation underlines the fact that—especially where 

Bashō's poetry is concerned, which by extension  means virtually the whole of 

haiku—a spiritual orientation is implicit. 

A final function of critical commentary is to draw attention to literary 

precedents and allusions. This is an aspect of haiku that receives scant attention in 

English-language haiku journals. In fact, one occasionally has the sense that allusion 

is considered by many western poets to be altogether forbidden in haiku. But 

Ueda's selected commentaries show that it can be an important part of Japanese 

poetry, haiku included. Parallels between Bashō's poems and Japanese classics 

(such as the Genji monogatari) as well as early waka poets (such as Saigyō) abound. 

True, the establishment of such connections is more important to Bashō's immediate 

successors than to modem haijin. Also, the progression of Bashō's work itself is 

such that it increasingly stands on its own, indicating that there is in fact a 

preference for raw experience (zoku) over past conventions (ga). Nonetheless, the 

poetry as a whole continues to have literary reverberations t hat are largely 

unappreciated by western audiences. 

In a sense, western haiku probably carry the genre further in the direction of 

self-sufficient meaning than Bashō himself would have envisioned; the bulk of 

English-language haiku require almost no grounding in literary tradition. If this 

trend is to continue, it ought to be the result of a conscious choice of direction. The 

precedent exists for English-speaking haijin to make more use of literary allusion 

than they have in the past, particularly with respect to native sources. Alternatively, 

it may be decided that haiku, as perhaps the first world poetic genre, should 

increasingly appeal to what is common in human experience and therefore avoid 

dependency on local traditions. Haiku gives grounds for this p osition, too. As 

noted, it distinctly leans in the direction of spontaneous, unconditioned experience. 

Ideally, as in the case of Bashō's poetry, there is a path that maximises both 

potentials. 

In all, Ueda's selection of commentaries supplies a missing backdrop to the 

poetry we have loved all these years. It is bound to be a source of insight and 

direction for future generations of English-language haijin and general admirers of 

Bashō. My only criticism is that Ueda has denied us the benefit of his own personal 

commentary, which to western audiences is surely as valid as that of Tosai or Donto. 

His argument on this score ("I have refrained from making my own comments... so 

that individual readers can, like spectators of an abstract painting, freely speculate on 
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the implications of the work before them." p. 11) is hardly convincing, since the 

commentaries already give ample precedent for free interpretation. Ueda has missed 

an opportunity for demonstrating how innovative (and appropriate) western 

interpretation can be. 

 

 

The Poetry 

 

 

The format of the translations in Bashō and his Interpreters is somewhat 

different from that of Matsuo Bashō. Capital letters at the beginning of lines and 

final punctuation marks have been eliminated, though the three-line configuration (in 

preference to the one-line pattern) is retained. Reflecting a current trend toward 

shorter haiku, poems carried over from Matsuo Bashō are usually of the same length 

(indeed, they are often the same translations with respect to wording) or shor ter. 

Because the poems are generally tighter, the quality of translation is better (closer to 

the terseness of the original) than in the previous work . . . though, on a few occasions, 

ambiguity results: 

although the moon is there 

it's like a vacant house— 

summer in Suma (1688) 

      tsuki   |  wa  | are | do | rusu | no | yō  | nari  | Suma | no | natsu 

 

But for the heading "In Suma," the moon would seem to be depicted as "a vacant 

house" rather than Suma itself. Still, such instances are rare, and the bre adth of 

poetry represented, the chronological placement of the poems (showing the poet's 

evolution) and the inclusion of hokku that highlight little-known aspects of the poet's 

character and sensibility outweigh these occasional, and not very serious, lapses. 

The following poem, for instance, shows Bashō's growing awareness of 

factors potentially hostile to both nature and poetry: 
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waft your fragrance! 

on a hill where they mine coal 

plum blossoms (1688) 

    k a  |  n i  |  n i o e  |  u n i  |  h o u r  |  o k a  |  n o  |  u m e  |  n o  |  h a n a  

This could be an anthem for modern environmentalists!  

Another hokku shows that Bashō is more than a little familiar with the 

strange byways of sex: 

the moon is clear— 

I escort a lovely boy 

             frightened by a fox (1694)  

 

   t suk i  |  sumu |  ya  |  k i t sune  |  kowagaru  |  ch igo  |  no  |  t omo  

 

Curiously, though most of the commentators on this poem recognise a mixture of 

fatherly tenderness and fairytale sensuality, none comments on the association of the 

poet with the fox—an association that seems essential to the poem. 

The intensely human side of the poet is revealed in a number of contexts. 

Shortly after the death of a woman named Jutei, with whom he seems to have been 

intimate in earlier years and whom he took into his care in 1693, he writes:  

 

never think of yourself 

as someone who did not count—

festival of the souls (1694) 

      k a z u  |  n a r a n u  |  m i  |  t o  |  n a  |  o m o i s o  |  t a m a m a t s u r i  

This conversation with a ghost (entirely appropriate to the souls' festival) is not in 

classic Bashō style but shows an authenticity of feeling that far surpasses metaphors of 

tearful fish and weeping birds. 
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In a similar moment of honesty, Bashō concedes with respect to fish and  

birds: 

how fish and birds 

feel at heart, I do not know— 

the year-end party (1692) 

           u o  |  t o r i  |  n o  |  k o k o r o  |  w a  |  s h i r a z u  |  t o s h i w a s u r e  

Taken out of context, this seems to be a repudiation of the poet's entire project of 

becoming one with nature. However it might be a back-handed affirmation of it: a 

complaint against city life, with its hollow diversions (sake?) and a lament for the loss 

of his former free-spirited wanderings in forests and glades. Most or all of Bashō's 

greatest hokku are present in the collection . . . and the best poems seem to inspire 

the best translations: 

plank bridge— 

clinging for their lives 

ivy vines (1688) 

kakehashi | ya | inochi | wo | karamu | tsutakazura 

But the treasures of the collection are the poems where the poet  reveals himself (as 

in several cited above) and the little-quoted hokku that display fresh variations on the 

old Bashō magic: 

the harvest moon— 

I stroll round the pond 

till the night is through (1686) 

meigetsu | ya | ike | wo | megurite | yomosugara  
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petal by petal 

yellow mountain roses fall— 

sound of the rapids (1688) 

horohoro | to | yamabuki | chiru | ka | taki | no | oto 

 

chrysanthemums 

flowering amid the stones 

in a stonemason's yard (1693) 

 

kiku | no | hana | saku | ya | ishiya | no | ishi | no | ai  
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