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foreword

Two trends are worth noting as The Red Moon Anthology 
begins its second decade of offering the best haiku 
published in English from around the world. They are 
notable in that neither was apparent when the series 
was first conceived in 1996.
 The first is the quality of English-language haiku 
being written in non-English countries. Some of 
these poems are, of course, translations, but many are 
original in English. This speaks to the rise of English 
as the truly international language of haiku, a position 
it seems unlikely to relinquish in the immediate 
future. Poets from 16 countries are represented in this 
series, and another dozen countries were represented 
in nomination. While the dominance of any language 
in the world market place of poetry will create some 
problems, it is also true that certain advantages accrue, 
and English-language haiku seems the immediate 
beneficiary of today’s situation.
 The second is the vast improvement of the haiku 
now to be found on the web. Early websites which 
published and taught haiku were uneven at best, and 
it was with reluctance that we might direct interested 
students to them. Today there is a plethora of quality 
sites, a situation borne out by the many poems included 
in this volume which originated online. This majority 
is, too, a first for this series, and a circumstance likely 
to become more, rather than less, the case in the 
future.

Jim Kacian
Editor-in-Chief
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first dandelions —
a boy insists
he is invisible

Fay Aoyagi   ✧   United States

winter roses —
I am tired of reading
between the lines
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The Red Moon

Dave Bacharach   ✧   United States

lurching to a halt —
the weight of the bus
inside my body

bank withdrawal —
an empty candy dish
on the counter

Annie Bachini   ✧   England
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Michael Bangerter   ✧   England

stepping back
from the elephant god, I tread
on someone’s foot

Jerry Ball   ✧   United States

Anthology 2006

cold morning
the shape of the knife
remains in the butter
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Francine Banwarth   ✧   United States

Indian summer
a bottle cap replaces
the missing pawn

autumn sunset . . .
she lowers the silk
into the dye

Collin Barber   ✧   United States

The Red Moon



15

Janelle Barrera   ✧   United States

evening rain . . .
the new phone book
without his name

John Barlow   ✧   England

the piano hammers
barely moving . . .
night snow

Anthology 2006
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The Red Moon

Jack Barry   ✧   United States

mountain pass —
each valley a different shade
of spring

skipping stones
speaking of people
no longer here

Nara Bauer   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

mother’s day
a nurse unties
the restraints

Roberta Beary   ✧   United States

funeral home
here too
she straightens his tie
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The Red Moon

Ernest J. Berry   ✧   New Zealand

contractions —
the darkness
between stars

mountain pass
headlights on the edge
of a thunderhead
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Anthology 2006

vanishing point
a rock
in my shoe

Jason Sanford Brown   ✧   United States

snowy day
breaking the crust
of the still-warm bread

Cathy Drinkwater Better   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

    midwinter
the coldness of
 the iron latch

Pamela Brown   ✧   England

Helen Buckingham   ✧   England

Indian summer
another half-cup
left in the flask
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Marjorie Buettner   ✧   United States

Anthology 2006

morning fog —
the dog keeps some slack
in his leash

early autumn
boats tied to the dock
rocking out of rhythm

Darrell Byrd   ✧   United States
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R. P. Carter   ✧   Canada

The Red Moon

not seeing it
til darkness fills the pond
the white carp

boys in the park win the war in Iraq

Margaret Chula   ✧   United States
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Yu Chang   ✧   United States

Anthology 2006

Christmas party
an old friend empties
my wine glass

starlit sky
are you sure
we are alone

small town
my accent starts
a conversation
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The Red Moon

behind the wheel —
yet another of his
personalities

Tom Clausen   ✧   United States

Kathy Lippard Cobb   ✧   United States

fog and stone . . .
I release your ashes
to the tide
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Anthology 2006

Timothy Collinson   ✧   England

unsplit chopsticks
the fish stares back
from the bento

morning frost
a surveillance camera
turns on its post

Ellen Compton   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

nameless stream
I vaguely remember
my father’s face

Katherine Cudney   ✧   United States

DeVar Dahl   ✧   Canada

a bare space
under the willow
overdue books
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Anthology 2006

Anne LB Davidson   ✧   United States

his sermon
on redemption —
winter rain

doctor’s waiting room
   I weed out
   expired coupons

Cherie Hunter Day   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

Kristen Deming   ✧   United States

November rain . . .
embracing the weight
of my sister’s urn

December 1st —
shape of the envelopes
changing

Connie Donleycott   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

George G. Dorsty   ✧   United States

after the burial . . .
my father’s smile
on so many faces

a year later —
even her leaving
has left

Curtis Dunlap   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

we talk about
having children —
Indian summer

Carrie Etter   ✧   United States

dessert menu
the hairs on her arm
touch mine

Dee Evetts   ✧   United States
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Kaj Falkman   ✧   Sweden

Along the slalom slope
a sudden trail
of cow smell

nothing to say —
our breaths
cooling tea

Raoul Fernandes   ✧   Canada

Anthology 2006
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The Red Moon

Laryalee Fraser   ✧   Canada

My life
Belongs to everything:
Beyond the Milky Way

northern lights . . .
the distance between
words

Jack Galmitz   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

jet lag —
escalator teeth
from the nether world

D. Claire Gallagher   ✧   United States

the dark folds
of a greening mountain —
my sister’s diary locked
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The Red Moon

pelvic exam done
my doctor
talks to his clipboard

Brenda J. Gannam   ✧   United States

A secret
I never wanted to keep —
empty greenhouse

Garry Gay   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

morning gossip
the robin tugs hard
at a worm

Ferris Gilli   ✧   United States

thinning the carrots . . .
still thinking about the child
miscarried

Irene Golas   ✧   Canada
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The Red Moon

Ann K. Goldring   ✧   Canada

       skinny dippers
the moon’s path broken
        like laughter

appointment calendar
a coffee ring joins
one day to the next

LeRoy Gorman   ✧   Canada
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Anthology 2006

Caroline Gourlay   ✧   England

evening firelight
drawing the dark corners
into the room

all those things
I wish now I’d asked you —
snow falling

fogbound road —
walking on the inside
of the inside world
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The Red Moon

Sari Grandstaff   ✧   United States

his hand
on my thigh —
I miss the next joke

winter —
your words
in little clouds

Paul Grant   ✧   England
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Anthology 2006

Lee Gurga   ✧   United States

winter rain . . .
the light
from the flower shop

Timothy Hawkes   ✧   England

night on the town —
how beautiful the girl
my wife finds fault with



40

The Red Moon

Carolyn Hall   ✧   United States

her clingy skirt
the static
between us

circle of pines
God absent
from the wedding vows

so suddenly winter
baby teeth at the bottom
of the button jar
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Anthology 2006

garden store
Buddhas sit
according to price

Robert Hecht   ✧   United States

equinox
kayak paddling
two sides of dusk

Thomas Heffernan   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

he speaks of her
in the present tense
frost on the vodka bottle

Keith Heiberg   ✧   United States

Christopher Herold   ✧   United States

baton raised . . .
a moth spirals
into the silence
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Anthology 2006

Ed Higgins   ✧   United States

around the campfire
one line apiece
we tell Dad’s joke

divorce final
the double twist
of a Möbius strip

Mark Hollingsworth   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

grandma’s advice
on selecting a bra
buds of lilac

Anne Homan   ✧   United States

Gary Hotham   ✧   United States

among the splashes —
a toy bucket of ocean
dumped back in
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Anthology 2006

Keiko Izawa   ✧   Japan

          darkness —
between the folded hands
          of the priest

poppy garden . . .
in and out of the flowers
the child’s red cap

Kevin James   ✧   United States



46

The Red Moon

evening beach . . .
finishing
someone else’s sandcastle

Jörgen Johansson   ✧   Sweden

PMF Johnson   ✧   United States

the war
on the tv
in the background
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Anthology 2006

doris kasson   ✧   United States

long day
the dog’s chain wrapped
around the tree

at the foot
of the climbing rock
— mom

Earl Keener   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

Jim Kacian   ✧   United States

pleasantly drunk . . .
fireflies come out
of the moon

dusklight —
I read her poem
differently

camping along one star then many
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Anthology 2006

Bill Kenney   ✧   United States

Olympics
the same wind
in all the flags

Michael Ketchek   ✧   United States

spring morning
the thrust of roots
through a sidewalk
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The Red Moon

Larry Kimmel   ✧   United States

in the hush
of the woods — something
she isn’t telling

winter beach
your wish to be sure
before we tell others

Marcus Larsson   ✧   Sweden
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Anthology 2006

day moon
a girl with dog tags
skipping rope

Darrell Lindsey   ✧   United States

signing my name over and over, I being to disappear

Daniel Liebert   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

Burnell Lippy   ✧   United States

after-hours
hearing the Coke at each bend
in the machine

warmth
of the ejected video
winter solitude
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Anthology 2006

country town
a railway station
without tracks

Myron Lysenko   ✧   United States

no ketchup —
I wish things had gone
the other way

Peggy Willis Lyles   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

deep woods
a sapling with one leaf
changes color

paul m.   ✧   United States

Kate MacQueen   ✧   United States

spring morning
last year’s new neighbor
introduces himself
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Anthology 2006

Peter Macrow   ✧   Australia

after my cough —
the cat’s eyes
slowly closing

on my own again
squeezing the toothpaste
in the middle

C. R. Manley   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

Jacek Margolak   ✧   Poland

a white butterfly
among the purple thistles
my wife’s voice

these stepping stones
my stride
years back

John Martone   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

ed markowski   ✧   United States

fog . . .
I’ve got to begin
somewhere

visa bill
i eat the cookies
they baked for Santa
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The Red Moon

New Year’s Day
     our angel returns
     to the attic

Scott Mason   ✧   United States

Michael McClintock   ✧   United States

approaching spring . . .
a fire made of letters
written in the night
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Anthology 2006

Dan McCullough   ✧   United States

branches   almost   bare —
I wish forgiving her
was simple

beneath
the lovers’ initials
sap

Tyrone McDonald   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

Visjna McMaster   ✧   Croatia

a silent shadow —
one by one the rock crabs
plop in the sea

lunch alone
I catch the shadow
of my jaw chewing

Gonzalo Melchor   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

Scott Metz   ✧   United States

train stop —
the river’s scent
gets on

A-bomb dome
all the dandelions
gone to seed
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The Red Moon

Sabine Miller   ✧   United States

suicide —
the sermon
a little short

fallen tree
on the river
I’ve yet to cross
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Anthology 2006

Joanne Morcom   ✧   Canada

Marlene Mountain   ✧   United States

passion for the garden some of it begins to end

nature preserve
the observation bench
needs a paint job
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The Red Moon

Neil Moylan   ✧   United States

everything must go —
the missing parts
of mannequins

autumn light . . .
squeak of an empty swing
in the breeze

Boris Nazansky   ✧   Croatia
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Anthology 2006

Pamela Miller Ness   ✧   United States

Polona Oblak   ✧   Slovenia

dusty seashell
the words he whispered
in my ear

news of his death
I hold tight
to the kite string
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The Red Moon

Marian Olson   ✧   United States

winter sun
   you choose to die
with a shrug

library book
with underlined passages
i agree

Teruko Omoto   ✧   Japan
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Anthology 2006

Laura Orabone   ✧   United States

Victor Ortiz   ✧   United States

summer stars
we pick out
our house

tv pledge drive
a man with perfect teeth
says it’s up to me
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The Red Moon

w. f. owen   ✧   United States

early spring
checking the balance
of a new hammer

unstrung pearls
the children divide
her estate

city folks
the farmer gives directions
in the dirt
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Anthology 2006

Tom Painting   ✧   United States

big sky
the uncertain legs
of the foal

separate stops
off the interstate
my parents’ graves
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The Red Moon

Christopher Patchel   ✧   United States

biopsy wait —
the blank squares
on my calendar

summer’s end
the weight of my body
out of the water

Mauree Pendergrast   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

cold tea
in the tea cup
no more to say

Paul Pfleuger Jr.   ✧   Taiwan

Greg Piko   ✧   Australia

rainy season . . .
a smile on everything
the child draws
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The Red Moon

Tony Pupello   ✧   United States

spring breeze —
I catch the tune
she leaves behind

raging blizzard
the warmth inside
the warmth inside you

Kala Ramesh   ✧   India
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Anthology 2006

a shut-off notice
flaps in the wind —
midwinter

Edward  Rielly   ✧   United States

Andrew Riutta   ✧   United States

one leaning post
holds up another . . .
snow falling
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The Red Moon

Chad Lee Robinson   ✧   United States

shooting star
the span of her hand
across my chest

first fireflies
the things I forgot
I knew

soldier unfurling the scent of a letter
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Anthology 2006

David Rollins   ✧   England

Holocaust Museum
a small pair of shoes
hardly worn

      the thaw sets in
       a dog chews on
the snowman’s nose

Bruce Ross   ✧   United States
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The Red Moon

winter afternoon
the row of headstones
waiting for names

Timothy Russell   ✧   United States

     dirt road moon
frogs we gigged
     heavy in the bag

Dave Russo   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

Fred Schofield   ✧   England

wet nose
of the half-born calf
a snowflake

lute music
the window open
to fine rain

Ann K. Schwader   ✧   United States
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Dan Schwerin   ✧   United States

whose name
in her sleep?
hunger moon

The Red Moon

spring rain
a snail emerges
from the watering can

Andrew Shimield   ✧   England
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Anthology 2006

Rob Scott   ✧   Australia

spring evening
I walk the moon
to the pub

arguing about politics
dad feeds the dog
under the table
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The Red Moon

Valeria Simonova-Cecon   ✧   Russia

introductions —
the cocktail’s cold
in her handshake

moonless night
reading your letter
by heart

Tim Singleton   ✧   United States
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Anthology 2006

cliff shadows —
the narrowing path
of my life

Nancy Stewart Smith   ✧   United States

Lynne Steel   ✧   United States

talk of divorce . . .
my fingers stick
to the ice tray
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The Red Moon

John Stevenson   ✧   United States

almost spring
she tells the whole story
in a single breath

cold moon —
a moment of hesitation
years ago

midnight sun
I know for a fact
the bottle’s half empty



83

Anthology 2006

Ebba Story   ✧   United States

winter chill
missing the needle’s eye
over and over

Marie Summers   ✧   United States

the last time I held her
     was the last time
          gusting rain
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Hilary Tann   ✧   United States

spring breeze
the shy one singing
inside her room

mountain stillness —
the loon call
held by the lake

Rick Tarquinio   ✧   United States

The Red Moon
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nothing written
on the trailhead sign
spring hike

Maurice Tasnier   ✧   England

Dietmar Tauchner   ✧   Austria

almost first light . . .
I bury my head back
into the dream

Anthology 2006
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Petar Tchouhov   ✧   Bulgaria

summer heat
the bricklayer whispers
an expletive

All Souls’ Day
I open my father’s
black umbrella

Carolyn Thomas   ✧   United States

The Red Moon
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autumn morning
we buy the last one
we’ll need

Max Verhart   ✧   Netherlands

Marilyn Appl Walker   ✧   United States

funeral procession
all along the cloud’s edge
a thin bright line

Anthology 2006
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Linda Jeannette Ward   ✧   United States

the hiss of air
from a rubber raft
summer twilight

sunglints
off falling snow —
the silent no in her smile

Harriot West   ✧   United States

The Red Moon
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Billie Wilson   ✧   United States

Anthology 2006

Valentine’s Day —
he tells me I’m number one
on his speed dial

late night rain —
he reads to me from the book
I read to him

letter from the war zone —
leaves shift
against the brick wall
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Keith Woodruff   ✧   United States

mastectomy:
the surgeon’s word massive
in my mouth

under this moon —
     not sure for a moment
          hold old you’d be

Ruth Yarrow   ✧   United States

The Red Moon
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   Homeless shelter —
the glimmer of sunlight
   on broken glass

Quendryth Young   ✧   Australia

Edward Zuk   ✧   Canada

salt spray
a taste of peat
in my whisky
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linked forms
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Marjorie Buettner   ✧   United States

The Night Anonymous

During college I used to get a break from my studies 
by going to the music department to find a practice 
room with a piano. No one seemed to use these 
rooms, especially at night, so I would go there to play 
my emotions out, find solutions to problems, heal old 
wounds. That late summer night I was particularly 
frustrated; I remember playing my piano pieces 
over and over again with no resolution felt and few 
wounds healed. Soon, however, I heard the hesitant 
first notes of a deeply sonorous saxophone. What 
at first I thought were practice notes transformed 
themselves into an accompaniment complimenting 
and counterpointing my improvisations. We played 
back and forth like this for at least an hour; I was 
thrilled, yet still green with youth and shyness I fled, 
slipping into the night anonymous.

  heat lightning —
  the searching sounds
  of a solo sax
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Joann Klontz   ✧   United States
 Carolyn Hall   ✧   United States

a tempo

curling my hair —
the showerhead drips
a rhythm to tap to

 the upstairs neighbor’s fondness
 for Sousa marches!

out to check the mail
as the 12:15
whistles through town

 just as long as
 the blips on his monitor
 stay steady . . .

each teen at the bus stop
sways to her Walkman

 summer’s end —
 the pulsing of cicadas
 at dusk
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Graham High   ✧   England

Holding Tanks

“I lost forty thousand turtles on the day of the 
Tsunami,” he tells me. I look around and see that the 
conservation tanks, with concrete walls ten inches 
thick, are all smashed up. His new holding tanks are 
made of wood and polythene.
 “Each egg cost me five cents. I buy from the 
fishermen. Otherwise they get sold to restaurants or 
get destroyed. If I keep them for three days one in 
twenty can survive. One the beach less than one in a 
thousand will live.”
 He shifts his weight from one bare foot to another 
and his brown eyes are full of energy. He has few teeth 
and his hair is unusually long for a Singhalese.
 “And what were you doing when the Tsunami 
came?” I asked him.
 “I was running,” he says.
 I buy a T-shirt, and then turn towards the 
renovated fish restaurant next door. “Would you like 
to join me?” I say, as an afterthought.

  eyes wide open
  the red snapper on ice
  out-stares the sun
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Ken Jones   ✧   Wales

Going Nowhere

  How lonely !
  Cultivating stone leeks
  in this world of dreams
    Nagata Koi

For me two stone leeks on this freezing New Year’s 
morning. First, the letter from  Jack. It wasn’t lumbago 
after all. The cancer has spread from the prostate 
and is now eating away his bones. And it has finished 
with our mutual friend Gerald, who passed away 
unpeacefully a few days ago The second letter, from 
Australia, is his. 

  His final letter
  that argumentative scrawl
  to which there’s no reply

A heavy overnight fall. Outside a world of whites and 
greys so still that I go out to touch it. In two elegant 
white curves my telephone line and my electricity sag 
high across the yard. The third musketeer, I unzip my 
flies and expertly flip the catheter tap.

 Blood red urine
 tracing in snow
 the circle of infinity
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I crunch across to the road gate. Through the shed 
window I catch a reassuring glimpse of the Apparatus  
which Jez and I assembled last week. All jubilee clips 
and small brass screws, built to last. He asked if he 
could have it after I’d finished with  it. Code name 
GEM – Graceful Exit Machine, and deceptively simple.  
1- Put on Bach CD; 2- Settle into familiar armchair; 
3- Don transparent plastic helmet; 4- Fix gaze on 
distant skyline of larches; 5- Twist the valve anti-
clockwise. Arrival at Dontknowwhere guaranteed 
in 15 seconds. More heroic than being a morphine 
doped antelope  eaten alive, hindquarters first, by that 
hungry lion. And yet . . .

 Then my eye catches something beneath the window. 

  Frozen to death
  bright eyes wide open
  the Tragedy
  of a Mouse

I set off up the track. Only a fox has been before 
me, smudging the deep snow with its brush. Summer 
motorists who get as far as the cottage ask where the 
track goes ? Some get quite annoyed when I insist that 
it goes Nowhere. For a man in an armour-plated four-
wheel drive there’s always Somewhere. In fact it ends 
at the only completely empty kilometre square on the 
Ordnance Survey map. This morning the featureless 
plateau is just a blank white sheet, bearing only the 
faint prints of birds. I am disappointed. On a morning 
like this surely there should be a message  pinned to 
the notice board ?  Then it struck me: I am the message!  
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I chortle aloud; a passing raven chortles back. 

Easier going home, and not only because it’s downhill. 
A little black thing darts among the branches of the 
old damson tree. Whistling and piping, rich and sweet.

  Weeping
  for the blackbird
  singing his love

Back home I wake up the stove and cut a slice of 
turkey pie. It sits there on its willow pattern plate.  
There’s something reassuring about the sheer suchness 
of a slice of turkey pie. Especially with home-made 
cranberry sauce, so I can even manage a couple of 
stone leeks with it.

It nerves me once again to update my life.

  Correction fluid
  across my dead friend’s address
  a white blanket

The translation of Nagata Koi’s haiku is by James Kirkup and Makoto 
Tamaki.
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Jim Kacian   ✧   United States

what i hope

to say wearing my jade is not that i wish to appear 
maori, or to usurp their sacred symbols, but that 
something that moves them moves me, and that i too 
respond to the significance of this simple geometry: 
sharp vertices pointing to head and genitals, wide 
angle pointing to heart, and the whole of it, worn next 
to the skin, acquiring a soft patina and the heat of 
blood

  first summer day
  the whole of the mountain
  one green
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Larry Kimmel   ✧   United States

On the Verge of Autumn

I’d seen her about town often enough — pleasingly 
plump, neatly dressed, with snow-white hair that 
belied her age, and such blue eyes. And now we were 
sharing a store front over-hang against the sudden 
downpour. She must have been about my age, no 
more than forty then. A classic merry widow, if widow 
she was.
 To be sure, we talked about the weather and other 
important things, till at length I found myself saying: 
“. . . but I don’t drink wine anymore.” To which she 
replied, making the moment memorable: “Oh I know, 
wine used to make me so romantic, but now I just get 
spacy.” It was about then that the rain lessened and 
she decided to chance the drizzle.
 As I said, I’d often seen her around the 
town — often — but after that I never saw her again. 
The image of her running across the parking lot, in 
neat spiked-shoes, dodging puddles with a pleasing 
bounce, a tabloid tented over her snow-white hair, is 
the last image I have of her.

  on a grey day
       in a grey town
            a spring of asters
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Sabine Miller   ✧   United States

What You Call Air

Dear Madam,

When you knocked last Sunday, I was in the bath 
making a bull kelp raft. At the same time, I was 
grafting a new tree, one that will one day grow in the 
polar regions.

  seven generations:
     the scent of
        Lapland roses

You could also say I was balm imparting ale juice, a 
shield against meteorites, a sweeper of stardust. At 
any rate, I was busy.
 Hence my tardy reply to your invitation. Yes, I will 
attend your daughter’s birth. I will be there when the 
membranes give and the water that held her rushes 
out. I will slide with her down the birth canal.

  sea wall —
     storm-tosssed starfish
        wedged in a crack

And, yes, listen to her expanding lungs, the air of your 
world rushing in.
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 But I am afraid I cannot abide by your requested 
departure time. It is not that I consider you ill-suited 
for the role of caretaker; the gush of milk, the steady 
weeping,  the atoms that leap out of your chest and 
settle into orbit around her body — it is clear you will 
fall sufficiently and irreversibly in love.
 And, yes, that you will do anything for her: climb 
the highest branch, dig the deepest well,

  in the hearth
     an ember
        from the earth’s core

or tinder from its last wilderness, long nights soothing 
and feeding, etcetera.
 It is just that, one day soon (though you thwart it 
with every gesture and prayer, though you bury the 
caul beneath a hundred-year oak), she will return to 
this sea — what you call space — and she will need a 
chaperone. Trust me. For all your love and superhuman 
devotion, you cannot accompany her.

  a hole
     in the moonbeam
        — mosquito

Nor can I do what you must: stand on the shore — what 
you call ground — and bear the weight of her absence, 
even as it crushes you. I can make honey in the rock, 
and water — hell, I do it all the time. But I am not the 
rock.

    Cordially,
    Your obedient servant, &c
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w. f. owen   ✧   United States

His Mark

My friend and haiku mentor Jerry says on the phone 
that he feels he’s about to “crash and burn.” That’s the 
way he hopes to go. All I can do is sigh and silently 
agree with him. Leave your mark, don’t linger.

  a trace of dust
  on the window screen
  autumn butterfly

    (for Jerry Kilbride)
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Jo Pacsoo   ✧   England

Chiaroscuro

The new house is an old miners’ cottage and rather 
dark but outside is the big Cornish sky. Inspired by 
a Permaculture weekend and a visit to Robert Hart’s 
forest garden we work to transform our almost-an-acre 
field, empty apart from a stand of tall monterey pines 
and a few apple trees. And a leylandii hedge which we 
dig up and sell to a garden centre.

We dig ponds, plant hedges; around the pines native 
deciduous trees and some less common ones: wild 
service, guelder rose, sea buckthorn, wayfaring tree; 
wild cherry, bird cherry, cherry plum; medlar, quince, 
apricot, fig; evergreen myrtle, box and yew.

We go on a tree-grafting day and extend the orchard 
with local varieties of apple. We plant four layers of 
forest garden: fruit trees, soft fruit bushes, herbs and 
root crops. Greenhouses with grapes and nectarines.

The ponds heave with frogs and toads. The sound 
of thrushes breaking snails. Blackbirds multiply. 
Robins hop round our feet. A wrens’ nest in the 
redcurrants, chaffinch in the hedges, blue, great, coal 
and long-tailed tits; greenfinch, goldfinch, goldcrest, 
jay. Buzzards nest in the pines. We watch the young 
take flight with mewling cries. For years we give away 
boxes of apples, pots of jam, honey.
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  alone
  in the night wood
  smell of a fox 

Ill health, ageing, bad backs. The neglected vegetation 
grows and grows. Blackbirds devour the soft fruit. 
The bees die. Flocks of pigeons roost in the pines, 
eat the green vegetables. The ponds silt up. The forest 
garden over-run with nettles and brambles. Apple 
trees stretch up to the light and bear no fruit.

A big winter clearance; pruning, lopping, coppicing; 
we slice hedges and fell trees, even climb into the 
farmer’s field to cut two sycamores which shade the 
figs. Sawing and splitting logs.

  damp winter days
  the fragrance of
  an applewood fire

The pines still stand, too big for us to tackle. We clear 
the forest garden, mow round the trees. The end of a 
vision but we hope it will be less work.

Around the house, the sky becomes smaller as 
neighbours’ pine and cypress encroach upon it. Even 
the conservatory is losing the morning sun. We dream 
of retiring to the sea.

  above the cliff
  two ravens dwindle
  in a big sky
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Lane Parker   ✧   United States

Numbers

Lately I’ve been finding telephone numbers. 
Mysterious phone numbers. One tattered scrap of 
paper with a local number I found lying on the mat 
of my apartment door in my building protected by 
a security gate. Another phone number, written in a 
woman’s hand, I found in a jacket pocket. Part of me 
wants to call these numbers.
 The other part is afraid of who might answer.

  forty now —
  trying to beat the countdown
  at the crosswalk



109

Lynne Rees   ✧   England

Collection

Each drawer slides out in silence. First the gradations 
of white — snow, ivory, pearl — then the browns, 
greens, shades of fleck, all arranged on sheepskin, 
named, dated, and geographically placed in a fading 
scrawl. Clutches of plover, ptarmigan, shrike, and here, 
a golden eagle’s non-identical twins — featherweights 
in my hands, no albumen or yolk, just cradles of air 
with tiny man-made holes. While around the room 
a weight of books: engraved and coloured plates, 
breeding times, conception, birth, flight. The histories 
of lives they never lived.

  the room darkens
  a scuttle of sparrows
  in the eaves
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Linda Jeannette Ward   ✧   United States

Bridge to Nowhere

Salt-rusted pickups once hauled the day’s catch over 
its loose wooden planks, bumping out rhythms like 
keys of a muted xylophone. The channel it spanned 
no longer surges with ocean tides, the barrier islands 
it connected shifted by a hurricane whose name no 
one can remember. Today, a calm shallow inlet is all 
that’s left, a place to launch a canoe through the soggy 
air of a southern summer. The two broken ends of 
the bridge hand stranded above us, like disconnected 
links in time . . .

  passed beak to beak
  beginnings
  of an osprey nest
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Cheryl Crowley   ✧   United States

Depopularizing the Popular:
Tentori Haiku and the Bashō Revival

IntroductIon

Haikai is not often discussed in the context of popular 
culture. It is typically categorized as “classical” Japanese 
literature. This term suggests that its objects of study 
are antithetical to popular culture, which is typically 
a designation for works outside the literary canon. 
However, in the first centuries of its development, 
haikai was decidedly uncanonical. Originally derived 
from the elite linked verse form renga, the comic form 
“haikai” got its start as an ephemeral, expendable kind 
of amusement, and its transformation into a genre 
literature that merited refined aesthetic appreciation 
was a process that took hundreds of years.
 In this paper I examine one part of this process: 
the emergence of the Bashō Revival movement in the 
middle of the eighteenth century. I explore the ways 
that the Revival poets, who were commoners and low-
ranking samurai, tried to reshape haikai into an equal 
to that of the elite forms waka and renga, and in doing 
so to raise their own status in an era that otherwise 
offered little social mobility,
 While the first part of the eighteenth century was 
a period of remarkable growth in the number of haikai 
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schools and practitioners, the Revival poets viewed 
their genre’s success as problematic, as they equated 
popularization with vulgarization. Since by definition 
haikai relies on language and imagery that grounds 
itself in the popular, the Revival poets’ stance would 
appear to be paradoxical. Although they represented 
only a minority in the haikai community of their day, 
ultimately it is the Revival poets and their successors, 
rather than their more popular rivals, who eventually 
became regarded as the central figures of haikai 
history. How did this happen?
 To consider this question, I will discuss the 
characteristics of haikai that made it a part of popular 
culture; I will then examine the circumstances of the 
historical development of haikai that led to the rise 
of tentori (point-scoring) haikai, and finally I will show 
the Revival poets’ efforts to counteract what they saw 
as the cheapening effect of popularization as a defense 
not only for the dignity of haikai, but of their own as 
well.

the rIse of tentorI haIkaI

In 1751, the Kyoto haikai poet Mōotsu published an 
anthology, Kokon tanzaku shū (Ancient and Modern 
Poetry Card Anthology), a collection of exemplary hokku 
verses of the past and present printed in the form of 
reproductions of the poets’ own calligraphy. Mōotsu’s 
collection aimed to reinvigorate interest in the work 
of haikai poets of the past — especially that of Matsuo 
Bashō (1655 – 1694) — showing it to be superior to 
the common type of haikai practitioner of the day. 
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Kokon tanzaku shū was not particularly influential, 
but it is worth taking a look at because of its preface, 
which was written by the eighteenth century’s most 
prominent haikai poet, Yosa Buson.
 At the time that Mōotsu asked him to write 
the preface, Buson was a struggling young painter, 
recently returned to the Kansai area in order to seek 
his fortune. He was not a professional haikai poet, 
but he had a good reputation in Edo and the Tōhoku 
area through his work with the Yahantei school of 
Hayano Hajin (1678 – 1742). Buson’s preface, while 
containing the usual conventional words of praise 
for the anthology’s editor, also included a damning 
indictment of the mainstream haikai poets of the day:

Nowadays those who are prominent in haikai have differ-
ent approaches to the various styles, castigating this one 
and scorning that one, and they thrust out their elbows 
and puff out their cheeks, proclaiming themselves haikai 
masters (sōshō). They will flatter the rich, and cause the 
small-minded [i.e., tentori poets] to run wild, and com-
pile anthologies that list numerous unpolished verses. 
Those who really know haikai frown and throw them 
away. Indeed, old priest Sainen-bō uses their verses to 
patch his paper coverlet at night, and old nun Myōshin-ni 
uses them to label her jars of miso; is this not a disgrace?

 Buson’s remarks here are a condemnation of 
practitioners of a highly commercialized form of haikai, 
tentori or “point-scoring” haikai, which had become 
wildly successful in the early part of the eighteenth 
century. In tentori haikai, a tenja, or verse marker, 
would set the verse, a go-between would distribute it 
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to students, and then the go-between would deliver 
the students’ responses back to the tenja, who would 
grade them with points. Both the tenja and the go-
between collected fees for their services, and tentori 
haikai became very lucrative. From the students’ 
point of view, this kind of haikai was extremely 
entertaining: it did not require extensive education or 
special training, people enjoyed competing with other 
members of their groups, and it even became a form 
of gambling as students vied with one another to gain 
the most points.
 While tentori haikai offered a means for some 
people to make a living off their literary talents, 
other, more idealistic poets despised it. Point scoring 
in itself was not necessarily the problem — similar 
systems had been used by teachers of waka and 
renga as a pedagogical tool for centuries. However, 
competition for points became an end in itself, and 
quickly degenerated into an activity that was little 
more than a game. Also, tentori practitioners were less 
concerned with the craft of poetry than with writing 
something impressive and witty, to dazzle others and 
win points from the tenja. In this sense, tentori haikai 
strongly favored zoku, the mundane or commonplace, 
over ga, the elegant and refined.
 How to balance zoku and ga in haikai was a 
perennial question. The early seventeenth century 
poet credited as haikai’s founder, Matsunaga Teitoku 
(1571 – 1653), defined haikai as poetry that contained a 
haigon, or haikai word. By that he meant words and 
imagery that came from a lexicon much broader than 
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the highly restricted one permitted to poets writing in 
waka and renga.
 The vocabulary of waka and renga was limited to 
words contained in a few sources — the early imperial 
poetry anthologies, Ise monogatari, Genji monogatari. 
Haikai, however, was meant to be comic, or at the 
very least to include a twist of insight that brought 
together two disparate worlds: the sensitive, exalted 
realm of ga that was included in allusions to classical 
literature, and the ordinary, everyday realm of zoku 
that was contained within the haigon. Haigon referred 
to a wide range of language, ranging from Buddhist 
terms, Chinese loanwords, and zokugo, the vocabulary 
of everyday life. The friction between the classical and 
the vernacular, between ga and zoku, generated the 
spark that ignited haikai’s humor and insightfulness.
 Both ga and zoku were necessary in haikai, but the 
balance between them was not always easy to manage. 
In their eagerness to produce verses that were clever 
and exciting, tentori poets tended to lean heavily 
towards the zoku to produce effects that would win 
them the most points. Thus more fastidious poets felt 
justified in regarding their work as vulgar, and lacking 
in real craft.
 The other aspect of tentori haikai that dismayed 
more high-minded poets was that haikai itself was 
becoming a commodity; tenja were more interested in 
profit than in literary quality and made little effort to 
cultivate taste and sensitivity in their students. Eager 
to increase their income and maximize the number of 
students, many were willing to lower their standards 
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in order to make themselves appealing to the largest 
number of people possible. The growing sophistication 
of print culture and advances in communication and 
travel in the eighteenth century also contributed to 
the commercialism of haikai. The accessibility of 
haikai texts and the ease with which disciples could 
correspond with, and even meet, distant tenja put the 
practice within reach of people even in provincial 
towns and rural areas, and the tenja, in turn, were not 
slow to capitalize on this.

Matsuo Bashō and his successors

One poet who resolved with consummate skill the 
problem of how to balance ga and zoku was Matsuo 
Bashō. After spending his early years working as a 
tenja, Bashō abandoned the role of a for-profit poet, 
and set about seeking a higher standard for haikai. 
Instead of asking for payment for services, Bashō 
came up with various ways of receiving the patronage 
of his disciples and friends that did not involve cash, 
largely by accepting lodging and gifts in exchange for 
his teaching. He was unwaveringly committed to the 
ideal of making haikai the equal of waka and renga. 
One of his most famous formulations was “Saigyō’s 
waka, Sōgi’s renga, Sesshū’s painting and Rikyū’s tea all 
have the same thing in common” with haikai, in other 
words that haikai poets had the potential to aspire to 
the same level of greatness as the greatest of waka and 
renga poets, as well as the greatest of painters and tea 
ceremony masters.
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 On the face of it, this may not seem like such a 
radical statement, but it is important to remember 
that haikai’s origins were as a recreational interlude 
between serious bouts of renga. It is probably an 
exaggeration to call it pulp literature, but it might 
be more safely referred to as “trash,” because it was 
almost always discarded at the end of a renga session, 
even when the rest of the day’s labors — the ushin 
or standard renga — was recorded and preserved. By 
calling haikai the equal of waka and renga, Bashō was 
making a very bold claim for the value of his genre, 
setting it on the same level with the elite genres of the 
past.
 Bashō’s statement also stands out because in 
terms of social status, the poets who wrote haikai 
were inferior to those who composed waka and 
renga. The innermost secrets of waka were carefully 
guarded by the aristocratic houses whose intellectual 
property they were; and while persons of lower 
status (jige) could become proficient at renga, ushin 
renga was an elite genre. Even someone like Teitoku, 
whose great literary skill was acknowledged by 
prominent intellectuals of the day, was excluded 
from the highest levels of waka training because he 
was a commoner. Comic renga — known as mushin 
or haikai no renga — eventually became the genre of 
choice for commoners. In the early modern period, 
as commoners began the process of transforming this 
offshoot of serious renga into the independent genre 
haikai, their aspirations for it mirrored those that 
were stirring elsewhere in their lives as a product of 
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the increased prosperity brought by the Tokugawa 
peace, that is to say, for greater dignity and prestige.
 While Bashō and some of his contemporaries 
started a trend towards a more serious-minded kind 
of haikai, the momentum was lost after his death. 
Tentori haikai continued to attract increasing numbers 
of followers, and Bashō’s disciples splintered into 
numerous groups. Just like the tentori poets, the schools 
founded by Bashō’s disciples competed with one 
another for students, and even used their affiliation 
with Bashō as a selling point, each of them claiming 
exclusive possession of his authentic teaching.
 Fifty years later, the Bashō Revival movement 
emerged from the haikai community’s chaotic land-
scape of rivalry, competition, and commercialization. 
The movement was made up of a loose affiliation of 
poets, most of whom belonged to schools associated 
with Bashō, i.e., the Shōmon, and included poets 
like Buson, Takai Kitō (1741 – 1789), and Katō 
Kyōtai (1732 – 1792). They were different from their 
contemporaries in that they advocated a return to the 
original ideals of Bashō, seeking an understanding of 
his teachings that was unmediated by adherence to 
factional orthodoxies; instead, they aimed to recover 
the true essence of Bashō’s teachings through close 
examination of his works. They frowned on the 
inaesthetic excesses of tentori haikai practitioners, and 
viewed the tenja who catered to them as avaricious, 
talentless toadies.
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the BunjIn Ideal

The Bashō Revival poets’ hostility towards the tentori 
poets can be attributed to a number of factors. One 
of them was a development that at first glance might 
seem unconnected with haikai: the rise of the ideal 
of the bunjin, or literatus, which had its origins in the 
contemporary surge of interest in Sinophilic culture, 
particularly Chinese poetry and painting.
 The Tokugawa shōguns were avid supporters of 
Chinese studies, particularly Confucian philosophy, 
as a means of maintaining social order. As knowledge 
of Chinese philosophy, ethics and history was 
disseminated, interest in other aspects of Chinese 
learning developed. One of the high points of this 
trend was the emergence of Ogyū Sorai’s (1666 – 1782) 
kobunjigaku or study of ancient rhetoric school. Sorai 
emphasized accomplishment in a wide range of artistic 
pursuits, and prominent among them was poetry. 
He insisted on the importance of achieving a direct 
understanding of classical Chinese texts without the 
encumbrance of commentaries. For Sorai and his 
followers the Chinese tradition was not something to 
be passively memorized, but lived out in practice, and 
poetry was central to the well-lived life.
 Sorai and his followers were just one example of 
a more general trend towards interest in Chinese 
arts. Increasing numbers of wealthy people, including 
many commoners, developed a great fascination for 
Chinese things and skills, and as they possessed great 
resources in terms of money and leisure they were in 
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a position to pay for them. The ideal of the bunjin, 
or literati, arose in this context. Bunjin (Chinese: 
wenren) originally referred to scholar-gentlemen who, 
at various points in Chinese history, withdrew from 
public service — either voluntarily, in protest or under 
duress — in order to pursue reclusive lives of artistic 
accomplishment. Amateurism was their hallmark; 
they painted, wrote poetry, and did calligraphy for 
purposes of self-cultivation; they looked down on 
professional artists who did the same for money. The 
bunjin ideal appealed to wealthy Japanese commoners 
because it championed the amateur. Financially 
secure through other means, they practiced poetry for 
pleasure, and in doing so claimed the prestige of the 
Chinese literatus, who disdained profit.
 Many haiku poets had close affiliation with the 
sinophile groups that gave rise to the idealization of 
the bunjin, particularly those haikai poets who also 
wrote kanshi (Chinese verse). As a result, there were 
many points of intersection between the bunjin ideal 
and ideology of the Bashō Revival. In the first place, 
stress on the value of poetry — writing it as well as 
reading it — was important to both. In the second 
place, Revival poets shared with adherents of the 
bunjin ideal a distaste for overt competition over 
profit and fame. Amateurism was the hallmark of 
the Chinese wenren, who painted for the sake of self-
cultivation, unlike the professional court painters who 
worked to please patrons. This had special resonance 
for wealthy commoners attracted to the bunjin ideal 
and Revival haikai alike. Denied access to real elites 
(i.e., aristocratic status, participation in government) 
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and contemptuous of the excesses of a commoner 
culture, the glorification of the amateur was a way 
for non-elite haikai poets to aspire to some kind of 
elite status, insofar as it gave them the moral ground 
on which to stand as they castigated popular tenja for 
being venal and profit-drive.

the anxIety of receptIon

A second factor that contributed to the Bashō 
Revival poets’ hostility towards tentori haikai can be 
termed an anxiety of reception; that is to say a deep 
sense of unease engendered by their confrontation 
with an unprecedentedly large audience of readers. 
The anxiety of reception is a term coined by Lucy 
Newlin to describe the sense of crisis she observed 
in eighteenth century English Romantic poets, who 
struggled to create and defend their artistic identity 
and authorial integrity in an era when the relationship 
between writers and their audience changed rapidly 
as more and more people had access to books. 
Unlike Harold Bloom’s formulation of the anxiety 
of influence, the theory that “strong” writers battle 
with the legacy of their literary predecessors in order 
to establish their own literary identity, the notion of 
anxiety of reception acknowledges the powerful effect 
that changes in the makeup of the reading public have 
on literary texts.
 In eighteenth century Japan, as in Europe, a new 
audience of reader-writers emerged alongside the 
developments in literacy, advancement in publishing 
technology, and the professionalization of various 
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roles related to the production of printed texts that 
took place in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries. These developments had particularly 
powerful implications for haikai, whose market was 
draw from precisely the group of readers that was 
growing the fastest — urban and rural commoners. 
As the number of haikai consumers grew, there 
were more of them whose interpretive competence 
was uncertain. As a result, struggles over standards, 
authority, and norms engendered an even greater 
sense of urgency.
 As an antidote to tentori haikai, Bashō was a fitting 
choice. He stood out from his predecessors and 
contemporaries because of his serious approach to 
haikai. Thoroughly versed in the classical tradition yet 
innovative and experimental, Bashō infused what was 
still a frivolous and somewhat simple-minded genre 
with the profundity and dignity of waka and renga. 
At the same time, his verse and his teaching style 
was accessible to a wide range of people in the cities 
and the countryside. Even more importantly, though 
his life was relatively short, he spent a good deal of 
it traveling, and as a result he had a large number of 
followers, many of whom went on to found their own 
haikai school and use their connections with Bashō as 
a mark of legitimacy.
 The successors to these Bashō disciples and their 
students became the core of the Revival movement. 
Their efforts to resist the commercialization of haikai 
associated with the tentori poets were extremely 
successful, but had a somewhat paradoxical effect. 
The Revival poets’ embrace of Bashō’s teachings as 
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a way to confer distinction on themselves created an 
elite among practitioners of this commoners’ genre. 
This was an elite which more and more poets aspired 
to join, and, despite the best intentions of the Revival 
poets to depopularize haikai, their work actually 
ended up doing more to popularize it than anything 
achieved by the tentori poets.
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David Grayson   ✧   United States

J. D. Salinger & Haiku

J. D. Salinger is best known as the author of The Catcher in the 
Rye, the controversial novel of teenage angst. Salinger is also famous 
for his reclusiveness: he has not published in forty years and fiercely 
guards his privacy. For haiku writers, there’s another, equally intrigu-
ing Salinger: haiku devotee. Haiku figure prominently in Salinger’s 
stories about the fictional Glass family, and it is clear that Salinger 
studied, and was strongly attracted to, haiku.

I.

The Catcher in the Rye was Salinger’s first novel and 
vaulted him to fame in 1951. However, the majority 
of Salinger’s published work focuses on the fictional 
Glass family. This eccentric family is comprised of 
two parents — retired vaudeville performers — and 
their seven precocious children, each of whom starred 
at different times on a children’s radio quiz show from 
the nineteen-twenties to the nineteen-forties. 
 Salinger published two books and several short 
stories about the Glass family. Published in 1961, 
Franny and Zooey focuses on the two youngest siblings. 
In 1963, Salinger published a book comprised of 
two stories: Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters and 
Seymour: An Introduction. The former relates the story 
of the eldest child’s (Seymour) wedding day, and the 
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latter is a reminiscence of Seymour by the second 
eldest sibling, Buddy. The collection Nine Stories 
contains three Glass family short stories.
 While the stories involve different members of 
the family, a principal subject of all of the stories is 
Seymour. Seymour was the driving force behind many 
of the younger siblings. Seymour became the family’s 
central trauma when he committed suicide at the age 
of thirty-one, haunted by his experiences as a soldier 
in World War II. Coping with this event is a central 
theme elaborated in all of the stories. 

II. 

Seymour became interested in Buddhism and 
Hinduism, and Eastern poetry, at an early age. In 
Seymour: An Introduction, Buddy writes, “During much 
of his adolescence, and all his adult life, Seymour was 
drawn, first, to Chinese poetry, and then, as deeply, 
to Japanese poetry, and to both in ways that he was 
drawn to no other poetry in the world.”1 According 
to Buddy, Seymour’s greatest passion was haiku: 
“Seymour probably loved the classical Japanese three-
line, seventeen-syllable haiku as he loved no other 
form of poetry, and . . . he himself wrote—bled—
haiku.”2

 In fact, even when Seymour wasn’t writing haiku, 
his poetry was still influenced by the form. Buddy 
describes Seymour’s later poetry as “substantially like 
an English translation of a sort of double haiku . . . a 
six-line verse, of no certain accent but usually more 
iambic than not . . . deliberately held down to thirty-
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four syllables, or twice the number of the classical 
haiku.”3 These poems were “as bare as possible, and 
invariably ungarnished.”4

 The reader sees Seymour’s attachment to haiku 
in other ways, too. For instance, Seymour wrote in 
his diary that when he and his fiancé debated the 
merits of a movie, he quoted R. H. Blyth’s definition 
of sentimentality to bolster his point: “we are being 
sentimental when we give to a thing more tenderness 
than God gives to it.”5 Later in the same passage, 
Seymour turns to the poet Saigyō to describe the 
tenderness he feels towards his fiancé: “What it is I 
know not / But with the gratitude / my tears fall.”6 
 Buddy, too, has been deeply influenced by haiku. 
He says that haiku can enlighten and impact him 
“to within an inch of his life.”7 While explaining 
Seymour’s interest in haiku in Seymour: An Introduction, 
Buddy digresses from the narrative and launches into 
a discussion of the merits of haiku, inviting the reader 
to learn more about Chinese poetry and haiku. He 
even comments upon the quality of available English 
translations. He declares: “If, in the line of duty, I 
should incidentally titillate a few young people’s 
interest in Chinese and Japanese poetry, it would be 
very good news to me.”8

 Besides the prominence of haiku in his characters’ 
lives, the importance of haiku to Salinger can be seen in 
another way: its pivotal role in plot and theme. Buddy  
writes that when he arrived at the hotel room where 
Seymour committed suicide, he found a haiku that 
Seymour wrote that day: “The little girl on the plane / 
Who turned her doll’s head around / To look at me.”9
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 That a haiku occupies such a key place in the 
story is instructive. It’s a symbol of its importance 
to Seymour — and to Salinger, who relies on it to say 
something about his character.
 The same is true in another story, this one not 
about the Glass family. In the story “Teddy,” the main 
character is a ten-year old, religious-mystical prodigy 
of sorts. He is thought to be able to predict the future, 
and is being studied by academics. Shortly before the 
climax, Teddy quotes two haiku by Bashō: 
 “‘Nothing in the voice of the cicada intimates how 
soon it will die,’” Teddy said suddenly. “‘Along this 
road goes no one, this autumn eve.’”10

 These poems foreshadow the climax of the story, 
and offer a possible explanation of Teddy’s motives.
 In summary, in Salinger’s stories, haiku are 
important to the main characters and also play a key 
role in the story line. That is, Salinger uses haiku 
not only to add texture to his characters, but also to 
provide keys to his stories’ plots and themes. 

III. 

Salinger was clearly well read on the subject of haiku 
and was deeply attracted to the form. However, the 
details of his interest in haiku remain a mystery — much 
like other facets of his life. It is known that Salinger 
was interested in Zen Buddhism for many years, and 
his love of haiku was probably related to this. But the 
exact relationship is impossible to ascertain.
 So, too, is an even more intriguing possibility: 
Salinger writing haiku. Was the haiku by his character 



130

Seymour the only one Salinger wrote, or are there 
others?  Is Salinger, today, still interested in haiku? Is 
he writing any? Like other mysteries of J. D. Salinger, 
the answer will have to wait. 

__________
Notes

1 J. D. Salinger. Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters and Seymour: An 
 Introduction. New York: Bantam Books, 1981: p. 117.
2 Ibid., pp. 126-7.
3 Ibid., p. 127.
4 Ibid., p. 129.
5 Ibid., p. 67.
6 Ibid., pp. 67-8.
7 Ibid., p. 118.
8 Ibid., p. 118.
9 J. D. Salinger. Franny and Zooey. New York: Bantam Books, 1985: p. 64. 
 I have quoted the poem exactly as it appears in the book. This format 
 does not show whether Salinger intended all three lines to be flush 
 left, or arranged in a different way.
10 J. D. Salinger. Nine Stories. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1991:
 p. 185.

Note: It’s notable that none of the haiku used in the stories (all quoted above) 
follow the five-seven-five syllable format. Even though Buddy describes haiku as 
a three-line, seventeen syllable form, it’s unknown what Salinger’s opinions were 
on this matter.
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Jim Kacian   ✧   United States

When Haiku Was Poetry

Haiku is a “special case” in literature, and this is not 
necessarily a good thing. There was a time when this 
was not so. I hope that by reflecting upon this time 
we might gain some perspective into our current 
practice, and also perhaps some insight into how we 
might most profitably move into our future.
 There is a somewhat unreal element to what I wish 
to discuss here, so I have adopted the fairy tale as my 
medium. I hope that the unreality of this form does 
not suggest that the consequences of the conditions 
examined here are any less real. But you be the judge.
 Once upon a time — see, now you know this is an 
authentic fairy tale — once upon a time, many years 
before there was a Haiku North America, long before 
there was a Haiku Society of America, long before 
there was a Modern Haiku or a Haiku Handbook, long 
before there was a Los Altos Haiku Group, before 
Harold Stewart turned his marketing skills to haiku, 
before anyone had heard of Reginald Horace Blyth, 
eric amann or Harold G. Henderson, people were 
reading, writing and understanding haiku in places 
other than Japan. These people were called poets, and 
theirs was a professional interest: haiku was a serious 
poetic form in Japan, and a professional poet was 
obliged to have a look at it, to see what sorts of things 
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might be done with it, and whether or not it might be 
made to serve some poetic purposes in our culture. 
It is our tendency to look back upon these benighted 
times from our position of cultural advantage and 
regard the efforts and understandings of these people 
as lacking in certain essential characteristics. Pity 
them, we condescend to say, for they knew not what 
they were doing. They did not know the delectation 
of the kigo, the frisson of the kireji. They, poor fools, 
were lucky enough merely to get most of the words 
right, and in something approximating the correct 
order. They did not know what we know. How can we 
expect their work to measure up to our own?
 How indeed? How is it that in this day of haiku 
enlightenment the bulk of haiku published in English 
remains imitative of Japanese originals four centuries 
old? How is it that in our time haiku is regarded as 
a child’s exercise, a popular plaything, a cultural 
buzzword and bagatelle, anything but serious poetry? 
How is it that today few of the very best poets in 
English will have any truck with the genre for fear 
that they will be considered trivial? I take very much 
to heart the late Czeslow Miłosz’s comment: “Haiku 
is extra-literary.” This, it seems to me, is a critical 
perception, and I intend to explore this more a bit 
further on.
 But for now, back to the fairy tale: It is the 
juxtaposition of these two images (in the very best 
haiku tradition) — the uninformed but unencumbered 
poet exploring an unfamiliar genre in hopes of 
incorporating its values and techniques into the 
mainstream practice of English language poesy, on the 



133

one hand; and the well-informed but disparaged haijin 
whose expertise serves to distance her farther from 
the poetic community, on the other — which makes 
up the substance of this talk. How have we come to 
this point? What has been gained? What lost? What 
of importance can we recover to legitimate haiku as a 
viable English-language genre?
 Let’s begin with the latter of these two images: 
ourselves. We perhaps consider we hold haiku as a 
common interest, but I suggest it’s not so simple as 
that. For instance, if I asked each of you to supply a 
list of your ten favorite modern haiku — let’s say 1950 
to present — my guess is that there would be relatively 
little overlap among them. On the other hand, if I 
asked for your ten favorite haiku of all time, there 
is a much greater likelihood of congruence in your 
answers, with Bashō appearing on nearly all, and Issa, 
and perhaps Moritake and Kikaku.
 Isn’t it a curiosity that these poems, written so 
long ago in a foreign culture and to foreign purposes, 
would remain exemplars and favorites in the United 
States today? Why is this?
 Obviously they are excellent poems (which does 
not, of course, guarantee them to be favorites). And 
they do embody their culture, the genre, and the poets’ 
sensibilities well. But I think the reason they remain 
vital year after year, generation after generation, 
is because it is exactly their excellence that we are 
taught. They are among the first poems we come to 
appreciate as we approach haiku. They are part of our 
way of and to haiku. And this, I contend, is what we 
share: not haiku so much as haiku education.
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 Modern poems don’t have this same cachet for us. 
Modern poems are still in the process of becoming 
reified and authenticated and absorbed into haiku 
education. Some few in English have made it, and 
these are the few that would have any chance of 
making it onto our top-ten lists. And for the same 
reason: we would have grown up and into haiku 
through our contact with them, and so they seem 
inevitable, just right. They, in fact, define haiku for us, 
and are the standards against which we measure all 
future encounters with the genre.
 So where did we acquire this education? Those 
horrible little poems some of us were made to write 
in third grade — that certainly wasn’t our inspiration. 
Even then some of us could tell the teacher was 
missing the point of the poem, that it was not a 
counting exercise or a device to trigger the use of 
adjectives, but rather a response to our encounter 
with the world that could not be adumbrated through 
a routinized and sterile structure. If anything, such 
exercises deterred our interest in poetry, and surely 
some excellent poets have been lost through early 
contact with Sister Helen Michael.
 Most of us are self-taught haiku lovers, which 
means we came to haiku in two primary ways: 
through books, and through community. The most 
recent mass educator, the internet, can be construed 
to be both. One way or another, we have been each 
others’ teachers, and to an inordinate degree, a very 
few writers and educators have shaped the discourse 
we have shared. The building of an edifice such as 
haiku from such a small number of primary sources 
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has many effects, not the least of which is powerful 
community, because in this way we all have the 
same experiences, the same values, the same history, 
the same understanding, the same goals. Haiku 
community is one of the chief characteristics of what 
has been termed “the haiku movement”, referring to 
the growth of haiku in the United States and around 
the world over the past thirty-five years or so. Arising 
from such origins, it’s no surprise that it should be 
a considerable force in determining what haiku is 
conceived to be, as well as what it is possible for it to be. 
 What are these books that have created the haiku 
movement? They are just the books you suppose them 
to be: the haiku anthology and The Haiku Handbook and 
the Red Moon Anthologies and An Introduction to Haiku. 
These books, taken as a whole, have done more to 
shape the community’s notion of what haiku is than 
all the individual collections of haiku ever printed. We 
trust that if an individual collection has a poem that 
is really good, it’ll find its way into one or another of 
these anthologies or primers. In fact, we can go further 
than that: the very idea of what we mean by “good” is 
shaped by what appears in these volumes. If we have 
a poem in one or several of these books, we have 
written a definitive, a seminal, poem. So in fact I don’t 
need to read John Wills’ Reed Shadows — I just check 
the haiku anthology and the very best of the poems in 
his collection will be there, right? Neither do I need 
to plow through hundreds of minor poems by Bashō, 
because Blyth has assured me, in his introduction to 
Haiku, that “I have published here all the haiku I have 
found worth translating.” I don’t need to concern 
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myself with the extravagances of form because 
Higginson in The Haiku Handbook has told me “. . . 
an overall form consisting of seven accented syllables, 
plus unaccented syllables up to a total of about twelve, 
would yield a rhythmical structure native to English 
and at the same time approximate the duration of 
traditional Japanese haiku. A major grammatical 
pause between the second and third or fifth and sixth 
accented syllable would provide the sense of division 
created by the Japanese kireji.” We are grateful for 
such thoughtfulness, such research, labor, love of the 
material. And even if our praxis differs, the parameters 
of the subject have been set: we are no longer discussing 
the free range of what haiku in English might be, but 
whether or not seven syllables in a 2-3-2 beat structure 
approximates Japanese prosody. And when we write, 
or edit, we consider, not the poem itself, but the poem 
in the context of the known paradigm. 
 This is a powerful trope, as powerful as any 
educational trope. I ask you to answer off the top of 
your head: who discovered America? And even if we 
know better, the first response most of us have come 
into our minds is “Columbus”. What a surprise to the 
thousands of sentient beings already living here.
 The result is a diminished range of possibilities, 
which has consequences, some of which are not 
best for the future of haiku, or for our own practice. 
Consider, for instance, the example of Marlene 
Mountain. Those who know her work recognize that 
Marlene has written copiously for the past thirty-
five years and has hewed a style that is idiosyncratic, 
polemical and contentious. Hers is not the usual 
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haiku fodder, and while not everyone’s taste, Marlene 
certainly offers a different take on what haiku can be 
in English. But if our only resource to Marlene’s work 
were the haiku anthology, we would have only two of 
her poems from the past quarter-century to consider. 
This is not to say that Marlene is ill-treated — she has 
twenty-two poems in the anthology, as befits her. But 
a casual reader would come away with a considerably 
different conception of what Marlene has been doing 
with her talent than what has actually been the case. 
They might feel she’s become very occasional, when 
in fact she is more prolific, and more outspoken, than 
ever.
 And what sorts of poems did make it into the 
haiku anthology in Marlene’s name? Why, the classics, 
of course: the ones by which modern English haiku 
is defined. In short, our favorites. This circular 
conception of value is inherent in the very way we 
view the genre. The result of this sort of education is 
homogeneity. Every poem is different, of course: even 
if the words of two separate poems are identical, the 
fact that an the same poem might be written by two 
poets from their entirely different selves makes those 
poems quite different.
 I’m not talking about plagiarism, of course, which 
is quite another matter. What I’m talking about is 
more the outward manifestations of the poems: what 
they look like, what their nominal subject matter is, 
that sort of thing. It is interesting to consider a study 
conducted by George Swede a few years ago. In it he 
compared the frequency of the various line formats 
over a five-year span in the major haiku journals 
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Modern Haiku and frogpond. What he discovered is no 
big surprise: in Modern Haiku over 95% of all the poems 
published between 1995 and 2000 were three lines; 
one-liners made up the bulk of what was left, and two-
line, four-line and organic arrangements comprised a 
negligible percentage. frogpond was a bit more broad-
minded, but only a bit: some 86% of poems published 
in the same period were three-liners. One-liners were 
the bulk of what remained, and there were enough 
anomalies to account for a couple percentage points.
 This should hardly surprise us. After all, haiku 
are three lines, right? Well, perhaps they are, but are 
they three lines because that’s what they should be, or 
because that’s what we see being published? After all, 
this is not the norm in Japan, where nearly all haiku 
are published in a single vertical column. This is an 
anomaly which has arisen in English, and which has 
been repeated often enough to now seem like the 
norm. And the more this is reinforced, the more sense 
it seems to make.
 It is instructive to consider that the popular 
notion of what comprises a haiku is a three-line 
poem consisting of five-seven-five syllables. We, the 
enlightened members of the haiku movement, smile 
gently when we hear such an idea being mooted: we 
know better. But what is it, exactly, that we know? 
Perhaps we’ve refined our arguments, but the basis of 
our knowledge is that same as those whose uninformed 
considerations we pity.
 It is also worth noting that things have not always 
been this way: as recently as the 1970s there was a 
great deal more experimentation with form, content, 
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punctuation, technique, every aspect of haiku. Unless, 
however, you are willing to read through back issues 
of the journals of the time, and few are — that’s what 
those anthologies are for, right? — you are unlikely to 
find very many of the poems which arose in those years.
 They have not caught the public’s imagination in 
the same way that the novelties of, say, Bashō, have 
done, and for the reasons we mentioned earlier: we 
did not come of age with the poems of the 1970s, 
most of us, but rather with the poems of the 1670s. 
 As a result, we don’t recall the work of LeRoy 
Gorman and Marco Fraticelli and Keith Southward 
and that crew, and must in fact reinvent their wheel 
anew. Today there is really only one journal which 
consistently seeks the novel and outré in haiku, and 
that is Raw NerVZ. While there is some dissent, most 
people do not value Raw NerVZ in the same fashion 
they value Modern Haiku and frogpond. In another 
study, conducted by Charles Trumbull early in this 
century, it was discovered that Modern Haiku and 
frogpond far outstripped the other journals in terms 
of influence, and in desirability as a place to publish. 
Other journals had their advocates, of course, but 
for the vast majority, publication in one of the big 
two was the pinnacle of haiku success. And again, 
well over 90% of the poems published in these two 
journals combined were three-line poems. If you want 
to get published there, chances are good you’re going 
to send them a three line poem.
 Okay, so that’s us. We have become homogenized, 
for better or worse. Standardization is not necessarily 
a bad thing. I recall the story of the great Baltimore 
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fire early in the nineteenth century. It was apparent 
to fire officials early on that this was a serious blaze, 
and the Baltimore FD could use all the help they 
could get. The call went out to all the neighboring 
communities, and twenty five surrounding towns sent 
their machines. When they got there, they all got 
a chance to watch the city burn down. Seems that 
Baltimore had a different hydrant supplier than all the 
other towns: none of the hoses could hook up, none 
of the trucks could pump water. They might as well 
have brought marshmallows.
 So standardization can be useful, can help us 
define something, for instance. As you know, the 
HSA recently approved new definitions for haiku, 
senryū and so forth for the society’s use. As we might 
expect, this raised a fair amount of controversy. It is 
very difficult to pin down a living thing, to articulate 
the all of something while it is still in flux. No two 
definitions are exactly the same, and getting a group to 
vote, or unvote, on any one definition is a struggle. On 
the other hand, the previous definition was woefully 
inadequate. So the society was in a bit of a quandary, 
and had no really good solution. 
 But this is only a problem for a society, or a 
dictionary maker. Poets don’t write to standards, or at 
least not generally. They write to necessity. The best 
shape for a haiku might be three lines, but it isn’t three 
lines which constitutes the need for the poem. It’s a 
by-product of the decision-making process the poet 
uses. If the poet always goes to the default of three 
lines, then a certain sureness, a traction, is gained, and 
a range of possibility is lost. Is it a fair trade-off?
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 Sometimes, sure.
 What happens is we start confusing what’s 
arbitrary with what’s essential. Is three lines essential? 
I would bet if we polled the room we would find 
nearly all of you would say no, but at the same time 
if we looked at the bulk of your work, we’d also find 
a huge preponderance of it appears in that form. And 
again, three lines is not an issue to the Japanese, with 
their one-line form. When does something which is 
not essential but almost universally defaulted become 
seen as essential?
 This is one of the biggest questions of 
contemporary philosophy, and I doubt we’ll answer it 
today. But we at least know why it matters from our 
own experience.
 There are other issue, of course — kireji, kigo, 
even syllable count — and all these issues have been 
codified by our haiku education. Even if we rebel, 
the conversation, the very nature of our rebellion, is 
shaped by what has come to be seen as the norm. And 
the norm has come to us from a very narrow origin.
 But things haven’t always been this narrow. Or 
perhaps even more, things used to be even narrower, 
and in that narrowness there was greater freedom. Let’s 
consider now that other image in our juxtaposition, 
those poets who first encountered haiku before there 
was a movement to tell them what they were looking 
at, how they should look at it, what is all meant, and 
how they should respond.
 So in our fairy tale, haiku education is the dragon. 
It might be a kindly dragon, and it might be a nasty 
dragon — depends on your point of view, after all — but 
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an dragon nonetheless. Because this is an authentic 
fairy tale, you probably know what needs to happen. 
 There was a time, our fairy tale continues, when 
haiku was not a way, a path, a search for satori, an 
apotheosis, a one-breath poem, or any of the other 
epithets that have come to weigh it down latterly. 
There was a time before dragons, the golden age 
when haiku were just words on a page from another 
culture, another time, and poets were free to respond 
to them without prejudice, without the burden which 
knowledge imposes, without a sense of duty. There 
was a time when we didn’t know what haiku was, and 
so were free to invent it. And that’s what we did.
 Not surprisingly, the first inventors of haiku in 
English were people who were studying the culture 
of Japan, usually also living there. Lafcadio Hearn, for 
instance, is revered by the Japanese for the work he 
did in preserving their folk stories, his true interest. 
But in collecting and editing these tales, he also ran 
into a considerable amount of poetry, and so was 
obliged to register his take on what haiku might be. It 
is now thought that Hearn never translated any haiku 
directly himself (he never learned to read kanji, and 
would therefore always depend on such aid). Instead, 
his colleagues worked with him to realize a poem, 
though Hearn would of course have had final say in 
any article appearing under his name, and it is useful 
to see what sort of poem he approved. Consider the 
first example on your handout:

Oh, this firefly! — seen by daylight, the nape of its neck is red!
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There are several interesting things to note about this 
poem, one of the first to appear in a Hearn piece. First 
of all, it is rendered in a single line — analogous to the 
Japanese original. At the same time, it seems to contain 
the tripartite structure within a bipartite structure, 
as most classical Japanese haiku seem to do. There is 
a clear stop, ensured through punctuation, after the 
first “phrase”, and a resulting “short-long” asymmetry 
to the whole. All this seems familiar. There is also a 
certain amount of “poetic language” (the “Oh!” that 
begins the piece) and bombast (the multiple use of 
exclamation marks) which we probably would eschew 
today, but to some degree these are style issues. The 
rendering of the subject matter is straightforward, 
expository, and with little emotional (read, adjectival) 
emendation. Most damning is the shifting of the order 
of the words — in the original Japanese, hotaru (firefly) 
appears at the end, not in the beginning as here. It is, 
in short, a pretty good, though not perfect, translation. 
We might compare it with Blyth’s translation:

  By daylight
  The fire-fly has
  A neck of red.

and later:

  By daylight
  The firefly is nothing
  But a red-necked bug.

 This pair of translations is instructive. The first is 
closer to Hearn’s version in that it sticks close to the 
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bare basics of the original (that is, is more literal). It 
has become a three-line poem (this is, of course, half 
a century later, and we have “learned” a few things in 
the meantime), and the order has shifted a bit. But 
still there is no particular gloss to the rendering. The 
second version, which I confess I love, introduces a 
telling use of idiom to communicate the information 
available in the Japanese original to the English reader. 
It too shifts the original order of words, which literally 
would be something like “by daylight nothing but a 
red-necked bug the firefly”. 
 This sort of decision-making is the stuff of 
translation, and I think it is a sign of Blyth’s growth as 
a translator that he was willing to take a chance in this 
way. It also speaks to his confidence to communicate, 
undoubtedly based on reaction to his earlier efforts.
 Getting back to Hearn: I’ve included a few other 
of his translations:

 With hands resting on the ground, reverentially you 
  repeat your poem, O frog!

and of course:

 Old pond — frogs jumping in — sound of water

Again we note the single line, the absence of padding, 
the bow towards the prevailing poetic notions of the 
day.
 It is too much to say that Hearn is responsible for 
the vogue for haiku that arose in Europe and across 
the United States in the first decade of the twentieth 
century. Many other factors, most especially the cult 
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of Japonisme, the exposure to ukiyoe, the reaction by 
painters, especially the Impressionists, to the new 
aesthetic coming to light from contact with the long-
closed East, led inexorably to awareness of the literary 
arts and values of Japan. In addition, museums and 
universities began adding extensive departments and 
collections to their existing holdings and faculty which 
featured the recently acquired artifacts of this “newly 
discovered” culture. People like Ernest Fenollosa, 
Samuel F. B. Morse and Basil Hall Chamberlain 
provided theories and translations which made 
intersection between eastern and western concepts 
palatable to the western mind, though of course 
they did a considerable amount of distorting to help 
their cases. This is how Chamberlain, for instance, 
in searching for a western analog, came to refer to 
the Japanese haiku as an “epigram.” It was many 
decades before this notion was entirely dispelled, 
and, having dispelled it, we now are in danger of 
missing the similarities which did indeed inform 
Chamberlain’s choice. We might consider the epigram 
the intellectual cousin of haiku: where haiku features 
feeling and intuition, epigram features thought and 
logic. They are dissimilar in material, but share brevity 
and pithiness, and many techniques of creation. But 
in the vacuum of understanding which surrounded 
haiku at the time, Chamberlain’s statement, which 
stood without competition, caused a great deal of 
misunderstanding.
 The times and the timing perfected the opportunity 
for such a creature as Sadakichi Hartman. Hartman 
was a poetic freelancer, similar in many ways to Oscar 
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Wilde. He was friend to both Walt Whitman and Ezra 
Pound, and may, as much as anyone, have started the craze 
for composing haiku in English which preceded Pound’s 
appropriation of the genre for serious literary enterprise.
 Hartman offered such poems as:

  Butterflies a-wing--
  Are you flowers returning
  To your branch in spring !
    after Morikami

  In spring, who can tell
  Do we hear Ueno’s bell
  Or Asakusa’s !
    after Bashō

  At new morn we met !
  Two weeks I’ve waited in vain.
  Tonight! Don’t forget.
    after Unknown (a Hartman original?)

 There are many interesting features to these poems. 
Firstly, all are three line poems. Somewhere between 
Hearn and Chamberlain (who, in order to reinforce his 
epigram characterization, translated haiku into couplets), 
on the one hand, and Hartman, who published in popular 
magazines and wrote a book of haiku theory with examples 
in 1914, a change had come about. Was it Hartman who 
caused this change, through his own reckoning of what 
worked best for haiku? Or was it, perhaps, the early trans-
lations of Yone Noguchi, a fascinating character whose 
work formed the basis of Pound’s (and Amy Lowell’s, 
among others) understanding of haiku. Or perhaps other 
early translations by Japanese like Inazo Nitobe, Minoru 
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Toyoda or Hidesaburo Saito, or non-Japanese like W. 
G. Aston, Clara A. Walsh or Curtis Hidden Page, all of 
whom favored three lines? Was the dragon beginning 
to rear its head? Somebody needs to take care of that 
dragon. 
 In any case, what we have with Hartman’s trans-
lations is three lines, rhyme (like, often, Chamberlain, 
and always Saito and Page, and unlike Hearn or 
Nitobe), lots of punctuation, especially for emphasis!, 
and a lightness of touch which Hearn and Chamberlain 
never achieved. 
 These are truly poetic renderings. I call them 
renderings rather than original poems, despite the 
fact that Hartman published them as original, because 
I think it is obvious that these poems were cribbed 
from other sources. Surely the butterfly poem is 
Moritake’s, and the spring bells belong to Bashō. I’ve 
been unable to find the original to the third of these, 
though I know I’ve read it before, and if anyone has 
an idea of who might be the original author, I would 
appreciate hearing from you. 
 One other interesting point is that this third poem 
is more senryū than haiku, and might possibly be the 
first such poem to appear in English.
 So what we have, then, is an awareness of a new 
aesthetic, generated by expatriates and scholars, 
amplified by a burgeoning translation practice, which 
is beginning to take the public fancy. By 1910 thousands 
of bad haiku by hundreds of amateur poets had been 
written, and long-suffering editors undoubtedly put 
off the eating of their persimmons until they have 
slogged through the next couple thousand, as Shiki 
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famously wrote, though with a good deal more tact than I 
have just displayed. There is a mania for things Japanese, 
and thousands of Westerners took up bonsai, ikebana, and 
haiku. These things became part of our popular culture, 
only to be effaced when Japan became our enemy in the 
Second World War, and then reconnected in the decades 
which followed. Harriet Monroe comments on the many 
haiku which are submitted to her in an early issue of 
Poetry. 
 So it is not out of thin air that Ezra Pound conjured his 
famous “In a Station of the Metro”. This is the first great 
haiku in English, by every objective standard. It grows 
and resonates to succeeding generations in the same way 
as Bashō’s “old pond.” It contains a striking metaphor 
as its payoff, and possesses allusive depth. What is most 
exceptional about it, however, is that it was produced 
when it was. It is, simply, a quantum leap up from the 
quality of haiku being written or translated at the time. 
 This in no way denigrates the work of the Japanese 
masters. Consider the Moritake poem we looked at 
earlier: we might appreciate the freshness of its conceit 
(at the time written, at any event), its spareness, and 
its allusive capacity. But we would be hard-pressed to 
appreciate these qualities if our only knowledge of the 
poem was this translation by the otiose Clara A. Walsh:

  Where the soft drifts lie
  Of fallen blossoms, dying,
  Did one flutter now,
  From earth to its own brown bough?
  Ah, no! ‘twas a butterfly!
  Like fragile blossom lying.
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‘Twas’t? Ah, but no! It is easy to lampoon such work, but 
harder to write recognizably within the parameters of a 
foreign genre, and still crisply within an American idiom 
that was free of such puffed air.
 Consider, then, as counterfoil to Ms. Walsh, this:

  IN A STATION OF THE METRO

  The apparition of these faces in the crowd :
  Petals on a wet, black bough .

Many interesting things to notice here: first of all, a title. 
Is it a three-liner or a two liner with a title. The way the 
poem is lineated underscores the division between the 
two images. The spacing of the lines slows the reader 
down. Even the punctuation is separated from the text, 
creating even more space around the words, and time. 
The rhyme, if there can be said to be one, is simple vowel 
repetition, not a true masculine rhyme. The length of 
line, and the texture, seems more akin to Hearn’s work 
than Hartman’s, and certainly Pound knew both. It is 
apparent that Pound thought these matters through, 
making decisions on the basis of what worked best for the 
material and not conferring with the dragon. The result: 
our first great haiku.
 This is saying a great deal, when we consider that Pound 
was merely a dabbler in haiku, on his way to Imagism 
and the Cantos, and who produced only a couple other 
haiku, the interesting but clearly inferior Fan-Piece, for Her 
Imperial Lord and quasi-Chinese influenced Ts’ai Chieh. 
What is noteworthy in the former is the word count: 17. 
And since the words are all single stresses, we can argue 
here for a 17-stress (though not 17-syllable) example. But 



150

this does not include the title, and perhaps might also 
be said to be unnecessary, though it does certainly 
set the stage. However, if the title is not part of the 
poem here, perhaps we should consider it not part of 
the poem in the “Metro” poem as well, which then 
becomes a two-line poem. And on it goes. The latter 
offers more of a sketch-like approach, in quite long 
(for haiku) lines, and seems not to have occasioned 
any obvious or immediate advocation.
 By 1913, English-language haiku might well be said 
to have become fledged, though certainly not mature. 
And, despite quite a lot of examples, there is still 
no definitive model to be found. Following Pound, 
however, several poets arrive at a kind of consensus:

  Last night it rained.
  Now, in the desolate dawn,
  Crying of blue jays.
    Amy Lowell (from Twenty-Four
    Hokkus on a Modern Theme)

  For him the night calls,
  Out of the dawn and sunset
  Who has made poems.
    E. E. Cummings

     Mid-Summer Dusk

  Swallows twittering at twilight:
  Waves of heat
  Churned to flames by the sun.
    John Fletcher Gould
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  The red deer are high on the mountain,
  They are beyond the last pine trees.
  And my desires have run with them.
    Richard Aldington

     WINDOW

  Night from a railroad car window
  Is a great, dark, soft thing
  Broken across with slashes of light.
    Carl Sandberg

All of these poets example haiku to be a three-line 
affair, sometimes titled, not rhymed, with a variable 
line length, content which may contain ideas but 
which is characterized by images, and a plain idiom: 
not very different from where we have arrived today. 
Some of these poets, Lowell and Gould especially, 
wrote many such poems. Cummings wrote only three 
that have been recorded for posterity, and Aldington 
and Sandberg only the ones reproduced here. Many 
other poets, less well known, also tried their hands at 
haiku at that time.
 These attempts, none of which seem to achieve 
what Pound’s “Metro” poem achieved before them, all 
seem to operate from within the framework of haiku: 
they seem to be attempting to recreate what the poets 
thought haiku must be like in Japanese. The most 
interesting attempts, however, were by poets who 
were interested in seeing what they might do with the 
sensibility, but without forsaking their own, especially 
American, idiom. What results is work that hasn’t been 
called haiku in the past, because it appears so different. 



152

But by now we have sufficient historical understanding to 
recognize what has been attempted, and achieved, in such 
works. Knowing the climate in which they were created, 
and the certainty that their authors were familiar with 
haiku, not only as a Japanese import but as an iterated 
genre in English, it is now possible to say that these works 
are direct responses to this importation, mooted in each 
their characteristic ways of realization. Here is a selection 
of “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” by Wallace 
Stevens:

     I

  Among twenty snowy mountains,
  The only moving thing
  Was the eye of the blackbird.

     II
 
  I was of three minds,
  Like a tree
  In which there are three blackbirds.

     IV

  A man and a woman
  Are one.
  A man and a woman and a blackbird
  Are one.

Here one by William Carlos Williams, in its entirety:
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     Between Walls

  the back wings
  of the
  hospital where
  nothing
  will grow lie
  cinders
  in which shine
  the broken
  pieces of a green
  bottle

It’s possible, of course, to spend an entire paper 
discussing Stevens’ poem and its relationship to haiku, 
and perhaps at some future date we will do that. For 
now let it suffice to consider a single section: the 
first one. Could this possibly be more like a haiku? 
Untitled, except for the numeral, it is a three-liner, 
with a division after the first line like a kireji; it is 
concerned with nature and our relationship with it; 
it notices, even amongst the majestic, the small and 
insignificant. And it invests this commonplace with 
energy, privileging life above all that majesty, insisting 
on our noticing just that. This is full-blown haiku 
sensibility, without the need to imitate the Clara 
Walsh’s of the world, and yet still responding in full 
poetic mode. We might consider Stevens’s work the 
first haiku sequence in the language, a remarkable 
tour de force, a mature response to Pound’s work. In 
a decade and half, English haiku had already produced 
two masterpieces.
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 Williams’ work is probably less overtly a response 
to the haiku aesthetic than a simple accommodation 
of a style to his needs. What is striking again is the 
sensibility, this time clothed in the unmistakable 
fabric of the poet’s mature style. Nothing like haiku, 
in its outward manifestation, but just like, in terms of 
its content, attitude and inclinations. And, of course, 
we are aware that the same poet produced “The 
Red Wheel Barrow,” which in just the same fashion 
calls upon haiku sensibility to animate a poem in the 
characteristic style of the writer.
 By the 1930s, haiku had been taken up by the 
best American poets: Pound, Stevens and Williams. 
Serious poets all, they considered haiku and its 
aesthetic worthy of their serious and professional 
attention, though it has to be admitted none of them 
continued in the genre. All the more amazing, then, 
and testament to the trueness of their poetic instincts, 
that they should have made such a mark with such a 
fleeting contact.
 We might ask, why were these examples not 
followed? Perhaps they were, and we have not yet 
recognized the work of subsequent poets as exemplary 
haiku. But more likely they were not. More likely what 
happened was what we discussed at the beginning of 
this talk: the dragon got ‘em. It is, after all, a great 
deal to tackle when we consider every aspect of each 
poem we produce. This is why only the great poets 
rise about poetic, and haiku, education.
 We all know how the fairy tale goes from here. 
General information concerning the genre began to 
become available. Harold G. Henderson published A 
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Bamboo Broom in 1938, providing an inexpensive means 
of gaining some basic information, useful but also 
homogenizing. This was followed by Blyth’s copious 
writings, and the works of D. T. Suzuki, Alan Watts, 
Jack Kerouac, all of which had the effect of turning 
haiku towards a way of self-realization, a religion, if 
you will, rather than a poetic. Certainly we cannot say 
of Stevens or Pound that their inclinations towards 
haiku were religious. But Blyth states outright “Haiku 
are to be understood from the Zen point of view.” 
Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums, wherein he cites Blyth, 
and likewise his Desolation Angels which include the 
first full-blown examples of haibun in mainstream 
English prose, are books about the quest for self-
understanding, and haiku is one of the ways in which 
the author follows this quest. Suzuki and Watts were 
polemicists for Zen. In this way, haiku became bent 
towards a goal other than its own perfect realization. 
And any religious practice, even one which defies its 
own religiosity, is characterized by its ritual. What can 
be more incantatory than the counting of lines and 
syllables, the repetition of magic charms like kigo and 
kireji? 
 What happened to haiku is that it became enmeshed 
in other concerns which diverted it from poetic 
practice, and what was valued of what was, more often 
than not, its aesthetic, not its aesthetics. In mythic 
terms, the dragon rallied and turned pugnacious. 
People, coming to haiku, were educated to know that 
the practice of haiku in effect was the practice of this 
aesthetic, and that they must learn and appreciate it 
before haiku would be available to them. And so it 
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was: I’m sure you all recall your initial responses to 
haiku, and how it seemed necessary to learn a special 
language and set of rules — dragonspeak — before you 
could find your way into it. This is a peculiarity of 
haiku, and of practically no other literary form. It is, in 
fact, more representative of a cult than of a poetic. A 
cult requires an initiation, to discover the worthiness 
of the applicant, to test resolve. Many have come to 
haiku and left it because they were not interested in 
these cultish overtones. They felt, perhaps, that haiku 
ought simply to be open, a means of expression, like 
other poetics. They were disillusioned, and left for 
other opportunities.
 But it is not a simple question. The fact is, haiku 
is different than other poetries. It does require some 
knowledge of the genre to understand it, not the least 
reason being that in its brevity, it requires the entirety 
of the genre to provide context so that a poem might 
be parsed. In no other genre is it more important to 
know what has been done before in this topic, in this 
fashion. So conceived, it is not too much to say that 
haiku, in reality, is one big poem, still growing, and we 
need to see it whole in order to know how our poems 
fit into its girth. Haiku, the world’s shortest poem, is 
in reality haiku, the world’s longest poem, with more 
yet to come.
 So in truth, haiku needs both: the freedom to 
explore the genre without duty, as some of our greatest 
poets have done, and the homogeneity brought 
on from understanding the practice of the genre 
throughout the years. Exclusive insistence on one or 
the other of these will lead to a dead end: too much 
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freedom, and quickly we will veer beyond what can be 
recognized as haiku; too little freedom, and we will 
stultify into insignificance. This is our place in haiku 
history: what will we make of it? Perhaps we have gone 
a bit too far towards homogenizing the genre.
 Can we make the corrective back gentle enough 
that we don’t miss our mark and veer towards the 
other extreme? Time will tell. 
 Meanwhile, haiku, once again, seems to be 
attracting serious mainstream poets to consider its 
merits: Paul Muldoon, a recent Pulitzer Prize winner, 
has written a book of haiku and has extended sections 
of haiku in other books; minimalist poets such as 
Cid Corman and John Martone would seem naturals 
to endorse haiku, and have, but also language poets, 
and those working in longer forms, have at least taken 
note. 
 Consider the work of John Ashbery:

 Come to the edge of the barn the property really   
  begins there

Robert Grenier:

 except the swing bumped by the dog in passing

A. A. Marcoff

 the backlash of the salmon
 leaping up the stream:
 this is your past
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Charles Henri Ford:

 After the drama
 Of delicate stored secretions
 Soothing flatness.

And, of course, there are many more. The results of 
this interaction with mainstream poets seem to be an 
opening of content, as well as a serious consideration 
of the techniques of how haiku actually come to 
us, and how such techniques might be even further 
compressed. 
 What is required is a new language, something 
beyond dragonspeak, but not forsaking that tongue 
altogether, either — after all, it is our first language 
of haiku. One recent notable and important effort is 
Richard Gilbert’s typology of haiku techniques, in his 
paper “The Disjunctive Dragonfly,” which appeared 
in Modern Haiku 35.2. This typology of disjunction 
offers a rigorous, literary (non-religious) way to think 
about haiku, and the language to be able to begin to 
discuss the ways in which these haiku work. It is, quite 
literally, the first sword-stroke in what is the inevitable 
battle at the end of our tale.
 This returns us, too, to Miłosz’s comment: 
“Haiku is extra-literary.” If by haiku is meant only the 
products of the haiku movement, and by that we mean 
a homogenized product emanating from a singular 
aesthetic, I would agree. But it need not be the case. 
In fact, as we have seen, poets who have considered 
the haiku impulse primarily from the point of view of 
what works for them as poems, rather than how such 
work fits into an accepted mode, have produced work 
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that is not extra-literary, but in fact essentially literary. 
This is, in my opinion, the future of haiku, and our 
means of connecting with the best poets of our and 
future generations.
 The best poets, regardless of aesthetic, have sought 
what is truly essential in haiku: how such brevity can 
expand into significance and beauty, and how it can 
make the rest of the world conspire to enlarge it. We 
are poised just here, at the moment when we take this 
to be the heart of haiku, so that in future we will be 
able to say that our time, too, was a time when haiku 
was poetry.
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Paul Miller   ✧   United States

Western Uses of Kigo

Many Japanese haiku poets believe that non-Japanese 
cannot write haiku. I was reminded of this bias in 
an essay in the latest World Haiku 2006 by editor 
Ban’ya Natsuishi who wrote “we must establish some 
depth in the western understanding of haiku.” A 
familiar Japanese sentiment, which in his case seems 
hypocritical considering his own deviations from the 
form. I take these and similar comments to mean 
that when he or poets such as Hekigoto, Santōka, or 
Ippekirō deviate from the established tradition they 
are forming a new school of haiku thought; Westerners 
are merely ignorant. But perhaps western deviations 
come from educated but different poetic needs and 
goals instead of a simple lack of understanding. 
 Haiku in Japan has always been about tradition, 
what Haruo Shirane calls the vertical axis — the 
communal nature of haiku poetry where each poetic 
moment reaches across time “. . . to participate in 
the larger accumulated experience of past poets 
. . .”1 — whether embracing it or working against 
it. Western haiku has always seemed to be more 
concerned with the individual moment, something 
borne of a democratic but highly individualistic 
society. And while it is arguable that this is from a lack 
of understanding dating back to Blyth’s insistence that 
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haiku was Zen, the west has since had the opportunity 
to correct this misunderstanding, but seems to have 
chosen not to. We in the west are creating our own 
school of haiku thought. A good example of this is in 
the western use of the kigo.
 No matter how you define a haiku — whether 
seventeen syllables, breath length, or as a short nature 
poem — everyone will agree that size is a major 
component of the definition. As such, a haiku has 
the same main problem every other short poem has: 
how to transfer meaning to a reader, given its limited 
space. In many ways, the rules of haiku seem counter-
intuitive to this goal. The rules insist on probably 
the least amount of words of any poetic form and an 
almost feverish insistence on objectivity. The rule on 
objectivity seems especially odd since we are trying to 
get more than simply a picture across to the reader. In 
a way, we are trying to say something without actually 
saying it. To aid the poet against these obstacles, the 
Japanese haiku has a powerful tool: the kigo. 
 The kigo is the anchor of a Japanese haiku. It gives 
the reader a well-grounded starting place from which 
to work, and there are numerous books (saijiki) that 
train the reader on how to think when they encounter 
a certain kigo. R.H. Blyth described kigo as giving 
“atmospheric background . . . a trigger which releases 
a whole world of emotion, of sounds and scents and 
colours.”2 As Koji Kawamoto explains in The Poetics of 
Japanese Verse, each kigo contains “. . . what was called 
yomubeki yoshi, or “normative purport,” referring to 
a particular feeling or response deemed appropriate 
to the intent of that particular topic . . . Convention 
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demanded that a “winter rain” (shigure) be treated so as 
to evoke a sad dreariness. Thus, whenever it appeared 
in a poem, the inconstant sound of the winter rain 
falling lightly and intermittently upon one’s roof, 
causing the leaves to flutter down from the trees, 
invariably had the effect of turning people’s thoughts 
to life’s evanescence or to reflections upon unrequited 
love.”3 ‘Invariably’ is a key word here.  
 This is a powerful tool, for it infuses the small 
poem with numerous associations not specifically 
spelled out in the poem itself. For example, when 
Matsuo Bashō wrote his famous old pond poem in 
1686,

  an old pond . . .
  a frog leaps in,
  the sound of water4

he made use of the traditional spring kigo ‘frog.’ 
According to the renga handbook Gathered Gems (Renju 
gappeki shū; 1476), its associations are “. . . globeflower 
[yamabuki], lodging together [aiyadori], beneath a hut 
[kaiya ga shita], water bed for rice seedlings [nawashiro 
mizu], living in water [mizu ni sumu], and song [uta].”5 
These background associations makes sense: plants 
found by the water, the way frogs gather in groups, the 
life-giving power of fresh water, and in a poetic way 
the songs they sing. These initial associations allow 
the reader to ground themselves in the poem, giving 
it larger context, so that when Bashō pulls his haiku 
twist at the end — the sound of a splash instead of the 
expected frog song — the educated reader is better 
prepared and thus able to handle it. 
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 A further quality of kigo is that it links Bashō’s frog 
poem to all previous poems on frogs. As mentioned 
earlier, when we read his old pond poem, we are to 
think of all its “normative purports” like globeflower 
and frog song, but also the famous waka poems on 
frogs in the fourteenth century classic Fubokusho. This 
linking across time to other poems is what Haruo 
Shirane calls the haiku vertical axis: a connected literary 
tradition based on the poetic essences attached to 
each kigo. Logically, this additional, unspoken context 
is welcome. In the case of Bashō’s frog haiku it only 
cost a single word. But I wonder how much tradition 
and back-story a particular poem can stand? Bashō’s 
poem, for example, in turn spawned hundreds more 
frog poems, including ones by Buson and Ryōkan, as 
well as Bernard Einbond’s,

  frog pond . . .
  a leaf falls in
  without a sound

As each poem references the numerous prior poems, 
which of course reference others, the literary baggage 
gets a bit heavy. It is two walls of mirrors that face 
each other. Additionally, to a famous poem such as 
Bashō’s we can add numerous volumes of scholarly 
biography and commentary. That is a lot of meaning 
for one poem to carry, and in the particular case of 
Bashō’s poem, it leaves the reader a bit unfocused. 
 This asks each haiku poet a question: what are 
they writing for? Are they writing to be part of a larger 
literary tradition as is the case of most Japanese haiku 
poets — in which case, fine and good — or are they 
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trying to share their own independent “’records’ of 
moments of awareness”6 — as seems to be particular 
to the Western haiku tradition? And if the later, is 
the kigo, or more likely a stripped-down version of 
it, available to add meaning to the haiku without 
overpowering the desired individual moment? 
 I am like many western writers. It isn’t important 
to me to be part of a literary tradition in the Japanese 
sense, but I can easily see the value that some qualities 
of the kigo can add. As mentioned, a kigo loads the 
short haiku with additional associations that aren’t 
specifically spelled out in the poem itself. For example, 
the kigo ‘frog’ invariably indicates spring. Even if a frog 
is seen in the summertime, in the case of using it in a 
haiku, the reader is to always place this poem in spring. 
These markers may seem artificial and occasionally 
constrictive to the writer, but they stem from the 
season when a frog is its most frog-like and apparent to 
the human eye. More importantly, they are the initial 
grounding to the reader. Additionally, ‘frog’ brings its 
subtext of “ . . . globeflower . . . lodging together . . . 
beneath a hut . . . water bed for rice seedlings . . . living 
in water . . . and song . . .” Some of these associations 
are logical and would be felt in the poem without any 
knowledge of haiku or having ever read a saijiki, but 
some such as ‘globeflower’ and ‘lodging together’ seem 
contrived. I suspect ‘globeflower’ is an association that 
‘frog’ picked up in a classical Japanese poem, and that 
‘lodging together’ is a personification of finding frogs 
in large numbers. A flaw of the kigo is its insistence on 
these illogical pairings. When I look at what I want 
my readers to take away from this particular kigo, it is 
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the added subtext of water, plant-life, and song (things 
I think the educated reader naturally thinks of when 
they think of a frog), as well as a sense of season and 
the emotional optimism I associate with it. While a 
kigo’s “normative purports” aren’t necessary to satisfy 
my first need, something of them will be to satisfy the 
later seasonal and emotional qualities I seek.
 As mentioned, a kigo also acts as the bridge 
between the present poem and prior ones. I find 
little value in this for my writing since I am not trying 
to link to another poem, and in fact don’t want the 
requisite baggage that poem will naturally bring to 
overshadow my poetic discovery. I have never gotten 
much from Einbond’s frog pond haiku because all I 
see is Bashō’s poem. Einbond’s is a clever intellectual 
nod to the prior, but nothing more. I want a focused 
reality with focused feeling. That focus is easily lost 
when it is forced to compete with the focus of other 
poems.
 If the kigo is going to be shaped to suit western 
poetic needs, it will need to lose its illogical historical 
associations and especially the vertical axis with its 
heavy accompanying baggage. As pointed out, the kigo 
‘frog’ had a series of natural associations. Similarly, for 
‘cherry blossoms’ (sakura) we naturally think of their 
frail short-lived blossoms, a brightness, perhaps clear 
running water from a nearby creek, the warming air, 
and birdsong—things we easily associate with spring.  
For billowing clouds (kumo no mine): the color white, 
the regular rhythm of a sea, a warm breeze—think 
summer. Since some topics will not be so easily 
placed in a particular season, a seasonal saijiki such 
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as Bill Higginson’s The Haiku Seasons or knowledge 
of the haiku tradition will still be needed to place a 
certain kigo in a certain season. But a reader shouldn’t 
need either to find a kigo’s accompanying natural 
associations. 
 When I read a spring haiku, I always think of R.H. 
Blyth’s introductory paragraph to his Spring section: 
“. . . but when spring comes, not only waters in fields 
and valleys but skylarks in the blue heaven and birds 
in the groves fill the air with cheerful sounds.” And a 
bit later, “Frogs are a solemnly cheerful, ungainly tribe 
. . .”7 These are the emotions of spring! Optimistic, 
rough activity in all directions. Likewise, from his 
Summer section: “. . . something of infinity and 
eternity . . . of flowers, the peony is the flower of 
pride.”8 Autumn: “The fall of the year is . . . the fall of 
the vital powers in all natural things including man. . . . 
The wind of autumn also has a different voice from 
that of any other season; we can hear perhaps the 
rustle of death in it.”9 And Winter: “. . . connected with 
fear and loneliness.”10 These to me are the archetypal 
emotions of the seasons and what I wish any reader of 
my poetry to bring to a kigo. 
 After stripping out the qualities of the kigo that 
to me burden the poem, it is left with three main 
components that assist in adding larger context 
and meaning: an admittedly forced season (which is 
defined by tradition or the community), which brings 
in naturally thought of associations (already known 
by living in the world), and a seasonal emotional 
archetype (part of the haiku tradition but also fairly 
intuitive). As far as special education or experience, 
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the stripped-down kigo will still require the reader 
to be knowledgeable of its traditional season, but it 
will not require the reader to be familiar with obscure 
meanings. In fact, since most kigo can readily be 
placed in a season intuitively, this special knowledge 
may not even be needed. As readers read more and 
more haiku, they will also begin to understand the 
emotional landscape of each season intuitively as well. 
These stripped-down components allow the reader a 
grounded, and better fleshed out poem without the 
intrusion of illogical allusions and overwhelming 
poetic references. It allows a western writer their 
moment of immediacy, without sacrificing intimacy. 
One of the obstacles in the short poem, conveying 
meaning in an objective scene, is overcome. 
 Given haiku’s origins in the party-game renku, 
it is understandable that Japanese haiku would 
continue to have a communal foundation. The west’s 
understanding of haiku, however, has its firmest 
roots in a group of highly individualistic poets — the 
Beats — who sought the same spiritual qualities of 
the form that Blyth recognized years earlier. This 
understanding was later coupled with America’s 
environmental awakening and a naturalist movement 
that lauded the self-discovery of American writers 
such as Thoreau, Muir, and Burroughs. Thoreau’s 
writing, in particular, has a strong homegrown Zen feel 
about it that has led author Thomas Lynch to suggest 
that American poetics would have possibly developed 
a haiku-like form independent of Japan. Like it or not, 
the western tradition is different from the Japanese. It 
is not different out of spite or ignorance, but because 
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we are a different people with different goals and a 
different cultural history. As such, our haiku require 
different tools. The use of the western kigo is one such 
tool. Yet there is something of the indefinable haiku 
spirit that joins the western haiku to its parent in the 
east. Bashō advised his students to go to the pine to 
learn of the pine. Our pine is here, in North America.

__________
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Pamela Miller Ness   ✧   United States

The Poet’s Toolbox: Prosody in Haiku

 Sometimes ohs and ahs bring us joy. When
 You place your life inside the vowels, the music
 Opens the doors to a hundred closed nights.
      Robert Bly

Regardless of the definition of haiku to which an 
individual poet subscribes, most haiku poets can 
agree that a haiku is a short lyric poem. And since 
the lyric poem is intended to be heard aurally as well 
as read visually and comprehended intellectually and 
emotionally, I suggest that we should actively utilize 
all of the musical devices available in our poet’s 
toolboxes, though perhaps with a lighter touch given 
the brevity and fragility of haiku. When used with 
precision and subtlety, the elements of prosody such as 
meter, rhyme, alliteration, assonance, onomatopoeia, 
enjambment, and repetition can add to the musical 
enjoyment of the haiku while simultaneously 
extending the meaning and expanding the emotional 
resonance. As Wordsworth wrote, “the matter always 
comes out of the manner,” and the best haiku, in my 
opinion, are carefully crafted so that form links with 
content, unifying image and sound and extending 
emotion. To sum up, we need to write with our ears 
as well as our eyes and minds. In this essay, I would 
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like to consider the various aural devices in the poet’s 
toolbox and to examine exemplary haiku that make 
use of each device.
  The aural devices of poetry can be grouped 
under the umbrella term of repetition: repetition of 
sounds (consonants and vowels), syllables (rhyme), 
stresses (meter), and words, phrases, and lines. The 
smallest unit of repetition, the sound.
  Alliteration is the repetition at close interval of 
initial consonant sounds. This is a device that is closely 
allied to rhyme but much older and subtler when used 
with care; it is used extensively in both the Western 
poetic tradition and in Japanese haiku. Alliteration is 
a prominent aural effect that links images and ideas 
through the repetition of sound.

       A pregnant black rat
  Poking in a paper bag
       In a purple dawn
    Richard Wright

Note Wright’s repetition of the p sound in four crucial 
words, linking imagery through sound.  In the following 
poem, Mark Brooks utilizes both alliteration, the 
repetition of the w at the beginning of three important 
words, and consonance, the repetition of the k sound 
at the beginning and within words:

  winter market
  the beekeeper waxes
  a candle wick
    Mark Brooks
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 Consonance sometimes also called alliteration, is 
more specifically the repetition of consonant sounds in 
the medial or end position of a word. It is more subtle 
than alliteration and is often used in combination.  
Certain consonant sounds have particular tonal 
qualities that can suggest an emotional mood.  For 
example, the mutes (b, hard c, k,  d, hard g, p and t) 
are hard, quick emphatic sounds that force pauses and 
create a staccato rhythm. In John Stevenson’s poem, 
listen to the repetition of both t and k. In addition, he 
repeats long I and utilizes internal rhyme:  win and in.

  winter twilight
  tire tracks
  in a trailer park        
    John Stevenson

Carmen Sterba creates a crisp, staccato effect through 
her repetition of f, d, and t, a sound effect that seems 
to aurally emphasize the quick strokes of the graffiti 
artist:

faded freight cars the bloated letters of fresh graffiti
    Carmen Sterba

O Mabson Southard masterfully unifies his poem 
through the repetition of the hard k sound at the 
beginning and within words:

  Up from quiet ferns
       querying the dusky air
            a shy mosquito
    O Mabson Southard
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In comparison with the mutes, liquid consonant 
sounds, such as l and r, are much softer and more 
flowing. In the case of my haiku, the soft l sound 
reinforces a gentle peaceful time of day, mood, and 
activity.

  lilies at twilight
  lighting Japanese lanterns
  two small girls in white
    Pamela Miller Ness

Listen to the repetition the consonant w and 
consonant pair sh in another haiku by Southard. In 
this case, instead of echoing the content in the music, 
he brilliantly employs alliteration to opposite effect, 
setting up the softness of the ocean’s rhythm only to 
end with the chilling image of a child’s bones washing 
in. The dichotomy of sound and content heightens 
the impact.

  Washed from the shell mound
       by the cedar-shaded waves —
            the bones of a child.
    O Mabson Southard

 Assonance, also called “vowel rhyme,” is the 
repetition at close interval of vowel sounds, initial 
or internal to the word. It is less obtrusive than 
alliteration or consonance so can be used more 
extensively without overwhelming a haiku and, 
similarly, can reinforce content in a way that unifies 
the poem. Like the different types of consonants, the 
short and long vowel sounds in addition to the vowel 
pairs, create different emotional moods.  Listen to the 
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long i sounds in this haiku by Peggy Willis Lyles, a 
very musical poet:

  Mother’s scarf
  slides from my shoulder
  wild violets

Note the way the long i sound lengthens the poem, 
extends the experience of this poignant moment.  
In addition, Lyles repeats the soft r and l sounds 
throughout. In the next poem by Lenard D. Moore, 
he repeats the r-controlled vowel groups with one 
near-rhyme, “hair,” for a soft, sensuous effect. In 
addition, he leaves us with the lovely oo sound in the 
final syllable of perfume:

  a purple haze
  across the hairgrass —
  scent of her perfume
    Lenard D. Moore

Similarly, Mary-Alice Herbert’s use of vowel sounds 
is onomatopoeic in the following haiku. The sounds 
“awe”, “ah,” and “oo” reinforce the mystery and 
spirituality of this night:

  All Hallow’s Eve     
  swallows
  loop the moon
    Mary-Alice Herbert

Note the carefully-controlled combination of 
alliteration, consonance, and assonance in this 
beautifully crafted haiku by Southard:
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  Down to dark leaf-mold
       the falling dogwood petal
            carries its moonlight
   
 Moving from a consideration of repetition at the 
sound level to repetition at the syllable level, we need 
to consider two crucial aural devices: the repetition of 
accented syllables, called meter, and the repetition of 
syllables that sound alike, called rhyme. Meter refers 
to the repetition of stressed or accented syllables in 
poetry. In the opening chapter of her book on prosody, 
Rules for the Dance, Mary Oliver writes:

 Metrical poetry is about: breath. Breath as an intake 
and a flow. Breath as a pattern. Breath as an indicator, 
perhaps the most vital one, of mood.  Breath as our own 
personal tie with all the rhythms of the natural world, 
of which we are a part, from which we can never break 
apart while we live. Breath as our first language.
 A cardinal attribute of breath (or breathing) is, of 
course, its repetition. The galloping footbeats of the 
heart, that spell fear. Or the slow and relaxed stretch 
of breath of the sleeping child.  In either case, by their 
repetition, they make a pattern. Truly this pattern is 
as good as a language. It reveals a great deal: the depth 
of sleep, the stress or the ease of the breather.  If the 
pattern changes, we know it reflects something impor-
tant — mood has plunged, or health has been touched 
by crisis, or the inner life, without being seen externally, 
has pressed upon the heard, has tightened or loosened 
the lungs . . .
 All of this just said about breathing pertains also to 
the design of the metrical poem, which is composed of 
rhyme or line length, and a metrical pattern in a construct 
of repetition.  (3 – 4)



175

Meter is the regularized rhythm of stressed and 
unstressed syllables in a line of poetry. Of course, only 
stressed languages such as English can employ meter; 
unstressed languages, such as Japanese, often use 
syllables or sound units as a measure of meter. In his A 
History of Haiku, published in 1963, R. H. Blyth wrote:

Europeans and Americans have to decide whether their 
haiku are to be in rhyming couplets or triplets, alliterative 
verse, free verse, what some rude people call ‘a dribble 
of prose,’ or in five, seven, five syllables as in Japanese . 
. . The ideas, that is, the occasionally attainable haiku 
form in English, would perhaps be three short lines, the 
second a little longer than the other two; a two-three-two 
rhythm, but not regularly iambic or anapestic; rhyme 
avoided even if felicitous and accidental  (II, 351)

And twenty years later, Bill Higginson in The Haiku 
Handbook also suggested the 2 - 3 - 2 beats as a guideline 
for a “traditional form” of haiku in English. An 
example:

       This autumn, —
  Old age I feel,
       In the birds, the clouds.
    Bashō, trans. Blyth

As we know, however, most haiku do not and probably 
should not necessarily fit this pattern because, like 
the repetition of sound, the placement and repetition 
of stressed syllables should be used in the service of 
content and emotional resonance. As Joan Giroux 
eloquently states in The Haiku Form:  “rhythm should 
be decided by the poet in answer to the demands 
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of the individual haiku, and need not be inherent 
in the definition of form.” Different metrical feet 
have different emotional resonances:  the iamb ( - /) 
is closest to natural speech patterns in English, the 
anapest ( - - /) creates a galloping movement, while 
the spondee ( // ) and the dactyl ( /--  ) create a heavy 
propelling rhythm. Certainly the haiku is too short for 
a poet to establish a metrical pattern, but the careful 
use of stressed and unstressed syllables can be very 
effective in creating movement between images and 
in  reinforcing emotional content.
 As we have already seen, Southard was a master of 
syllabic and metrical haiku:

  One breaker crashes . . .
       As the next draws up, a lull —
            and sandpiper cries.

As Lee Gurga analyzes this haiku in Haiku: A Poet’s 
Guide:

Using the 5-7-5 form, poet O Southard skillfully combines 
line   breaks and punctuation to create the rhythm of 
the sea and the sandpipers.  The first line ends with an 
ellipsis that allows the sound of the breaker to reverber-
ate.  Then the rising of the wave – a pause – and, rather 
than the expected crash of the wave, the cries of the 
sandpipers suspended between wave and sand.

In this haiku by Michael Dylan Welch, notice how 
the use of meter and subtle internal rhyme reinforce 
content:

/        /      -      /     -

    -      -      /          -         /    -    /

          -        /      /   -       /
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  landing swallow —
  the ship’s chain
  dips slightly

Ending a line on a stressed syllable, called a “masculine 
ending,” creates a sense of closure, completion, while 
ending on an unstressed syllable, called a “feminine 
ending,” creates a tension of something unresolved.
 A contemporary English-language haiku poet who 
uses meter masterfully is Lenard D. Moore. Consider 
a few of his haiku from gathering at the crossroads, his 
haiku sequence about the Million Man March on 
Washington:

  gathering place
  bus after bus idling  
  as the sun comes up 

Note Moore’s repetition in lines one and two of a 
dactyl following a stressed first syllable (gathering place 
is echoed in bus after bus); he then changes to an anapest 
in as the sun and closes with a strong spondee (comes up). 
The double stress of the phrase comes up, versus the 
common synonym rises, is much stronger aurally and 
effectively reinforces the emotional content. Similarly, 
the number of stresses and the heavy rhythm in the 
following haiku perfectly underscore the gravity of 
this occasion:

  the cadenced footsteps
  of one million black men
  a warm fall day  

/      -     /      -

 -      /           /

  /       /      -

    -    /     -           /      /

 -      /      /      -       /         /

 -       /       /      /

   /    -    -      /

   /   -    -      /    /    -

  -     -     /        /        /
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 Continuing our consideration of the repetition of 
syllables, we arrive at the aural device of rhyme, which 
remains a provocative issue in the composition of 
haiku. There are at least three types of rhyme:  internal 
(two words within a line of poetry rhyme), slant or near 
rhyme (words such as black and blank), and end rhyme, 
the most contentious issue. We will consider end 
rhyme at some length presently, but let’s begin with 
near rhyme.  
 Near rhyme, also called imperfect, approximate, 
slant, or off rhyme, is end rhyme in which either the 
consonants or the vowels repeat, but not the entire 
syllable. It is a subtle form of rhyme that neither looks 
nor sounds like exact rhyme;  it’s less obtrusive, more 
delicate. 
 Kenneth Yasuda, translating Satomura Shoha 
(1521 – 1600), utilizes near rhyme in the first  and third  
lines, internal rhyme in the second line, and assonance 
in the repetition of the long o sound:

  In the setting sun
  The scarecrow’s shadow leans out
  To the road alone.
    Satomura Shoha (1521 – 1600)

  snowing hard
  I will die knowing
  only my husband’s hand
    Tanako Hashimoto

  Even the serpent,
  Magically beautiful
  In silver moonlight.
    Richard Wright
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With near rhyme, there is a sense of unity and closure 
to the poem but without the heaviness and possible 
sing-song quality that pure rhyme may create.
 Internal rhyme, another form of subtle rhyme, 
describes rhyme within lines rather than at the end.  
Many haiku poets use it very effectively to aurally 
unify ideas within the poem:

  rumble of thunder
  the boy still looking for the ball
  in the tall grass
    Lee Gurga

Note also Gurga’s effective use of onomatopoeia 
(rumble of thunder), a device that we will examine  in 
more detail later.

  A bitter morning
  sparrows sitting together
  without any necks
    J. W. Hackett

  Waking from a nap
  And hearing summer rain falling, —
  What else has happened?
    Richard Wright

 Finally we arrive at the issue of end rhyme and 
the question of whether it can be used effectively in 
haiku. We are all aware of the early translations by 
H. G. Henderson and Kenneth Yasuda, who wrote in 
defense of rhyme in his 1957 volume Japanese Haiku:
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I feel of course that English haiku are valid and possible 
without rhyme. The effect of such poems would perhaps 
approximate the effect of the best free verse in English; 
there would have to be the same strongly inevitable turn-
ing in the verse, with perhaps a greater use of assonance 
and alliteration . . . I have preferred to use rhyme in 
some of both the translated and the original haiku for 
the effects above noted that give to  my mind strength 
to the whole poetic structure.  As to the propriety of 
using rhyme in translation when in the original Japanese, 
without exception, rhyme, as understood in English, does 
not exist, it would seem to me that the translated haiku 
must stand or fall on their merits as poems in English.  
As poems in  English, they utilize all the poetic resources 
of the language, of which rhyme is one of the greatest.  
I have felt on the basis of some such reasoning justified 
in the use of it in my translations. (127)

 Twenty years later, in the first issue of Frogpond, 
Raymond Roseliep wrote: “sometimes rime can be 
an amazing rudder for haiku, giving the poem a sure 
movement and direction. It’s the occasional use of 
rime that I advocate rather than the continuous 
employment of it such as we find in The Bamboo Broom 
translations of H. G. Henderson.”
 End rhyme tends to give a sense of closure or 
finality to a poem, and the question is whether we want 
that in an open-ended haiku. It can also, especially 
when used at the ends of the first and third lines, 
create a sing-song quality. Yet are there times when 
this musical rhythm might reinforce the content or 
the mood of the poem? Are there times when end-
rhyme can be used effectively, and if so what are the 
conditions under which a poet might choose to use 
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it? It seems to me that it works best when it is not 
reinforced by the meter.  Here is an example of a haiku 
by Shida Yaha, one of Bashō’s pupils, as translated by 
Henderson in The Bamboo Broom:

  Come, and pass, and go: 
  One umbrella — only one — ;
  Evening, and the snow.
 
The repetition of the meter as well as the rhyme in 
the first and third lines produces a sing-song effect 
and completely closes off the poem. Consider this 
more subtle and, I think, more successful, translation 
of Bashō by Henderson:

  So soon to die
  and no sign of it is showing —
  locust cry

While he has again used 1st/3rd line end rhyme, this 
time the meter differs, which makes the poem less 
sing-songy.  Perhaps in this case the sense of resolution 
in the poem is appropriate, as it reinforces the theme 
of death. Several other examples by contemporary 
haiku poets:

  bronze bell —
  a wooden bucket sways
  above the dark well
    Ross Figgins

Figgins retains the spondee in the rhyme, yet the 
rhythm of the first 3 syllables is different.

      /         -       /       -      /

     /     -     /    -       /    -    /

    /     -        /       -      /

   /      /     -      /

   -      /      /     -   /  -      /     -

  /    -      /

      /         /

-       /     -     /     -        /

-     /       -      /        /
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  it is growing dark,
  no one has come to the door,
  and still the dog barks
    L. A. Davidson

Again, Davidson has a different meter in the two 
rhyming lines, and she changes the rhyme slightly by 
the addition of the s on barks.

  a mayfly
   struggles down the stream
    one wing flapping dry
    John Wills

In this case, Wills’ use of rhyme is much more subtle 
because he rhymes a two-syllable word with a one 
syllable word and an unstressed with a stressed 
syllable, making the rhyme almost unobtrusive.
 Here are two other examples in which poets have 
rhymed different combinations of lines: 

  high tide —
  around a bend
  the beachwalk ends
    Ruth Holzer

In this case the poet rhymes the second and third lines 
using the same the same iambic rhythm and possibly 
creating even more of a sing-song quality since the 
lines are so close. 

  first light
  first silent flight
  of the gulls
    Patricia Neubauer

 -   -     /     -        /

   /     /      -        /      -     -        /

    -      /       -      /      /

-      /     /

                    /      -        /        -         /

                                /        /        /     -        /

    /       /

 -     /      -     /

    -       /        -        /

    /       /

    /      /   -       /

  -     -     /
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Neubauer’s use of rhyme is extremely successful for 
two reasons:  the difference in rhythm between the 
two lines, and her use of enjambment between lines 
two and three, so that the reader does not really pause 
on the word flight.
 One poet to watch closely is Paul Muldoon, a 
“mainstream” poet who has written haiku sequences 
using syllabics, standard punctuation, end rhyme, and 
a more complicated rhyme scheme linking the poems 
in a sequence to one another.

  Old burial ground
  that otherworldly scythe-swish
  still the only sound.
    Paul Muldoon

Muldoon’s imagery is haunting, his language beautifully 
and precisely crafted, and his poems memorable.  
While I’m not sure I would call all his 3-line poems 
“haiku,” I think he does raise the bar for haiku poets 
on craftsmanship.  His work also raises questions that 
I’d like to return to in the concluding section of this 
essay.
 One final kind of rhyme is  identical rhyme, the 
repetition of individual words, phrases, or even 
complete lines. Repetition in any poem needs 
conscious thought, but even more so in the brief 
haiku.
  lilies at twilight —
  lighting Japanese lanterns
  two small girls in white
    Pamela Miller Ness

    /      /  - -       /

    -     /    -       /    -       /             /

   /       -    /   -      /

  /  -    -      /   -

   /      -      /   -   -       /    -

   /        -        /      -        /
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The repetition of the word light was conscious but, 
I think, subtle since it’s embedded in each case in a 
longer word, and the end rhyme was unintentional. I 
didn’t notice it at first, probably because the rhyme of 
an unstressed and a stressed syllable is less obtrusive, 
and when I did see it, I decided to let it stay. In 
the following example, I deliberately repeated the 
second line to mirror the reflection in the content.  
In addition, note the alliteration and consonance in 
the repeated d, p, and b sounds and the short u, which 
almost sounds like mud!

  muddy puddle
  a plump robin
  a plump robin
    Pamela Miller Ness

Many poets seem to use repetition of words and 
phrases to emphasize the literal continuity within 
nature or expansiveness of the universe, as in the 
following:

  The sound of water
  on rocks; the sound
  of water on rocks
    Allan Brown

  beyond
  stars beyond
            star
    L. A. Davidson
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In this masterful poem, Gary Hotham seems to 
capture the expanse and mystery of the universe in 
7 simple words.  Note both the repetition and the 
gorgeous use of near rhyme.

  dark darker
  too many stars
  too far
    Gary Hotham

 One additional musical device that we have in our 
toolboxes, one that is used extensively in Japanese haiku 
is onomatopoeia,  the use of a word that mimics the 
natural sound associated with the object. Higginson 
writes in The Haiku Handbook: “Onomatopoeia 
dramatically unifies a poem and the experience it 
represents. R. H. Blyth distinguishes three types of 
onomatopoeia in  haiku: direct representation of 
sound; representations of movement or of sensations 
other than sound; and the representation of soul 
states.” (126)

Representation of sounds: Ruth Yarrow captures the 
sound of waves breaking in her use of “crash” and 
“hiss,” followed by the gentle roll of water into shore 
through her languid final verb, “phosphoresces.”

  tropical night surf
  each crash and hiss
  phosphoresces
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And in this haiku, Peter Yovu humorously represents 
the sound of an annoying mosquito through both the 
repetition of verbs and consonant s.

  mosquito she too
  insisting insisting she
  is is is is is
 
Representation of sound and movement: In this haiku that 
we considered earlier, Muldoon represents sound an 
movement through carefully composed word choice, 
placement, and rhythm.

  Old burial ground
  that otherworldly scythe-swish
  still the only sound.
    Paul Muldoon

Representation of soul states: Finally, Herbert represents 
a “soul state” through her masterful selection of words 
that echo the sounds of “awe” and “ooh.” 

  All  Hallow’s Eve     
  swallows
  loop the moon
 
 Three questions arise from the implications of 
consciously employing musical devices in haiku:
 1) Although, as Tom Tico has written, it is certainly 
true that longer haiku allow more room for music, do 
we want to intentionally write longer haiku for this 
reason?
 2) Higginson has recently written in an article 
in Modern Haiku that the carefully-controlled use of 
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end rhyme in Paul Muldoon’s haiku make them more 
memorable, “As often as I have seen such road-kill, 
very few specific instances stick in my mind, but the 
image of ‘shrine of the stag of seven tines’ will live in 
my memory for a long time.” But is Muldoon’s poem

  Like a wayside shrine
  to itself, this sideswiped stag
  of the seven tines.

any more powerful than  Michael McClintock’s spare:

  dead cat
  open-mouthed
  to the pouring rain

and do we want to return to the conscious use of end 
rhyme in haiku?
 3) Finally, and most importantly, how do these 
issues of aural craft affect our evolving definition of 
English-language haiku?

***
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Michael Dylan Welch   ✧   United States

The Seed of Wonder: 
An Antidote to Haiku Inflation

   A dark sea
  another star
  sets in the mist
    Garry Gay, River Stones

As haiku poets mature into their art, I believe a sort 
of “inflation” of expectation often occurs: As we 
read more and more haiku, it typically takes an ever 
more superior poem to catch our attention, let alone 
impress us. Thus we may read journals such as Frogpond 
or Modern Haiku or any other journal for years and 
have the growing sense that the quality has lessened. 
Perhaps you’ve had conversations with people who say 
they’re less enthralled with haiku books and journals 
than they used to be, feeling certain that the poems 
aren’t as good as before. Yet what may be happening 
is that we, as readers, have progressed to a saturation 
point where haiku has to accomplish more and yet 
more to “top itself ” and get our attention — not by 
being over the top, pretentious, or in your face, but by 
being truly new, fresh, and insightful. Old haiku poets 
can simply become blasé about the wonder and awe 
that assails them through the pages of haiku journals 
and books. Call it, if you will, haiku ennui.
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 Indeed, in giving the impression of diminishing 
quality, it’s not necessarily the journal that has moved, 
but us. The question is, if we feel this happening 
to ourselves, how can we revitalize haiku, or our 
sensitivity to it? I’m reminded of environmentalist 
writer Rachel Carson, who once wrote in The Sense of 
Wonder, “If I had influence with the good fairy who is 
supposed to preside over the christening of all children 
I should ask that her gift to each child in the world 
be a sense of wonder so indestructible that it would 
last throughout life, as an unfailing antidote against 
the boredom and disenchantments of later years, the 
sterile preoccupation with things that are artificial, 
the alienation from the sources of our strength.”
 Carson’s wish is perhaps the remedy to the problem 
of haiku inflation — that we not take the world for 
granted, and that we remind ourselves that life and 
experience are precious. Carson also states that “it is 
not half so important to know as to feel,” and that 
“If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge 
and wisdom, then the emotions and the impressions 
of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds 
must grow.” Haiku is the poetry of the senses, and 
its objective depictions present the facts that can be 
seeds of understanding and awareness in our lives. 
If we slow down and take extra time reading each 
haiku poem, perhaps we can provide better soil for 
the seed of wonder to grow and flourish — and thus 
revitalize our sensitivity to these poems in the act of 
reading them. And perhaps we can revitalize our way 
of writing haiku, too. By being more acutely aware of 
our emotions — something that academics call the 
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“precognitive response” — we can be in better touch 
with ourselves and what it means to be human. The 
best haiku begin and end with emotion, and if we are 
too hurried to notice, and to feel, it’s no wonder that 
haiku and haiku moments sometimes pass by without 
getting under our skin the way they used to, even 
while, in an intellectual or habitual way, we continue 
to pursue our haiku passion.
 Life is achingly wonderful, endlessly brimming 
with beauty, and the art of haiku lies in capturing 
that wonder, whether each subject we apprehend is 
beautiful or not. Perhaps you know the scene in the 
movie American Beauty, where the character with 
the video camera is entranced by a white plastic bag 
that blows around persistently in front of a red brick 
wall. For many long minutes he films the random and 
ultimately ordinary beauty that he sees — a beauty of 
everyday lifefulness. If we keep ourselves from merely 
consuming haiku, and give ourselves more time to 
deeply feel and empathize with each poem and the 
touch of life behind it, we can combat their tendency 
towards a cumulative dullness, and catch their joy and 
fullness — or catch, as Carson calls it, “a breathtaking 
glimpse at the wonder of life.” That’s what authentic 
haiku is all about.
 The British critic and philosopher Owen Barfield 
has said that “wonder is our reaction to things which 
we are conscious of not quite understanding.” Wonder 
at the beauty of life, and in poetry, can take us closer 
to what Barfield calls “strangeness.” This strangeness, 
he says, “arises from contact with a different kind of 
consciousness from our own.” Because haiku is such a 
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personal poetry, in both the writing and reading of it, 
the wonder that can help us appreciate the subjects 
and content of haiku can also help us appreciate the 
varying and sometimes “strange” consciousness of 
their writers. “Strangeness,” Barfield says, “arouses 
wonder when we do not understand, aesthetic 
imagination when we do.” As Harold Bloom says in 
The Art of Reading Poetry, “poetry at its greatest . . . 
has one broad and essential difficulty: it is the true 
mode for expanding consciousness.” This difficulty, 
he concurs, he has “learned to call strangeness.” This 
strangeness requires our acceptance, as A. R. Ammons 
put it in his poem “Scribbles” from Worldly Hopes (New 
York: Norton, 1982, page 24):

  perplexity is such that sometimes it must be
  embraced before it will clear, to the deep
  clear, when it may be put aside, as a bee

  puts aside color, pattern, flight when he reaches
  at the stigma’s base the pure nectar:

As W. B. Yeats said, “Art is meeting something you 
didn’t expect, something that isn’t yourself.” And no 
wonder Paul Valéry once said that “The advantage 
of the incomprehensible is that it never loses its 
freshness.”
 Perhaps if some of the haiku we encounter seem 
not only remote but strange, this may be a signal that 
they stem from a different sort of consciousness from 
our own. We can more deeply appreciate “strange” 
poems not only with a renewed sense of Carsonian 
wonder, but with the realization that they may be 
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challenging us with the very strangeness of the unique 
consciousness out of which every haiku is written. We 
should apprehend haiku not just from where we are, 
but from where the poet is. If we put ourselves where 
the poet was, rather than remain indolent and always 
expect the poet to come to where we are, we may 
find that poems we might otherwise let pass by will 
instead streak brightly to life. An attitude of empathy, 
which can begin with the seed of wonder, will take 
us to new places from whence each haiku originates. 
These new places are often psychological, and will 
include not only the consciousness of the poet, but 
places where our own consciousness is expanded as 
well. In both strange and wonderful ways, if we let it, 
haiku can change our consciousness.
 I would like for all readers and writers of haiku 
to know the following anecdote, also conveyed by 
Rachel Carson in her book The Sense of Wonder. I hope 
this story will take you to the intuitive, passionate, 
and consciousness-altering place where haiku can 
always begin, where both the reading and writing of 
this transformative poetry can always be fresh and 
intense.

 Exploring nature . . . [Carson writes] is largely a 
matter of becoming receptive to what lies all around 
you. It is learning again to use your eyes, ears, nostrils 
and finger tips, opening up the disused channels of 
sensory impression.
 For most of us, knowledge of our world comes largely 
through sight, yet we look about with such unseeing 
eyes that we are partially blind. One way to open your 
eyes to unnoticed beauty is to ask yourself, “What if 
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I had never seen this before? What if I knew I would 
never see it again?”
 I remember a summer night when such a thought 
came to me strongly. It was a clear night without a 
moon. With a friend, I went out on a flat headland this 
is almost a tiny island, being all but surrounded by the 
waters of the bay. There the horizons are remote and 
distant rims on the edge of space. We lay and looked 
up at the sky and the millions of stars that blazed in 
darkness. The night was so still that we could hear 
the buoy on the ledges out beyond the mouth of the 
bay. Once or twice a word spoken by someone on the 
far shore was carried across the clear air. A few lights 
burned in cottages. Otherwise there was no reminder 
of other human life; my companion and I were alone 
with the stars. I have never seen them more beautiful: 
the misty river of the Milky Way flowing across the 
sky, the patterns of the constellations standing out 
bright and clear, a blazing planet low on the horizon. 
Once or twice a meteor burned its way into the earth’s 
atmosphere.
 It occurred to me that if this were a sight that could 
be seen only once in a century or even once in a human 
generation, this little headland would be thronged with 
spectators. But it can be seen many scores of nights 
in any year, and so the lights burned in the cottages 
and the inhabitants probably gave not a thought to 
the beauty overhead; and because they could see it 
almost any night perhaps they will never see it.

This essay, in a shorter form, was originally presented as the opening address for 
the 2005 Haiku North America conference, held September 21-25 at Centrum (Fort 
Worden) in Port Townsend, Washington. First published in Frogpond 29.1, Winter 
2006, pp. 59-62. The poem by Garry Gay appears by permission of the author.
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