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The Scorpion Prize
of Issue IX:2
The first time I read through the ku section of May’s Roadrunner, I realized just how
foolish I had been in offering to judge the Scorpion Prize from among its contributions. There were at least a half dozen works that stood out for me from a very
strong collection overall. My immediate thought was that whomever I designate, I
will surely be guilty of an injustice to several others. Rereading the selection several
times – mostly with the names “turned off ” (tho I know none of the contributors
personally) – did not change this initial sensation of guilt, but I did gradually keep
returning to two works that lasted with me long after I had stopped reading. Both
are thoroughly worthy of the Scorpion Prize & therefore they must share it. The
first of these poems is Lorin Ford’s
their wings like cellophane remember cellophane
1

which jolted me both for its perceptual accuracy & its originality. It reverses our expectations of “nature poetry” in a way that is entirely true to the greater tradition.
The second, Doug Kutney’s
the wasp
makes the window
more English
does much the same thing, albeit with a somewhat more subtle & ironic slant to it.
Once you have read either of these poems, they are impossible to let go of. You
start seeing the world through their almost shared lenses.
Having said this I also want to acknowledge the poems by Paul Pfleuger Jr, all of
which are quite good, as well as the Latin-flavored trio by Michael McClintock &
especially the humor in Michael Dylan Welch’s fourth “neon buddha” poem – the
one laugh-out-loud moment in the entire selection. All of these writers make me
want to read more.

Ron Silliman

2

~ ku ~

coyote chorus —
elevator to the roof
of forgotten woods

Susan Diridoni

dawn redwood
a ghost soldier clicks
his heels

Easter
the American dream
in a Petri dish

Fay Aoyagi

in the elephant
grass, spent shells
made of skin

a groaning in the
jungle, that dragon
made of water

oh, to
categorize a ghost
without wind

Robert D. Wilson

from Vietnam Ruminations

from Jack Fruit Moon, MET Press, 2009

hair of the dead half the sky

dust through locked windows a fresh boiled egg

mother tongue abandoned the flavour of chestnuts

cold squall from Bass Strait a card house falls down

dispersing smoke: old memories without a house to haunt

Susan Stanford

Proof of October is a wind that blows us out to sea

I grow old from living the final verse of the song

Every true thing I tell you has a flaw in the moon

I fell all night and I fell unnoticed :: I died of a bright disease

Grant Hackett

under the nitrogen blue sky
the white horse
of my life

lost
in
the
tossed
forest
of
her
dress

Feast of the Assumption:
the blue
Monet forgot

blue depths of evening . . .
the middle child's
lazy eye

Patrick Sweeney

Your moon
Welcomes the life
Between golden beetles

Corn won’t grow
In the fields of
Your iris

Your life, more
Than I wanted
River toads from mud

I got nothing
To offer
Blue crabs diminish

Binary star
America’s hope
Revolves

Charl Toler

The payload’s still
A mystery to
The Chinese Astronauts

Their hands fumble at
Pockets that aren’t there
The Chinese Astronauts

Carried from the capsule
The Chinese Astronauts
Sit in blue fold-out chairs

Back at their day jobs
The Chinese Astronauts
Remember weightlessness

Chris Gordon

his kiss deepens midnight's throat of stars

the crack in his dream me fluttering

Eve Luckring

hidden broom not too far away

Marlene Mountain

then watched magenta flames drip from his fingers . . .

Tyler Pruett

where he went
a rock
to the wind

Allan Burns

pull of night
undressing you
like a pearl

Stephen Jarrell Williams

a
promiscuous pomegranate
all to myself

David Caruso

blood room counting the odd tiles

Helen Buckingham

uprooted —
thorn buds stud
the devil's walking stick

a loud goose
toward the moon —
I've lived here too

blossoms I don't want to change your voice

Peggy Willis Lyles

mountain shadow robs the tree of its

in his roomy absence I feel the walls

_kala

a desire to be better i suppose all her meds

John Stevenson

through Ventura's hills
fog columns on the march
in a forgotten war

William Hart

lanterns dim —
a lace of fire travels downstream.

the strike of the mallet —
stars turn to ice.

a snowflake on the bough —
my name.

Ariel Kalinowski

in the pitch
of the Marianas Trench
— the President

returning body bags
my DNA
in a mosquito

lifetime of lies
the last breathable air
inside an oyster

paul m.

Out over the cliff's edge is where the dancing girls play

eating the winter
sun an orange
in blue wind

Mike Andrelczyk

i am an island
stepping to the edge
to find shape

is there more
to the world than a cello
and a tomb

my x-rayed bones
illumined in their night —
this mystery

William M. Ramsey

Monday bleeding down to money

the pond so black
there is no water
under the stars

always your own blood
flows to the ocean over
a stream-bed of clocks

kelp wreathing my thighs
entering heaven I am
the sea's erection

lanternfish

A body of light
Speaking to a green bog
And trees without life

A body of light
Making room
For a pillar of steel

Jack Galmitz

ripping the paper
into strips he stands up
then quickly sits down
the water runs out of
my mouth a little warmer
than before
the words I cut out
from the letter turn
up in your shoe
behind your body
a word written on
the wall in chalk
where we slow to talk
the grass a bit brown
the war is invisible
leaning your bicycle
against my car you tell
me what to expect

Chris Gordon

nose into the river’s push a start to spring

a sticky road and the long wait for your letter

i am who i am a pebble in the shoe

crazy quilt felt like that

Jim Kacian

to seed darkness where a star might go

Lorin Ford

Through with the chase
the furthest star
from Sodom

Half-broken
the shade
a pylon offers

Lost enough
in what remains
a pine needle bed

受夠了整個棋局
最遠的星
來自罪惡之城 所多瑪

在剖了半的 破碎的
電塔提供的陰暗處

極度迷途
在所餘留的之中
一片松針鋪成的床

Blurring
the metropolis
around a dog’s legs

模糊當中
大都會環繞
狗的雙腿

In et cetera’s glare
a pack of strays
working the night

在炫目的其他下
一群的野狗
深夜裡奮力幹活

Then stumbling
on an exit
in the coals

Paul Pfleuger

然後 在炭火裡
無意中發現
出口

from an old dream
i roam
with the language of light

moth

approaching

never and always
the blowback

foreclosed spring —
trillions
not a big number anymore

within our bombs
the flood of honey
shifts

the distraction
of a question mark
noon

a rule of thought:
his words long dead
in the green hill

Scott Metz
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mountaintopfire
(part 2)

ku by . . . . . . . . . . Santōka
haiga by . . . . . . . Shodo
translations by . . . Scott Watson

竹のよろしさは朝風のしずくしずく

bamboo’s thing
with morning wind
drop, drop

（雑草礼賛）
生えよ伸びよ咲いてゆたかな風のすずしく

(weed adoration)
come out!
grow!
blossom
full of cool breeze

すわれば風がある秋の雑草

sitting
there is breeze
autumn weeds

何を求める風の中ゆく

what is sought
on into wind

葦の穂風の行きたい方へ行く

bulrush ears
where wind wants to go
going

風の中おのれを責めつつ歩く

into this wind self-rebukingly walk

風の中声はりあげて南無観世音

in this wind call out fully selfless
Kannon Bodhisattva

こころおちつけば水の音

heartmind calm
sound of water

水もぬるんだやうなどんこもをりさうな

the water is likely warm
dark sleepers are likely out

* dark sleepers: fish, species of sleeper goby—SW

Taneda Shōichi was born December 3,1882 in Yamaguchi prefecture. He acquired his pen name, Santōka
(moutaintopfire), in 1911 (he also at times used the pen name Denji-ko: Lord Mud-Snail). Though he began writing
haiku in the yuuki teikei style (utilizing kigo, the 5-7-5 syllabic pattern, and old literary expressions), Santōka quickly
came to reject those traditional approaches and became a prominent poet in the jiyûritsu (free form) movement,
which pursued a freedom of poetical spirit. His life was full of many difficulties and setbacks: his mother's suicide
when he was ten (his younger brother's when he was thirty-four), a nervous break down in his twenties, alcoholism,
bankruptcy, divorce, the Great Kanto Earthquake (after which he was jailed for being a suspected Communist), and
poverty. In 1924 he became a Zen monk, traveling and begging throughout Japan. At age fifty-three he attempted
suicide but survived. In 1936, he again began walking, this time along the trail that Bashō (1644–1694) took and
wrote about in The Narrow Road to the Interior. He died on October 11, 1940 in Mastuyama, Ehime prefecture.
Shodo Iwagaki is a Zen Buddhist monk and artist living in Kuse, Okayama, Japan. For over 30 years he has been
living and creating his artwork in Mairai-ji (Mairai Temple). Virtually every wall and ceiling inside the temple is
covered with his woodblock prints, paintings, and carvings.
Scott Watson was born in 1954 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (USA) and grew up in a small town called Riverton
across the Delaware in NJ. He has been a resident of Japan for 29 years. He lives with his wife Morie in Sendai.
They have two children: Tatsuma and James. Scott is a poet who has published over ten collections of poetry; His
translations from Japanese include Bashō's Narrow Road (under the title Bashō's Road's Edge), poems by Yorifumi
Yaguchi, poems by Yamao Sansei, and, of course, Santōka. He edited for ten years the poetry magazine BONGOS
OF THE LORD. He directs Bookgirl Press and is a tenured professor at a university in Sendai.
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Mishima Yukio & Haiku
by Hiroaki Sato
Many are likely to be surprised to hear that Mishima Yukio 三島由紀夫
(1925-1975)—yes, the fellow who chose to die by disembowelment and decapitation—wrote haiku. When you think of it, though, if you go to school in Japan, you
are automatically asked to compose haiku in grammar school and perhaps in junior
high school. Also, sometimes you or your parents meticulously preserve every
scrap of writing you do or your school magazines printing your stuff survive. Both
happened to Mishima. As a result, we have about 180 of his haiku, in addition to
two haibun. 1
What makes Mishima different from us regular mortals is the fact that he
was, above all, an astonishing literary prodigy. In the case of haiku, it also helped
that his teacher of the Japanese language in the Middle Division of the Peers
School was Iwata Kurō (岩田九郎) who after the war would establish his reputation
as an authority on Edo haikai. Iwata encouraged his students in coming up with
their own writings.
One of Mishima’s earliest haiku dates from when he was seven years old,
and it reads:
おとうとがお手手ひろげてもみじかな

Otōto ga o-tete hirogete momiji kana
My younger brother spreads his palms, maple leaves 2

1

Mishima’s younger brother, Chiyuki, was two years old at the time. He
would go on to become a diplomat.
Mishima wrote more than 60 plays, beginning with one based on a folktale
the French novelist Alphonse Daudet tells in one of his letters to his friend (according to Mishima’s own introductory note); he wrote it when he was twelve or
thirteen. 3 Most of the plays he wrote were staged in his lifetime, but the first commercial success was a grand costume drama Rokumeikan 鹿鳴館, in 1956, and it
had to do with a political and familial intrigue that is supposed to take place in the
British-designed Renaissance-style social center with that name that the Japanese
government built at great cost, in 1883. The sole purpose of the large building was
to encourage social intercourse between foreign dignitaries and members of the
Japanese aristocracy.
The Rokumeikan was named after 鹿鳴, a phrase in the Confucian Odes 詩
経. 4 It survived until 1933, when Mishima was eight. By then, however, it had long

been a fading social club for Japan’s high society, a phantom reminder of “the Age
of the Rokumeikan” when copycatting Westerners was regarded as the height of
sophistication and social achievement. 5
When he was sixteen, Mishima wrote a set of five haiku referring to the
Rokumeikan and the age it represented. He was prompted to write it, one assumes,
when he saw a Western dress and some paraphernalia that were the remnants from
the youthful days of his grandmother Natsuko, among the clothes taken out to air
for mushiboshi 虫干. As anyone who has read any of Mishima’s biographies
knows, Natsuko famously or infamously influenced Mishima until well into his
teens, although, as Muramatsu Takeshi (also Gō) 村松剛 has suggested in his perceptive literary biography of his friend, it is highly unlikely that Natsuko attended

2

any of the balls at the Rokumeikan. 6 She was simply too young for that and not
aristocratic enough.
The set in questioin is preceded by a heading: “About the Rokumeikan and
Such.”
香水のしみあり古き舞踏服

Kōsui no shimi ari furuki butōfuku
Here’s a stain of perfume on this old ball gown

虫干や舞踏服のみ花やかに

Mushiboshi ya butōfuku nomi hanayaka ni
Airing clothes only the ball gown elegant

遠雷や舞踏会場馬車集ふ

Enrai ya butōfu kaijō basha tsudou
In distant thunder horse carriages gather for the ball

蛍あまた庭に放ちて舞踏会

Hotaru amata niwa ni hanachite butōkai
Numerous fireflies released in the garden then the ball

3

舞踏会露西亜みやげの扇かな

Butōkai Roshia miyage no ōgi kana
At the ball a souvenir from Russia a fan
Other than mushiboshi, each of the four other haiku contains a summer
kigo: kōsui, “perfume,” because it is thought to help dispel the smell of your perspiration, although I dare suggest that any perfume destroys the natural fragrance
of a young female body, perspiring or otherwise; enrai, “distant thunder,” simply
because in Japan there’s more thunder in the summer than in other seasons, one assumes, though the term as a kigo is supposed to hint at something portentous; hotaru, “fireflies”; and ōgi, “fan,” because you can stir up the air to cool yourself.
The fan here, of course, is obviously of a decorative variety, and that
prompts me to add: before Japan defeated Russia in the 1904-1905 war during the
period of global imperial expansion (has it ever stopped?), or even before the Russian Revolution, in 1917, Japan’s high society had looked up to the Russian aristocracy like the aristocracy of any other European country and treated things from
that country as admirable exotica.

4

NOTES
1

They are collected in Vol. 37 (poetry), pp. 799-812, and Vol. Hokan (supplementary; gleanings), pp. 129-130 and pp. 193-196, of the latest Shinchōsha edition of Mishima’s complete
works.
2

Vol. 37, p. 799.

3

Vol. 21, pp. pp. 9-24. Actually, the dating of his plays in his early teens is based on guesswork.

4

The phrase in question, in James Legge’s fanciful translation, appears in the stanza that begins:
“With sounds of happiness the deer / Browse on the celery of the meads. / A nobler feast is furnished here, / With guests renowned for noble deeds.” James Legge, tr., The She King; The Book
of Ancient Poetry (Trübner & Co., 1876), p. 190.

5

See Hiroaki Sato, tr., My Friend Hitler and Other Plays of Yukio Mishima (Columbia University Press, 2002), p. 1.

6

Muramatsu Takeshi, Mishima Yukio no sekai (Shinchōsha, 1990), pp. 57-58. Vol. 37, pp. 807808.

5

Roadrunner August 2009 IX:3
____________________________________________________

SURREALISM & CONTEMPORARY HAIKU
~ OR ~
SURREAL HAIKU?1
by Philip Rowland

Critics in the field of English-language haiku have often suggested that what distinguishes gendai, or contemporary, Japanese haiku from traditional haiku is
gendai poets’ embrace of the surreal. In a review, for instance, of The Acorn
Book of Contemporary Haiku, edited by Lucien Stryk and Kevin Bailey, Brian
Tasker writes:
Bailey goes on to write [in his introduction to the anthology] that “the haiku
is a traditional poetic form native to Japan, and there it should, and will, be
preserved.” I think he’s a bit out of touch with what’s going on with haiku in
Japan these days, with the avant-garde and surreal coming to the fore.2
Enough said, it would seem, and Bailey is criticized for a “Eurocentrism” from
which the reviewer himself would seem to be exempt, in spite of his veiled suggestion that contemporary Japanese haiku poets are losing sight of their own
tradition. While I would agree with Tasker’s criticism of the weaker poems in the
anthology under review (as poems, in my view, not merely as haiku), his stance
with regard to the “avant-garde and surreal” typifies an English-language haiku
orthodoxy that has often been quick to claim that haiku is this and definitely not
that, or that this haiku is notable, and that is not, resulting in the exclusion and
ignoring of much contemporary haiku from Japan.
The charge most often (and arguably, most subjectively) made is that of
egocentric subjectivity. A striking instance appears in the late William J. Higginson’s review of A Future Waterfall by Ban’ya Natsuishi—a poet with a reputation
for avant-gardism in haiku. Higginson claims that the poem (on p. 34 of the first
edition):

1

Natsugasumi Ichimai-iwa no kanki kana
Summer haze:
Single Boulder
rejoicing
“is notable mainly as a subjective statement of the poet’s ego and has little to do
with haiku.”3 Be that as it may, and granting that the translation is awkward, if
faithful to the original, a notable feature of Higginson’s statement is the confidence with which he looks for, and finds lacking, the characteristics that say to
him “haiku.” On the other hand, Higginson thought well enough of the poem in his
own translation—“summer haze / the joy of this /one rock”—to include it in his anthology Haiku World (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1996, 117).
Cor van den Heuvel, editor of the influential book of North American haiku
in English, The Haiku Anthology, has written similarly of what he “hopes to get
from a haiku,” its having much to do with haiku’s looking to “ordinary reality.”4
Without wishing to denigrate this now-orthodox approach, which draws perhaps
as much on Thoreau, Williams, Kerouac and American Zen as Japanese haiku, it
leaves little scope for radical innovation. The risk, as with any strictly defined poetics, is that the poet-critic’s desire for confirmation of his own conception of the
essential nature of haiku will block an openness to work that leads into more uncharted territory.
H.F. Noyes’ review of Japanese Haiku 2001, an anthology edited by the
Modern Haiku Association, illustrates a somewhat more enthusiastic view of contemporary Japanese haiku. Noyes finds in the book a “plethora of juicy, newwave haiku, which often strongly relate to the oriental idea of ‘nothingness’ or
‘emptiness.’ The focus is on capturing the inner spirit through the use of vivid,
fantastical images.” This last phrase, “vivid, fantastical images,” hints at the surreal, and in the concluding sentence of the review, the hint becomes explicit in a
statement that is carefully and interestingly qualified: “Haiku poets don’t have to
venture into surrealism, but may well heed these words of Novalis: ‘Poetry heals
the wounds inflicted by reason.’”5 What are the implications of Noyes’ statement?
Where would one draw the line between “surreal haiku” and haiku which “capture
the inner spirit through the use of vivid, fantastical images”? And how fine a distinction would that be? In what follows, I shall focus on several more examples of
contemporary Japanese haiku, on recent experiments with the writing of “surreal
haiku,” particularly in the pages of the Journal of the British Haiku Society, Blithe
Spirit; and, lastly, on the work of an American poet whose haiku are not widely
known in the haiku world, despite his being known in the wider poetry world as

2

America’s most influential, and “for the entire decade of the thirties, America’s
sole dedicated surrealist poet”—Charles Henri Ford.6
Perhaps the reason, for critics such as Noyes, why haiku poets may approach but perhaps had better not “venture into surrealism,” is that surrealism
might seem to be the polar opposite of the objective realism in which the dominant Western view of haiku is grounded. Thus certain aspects of the work of
“avant-garde haiku writers” are banished to the “nether regions of surrealism” by
one reviewer, David Brady (Blithe Spirit, vol. 10, no. 2, 52). Nevertheless, what
points of coincidence can be found between the techniques of contemporary
haiku and those of surrealism?
Both haiku and surrealist poetry depend very much upon unexpected juxtapositions of images, or “parallel images,” which, as Brady rightly points out, are
a “form of metaphor . . . in all but name.” While the received view is that writers of
haiku would do best to avoid metaphor, it would perhaps be more apt to say that,
like surrealist poetry, haiku insists on “The Very Image”—to borrow the title of one
of David Gascoyne’s surrealist poems. Edward B. Germain, editor of the Penguin
anthology of Surrealist Poetry in English, explains in his Introduction that
Critics who dismiss surrealism as senseless—meaning nothing—or as
fantasy—meaning nothing real—fail at this initial step. If the poet writes “A
horse galloping on a tomato,” that is exactly what he means, not that the
horse trod on the tomato while passing by. 7
But where the surrealist poem tends to foreground, or frame, its images, as
if to make it clear that these are “just images,” haiku presents them more simply
and directly, “unframed,” possibly with a stronger implication of authorial sincerity.
Thus, for instance, Gascoyne’s poem insists on “The Very Image” by having all
stanzas except the last begin with the words, “An image of,” finally putting “all
these images . . . in model bird-cages / about six inches high.” Each image is developed incrementally until it is thoroughly de-familiarized. The first stanza reads:
An image of my grandmother
her head appearing upside-down upon a cloud
the cloud transfixed on the steeple
of a deserted railway-station
far away 8

3

By comparison, haiku is more “one-shot”—due largely, of course, to its extreme
brevity. Take the haiku quoted by David Brady as an instance of avant-garde
writers’ extending metaphorical figures to “the nether regions of surrealism”:
Dai-bafuku zō no yume mite yukishi hito
Great waterfalls:
you who died
dreaming of an elephant 9
In this poem, the main parallel lies in the mapping of the image of “Great waterfalls” onto the conceptual structure of “you who died / dreaming of an elephant”—a mapping made explicit in English by the colon after “waterfalls.” There
is also a possible parallel between the “great” size of the waterfall and that of an
elephant. Obvious connection between the images ends there, however; the interpretative possibilities are left alarmingly (or exhilaratingly) open. Who, for instance, is the “you” of the poem: someone who has actually died, or the spirit of
waterfalls, perhaps? Taxing expectations pertaining to “ordinary reality,” the poem
demands an intuitive reading. In this respect, it is very much akin to surrealist
poetry. Indeed, its author has since moved further in the direction of surrealism,
even into the realm of automatic writing, with his long series of dream-like “flying
pope” haiku. 10
It should be remembered that previous generations of avant-garde haiku
poets have also written in ways that verge on the surreal. 11 An outstanding case
in point is Tōta Kaneko’s:
ume saite niwajuh-ni aozame-ga kite iru
the plum in bloom
blue sharks have come right in
into the garden 12
While, given the clear seasonal reference, it is not difficult to grasp the senseimpression of biting cold from the Daliesque image of blue sharks in the garden,
Tōta’s image is no less surprising than Natsuishi’s dream-elephant, demanding a
similarly bold imaginative leap on the part of the reader. Like much of the best
surrealist art, it manages to be at once powerfully disturbing and humorous. Of
another haiku of Tōta’s—

4

kawa no ha yuku asa kara ban made kawa no ha yuku
the river’s teeth go
from morning to evening
the river’s teeth go
―William Higginson asks: “is the following poem surreal, or simply a metaphor?”13 The question is rhetorical, for the poem hardly gives us the chance to
decide. To recall Germain’s point about a horse galloping on a tomato, we can
only assume that by “the river’s teeth” the poet means precisely that.
I would also argue that both haiku and surrealist poetry, at their most successful, refer us to the experience of non-duality. That is to say, both enact “the
desire to break through boundaries between subject and object, between desire
and reality,” which Germain identifies as the very “spirit of modern poetry.”14 A
fine example of such breaking through the boundaries of our ordinary, dualistic
perception of reality is Yasumasa Soda’s haiku:
Chô yukite modorikuru ma ni gake kiyuru
In the time it takes a butterfly
to depart and then return . . .
whole cliffs can disappear 15
which evokes an exhilarating sense of non-dual, spiritual experience. The poem’s
distortion of space-time is also reminiscent of one of the finest haiku (in translation as well as the original) from A Future Waterfall:
Sennen no rusu ni bakufu o kakete oku
For my absence
of a thousand years I hang
a waterfall 16
This strikes me as both immediate and intriguing, but with respect to “ordinary
reality,” it makes no sense. Again, in terms of the dominant Western view of
haiku, it would seem to have more to do with “fanciful” surrealism than haiku—
which points more, perhaps, to a deficient Western model than deficiency in the
poem itself.

5

That said, in recent years there has been a growing awareness of the deficiencies, or at least limitations, in the existing consensus as to the nature of English haiku, in particular its over-emphasis on the shasei (or sketch-from-nature)
model of haiku; on objectivity and the de-emphasizing of self. Here is a selection
of some of the more effective “surreal haiku” from two issues of Blithe Spirit (Vol.
13, numbers 1 and 2, March and June 2003), which might serve as a further
sounding board for the ideas put forward above.
The following poem, by Klaus-Dieter Wirth, is noteworthy not least for its
explicit concern with the idea of “nothingness” or “emptiness” which, as mentioned earlier, H.F. Noyes sees as characteristic of “new-wave” Japanese haiku:
Moulding in one’s hand
with the utmost care
what is not the void. 17
In a similarly existential (and in the final line, self-consciously literary) vein, AA
Marcoff writes:
a butterfly flits
from grave to grave:
out of my mouth—
the naked and the dead

18

Colin Blundell presents a number of “found surreal haiku,” culled from Dada poems written around 1916, among which:
his pregnant wife
showed her child through the skin
of her belly—still born moon 19
while Martin Lucas helpfully reminds us that a streak of the surreal is not a new
phenomenon in haiku, quoting this poem by Issa (in R.H. Blyth’s translation):
semi naku ya tsuku-zuku akai kazaguruma
A cicada is crying;
It is precisely
A red paper windmill.

6

20

Other examples of somewhat surrealistic, classic haiku include Bashō’s:
tsuki izuku kane wa shizumeru umi no soko
where is the moon?
the temple bell is sunk
at the bottom of the sea
Shuson’s commentary on this haiku underlines its highly subjective and imaginative (even “fanciful”) power: “In his mind Bashō saw the light of the full moon and
heard the faint sound of the bell. Although there was no moon in actuality, its absence led him to fly on wings of fancy to a mysterious but concrete world in his
imagination.”21 Shuson’s comment is a useful reminder that the “mysteriousness”
of a perception need not detract from its vividly “concrete” poetic rendering.
Another quasi-surreal haiku of note by Bashō is:
takotsubo ya hakanaki yume wo natsu no tsuki
an octopus pot—
inside, a short-lived dream
under the summer moon
Apropos of which, Watsuji goes so far as to suggest: “Isn’t it possible to imagine
that Bashō had completely entered into the mind of an octopus inside the pot?
He became an octopus, so to speak.”22 Such outright anthropomorphism prefigures contemporary haiku poet Tsubouchi Nenten’s more humorous and direct:
sakura chiru anata mo kaba ni narinasai
cherry blossoms fall—
you too must become
a hippo 23
In a not dissimilar vein, among the more astonishing haiku on the British front is
Stanley Pelter’s:
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a pig’s memory
it leads to colours
of hesitant hills 24
while both of the above bear comparison with the surreal, cartoon-like humour of
the following, by Nagata Koi (trans. James Kirkup and Makoto Tamaki), featured
in Blithe Spirit as a “favourite haiku” chosen by Yasuhiko Shigemoto:
dojo uite namazu mo iru to iute shizumu
The loach floated up.
“There’s a catfish down here too”
he said, then sank back 25
The surreal turning-upside-down of ordinary reality also characterizes Scott
Metz’s:
somewhere
fireflies are
eating rhinos

26

At the same time, the concision, topic (fireflies) and playfulness of Metz’s poem
clearly situate it in the tradition of haiku. Wittily reversing the traditional expectation of a specific context or occasion for haiku, the “somewhere” turns out to situate a quite specific but objectively “impossible” image. The poem thus enacts a
sudden shift from objective realism to the limitless site of the surreal imagination.
To close this paper, I would like to introduce the haiku of a veteran surrealist poet. The American Charles Henri Ford, who died in 2002 at the age of 94,
founded and edited the first two surrealist-oriented magazines in America, Blues
and View, in the nineteen thirties and forties. In his later years, Ford wrote almost
exclusively haiku. None, however, appear in anthologies of English-language
haiku, nor am I aware of any essays on his haiku in journals specializing in the
genre. His rare collection of Secret Haiku, beautifully designed and produced in
collaboration with Isamu Noguchi, was published in New York by The Red Ozier
Press in an edition of only 155 copies in 1982; and a follow-up volume published
in 1986, Emblems of Arachne, also consists of poems written mostly in 5-7-5 syllabic structure. Fortunately, substantial selections from these volumes are included in the more readily available Out of the Labyrinth: Selected Poems, pub-
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lished by City Lights in 1991. Ford’s allegiance to surrealism comes to the fore in
some manifesto-like, if inspired, haiku such as the following:
Break up conventional
Modes of perception! Who
Said roses don’t crawl. 27
Several verge on the obscure; for instance:
Not locking onto
Guide-stars of controlled flywheels.
Dust on the mirror. (98)
By contrast, some of the poems are simple portraits, or sketches, based on compassionate observation—albeit ones of some pathos:
Unwashed, unbedded.
He has fine bones and a
Pellet of hashish. (92)
But a considerable number bespeak a haiku sensibility that feels all the more
fresh for the poems’ lack of obvious indebtedness to the principles being espoused in contemporaneous American magazines of haiku. For example:
He’s out on the loggia,
Singing in falsetto
As the rain falls. (90)
When you close your eyes
In the sun, all you want is
The sun on your eyes. (87)
These stand in contrast to the depressed, but wryly expressed, mood of:
Invisible envelopes,
A standstill afternoon.
A rain of merde. (98)
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The range of Ford’s haiku also includes Issa-like qualities of down-to-earth, compassionate humour:
In struggling to get
On its feet the dung beetle
Knows what it’s doing. (104)
Others convey more of a feeling of sabi, or aloneness:
A place in which to
Talk to oneself, while a child’s
Kite flies in the rain. (105)
Gently underpinning Ford’s haiku is his grounding in surrealism, with its intimations of non-duality, as suggested by the following:
What am I dreaming of?
Nothing. I’m creating the
Dream. Heavy soul! (90)
In a similar spirit of questioning, my broad purpose in this essay has been
to resist the tendency among English-language commentators to delimit the field
of haiku. Insistence on a strictly defined opposition between haiku and other (often so-called mainstream) poetry fails to do justice to the diversity of styles that
exists in “both” fields, thus ignoring possibilities of poetic cross-fertilization. As we
have seen, the brevity and open-endedness of haiku readily lend it to the surrealistic exercise of what H.F. Noyes has described as “the freedom to resort to nonsequitur words and images . . . delightfully left hanging,”28 so pointing to transformational moments of awareness. The rich variety of means available to the
poet in giving form to such experience in haiku should not be overlooked.
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IT IS HARDLY SURPRISING to find that a book which questions conventions
and notions familiar to English-language haiku as much as Richard Gilbert’s Poems of Consciousness: Contemporary Japanese & English-language Haiku in
Cross-cultural Perspective [henceforth PoC] does has inspired discourse as of late
among poets and critics alike. As an extension of that discussion, a section of this
summer issue of Roadrunner has been devoted entirely to Professor Gilbert’s offering consisting of comments from a range of reviewers, mostly poets themselves,
that we’ve collected via e-mail along with reviews which we’ve been granted permission from authors to include that have appeared in various publications since
the title’s 2008 release from Red Moon Press. Through his pioneering expeditions,
Gilbert bushwhacks several passages through some dense territory standing in and
around the way of western haiku, particularly concerning his examinations on the
inner workings of language and the differences between kigo and seasonal references, as he firmly places haiku in the context of modernity. As is revealed in the
proceeding commentaries, some of those paths are less manageable than others.
Nevertheless, he offers points of entry where there were none otherwise. Written
engagingly enough to interest haiku poets green behind the ears as well as wily old
vets, it would be hard to argue that PoC is anything less than an indispensable addition to the literature.
We find that the multi-method typology of disjunction techniques that Gilbert has introduced, which is concerned with psychical gaps, leaps and shifts that
take place when reading haiku, has been fairly well-received. Gilbert states in ‘The
Disjunctive Dragonfly: A Study of Disjunctive Method and Definitions in Contemporary English‑language Haiku’ chapter that, “Disjunction, as intended, serves to
indicate a poetic process happening in the reader’s consciousness-disjunction in
motile having no fixed point or realization. Disjunctions appear and fall away, al3

ternately reveal and hide themselves depending upon the moment of reading.”1
Obviously, all readings will not reach some ultimate closure as haiku may convey
ambiguity, fracturedness, or the sense that something has been forgotten, excluded
or is missing. These are just some of the qualities that drive disjunction. It will be
interesting to see if future studies can support or add to this typology as the chapter
is limited in the number of examples it provides. Of course, interpretations of haiku
may vary from reading to reading and it pleases me to find that the act of misreading finds a home in Gilbert’s typology as meaning from poems will be colored by
each reader’s perceptions and what they bring with them into the engagement. A
misreading may result in an extraordinary perspective that is unique in itself,
whether or not it is aligned with the intentions of the poet who gave it life. While
there are those who intentionally set out to deconstruct a haiku, I suppose few of us
actually consider misreading a strategy for re-interpretation beforehand. It happens,
and it may result in fruitful interpretations. Whether successfully or not, one approach readers often take is to try to place themselves in the context of the haiku
and perhaps replace the objects and people within the poem with others they are
familiar with. Dewey’s idea of "funded-experience" that Kenneth Yasuda takes up
in his staple text The Japanese Haiku, thus placing it in the haiku context, comes to
mind here. Yasuda draws on the concept to present a musician, a painter and a poet
observing “a mountain, a brook murmuring through a flowering dale and birds
singing.” He refers to a statement from Dewey, who states that, “Before an artist
can develop his reconstruction of the scene before him…he observes the scene
with meanings and values brought to his perception by prior experiences…They
cannot vanish and yet the artist continues to see an object.”2 A reader’s perspective
may be likened to this in many ways. One haiku reader might be schooled in postmodern philosophy, the next a practicing zen monk, another a carpenter and so on.
Our backgrounds, experiences and prejudices have a tendency to color our interpretations and may even provoke misreading. Professor Randy Brooks is keen on
the concept of misreading in Gilbert’s disjunction types and includes comments in
his review below that appeared in Modern Haiku this year.3 Some critical comments on these disjunction types will highlight shortcomings, possible areas for
improvement as well as the potential for such devices to enhance readings.
Above all, in my estimation, this collection serves as a way for familiarizing
ourselves with concepts, practices, and viewpoints told by prominent contemporary
4

Japanese haiku and senryu poets themselves. Having these interviews with subtitles on the DVD that accompanies the book is a plain bonus that more than justifies
the $27.95 Red Moon Press is asking. For some more personal comments on PoC,
I’d like to look back to when haiku was entirely new to me and recall asking an
English professor if she could recommend any haiku titles and how she sent me directly to R.H. Blyth’s Haiku volumes. Enchanted, I ate them up and couldn’t get
enough. Needless to say, I was under the impression that haiku and zen went handin-hand. Since having formulated contrary positions to a number of aspects of
Blyth, I still return to his texts on occasion and find they retain their charm and remain somewhat engaging. While his work may demand more, intellectually speaking, than Blyth, Gilbert presents concepts which often draw from postmodern psychology and philosophy literatures in a manner that hardly over-intellectualizes
haiku, as he tackles a number of issues that are central to contemporary existence.
PoC is less a call to storm the Bastille that is the English haiku establishment, or an
attack on existing texts such as Blyth, than it is a sound presentation of his own insights on poetics along with those that have been in practice, post-Shiki, in Japanese haiku. I don’t assume that ‘zen-like’ approaches to haiku that many of us are
familiar with are naïve in nature. However, I would say that it is the case with approaches where seasonal words are merely plucked from a saijiki or from haiku
that one seeks to model their own after, and are inserted (especially those that are
forced or seeking to appear classical ‘Japanesey’) into poems, and will result in
what ant ant ant ant ant Editor, Chris Gordon, has jocularly called, “Martha
Stewart haiku.”
It seems fitting to find a contrast and comparison being made at least once
here in these contributors’ comments between Blyth and Gilbert. As Blyth’s influence on previous generations is undeniable and well-documented, it will be interesting to see how much of an impact Gilbert’s contributions have on this and future
generations. Both Roadrunner Editor, Scott Metz, and I agree with Paul Miller’s
statement in his brief commentary that, “Not often enough a book comes along that
reminds us that we are not hobbyists, but poets; that haiku is not a "way", but a
powerful form of poetic expression; and that we owe it to ourselves to better understand the hows and whys of the tools available to us." If one were to wholeheartedly reject the notion that haiku is grounded in zen principles, and/or is something of a path or way of life, then Blyth might be a less than accommodating point
5

of entry to this poetry. I can’t help but wonder if the so-called “aha moment” that
has found its way into so many explanations of what haiku is wouldn’t be interpreted as being at the root of the genre without early zen influences which include
such concepts as “kensho” or flashes of enlightenment or awakening experiences.
In the minds of too many is the notion that haiku is quasi-epiphanic poetry. And
what of Blyth’s opinion that “a haiku is not a poem; it is not literature”?4—and his
lack of knowledge (or purposeful avoidance?) of poetic techniques: rhythm, alliteration, allusion, historical/literary/mythological references?—what Haruo Shirane
has called “the vertical axis” that was clearly essential to haiku composition since
its birth. 5 How much of this—these warpages—may be attributed to Blyth? While
zen thought has undoubtedly played a part in haiku practice, fifty-seven years after
the release of Blyth’s epic collection I trust we have since shaken the perception
that zen and haiku should be thought together. One might assume that Richard Gilbert’s knowledge of zen goes deep after having received a degree from Naropa
University, well-known for its Buddhist heritage, yet it is admirable how little
Richard Gilbert imposes on his readers.
In his commentary on PoC, William Ramsey offers fairly interesting vantage
points supposing how both Blyth and Gilbert might interpret Lee Gurga’s:
trying the old pump a mouse pours out
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I’d say he does a better Blyth than a Gilbert, but you, gentle reader, can judge for
yourself. How many of us would like to see how Blyth might respond to a haiku
from one of the Japanese gendai selections included in PoC, one which relies on
fragmentary language and a lighthearted touch of roguishness?—for example, one
from Tsubouchi Nenten who often employs such stylistic techniques:
haru o neru yabure kabure no yô ni kaba
in the spring—
lying down desperate, as
a hippo 7

6

Just what would Blyth make of such a haiku? Would he have discredited it on account of its use of a simile? If not, would he have found zen-like qualities? If so,
what might they be? How might he have worked them into his comments? It all
makes for interesting and healthy speculation as Blyth overlooked haiku of the
time displaying such daring qualities, particularly regarding the ‘New Rising Haiku
movement’ of the 1930s to the 1940s that Gilbert and the poets interviewed in Poems of Consciousness often refer to. Only recently have works such as Gilbert’s
introduced the west to this poetry that has failed to be noticed for nearly eight decades. Perhaps as an influence of Gilbert’s research, Itô Yûki is painstakingly making an effort to lend insight into this movement and we have had tastes of his
highly-anticipated forthcoming, New Rising Haiku: The Evolution of Modern
Japanese Haiku and the Haiku Persecution Incident (Red Moon Press) in Roadrunner (May 2007 Issue VII:2) and Simply Haiku (Winter 2007, Issue 5 no 4). Red
Moon Press should be applauded for offering such progressive efforts. Gilbert,
Yûki, and Hiroaki Sato have offered translations and commentary on gendai poets
in previous issues of Roadrunner and we hope to have more in the future, as we
see it as a way to contribute and ultimately enhance the literature and poetry itself.
While Blyth’s Haiku volumes present some poets associated with the New
Rising movement, he either fails to notice or rejects a number of important contributions of daring haijin of the time, focusing instead on the classical and neoclassical periods. If only to satisfy my curiosity, I went through Blyth’s Haiku volumes and tallied the number of poets he chose to represent each century and the
results are as follow:
Representation of haiku poets by century in Blyth’s four Haiku volumes
___________________________________
Century
Number of poets included
___________________________________
15th
3
th
16
2
17th
86
18th
54
th
19
20
th
20
12
__________________________________
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In all fairness to Blyth, the first printing of his haiku texts were at the midpoint of the 20th Century, a trying time in Japan. However, we can only wonder
whether he questioned the importance and integrity of modern haiku. Gendai poets,
specifically the New Rising poets (shinkô haiku undô), who were, as Gilbert tells
in the preface, “progenitors of gendai haiku, [who] expressed not only aesthetic
sentiment; these poets also fought for their values through heroic struggle, suffering, and blood, and are deserving of further consideration and remembrance”8 are
underrepresented. The number of modern poets in Blyth’s work might be understandably less than others as a result of a number of factors, yet we see that he
clearly takes 17th and 18th Century haiku as his central focus. Ironically enough, it
is not Blyth but Gilbert that tells us more about early 20th Century Japanese haiku.
We often return with critical eyes to texts of such magnitude as Blyth’s Haiku and
Shirane’s Traces of Dreams, which is a testament to their achievements. It appears
that there are those who fear that Blyth’s contributions are being slighted and that
they will become obsolete over time as works like Gilbert’s critically scrutinize his
efforts; but I see them as different places, different eras, which at times offer similar psychological landscapes, where Blyth stands as something of a quaint cottage
and Gilbert a dymaxion home. And my intentions here are not to attack Blyth,
rather I see them as both relative to this discussion and a response to some comments in this review that I feel are somewhat disparaging toward the book. These
readers may have been set off early on in the preface where Gilbert states that,
“Blyth idealized the classical while devaluing the modern as at root selfish, smallminded and confused.” Gilbert offers a thorough enough explanation of Blyth’s
motives and the shortcomings of his approach and I believe, as the author states,
that “Blyth is a fascinating figure.” Enough said here about Blyth and his relation
to Gilbert. More follows.
Perhaps the chapter that most clearly illustrates the potential of PoC to both
reshape perceptions of haiku and draw in new poets and readership is ‘The Miraculous Power of Language: A Conversation with the Poet Hoshinaga Fumio,’ which
also appeared in Modern Haiku. 9 Hoshinaga’s haiku at times achieve an alarming
disquietude. Strange devices drive these poems. To say that they come from mainstream poetry alone would do no justice to his technique; yet, there are some
themes that should ring familiar to modern poetry readers. The fatigue of arbitrari8

ness of language might surface. One may find a fragmentary poetic reminiscent of
Waste Land-period T.S. Eliot, or ironies comparable to those of Samuel Beckett.
Other times readers may be led down roads to aporia when, somehow, the poems
find themselves stabilized and grounded by concrete imagery or in the sounding of
the rhythms. All at once unsettled and sound, how does he pull this off? The poet
candidly discusses his technique and much more in the chapter. He also reveals
how a sense of kigo may be instilled into a poem. The aesthetics at the very heart
of gendai haiku are revealed in haiku such as the following, the latter of which Dr.
Dimitar Anakiev will comment on in some depth:
ni-ju oku kônen no gishyô
twenty billion light-years of perjury:

omae no B-gata
your blood type is “B” 10

ika hakka akadeka hôka kinsenka
squid peppermint
Red-detective arson
marigold 11
While telling of the disharmony of language that emerges in his work, Hoshinaga
quotes from the postscript to a book he published in 1968:
I do not believe the truth that the sea is blue. That I believe it is blue: an encompassing state of affairs that limits as blue, via the comprehension of my eyes: I believe only that. Though it is inconvenient, I wish to compose haiku with a free posture towards truth, that is, with reference to the encompassing situation. With this
thought I’ve been writing haiku freely, selfishly, for half a year. This is the result
of my selfish six months…As a matter of fact, there is a vast wilderness of lyricism beyond these haiku: the wilderness I failed to capture with a dull, sleepyfaced rebelliousness. This book reminds me afresh-I must start again with a clean
slate and to this end, I cast out this book with good grace.12
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Perhaps this suggests that Hoshinaga cannot blindly rely on that linguistic category
called “blue” to express himself; at any rate, his taking a nearly apologetic tone
regarding his “selfishness” reveals his humility after having taken such a defiant
and unrestricting stance in this pursuit of his own truth. The deconstructive qualities about ‘squid peppermint’ located and explored by Dimitar Anakiev suggest
that Hoshinaga has injected a postmodern sensibility into this haiku. I concur with
Anakiev finding similar characteristics and see a place for Derrida’s approach in
the discussion of this poem.
Of course, not all of Hoshinaga’s poems are of the variety I’ve discussed.
These for example:
eki mae de mabushii jidai to ippai yatta ga
near the station
drinking with the dazzle
of the era 13

nawatobi no wa ni higurashi ga haittekuru
into the jump rope's spinning ring a cicada jumps in

nigemizu e sengo no chichi wo oitsumeru
toward the mirage of water
the postwar fathers
chasing after… 14
suggest the range of possibilities for amalgamating both classical and contemporary aesthetics in haiku. And there are several works from a number of poets—both
western and Japanese—displaying such qualities throughout PoC.
It has been said that Gilbert fails to define what gendai haiku is, leaving the
term still somewhat nebulous, and I cannot disagree with this. However, I personal10

ly—and perhaps I speak for others—am not seeking a definition for what gendai
haiku is. I am rather skeptical of definitions for poetry as they may be restricting.
With the generous offering of haiku and commentary from poets in this text comes
the sense of what the term connotes, and I am satisfied with this. The only minor
criticism that I could raise against PoC is the fact that most of the essays and interviews that make up this collection have been previously published, but it is certainly convenient to have them all bound into one book. I must admit though that it
has enabled me to see it through fresh eyes. It is clear that Gilbert is forwardlooking in his commitment to ‘modernizing’ haiku and it should be said that this is
not done by way of merely shunning tradition. One of the most valuable attributes
of this book is the fact that it is peppered with suggestions for further reading and
future research. Concerning the latter, it is of interest to me to place haiku within
the context of eco-poetics (and/or vice versa) and I see Gilbert’s offering ecocritical perspectives and analysis to the literature pointing a way in. Another research possibility regards haiku poets’ interpretations of nature. In the ‘Kigo and
Seasonal Reference’ chapter Gilbert states:
As a young genre, the English haiku has a unique opportunity to forge a refreshed sense
of culture with regard to nature, and there may be more relevant philosophical issues at
hand than the question of how to connote season words. A question yet to be addressed in
English haiku is, “what do we mean by nature?”15

He also mentions how Gary Snyder has spent a lifetime exploring the topic. Being
that the term ‘nature’ makes its way into several definitions of haiku, including the
current Haiku Society of America’s, it may be fruitful to ask poets and scholars
what the term means to them in this still-young 21st century. Roadrunner Editor,
Scott Metz, and I are now in the early stages of framing a study combining both
quantitative and qualitative elements that will collect interpretations from as many
participants as are willing to contribute, to hopefully give us a clearer understanding of the term. We hope that the sample size will be representative enough to draw
some generalizations. With issues such as global warming, climate change and sustainable development for the planet of great concern today, it would be interesting
to see what nature means in the context of contemporary haiku. And these are just
a few ideas we’ve taken from this book. We hope many will find this book of
11

value, both for its bold propositions and its practical insights into the workings and
possibilities of contemporary English-language and Japanese haiku.
It is our hope here at Roadrunner that this collection reaches a broad audience and that it will stimulate further discourse. We thank all of the contributors for
the time and care taken to express their thoughts and opinions on Richard Gilbert’s
PoC and hope this serves as a way of letting the author know that for all the heart
and sweat that went into this work, English-language haiku is better for it.
Paul Pfleuger, Jr.
Tainan, Taiwan
August, 2009
__________________________________________________________________

The essays and interviews in PoC have already enlivened conversation within the English-language haiku community, and I trust they will encourage translations of a broad spectrum of contemporary Japanese haiku as well
as fresher and deeper readings of haiku in English. While it would be wrong to tout
the book as a new bible for haiku composition, it is a vigorous reminder that for
most non-Japanese poets there isn't an old one.
As one who believes haiku had a stronger influence on 20th century American literature than has yet been recognized and that English-language haiku has not
yet begun to receive the critical attention it deserves, I welcome connections drawn
between the genre and ecocriticism, literary theory, language theory, literary linguistics, depth psychology, psychoanalytic criticism, Jungian criticism, mythopoeia, deconstruction, cognitive studies, and other disciplines. Viewing haiku
through varied lenses reaffirms their diverse and enduring power and clarifies their
relevance to major issues affecting human life. As Richard Gilbert writes, "Haiku
which utilize kire effectively have the potential to evoke reader-experiences of coherence, arising as ecos and anamnesis. Haiku are radical in the way they use language to recast relations between consciousness and nature. There seems no more
sufficient rationale to explain the survival of this extremely brief genre as a high art
for over four centuries and its recent internationalization." 16
12

I look forward to productive dialogue as the material in PoC is corrected, refined, developed, and expanded. As Richard writes in his Author's Preface, "The
work presented here is but a beginning." The potential for spirited links and shifts
is almost limitless.
Peggy Willis Lyles 17
__________________________________________________________________

I found PoC both interesting and frustrating. Interesting, because Gilbert digs into
the "hows?" of a poem, and asks Western writers the "whys?" around our conception of it. His interviews with some gendai poets was equally interesting for the
window it opened on both practice in Japan as well as a look at individual styles.
However, the book was frustrating in that Gilbert too often let the gendai
Masters off the hook. The reader would have been better served with more in-depth
and less passive interviews. For example, Hoshinaga Fumio, in a conversation
about kigo at one point, refutes saijikis for being “fake” (since he is not a Tokyo or
Kyoto resident) yet on the next page acknowledges a saijiki’s authority on the
question of a chrysanthemum’s seasonality. There is also some confusion on Gilbert’s part around how Fumio uses kigo, but that should have been clarified before
the interview went further. Additionally, elsewhere in the book, there is an obvious
xenophobic quality to Uda Kiyoko’s poetry that bears further examination.
That aside, it is rare to have a haiku book challenge our understandings and
potential of the genre the way this one does. Not often enough a book comes along
that reminds us that we are not hobbyists, but poets; that haiku is not a "way", but a
powerful form of poetic expression; and that we owe it to ourselves to better understand the hows and whys of the tools available to us. In 1998, it was Haruo Shirane's Traces of Dreams. In 2009, it is Richard Gilbert's PoC.
paul m. 18
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__________________________________________________________________
Gilbert’s argument that kire/katakoto unites the movement within haiku beyond mere juxtaposition is exciting. It reintroduces Thinking, Supposition, Projection back into a genre that has gone moribund in the West. 20th century imagistic
realism has run its course in my opinion, and has intrinsic limitations besides. And
that raging shasei bull needs a ring in its nose. IMO. IMO.
Surely, we can get beyond misty-dawn-Edo-kigo-faux-zen-haiku without going over to disembodied-L-A-N-G-U-A-G-E-gaga. Maybe there should be a 12step program for BlythShiki-ism? I think Gilbert is trying to pave that path to recovery.
Billie Dee 19
__________________________________________________________________

‘Kigo and Seasonal Reference: Cross-cultural Issues in Anglo-American
Haiku’ was a highly thought-provoking essay, was most convincing, and highlights
some very valid issues relating to Indian kigo in my mind. For one, where does India stand in all this talk? India is new to haiku, we have just a handful of renowned
haijin, but do we know how to relate to nature? If you ask a city-bred teenager, the
answer is maybe no—and that would be the case in any country, wouldn’t it, in
these modern times?
Right from our Vedic days, from the most famous Sanskrit poet, Kalidasa,
who wrote Ritusamharam (The Gathering of Seasons), India is intimately tied to
nature and it's cultural roots are entwined in this. Our Classical music, to this date,
follows the season and time, when a raga (melody) can be sung or played. Thus we
have spring raga called Basant, which are most often heard in spring, and so we
have hundreds of ragas to be sung in our six seasons: summer, monsoon, autumn,
frost, winter and spring (with hundreds of compositions relating to this season
alone). Each season lasts for approximately two English months. India still follows the lunar calendar and every auspicious function is according to the full moon
(Purnima) and no moon (Amavasya).
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“The conceptual base of kigo is its culture, not its season, I would argue . . .”
— Richard Gilbert
To me, this one line tells everything about haiku and understanding the art that lies
embedded in it. A friend of mine—a very good Indian haijin—said that he is constantly changing the scene (meaning the kigo word) because the editors don't understand him otherwise.
parijaat blossoms
mother tells a story
of temple Gods
— _kala
From experience, I can safely say that parijaat is an autumn flowering
tree. We see it covered with blossoms in autumn, after our three months of rain.
Shaking the tree is the speciality of this tree, my mother used to say, that even for
our Gods we don't offer flowers plucked rudely from the tree. We shake the parijaat gently, expecting it to offers flowers, sure enough it does! We pick those flowers from the ground and offer it to God. An Indian would understand this story . . .
and how much more it adds to the enjoyment when a kigo word is not just a season
word?
To a traditionally rich country like India, wakening to haiku, how beautiful it
would be if we expose our haiku lovers to our very own roots through haiku, and
from there to branch off into gendai haiku. . . . The route seems clear now. On
a lazy monsoon day, housebound by unrelenting rains, how beautiful it would be to
curl up with Gilbert’s thoughts—expanding our mind-space.
_kala
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__________________________________________________________________

PoC gives a good, hard shove to reductive notions of haiku, such as the tendency to overlook the last 100 years of haiku—in Japan and elsewhere; an overdependence on historical analysis; and a simplistic interpretation of "nature" as the
subject of haiku. The verve and humor of Gilbert's typology of disjunction in
haiku, and his explication of kire, a superset of kireji or "cutting words" in haiku,
are especially valuable.
Richard Gilbert has an unique perspective on haiku, having studied with
Gary Snyder, Patricia Donegan, and Allen Ginsberg in the U.S, and more recently
with the gendai (contemporary) haiku poets in Japan. Gilbert brings contemporary
linguistic analysis to bear on haiku in Japan and North America. Yet he doesn't
"murder to dissect" these little poems. He helps us appreciate them in a new way.
Dave Russo
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__________________________________________________________________

Have you ever wondered where the rebels were among 20th Century Japanese haiku poets? In an era when rebellion against the previous poetic traditions (or
schools, as we used to call them) came fast and sometimes furious in the West, it
seemed unlikely that haiku poets in a country so far advanced in culture as Japan
would be oblivious to the literary developments in the world around them. Richard
Gilbert has found them—the gendai (contemporary) haiku poets. As Jim Kacian
points out in the Introduction, one of Gilbert's "specific contributions . . . [is] a new
nomenclature and classification system, which has enabled us to rekindle the conversation about what haiku poets in the west are up to, without being limited to the
language, sensibility and techniques employed by another culture for other purposes four centuries ago."
[T]he part that I found most exciting was the discussion of the famous 'old
pond' poem of Bashô, included in an interview with the gendai poet Hasegawa Kai,
entitled "Haiku Cosmos I: Bashô's 'Old Pond,' Realism & 'Junk Haiku,'" and
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"Haiku Cosmos II: Cutting Through Time and Space – Kire & Ma." I felt that I
could fully appreciate Bashô's furuike ('old pond') for the first time . . . after reading Hasegawa Kai's explanation of the "psychological ma" concept, which he says
has been misunderstood in this poem for 300 years. 22 [My Japanese-English dictionary defines ma as "interval, pause, time; space; room."]
Richard Gilbert's discussion of "disjunction" has been expanded, and clarified by careful revision, in the essay entitled "The Disjunctive Dragonfly." Not
only is it more readable by the novice, but also it stimulates thought about the relation of disjunction to "the kireji-concept [cutting] as semantic kireji, helping to
catalyze the reader's aesthetic perception of haiku as an artform, and disjunction
also evokes a sense of depth."23 The concepts included here are exemplified with
techniques, ways of looking at haiku that open up the possibilities of composition
for the English-language poet.
Tsubouchi Nenten [one of the gendai poets interviewed in PoC] suggests
that Shiki's poems read in the context of his use of haigô (pen names to create different psycho-personae), "sheds new light on the significance of Shiki's
creativity."24 Another interesting idea: that we can learn from the gendai poets new
ways of perceiving both Bashô and Shiki with respect to their intent and poetic
techniques.
Johnye Strickland 25
__________________________________________________________________

It seems we have now reached the summer season of professors and pseudoacademics, who unable to write poetry, attempting to fill books with complete nonsense about the statue of their scholastic positions. There is a new big one just in
time for falling asleep in a hammock.
Among the odd bits of theory and “key concepts of poetics” the idea that
“disjunction” is something new and vital to haiku is being put forth by Richard
Gilbert in this book. Through many pages, with all the correct footnotes and references, the reader is supposed to be impressed with this idea that what makes haiku
great is this aspect of disjunction.
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It is true that the phenomenon of disjunction in poetry has been around since
the Greeks first fiddled with it, and the Chinese understood and used the concept
long before any one else was that interested in poetry. All these poets understood
what Gilbert does not. That one of the aspects of poetry is about finding oneness in
the world and showing it to others.
We all know intimately about disjunctiveness as we go through days of collecting the most astounding events, people, ideas and impressions crowding together in our minds—often with a clamorous effect. That is not poetry. Disjunctiveness is not a poetical device and especially not one used in haiku and other
Japanese genres.
What we learn from poets, from any land, is what the Japanese have learned
to do so well – linking. There is the poetry. The way words and images are used to
carry ideas and images from one mind to another is the skill of writing. The art of
poetry comes from the heart and minds of poets and their readers as they form the
linkages between a disparity of ideas or objects. How one goes from puppies to
stars is much more interesting to the poet than the idea that yes! these seem to be
two separate and distinct things. Hello?
The challenge is to find that small pivot, that pinpoint where two images
cross, while stretching the mind as far as one can and then to create the words that
call up additional images that take the reader by the hand while crossing from one
to the other. That is haiku. That is how it works.
Professor Gilbert fails to understand this. That is why his listing of the haiku
techniques, which I first discovered and he has now renamed and claimed as his
own, falls so flat in his book. He is interested in the separateness of things, and
these techniques were created to help the haiku writer, or any one else, build the
bridges needed between any two or more parts of the poem. He can glibly give the
techniques new and meaningless names because he does understand how and why
to use them. He is like the cat that looks at the finger pointing to the mouse instead
of being the poet who makes the leap to catch the bit of life across the room.
There are a lot of good men in the haiku scene and many of them write excellent haiku. What the world does not need is a bunch of them ganging up, ignoring women, who do more of the writing than they do, and then discussing with
pursed lips and pages of gestures how mysterious it is and yet how they know it all
– with footnotes. Most of the references to books Gilbert studied are by men and it
18

is the men who will now endlessly discuss the fact that the book is not very good,
and probably its only value is in the added on interviews with German and Japanese (mostly) men. So ladies, if you wish to spend $28.00 plus postage to find
yourself ignored and blarney-stoned about theories that do not hold water; go get
the book on your way to the nunnery.
Jane Reichhold 26
__________________________________________________________________

Jane Reichhold, in her essay, “How Poems Of Consciousness Fail [sic] To
Demonstrate The Disjunctive Dragonfly” (LYNX XXIV:2, June, 2009) makes
claims which are spurious and defamatory. Among them is her bizarre statement
that I've stolen her ideas (which she at the same time disagrees with in her essay).
She writes: “his listing of the haiku techniques, which I first discovered and he has
now renamed and claimed as his own . . .” is a patent fabrication. A charge of plagiarism must be taken seriously, and this short essay provides a response.
My long paper “The Disjunctive Dragonfly: A Study of Disjunctive Method
and Definitions in Contemporary English-language Haiku” was mainly inspired by
email conversations with two colleagues, Jim Kacian and Philip Rowland. In 2003
we were working towards a new anthology of haiku in English (this work continues). I was contemplating possible conceptual approaches to groupings of types of
haiku which would provide new ways of conceiving of the genre as a whole. After
being involved in haiku composition for some decades, I was feeling more urgently
that aspects of haiku, elements and techniques I most appreciated and was passionate about, remained undiscussed and unappreciated. In a burst of activity over several days which stretched to weeks, some of the categories of techniques appeared
in my emails to my colleagues. The inspiration came from a single haiku, by Jim
Kacian, which I referred to in the title of my paper as “the disjunctive dragonfly.”
Here is that work:
my fingerprints on the dragonfly in amber
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which won a third-place prize in the 2003 Kusamakura Haiku Competition, held in
Kumamoto, Japan. As one of the judges, I had been in part responsible for its selection. The haiku (as excellent haiku will do) stuck in my mind, and I was moved
to defend and promote this innovative mode of haiku composition. My main goal
in the “Disjunctive Dragonfly” paper and elsewhere has been in part to inspire
readers and poets by expanding the conception of haiku in English via the presentation of a new vocabulary of haiku techniques, thereby extending the range of
critical inquiry. In this effort my research focus had been influenced by the field of
literary linguistics—I had been introduced to PALA (The Poetics and Linguistics
Association) by my friend and colleague in Kumamoto, Professor Masahiro Hori,
during the editing of his book, Investigating Dickens' Style: A Collocational Analysis (Palgrave, 2004); we worked together for several years prior to its publication.
Perhaps this recounting will serve to verify the originality of my work, and its intention. Seventeen disjunctive categories for haiku were developed, the work involving months of searching through 1000s of haiku to provide examples. Here are
the disjunctive categories:
1) Perceptual disjunction, 2) Overturning semantic expectation, 3) Misreading as
meaning, 4) Linguistic oxymoron, 5) Imagistic fusion, 6) Metaphoric fusion, 7)
Symmetrical rhythmic substitution, 8) Concrete disjunction, 9) Rhythmic disjunction, 10) The impossibly true, 11) Displaced mythic resonance, 11) Misplaced anthropomorphism, 13) The unsatisfactory object, 14) Pointing to the missing subject, 15) Semantic register shift, 16) Elemental animism, 17) Irruptive collocation.
The key to the disjunctive concept is that in haiku disjunction impels coherence,
which, I try to demonstrate, though paradoxical is evident and indeed part of the
uniqueness defining the haiku genre. Original creative work is hard won—substantiating work academically provides clear, evidential arguments, and verifiable rationales for novel concepts. An aspect of this work concerns a demonstration of
familiarity with the history of haiku in English; a topic I first addressed in a coauthored paper, “From 5-7-5 to 8-8-8: Haiku Metrics and Issues of Emulation—New Paradigms for Japanese and English Haiku Form” (March 2000). I believe the title alone conveys a longstanding research interest and approach. (Published papers are available at: research.gendaihaiku.com).
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I will comment briefly on Ms. Reichhold's own thesis in her essay, in which
she presents her definition of haiku:
. . . that small pivot, that pinpoint where two images cross, while stretching the mind as
far as one can and then to create the words that call up additional images that take the
reader by the hand while crossing from one to the other. That is haiku. That is how it
works.

This is the definition, "that small pivot, that pinpoint" "stretching the mind" that
will "create the words" "call up additional images" and "take the reader by the
hand" "while crossing": "That is haiku. That is how it works." Such obscure prose
suggests Ms. Reichhold seems in need of education concerning the critical essay.
As a BA paper, it would receive a fair amount of red ink, as the terms used (“pivot”
“pinpoint” “stretching the mind” “by the hand”) remain undefined.
I would like as well to address Ms. Reichhold's personal attack, concerning
sexism. She writes:
What the world does not need is a bunch of them [men] ganging up, ignoring women,
who do more of the writing than they do, and then discussing with pursed lips and pages
of gestures how mysterious it is and yet how they know it all—with footnotes. Most of
the references to books Gilbert studied are by men . . .

Through my research (found in part at: gendaihaiku.com) and in my book PoC, the
poetry, life and thought of Uda Kiyoko, Onishi Yasuyo, and Yagi Mikajo have become known for the first time outside of Japan, via live interview and translated
materials (if it matters, women poets represent 50% of my work, as the other three
poets I researched and interviewed in the book were male). I received a grant from
the Japan Ministry of Education to perform this research, which took several years.
Perhaps Ms. Reichhold missed not only this freely online-available research, but
also the whole book chapters? When references and endnotes are involved (I use
no footnotes), one is seeking to provide evidence, proof. Veracity, I submit, is not
and should not be dictated by gender, or gender-weighed by tonnage.
In "The Disjunctive Dragonfly" article, and in the book PoC, there is an extensive discussion of coherence; how haiku coheres via the vehicle of, and in con21

trast to, disjunction. I discuss how this seemingly paradoxical quality may be a defining hallmark of the haiku genre. Ms. Reichhold writes that I do not understand,
"That one of the aspects of poetry is about finding oneness in the world and showing it to others." Perhaps Ms. Reichhold missed the discussion of "coherence" and
implications of this term, which is equal in importance to ideas of disjunction.
I do not feel Ms. Reichhold's term “oneness” above is academically sufficient, unless the term is delimited and defined with care. An experience of “oneness” is not one whose quality is easily agreed upon—in fact, some would deny the
experience altogether, others might call it mystical or religious or sacred, and such
an experience might vary in its significance and symbolism by culture—all such
permutations need consideration and treatment at an academic level. In fact it's this
kind of writing, regarding haiku, that has earned the genre and its adherents a poor
critical reception on the part of scholars and literary critics. The grounding of my
work is in a secular-humanist western academic framework, as a result. Words like
“oneness” obfuscate unless they are carefully defined—something Jane does not
attempt anywhere in her writing.
The further evolution of "coherence" can be seen in my paper "Plausible
Deniability: Nature as Hypothesis in English-language Haiku," particularly in 'Section 3: Out of the Water—Towards Linguistic Depiction,' where Nick Virgilio's
"Lily" haiku is discussed. "Plausible Deniability" was recently published in Stylistic Studies of Literature (Peter Lang 2009). The three book editors are internationally known linguistics scholars. 27
One of my central aspirations has been to raise the estimation of haiku in
English to a level of serious valuation and interest on the part of academics, so this
publication means something to me personally. A small action, whose intent is to
create further interest in and arouse the curiosity of teachers and scholars. It is difficult to see how the haiku genre will continue and remain strong without the participation of educators and the researches and passion of students. Ms. Reichhold
also labels me as one of what seems a veritable male horde: “pseudo-academics,
who unable to write poetry, attempting to fill books with complete nonsense . . . ."
Hopefully the reader can judge Ms. Reichhold's ability to discriminate between
“pseudo” and “academic,” as her essay mirrors her acumen on this topic. The
charge of “unable to write poetry” must be left to reader discretion. My haiku
(which I began publishing over 30 years ago) have been most recently included in
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the last several issues of Noon: Journal of the Short Poem. In the Afterword to
PoC, a selection of my published work appears, obviously not to Ms. Reichhold's
taste.
I do not think my ideas represent the "right" or "true" critical approach to
haiku. The references contained in those works Ms. Reichhold eschews build a
verifiable logical case, but more importantly, to my way of thinking, provide further avenues of contemplation and study—and potentially innovative avenues of
composition. It's hopefully part of the excitement of reading academic articles on
haiku, to learn further about excellent haiku in English, to get turned on. I look
forward to more fruitful discussions, as there is much remaining to be discussed.
A 2nd, expanded edition of PoC is planned for 2011.
Richard Gilbert 28
__________________________________________________________________

The Hasagawa Kai interviews, the longest videos in this online collection, offer
commentary on Basho's "old pond" haiku. He asserts that the old pond haiku has
been misunderstood for 300 years. I am most interested in his comments about the
old pond haiku as a guide for how to write effective haiku. I have often used the
old pond haiku as an example, or the model of a poem, especially when I am stuck,
or have writer's block, or if I want to compare a poem I have in my head with another source. The old pond poem is easy to memorize, and easy to keep with you.
In high school, I needed to memorize Stopping By Woods on a Snowy Evening by
Frost, and I still remember it, but Basho's poem seems fresher. This is an example
of the differences between gendai haiku culture, and western English-language poetry culture. Hasagawa Kai also made some interesting comments about haiku as
realism. The interviews are worth watching for these perspectives.
Tsubouchi Nenten mentions several points about Japanese haiku that I find interesting, including the translation of "hai" in haiku which means "not human" in
English. Another of the gendai haiku poets translates "ku" as "to come" in English.
Tsubouchi Nenten also remarks that Masaoka Shiki used more than 100 pen names
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(haigô), something I did not know, and he says that the opinion of Shiki's work in
Japan is that he wrote superficially. This is much different than the material in English that I have read about Shiki, all of which regard him as one of the four greats
of the haiku art form. Tsubouchi Nenten also speaks about "katakoto,” which is
fragmentary or "broken" language, and that Shiki was into automatic writing, a
method that sounds similar to Jack Kerouac's spontaneous writing.
Uda Kiyoko sounds Buddhist in her interviews, speaking about rice paddies, frogs,
and human beings as being all part of the same thing. I interpret most of what she
says as non-duality, and also impermanence. This interview is interesting to me because I always hear about Buddhism from experts in Buddhism, like Buddhist
monks, or the Dalai Lama, or Thich Nhat Hanh, and Uda Kiyoko offers me a "citizen's" view of Buddhist thought. She also explains that a person who lives 100
years only has the opportunity to see spring blossoms 100 times, or a farmer only
growing crops 100 time, thus working rural and agricultural themes into her talks.
Hoshinaga Fumio has interesting things to say about the Japanese sensibilities of
spirituality, and "kama." In the course of the interview, Fumio describes the differences between Japanese kama and Christian ideology. I enjoyed this interview for
the same reasons I enjoyed Uda Kiyoko's comments about Japanese spirituality. He
speaks about Japanese religious shrines, "kami-sama," and the spiritual qualities of
not only human beings, but also other creatures of nature, like a dragonfly, a frog,
or even the grass and the trees, and that everything has a divine soul. He speaks of
"insects in heaven" as a kind of credo. He also describes his view of bad words, or
cursing, and considers these type of words and language to be bad luck. For example, if you write something very negative, this could cause something negative to
happen. It is easy to see what Fumio would think about black magic or witchcraft,
obviously very bad things to become involved with. Fumio also mentions an interesting historical event relevant to Japanese culture, the Mongolian invasions of Japan in the middle ages, known in Japan as "gengko" because it was Genghis
Khan's grandson who spearheaded the attacks. Apparently, the invasions occurred
during typhoon season, and strong winds thwarted the Mongolian ships and Japan
prevailed. He compares these winds to the Japanese word kamikaze, and suggests
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that the source of this term was born with the national defense the typhoon winds
provided to Japan.
Tyler Pruett 29
__________________________________________________________________

Richard Gilbert's PoC is a mix of previously published papers as well as interviews which result in a patchwork book despite strivings for unity via a preface,
introductory remarks for most chapters, notes, endnotes and an appendix.
so many types of disjunction meadow of wildflowers
Nevertheless, readers who skip the repetitive sections and search for new insights
will be amply rewarded for Gilbert provides a groundbreaking synthesis of ideas
from Japanese haiku criticism, as well as linguistics, psychology, sociology and anthropology.
bellflower bumblebee bobbling for zappai
Not only does he manage to justify the haiku as a distinct kind of poem, but also to
explain its ongoing evolution in Japan as well as in the English-speaking world.
gendai haiku evening beams on these gnarled hands
What ties things together is his core concept of disjunction (in 17 variations) which
provides readers with the vocabulary to appreciate the wide range of haiku that are
being published today.
my image nation too small for irruptive collocation
Gilbert's work is a major addition to modern and scholarly haiku theory and criticism dealing with English-language haiku, a process which arguably began with
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Thomas Lynch's 1989 Ph.D. dissertation for the University of Oregon, An Original
Relation To The Universe: Emersonian Poetics Of Immanence And Contemporary
American Haiku.
my laugh hol kire low

George Swede 30
__________________________________________________________________

Richard Gilbert’s PoC represents the first voice in Anglo-American haiku
criticism to bring to an international readership democracy instead of authority.
This anti-dogmatic book tears down the prejudices which have been built up and
culminated over decades of English-language haiku theory. In this work the genre
is rescued from overly complex ideologies and refreshed by concepts inspired by
simple and common poetic truths.
In what way has this been possible? Gilbert’s point of departure for this book
is not that of cultural differences—which for many decades have made of international haiku a Procrustean bed—but rather the work is rooted in a common poetic
ground which liberates and demystifies Japanese haiku. The author, a poet himself
living in Kumamoto for over a decade, in seeking the truth of Japanese haiku has
avoided the tutorship of known ideological concepts, through discussions with and
translations of contemporary poets. A number of crucial elements concerning poetry, genre, poetic names, artistic secrets, terminology and the life of haiku poets in
Japan are revealed.
The answers discovered, among them the most important principles in Japanese haiku, are shown to be surprisingly well-known and common to poets and poetry from all parts of the world: the power of poetic language (kotodama), the importance of rhythm and mythology, the associated meanings of words (the “true”
intention of words), ellipsis in expression (katokoto), licentia poetica in the interpretation of genre, and nearly all topics pertaining to haiku poetics in Japan are
some of the most important key-points in these exciting conversations.
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Gilbert is capable of putting the reader into the very heart of haiku and offers
a spiritual understanding of its core, which enables the reader to feel immediately
familiar—it becomes possible to comprehend the heart of haiku from ancient times
to the present. The multi-focal documentary method is convincing and intimate to
the reader. Along with the revolutionary approach of letting Japanese poets speak
for themselves about their poetry, in what is in my opinion the most important aspect of the book, Gilbert successfully adds his own unique critical contributions
and corpus of translated haiku poems. PoC has found its inspiration in authentic
documentary material (a DVD with subtitled video interviews, included with the
book, makes it possible for each reader to hear the living voices of Japanese poets!), scientific work, quotations from major critical works, and informal conversations—these are important subjects for haiku. The book is pioneering in many
ways, including its multi-dimensional concept and postmodern atmosphere.
The first goal of the book has been overcoming the provincialism in understanding Japanese haiku, and haiku in general. It has been in this direction that the
author has put most of his efforts. Due to this overarching goal, perhaps certain
significant aspects of the work are not readily apparent at first glance, for instance
the excellent translation work—a result of a cross-cultural, collaborative team effort. As an example, I would like to focus on a poem of Hoshinaga Fumio which
has impressed me, both for its poetic qualities and its expert translation:
squid peppermint
Red-detective arson
marigold
Surprisingly simple, this poem opens a complex field for the the interpretation and
analysis of rhythm, mythology, style and philosphical context. The most interesting
detail is a technical phrase used by the poet: “red-detective.” It seems to be a “deconstructed” term (in the manner of Jacques Derrida) of “rebel” created by the poet
just as a visually covered “gap” in the logic of the narration. The deconstructed
terms in poetry of Hoshinaga Fumio open new levels for interpretation and, along
with strong dispersion of the poem created by numerous caesuras (“uncovered
gaps”), create a very specific poetic language. All these subtle things are to be
found in the translations of Gilbert & team presented in the book.
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Among the many interesting haiku topics discussed by Japanese poets—bringing new light to many of the persistent dogmas of Western haiku—this
book offers a new conceptual and terminological footing to the Western reader with
a spiritual insight given by Gilbert and his collaborators. The work also brings a
new understanding to the broadly discussed haiku technique of kire (caesura) miraculously opening its exotic curtain, and thereby allowing this profound concept
to be seen anew as a universal tool inherent in any language.
As a part of a broader re-coding of culturally specific terminology into
common meanings, this is perhaps the most important scientific contribution to a
cross-cultural knowledge in poetry from the birth of such studies. As a poet, Gilbert, in PoC is able to separate poetic and cultural elements and treat haiku from a
universal point of view.
Another of the most significant issues in haiku, the kigo (seasonal reference)
is addressed, moving it from the realm of the poetic field into the arena of culture.
Gilbert has here performed a final step in understanding haiku as a poetry existing
beyond cultural differences. Via paradox, the role of haiku is broadened, keeping
alive twinned possibilities: practicing haiku as a pure form of poetry and practicing
Japanese culture through the poetry.
Along with the author’s authentic scientific interest and his poetic needs
there is no doubt that PoC is also the result of a collective frustration, broadly
speaking, in the practice of international haiku, which in the last decade has faced
numerous obstacles, as it has been rooted mainly in an established cultural politics
which treats haiku as a kind of conceptual hostage. I am positive that haiku, liberated from such tutorship, as with any poetry, can only provide an aid to cultural exchange and cultural richness. Perceiving haiku as a cornucopia of poetic and cultural democracy, Gilbert’s voice, established in PoC, speaks in the name of these
efforts—this work is a founding stone of the genre of International Haiku, a genre
located beyond conceptual and cultural differences. This is why the great achievements of the book are not the last word in understanding haiku but rather a new
and exciting beginning of a coming haiku era.
Let me also stress here: International Haiku is not a name for a new concept
in haiku but the result of democratic practice, which began its official life as a form
of organization in the Tolmin Haiku Conference 2000, and has now found its theoretical footing in Gilbert’s work, and its real home in the democratic haiku practice
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of the Kumamoto poetic circle. It is my great hope that the democratic practice of
International Haiku be influential, at both the national and international level.
As with most great works, PoC, a book which operates with a large scale of
meaning, is at the same time familiar and intimate to the reader, speaking as modestly as haiku poetry itself: from the hearts of authors and poets. This achievement
makes the mission of the book a mission of poetry: a gift of freedom. Needless to
say more.
Dr. Dimitar Anakiev
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__________________________________________________________________

What seems most valuable to me about this project [PoC] is the way it fosters awareness and potentially provides poets with new options. The ideal outcome
would be the realization of the “expanded toolbox” Gilbert mentions in his “Introductory Remarks.”
For those who have based their conception of haiku on classics such as “on a
bare branch a crow has landed—autumn nightfall” it is indeed startling to encounter contemporary gendai haiku such as Hoshinaga Fumio’s “twenty billion lightyears of perjury: your blood type is ‘B’.” It’s analogous to studying galleries of realistic oil paintings and then stepping into a room full of abstract expressionist
works. This salutary shock puts us in touch with the (or at least a) reality of what’s
going on now where the genre began. It should arouse our deepest curiosity. How
this encounter will translate into specific techniques useful for the practice of writing English-language haiku remains, of course, to be seen.
The fact that what I call our “tradition” isn’t necessarily valued highly (or
acknowledged at all) in other quarters is no secret. Gilbert himself has a somewhat
unfortunate and reductive tendency to equate English-language practice with
shasei or what Hasegawai Kai curtly dismisses as “junk-haiku.” Whenever the
word “realism” appears in PoC, it seems destined to be preceded with the adjective
“naïve.”
The dangers inherent in haiku being assimilated to academic culture are well
illustrated by some of Gilbert’s own critical analyses, in which hermeneutical vir29

tuosity sometimes trumps commonsense. The most telling example is the explication (actually, two of them: pgs. 38–45 and pgs. 115–17) of Virgilio’s celebrated
“lily” haiku, perhaps our tradition’s closet equivalent to Bashô’s “old pond.” Gilbert’s language in discussing this poem becomes particularly baroque: “The final
‘outcome’ or ending is hypothetical—an imaging (process) incomplete as to meaning—as the poem and its languaged paradoxes trail off into space—and then return
to ‘lily’ at the beginning again, in an uroboros-like circulation of re-reading.”
But there’s an even larger point here: It has to do with the seduction of obfuscation, a disease the humanities are particularly susceptible to acquiring. I’m all
for stimulating, sophisticated interpretations of our haiku; but I would prefer we
did not indulge in mental gymnastics at the expense of seeing more obvious and
probable interpretive possibilities. Thankfully, though, Gilbert’s book succumbs to
“academese” only intermittently.
Another larger issue the book raises for me is implicit in the way it characterizes haiku as “poetry of consciousness.” I see richness in this possibility but also
dangers. For many of us one of the principal charms of haiku has been its relative
avoidance of the inward-turning, self-involved, symbolic/metaphorical tradition of
western poetry, which typically privileges imagination over “the thing itself.” The
situation we find ourselves in seems ironic, in that contemporary Japanese haiku
poets have embraced such western tendencies whereas English-language haiku poets have been attracted to the genre precisely as a means to escape them! If so,
higher syntheses within both traditions should certainly be possible.
Are we in danger at this point, I wonder, of not comprehending the origins
and deeper philosophical implications of our own techniques? I think we err badly
if we equate “realism” in haiku only with shasei and not with an underlying Buddhist philosophical perspective (which in our own day dovetails neatly with aspects
of scientific empiricism and environmentalism).
It’s also worth recalling that from an environmental perspective, selfinvolved human consciousness is often a problem—the problem, in fact. Anthropocentric ideologies (“people first”; “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and
subdue it”) predicated upon an inward turn have helped contribute to the destruction of ecosystems and the extinction of species. In our time haiku has the capacity
to at least gesture toward an urgent reconnection between humanity and the rest of
the world. This reconnection is the subtext, I would argue, of just about all self30

effacing, nature-oriented haiku of the more sophisticated variety. Such haiku help
further, in their extremely modest way, the conservation program Aldo Leopold
envisioned of “building receptivity into the still unlovely human mind.” So I would
hope we will not simply “turn inward” in our poetry too hastily, because the Buddhist imperative to transcend the self and the scientific imperative to study nature
intersect in both environmentalism and haiku (at least as this one poet conceives of
it).
I feel very stimulated and invigorated having read Gilbert’s book. A window
has been opened onto a world I had scarcely discerned previously. I am impressed
by Gilbert’s enthusiasm and dedication and his desire to help us expand our toolbox of techniques. This encounter he has arranged for us with gendai haiku should
prove to be a very productive starting point, so long as we know what we’re really
about and do not accept outside evaluations uncritically.
One last point: I wish PoC had an index.
Allan Burns 32
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Richard Gilbert’s PoC is a book that is both disturbing and endearing. It is a
book I initially was disappointed with but subsequently was pleased to like. . . .
My disappointments are not based on what the book is but rather with what
the book is not . . . . If you are expecting an academic book you will be disappointed. Although it has footnotes and references at the ends of chapters, in several
ways it does not observe the standards expected in an academic work. It lacks a
unifying perspective or thesis running through the essays and interviews. The book
is divided into “theoretical concerns” and “multicultural issues,” but the author
does not provide an overview of his approach to theory nor multicultural perspectives. He does not place his inquiry within ongoing threads of literary scholarship.
Key theoretical concepts such as “poetic consciousness” or “ecocriticism” or
“cross-cultural perspectives” or “disjunctive poetry” are discussed but not located
within existing academic dialogues. In the same way, in the second half of the book
we are given interviews with contemporary Japanese haiku poets, but they are not
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placed in any context or keyed to a continuum of Japanese haiku poets or movements.
An example of this lack of academic context and definition of key terms is
evident in Gilbert’s essay “The Disjunctive Dragonfly,” in which he argues for emphasis on disjunction — rather than juxtaposition or superposition — as the source
of creative tension in haiku. I am glad that Gilbert is taking up the questions of
haiku creation as an act of readers’ and writers’ consciousness, but I am disappointed that he does not connect his essay and its approach to his theoretical predecessors, both within and outside the haiku community. He simply starts with disjunction as a given without explaining where the concept comes from, stating only
that “The idea of disjunction can be equally applied to poetry in general” (103). It
is good that he is using the concept for the discussion, but it is frustrating that he
misses the opportunity to let the haiku community connect to the broader discussion of disjunction in contemporary poetry . . . [see William Sylvester’s “The Existence of a Disjunctive Principle in Poetry: A Preliminary Essay”; Peter Quartermain’s “Disjunctive Poetics: From Gertrude Stein and Louis Zukofsky to Susan
Howe”; Earl Miner’s Japanese Linked Poetry: An Account with Translations of
Renga and Haikai Sequences; Makoto Ueda’ Modern Japanese Haiku: An Anthology; Haruo Shirane’s Traces of Dreams]. . . .
We should acknowledge the scholars and translators and predecessors who
have explored the functions and processes of consciousness available in the haiku
genre. The good news here is that we are getting past debates over definitions and
lists of “do’s and don’ts” and into discussions about poetics, especially questions of
how haiku work as literary artistic experiences both for writers and readers. Let’s
get on with the exploration of the function of haiku as a literary art.
Now for the love story — why have I come to love Gilbert’s book? This
book is what it is: a gathering up of various essays and interviews, mostly about
contemporary Japanese haiku writers. Gilbert is not a scholar who has spent his life
studying Japanese literature, but he is fascinated with modern and contemporary
Japanese haiku. He does not have access to a large library of Western haiku but is
familiar with some English-language work and a few journals. He has attempted to
write haiku and has published a few, but he does not write this book from the perspective of a haiku writer. So he writes his essays and this book as an exploration.
He is an explorer of the consciousness that lies beneath the haiku or in spaces be32

tween and within it. He is interested in the writer’s motives and interior shifts of
consciousness and the possibilities of conveying those psychological processes in
the disjunctive literary art of haiku. He reads haiku as roadmaps to cognitive processes of writing and reading haiku. He is interested in what is going on in the haiku
poet’s head and then in the haiku reader’s head. He invites us to join him on a journey into the current landscapes of haiku, especially with those with whom he has
contact in Kusamakura, Japan. This is the strength of the book. Gilbert is someone
who likes to ask questions — and we all benefit from his asking. So after I got over
my fuss with academic expectations, I found this book to be a rewarding, fun journey, sometimes into the consciousness of Richard Gilbert, but more often into the
minds and practices of his interviewees.
Gilbert’s focus on consciousness provides an interesting perspective for
looking at haiku — a perspective that leads to his list of types of disjunction that
includes: (1) perceptual disjunction, (2) misreading as meaning, (3) overturning
semantic expectations, and (4) linguistic oxymoron. He goes on to describe thirteen
additional cognitive shifts found in haiku including: (5) imagistic fusion, (6) metaphoric fusion, (7) symmetrical rhythmic substitution, (8) concrete disjunction, (9)
rhythmic disjunction, (10) the impossibly true, (11) displaced mythic resonance,
(12) misplaced anthropomorphism, (13) unsatisfactory object, (14) pointing to the
missing subject, (15) semantic register shift, (16) elemental animism, and (17) irruptive collocation. These types are ripe for exploration, and I hope that Gilbert
and others seek examples and discussions of haiku employing his categories in the
future.
Perhaps the most valuable contribution of this book is that Gilbert has
started to map out a typology that will ultimately help us understand the art of
reading haiku. He helps us explore and celebrate the possibilities and traditions of
linking and shifting of consciousness within a haiku and from one haiku to the
next. To understand the art of reading haiku, one needs to recognize the range of
possible devices so that bursts of consciousness usually found in the best haiku are
anticipated yet one can be surprised by new, unexpected turns. This process of anticipation and surprise is what keeps the art of haiku alive, vibrant, ever-changing,
and new. If a haiku is too predictable, it is just a repeat performance of our anticipation. If it is totally unpredictable, we don’t know how to read it or recognize it as
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a haiku. This is one of the tensions that as writers and readers of haiku we all live
with.
It is interesting that misreading as meaning is one of the types of disjunctive
acts mentioned by Gilbert, because misreading is both fun and yet ripe for abuse or
broader misunderstandings about haiku as a genre. If one deliberately attempts to
misread a haiku, any haiku, it can result in absurdity, satire, or dismissal of the
haiku as a quality literary work. One of the challenges of translation is that the cultural associations and unspoken suggestions are not evident. When the poet deliberately tries to have the reader misread the text as well, it may not be evident that
Japanese techniques such kigo can be used in American haiku. Or if one assumes
that English language haiku are mostly realistic descriptions of experienced scenes,
they can be deliberately misread as never having resonating significance other than
the actual things mentioned. One might claim that most American haiku are merely
shasei haiku. Nicholas Virgilio’s “lily out of the water” haiku is just an observation
about the way water lilies grow and bloom. Where else other than out of the water
could a water lily grow and where else other than itself could it bloom? The significance is not in the shasei, but in the wordless part of the haiku — the pauses,
the silences, the unspoken associations. In other words, using Shirane’s conception,
one can misread haiku by assuming that the horizontal surface of perceptions evident in the images is all that is there in the haiku, ignoring the deeper significance
found in the language, expression, syntax, cultural associations, implied social contexts, spaces, gaps, and the silences before, within, and after the words. So misreading can be abused in order merely to ridicule or seek a lack of significance,
just as the art of reading calls for readers to expect more than a mere snapshot.
Randy Brooks
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In PoC, Richard Gilbert investigates Japanese haiku in the flesh. He not only reports on what he has gleaned from books about haiku, but includes interviews with
and writings by living Japanese haiku masters. Here you will meet some of today's
most widely respected poets. Kiyoko Uda has been at the forefront of haiku's
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growing popularity among younger poets for the past several decades. She recently
became president of the Modern Haiku Association—the most avant-garde of Japan's major haiku organizations. Hasegawa Kai leads the contemporary reexamination of all our assumptions about the haiku of the past and points the way ahead for
this new century. These and others provide striking poems—in Gilbert's insightful
translations—that will, along with his own provocative essays, make anyone familiar with the haiku genre rethink their understanding of this brand new poetry.
William J. Higginson 34
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From R. H. Blyth to Richard Gilbert:
The Postmodern Turn from Essence
by William M. Ramsey

The Essence of a Moment Keenly Perceived
ESSENCE: The fixed, basic, and invariable nature of a thing; its defining, permanent, and universal reality; its core substance; its true, distilled nature.
HAIKU: An unrhymed Japanese poem recording the essence of a moment keenly
perceived, in which Nature is linked to human nature.
(Haiku Society of America; italics added)
It was natural for me, coming to haiku about twenty years ago, to embrace
the definition of haiku given above in the original formulation (1973/1976) of the
Haiku Society of America. Today I reflect on what is lost when three words, the
essence of, are deleted from the definition. The answer seems to be—nothing. If
worded as follows the definition would mean exactly the same: “An unrhymed
Japanese poem recording a moment keenly perceived, in which Nature is linked to
human nature.” The three omitted words are a redundancy, and this essay is about
why that particular redundancy carries such power, persisting even today in many
contexts and variations.
The HSA has anticipated me with its current definition as formulated in
2004. It reads: “A haiku is a short poem that uses imagistic language to convey the
essence of an experience of nature or the season intuitively linked to the human
condition” (italics added). Here the earlier “essence of a moment” in nature shifts
subtly to the “essence of an experience” of that moment in nature! What is gained
by this change from moment to experience? The answer seems to be—nothing. No
indispensable element, no exact technique, would be slurred over by omitting the
three redundant words: “A haiku is a short poem that uses imagistic language to
36

convey an experience of nature or the season intuitively linked to the human condition.”
I raise this question because of the appearance of Richard Gilbert’s remarkable book, PoC. Gilbert mounts a vigorous demonstration that haiku need not be
defined by Zen essence—or any essence—but by certain operations of language,
particularly a richly developed arsenal of tactics that haiku poets long have deployed to cause dramatic “disjunction” in the consciousness of the reader. What,
then, is the haiku experience? It’s a language performance.
My response to all this has been dramatic, for reading this book initially was
a dexterous a stab in the heart. That is because my earliest encounters with haiku
were framed by a hugely remarkable, personally formative argument—R. H.
Blyth’s extraordinary commentaries on the Zen basis of haiku. 35 Under Blyth’s expansive wing I once fancied myself entering a “haiku path”—in rarified search for
a refined, seventeen-syllable “haiku moment”—in order to attain my spiritually
conditioned, satori-like “aha! experience.” Gilbert helps me see that if the Zen example led me into haiku writing, it was neither a necessary nor sufficient cause for
competence in the form. There are other, less mystifying ways to skin the haiku
cat. Call them the “haiku way” if you like, but they boil down to intelligent use of
an effective form for the creative perceptions you want to deliver. In short, while
stabbing me Gilbert convinced me, and I suspect that if Bashô remains my sacred
text, disjunction will be my shtick.
Essence in Our Postmodern Moment
In the fifty years from Blyth’s achievement to Gilbert’s, the modern era
morphed into our postmodern moment, and if the latter means anything it is the allout assault on essence. No truth claim, our cultural theorists argue, can assume sure
and unquestioned ontological standing. All statements, no matter how objectively
true they seem (and indeed may be), arise from a social context, they are historically “situated,” and they are dependent on how one’s language system and cultural
codes construct utterance. In “Ode on a Grecian Urn” the Romantic John Keats
could utter sublimely: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on
earth, and all ye need to know.” Today such abstractions share the fate of all eternal, transhistorical assertions clothed as universal truths. They are taken first as so37

cial constructions, and their reception as eternal verities becomes deferred in endless chains of culture’s significations. As for Keats’s urn, one might first ask what
right had Englishmen to loot Greece of its art treasures in the expansion of empire,
while posturing as arbiters of Beauty and civilization.
Today haiku cannot be said to have an essence or mystique independent of
cultural confluences working through it. And where does that leave Bashô and me?
For the moment, stranded. In the meantime, I regard Blyth and Gilbert as bookends, each a distinct historical benchmark in haiku theorizing. Blyth, coming of
age as World War I was disintegrating Victorian culture, experienced the modernist
rage for order and found an answer far away from Britain in the coherent, unifying
“way” of Zen Buddhism. In contrast, contemporary readers sense that postmodernity slides all truth claims toward social contextualizing. Inevitably, we now
tend to approach haiku practice without the metaphysical trappings of former
times.
So why the enduring appeal of essence? Like our vestigial organ the appendix it still clings to discussions of what haiku is whether in talk of a haiku “moment” or an “experience” of a moment—or in a haiku anything. Likely, the historical tradition of Bashô, Buson, and Issa remains so compelling that we cannot excise it from our haiku viscera. But this will hardly do. No matter how compelling
the example of Shakespeare is, no drama course in the country prescribes Elizabethan theater as a singular “path” for the next Ionesco, Brecht, Albee, or Pinter. No
critic ponders any distilled Shakespearean “essence.” Would it be the essence of a
tragic moment keenly perceived, or would it be the essence of the experience of
that tragic moment? Indeed, exactly how should Johnny Depp soliloquize when in
despair?
Bashô: Go to the Pine
Bashô, the first great practitioner of hokku, is partly responsible for our fixation on a haiku essence. As remembered by his follower Doho, here is Bashô’s famous advice on how to write haiku: “Go to the pine to learn of the pine, and go to
the bamboo to learn of the bamboo.” The idea, taken from Zen, is self-effacement.
By detaching from the ego one may better focus on the poetic object for what it is.
In effect, subjective restraint dampens emotional effusions, yielding stronger objec38

tivity and clarity. What Ezra Pound and the Imagists learned in the twentieth century, Bashô had figured out centuries earlier. Moreover, it works, leading to concisely etched images of remarkable power.
Yet, what Bashô saw as emanating from a spiritual discipline can be explained in other ways, such as intelligent invention. That he came to great art was
because in part his Zen practice happened to convert well to excellent writer’s vision. Let’s consider the apparent “purity” of his verse. His suppression of selfdisplay seems to allow him to “enter into” the object observed and discover in a
special aha! moment the deep-down, pure essence or eternal significance of something. Always, however, these moments were cast into writing acts. To create a
verbal artifact requires artifice, i.e., the art of making or inventing. Even Bashô’s
most sublime haiku were language events, and as Richard Gilbert demonstrates the
components of these events can be demystified and rendered secularly. In sum, one
need not enter a spiritual path to learn how to trigger readers into responsive cognitive performances.
This point can be supported by a glance at our various haiku handbooks, all
of them meritoriously laying out the specifics of craft. Typically they start with an
overview of haiku’s historical Japanese roots while offering an invitation to “the
haiku path.” Yet, the greatest bulk of these books pertains not to achieving one’s
inborn Buddha-hood potential—how to intuit the essence deep behind the material
veil—but how to use practical tips. The result is a peculiarly disjunctive effect of
its own. First, we are coached in quasi-Zen manner to capture the so-called “essence,” or “suchness,” or “thusness,” or the “singular” quality, or the “deeper reality” of things. Subtly, this vocabulary weaves a specialized language of “depth,” all
presuming the mind has a special intuitive, transcending faculty that goes “deeper”
than ordinary cerebration, indeed independent of language and cultural codes into
which all thought finds expression. Then, the handbooks go on to offering abundant advice on exploiting seasonality, seeking juxtapositions, avoiding complete
sentences, using definite articles sparingly, show don’t tell, using good cutting
words, rewriting intensively—and lots more down-to-earth, non-Zen suchness.
Bound up in this discourse is the important advice of avoiding explicit
commentary, statement, or intellection. True, Bashô’s classic nature image or
Shiki’s objectivistic shasei sketch would be marred by the “impurity” of such mental interference. Yet, we have all seen modern haiku that are effective because they
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are explicit commentaries—the very statements being objectifications of a dramatically felt moment. To “go to the pine” for a non-intellective nature moment is
not a pure, non-mental leap into intuited “deep” essence—it is inescapably an act
of cognition.
Reading R. H. Blyth
Also responsible for our fascination with haiku essence was R. H. Blyth
(1898-1964). Especially with his four volume Haiku series (1949-1952), he influenced American Beat writers who saw in his cultural disaffection an affinity with
their own agenda. A British pacifist, vegetarian, and idealist, Blyth was imprisoned
in 1916 as a conscientious objector. His subsequent pattern of exile aligns him with
other disillusioned, post-War writers such as Hemingway and those who felt they
were a “lost generation.” It was the exile T. S. Eliot who stated that their civilization had become a “wasteland.” Blyth exiled himself to India, then lived and studied Zen in Korea. Marrying a Japanese woman he then lived in Japan, constructing
through his life and writings a sustaining coherence not to be found in Europe’s
wasteland. If, as W. B. Yeats feared of civilization, “the center does not hold,” then
Blyth was determined that it would hold—in the Zen timelessness of the Far East.
Reading his brilliant haiku commentaries is a repeated journey from cultural
fragmentation into the unified essence of the universe. In the “Preface” to Volume
4 of Haiku, he extols haiku for its Zen entrance into the essentialist core: “Its peculiar quality is its self-effacing, self-annihilative nature, by which it enables us…to
grasp the thing-in-itself…. we are to be in a state of muga, self-lessness, when we
compose haiku.”36 Bashô, being adeptly enlightened, touches “the very nerve of
life” and thus pulls unity out of fragmentation with an “unerring knowledge of
those moments in time which, put together, make up our real, our eternal life.”37
Shiki, he suggests, touched the great core while eating persimmons and hearing a
Buddhist temple bell toll: “Eating and listening, the two elements of human life,
material and spiritual, prose and poetry, practical life and religion,—these are so
far apart when we think about them, but sitting in the tea-house eating persimmons
and listening to the voice of religion, there is felt to be no disparity.” An intuited
unity dissolves our illusion of fragments: “The past and the present, the heard and
the tasted are one.”38
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Randomly flipping the pages of Blyth’s volumes, I can often land on such a
commentary. These are moments I relish, noting however that all are grounded in
the binary antithesis between material and spiritual, odious and marvelous, brute
fact and beautiful, or the mundanely ordinary and the sublime. In Volume 3, I flip
to his explication of Buson’s remarkably etched picture of sparrows in rain:
A sudden summer shower:
The village sparrows
Hang on to the grasses. 39
Blyth observes that “this verse expresses the violence and abruptness of the
shower.” Yet there is more, for the ordinary points to a larger reality: “But there is
not felt to be any division of the subject, the shower—the sparrows. It is a unity,
and the sparrows are felt to have their place (albeit a wet and uncomfortable one)
in the larger movements of nature.”40 Surely I’m not the first to be amazed at this
rising of mist from an ordinary view so that I see—I see a numinous mountain
peak I had not known was there. Blyth has lifted me from a mere moment to the
unitary “haiku moment.”
I happen to love these over-readings, but they must be historically situated in
Blyth’s need to wrest cosmic coherence from modern chaos. So when he says of
another haiku that “the falling of a leaf or a twig contains in it all existence,”41 I
wonder if the haiku writer simply has pointed to the delicate transience of things—
like Buson’s sparrows—and not the essence of a moment keenly perceived of the
great division-less unity. The fact is, in Blyth’s version of the old masters, no observed detail can be insignificant. And here’s the problem: if all details become
equally cosmically significant, then little can be distinguished from a grand—and
very subjective—impression of unity.
Commenting on flowers in a haiku by Chora, Blyth says: “It is the thusness
of things, their just-so-ness, which gives the poet that indefinable but unmistakable
feeling of significance, (something quite beyond intellectually perceivable appropriateness or logically expressible congruity,) which is the poetic flow of life becoming conscious of itself.”42 There it is—the moment of haiku depth, of pure egoless entrance into the essence of pine or bamboo, without the interference of explicit statement. Yet, it is not as objective as it appears, for the binary antithesis
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lurking beneath (fragmented matter vs. unitary essence) suggests the social construction. To receive a haiku this way one must be developing a personal Buddhahood. That reflects a grand narrative, an assumed story of things that makes them
all intelligible. At bottom this is not the “craft” of haiku; it is the spiritual path of
haiku. Moreover, the qualities needed for taking this journey are more moral than
technical: selflessness, humility, restraint, silence, alertness to the sublime—let us
say, the life of an ascetic spiritual aspirant in recoil from Western decline.
Reading Richard Gilbert
Richard Gilbert’s PoC is the crest of a postmodern wave that has been rising.
Recently, a major advance in understanding early haikai tradition was Haruo Shirane’s impeccably scholarly Traces of Dreams (1998). Through a postmodern lens,
Shirane historically situates Basho in the context of cultural systems converging
through him—his status in the commoner social class, his turn toward vernacular
language, and haikai’s reversal of readers’ expectations, all playing off classical
traditions. Rejecting any monologic reading of Basho, Shirane does not rely on a
singular “haiku essence” to explain Basho’s poetics.
Gilbert breaks even further from essentialist mystique. His university teaching in Japan, close knowledge of gendai haiku writers and theorists there, and formal study in poetics, depth psychology, and linguistics all contribute to a provocative methodology. “Cognitive poetics” is difficult for the casual reader, especially
its classification and nomenclature of “cutting” techniques, as well as densely detailed linguistic analyses of haiku. A clearer picture emerges if one looks behind
the technical matter to how Gilbert is historically situated in American cultural
politics of the Beat tradition. At Naropa University in the 1980s he was in contact
with Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, Peter Orlovsky, and Gary Snyder, all icons in
the countercultural emphasis on new wave consciousness. The core impulse of the
Beats was liberation—from American materialism, moral and political repressiveness, and bourgeois stultification. From Snyder, Gilbert also absorbed eco-political
seeds manifest in PoC. So “consciousness” for Gilbert is not only a term of formal
psychology but also a culturally contextualized value, aligned with “consciousness
raising.” It suggests the Beats’ grand narrative of change through liberation, beginning at the personal level with “mind expansion.” A haiku in this context is neither
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a cultivation of seasonality nor a mythic awareness; it is a dynamically liberating
“poem of consciousness.”
Gilbert pulls off something most difficult to do, which is to explain semantic
creativity—how language yields striking poetic effects—as Basho’s great gift to
the haiku form. It was not nature or seasonality, originally a convention of the
renga’s opening verse, which Basho took deeper than before. It was the play of
mind—transferred through brilliant cutting techniques—to irrupt the reader’s perception and induce a co-creative cognitive response. The key principle is “disjunction” (meant to replace the simpler idea of juxtaposition). More frequently than
other literary forms, haiku assaults or subverts a reader’s customary grammatical
expectations when, through semantic distortion, the text shifts into a peculiar direction. In that split-second disjunctive “gap,” where one loses comprehension of
what has just been read, a new reading must be performed arising with altered consciousness (or “alternativity”). Thus, despite Shiki’s objectivist-realist dictum to
sketch accurately from nature, no nature perception is innately literal and “objective.” Why? Because, Gilbert argues, “haiku ‘realism’ is not ultimate truth” but a
subtly dramatic rhetorical effect.43 The ingenious haiku mind projects onto reality
(rather than rendering it) by an adroit construction of shifting coherence. In sum, a
good haiku makes the reader lose a starting sense of meaning—creating a new coherence out of the disjunctive shift’s gap.
What of haiku’s special “aha! moment”? Gilbert says of the reader’s landing
point: “At this point we have come to a psychological ‘moment’…but it is not an
AHA! (which implies that you “get” something). Or, if so, the getting is all about
the losing; that is, getting lost.”44 By deploying incompleteness, absence, and ambiguity, 45 the disjunctive tactic dislodges one from habitual perception, which is
what gets “lost.” Indeed poetry more frequently than other genres taps into these
primitive operations of consciousness: “Poetry easily enters the mythic dimension,
as its roots are preternaturally archaic.”46 Behind this outlook, which stresses the
mind’s being stripped to the cognitively primordial, one detects perhaps an echo of
Ginsberg’s primal scream in “Howl.” In the end, Gilbert’s interest in “depth”
matches Blyth’s, but the depth he explicates is the wondrous ferment of depth psychology.
Gilbert’s ideas fascinate, once one has labored with methodological terminology—and there’s the rub. Describing creativity in its semantic aspects is a
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daunting task, and Gilbert’s theoretical discourse is hard-going, indeed academically arcane for the non-linguist. It reminds me of attempts to describe Mark
Twain’s humor, during which his humor is unavoidably killed. Earlier I noted that
in Blyth there is a conflation of all details into an overarching unified essence, so
that all readings are variations on the one topic of grand unity. Gilbert runs a similar risk. All semantic tactics of a haiku tend to point to the same story—operations
of cognition. Focus veers away from what is “out there” in the landscape and being
existentially savored by a real person (not a mental-semantic operation) with a distinct life story and shaped sensitivity. That is to say, the subject is always consciousness itself. In cognitive poetics what, then, happens to a haiku narration’s
implied truth claims? Every haiku becomes a spectacle of altering consciousness.
Truth is a dynamically deferred not a rendered signification. Instead of “depth” we
are always leaping over a succession of disjunctive “gaps.”
I can’t predict if knowledge of cognitive disjunction will prove helpful for
writers trying to generate text. For me, there is something existentially necessary
about the lived haiku moment. As we write a haiku we simultaneously are being
shaped by social circumstance, life experience, personal issues, and some driving
values—for which we frame some resolution. Working self-consciously with Gilbert’s disjunctive types, a writer might easily fall into artifice and away from a
dramatic life moment. Haiku written that way might narrow in scope, becoming an
adept exercise in disjunction. Surely Naropa-trained Richard Gilbert would not
want that, a bourgeois fashion.
Reading Lee Gurga

trying the old pump a mouse pours out

How Blyth Might Comment
In this verse the landscape suddenly penetrates the writer’s awareness in a
much unexpected way. An old pump and a field mouse—the mechanical and life
principles—these are not so far apart as we normally think. Here, on the broad rural landscape of the American Midwest, the minute and the expansive join as one.
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With only ordinary thoughts in his head, or perhaps with none, Gurga walks about
a farm property, his ego blank and thus unknowingly receptive to the event following. Idly yet impulsively, he reaches to a pump handle to see if the mechanism
works. What it produces is not water, a requirement of life, but a mouse, the fleshand-blood substance of life itself. Life pours,—it does not hop or skitter—from the
mechanical pump, no doubt startling the human whose hand still grasps the handle.
One usually steps back when surprised by a rodent, as the mind tries to discriminate a nonhuman threat, but this haiku withholds that information. It captures instead the instant before one recoils in protection of self, as this strange manifestation of life breaks in where it has not been expected.
It is hard for a haiku writer to put all this in eight simple words, all but one
of them monosyllabic, and readers who think this is trivial writing do not yet know
haiku! The mouse has been rudely ejected from its makeshift home. The poet too is
displaced from a comfortable, customary sense of home, for here is an invasion by
another order of being. Each of the two experiences a brief, disorienting instant of
expulsion or exile, yet this is superseded by its opposite, the poet’s discovered
sense of deep affinity. This is simultaneously landscape and inscape. The two
“homes” are here intertwined, as are all creatures on earth. The suchness of the
mouse,—its living significance prior to any zoological categorizing—evinces the
all-encompassing unity of things. Both creatures in the haiku exist near each other
on earth; both follow the biological urge to occupy a place temporarily felt to be
“home.” Then, just as the mouse “pours” from the pump, life’s inexplicable mystery “flows” like water into one’s deepening awareness.

How Gilbert Might Comment
One cannot read this haiku with the simple logic of “man pulls pump handle
(leading to) mouse jumps out of pump.” Such customary perception is irrupted by
three cutting shifts into illogic (after pump, mouse, and pours), each gap in comprehension leading to momentary misreading before the reader’s re-assembling of
coherence. A poem of consciousness, this is not an objectivistic nature sketch but
an aesthetic liberation from literalist perception.
As many as nine modes of semantic disjunction may be at work in these
eight brief words. (1) Perceptual Disjunction. Is the opening phrase (“trying the old
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pump”) a gerund as sentence subject or a verbal action preceding a subject? Any
normative English sentence construction is thwarted at the first cut, after pump, because what follows irrupts either of the assumed sentence propositions. A mouse
appears, canceling the gerund possibility, while also being an action we can’t perceive a mouse doing. (2) Misreading as Meaning. This shift, then, has led the
reader into mistakes in reading. As mouse appears one goes recursively back to see
where one got it wrong, and is lost in a gap of illogical comprehension—as Gurga
meant to happen. (3) Overturning Semantic Expectation. Just as a mouse can not
operate a pump handle, neither can it pour something, nor can it pour out as if water—there are three impossibilities here induced by disjunctive shifts in meaning.
The illogic of the final shift exceeds even a kid’s cartoon, where Mickey Mouse
might pour a glass of water but certainly not be water. Thus, all predictable relational and verbal matters have been overturned by deftly misleading semantic tactics. (4) Linguistic Oxymoron. There is no kireji here (or an equivalent like a line
break or a dash) to mark a standard juxtaposition of two different materials. The
lack of punctuation pulls all together into one pouring action, at least momentarily,
leading to a linguistic self-contradiction. Can a mouse try a pump? For a split instant it does, before we discover there are multiple materials in this poem, before
which we sensed a self-contradiction. (5) Imagistic Fusion. The first image, a
pump, predicts running water. In the second image, the stuff being poured seems to
be a mouse. Gurga has devilishly compressed two incompatible bodies of material.
(6) Concrete Disjunction. This haiku isn’t “concrete poetry,” so I am stretching
things. Yet, the complete lack of punctuation and capital letters, and the fusing of
actions, do evoke a continuous pouring—words as liquid. As a visual distortion of
grammatical logic (having its own visual grammar), the line-as-object liberates the
reader from constrictions of normative semantics. (7) The Impossibly True. To repeat, these are impossible images: a mouse operating a pump, pouring water, and
pouring out—your psyche is deliberately being scrambled. (8) Misplaced Anthropomorphism. To repeat, the above images are ludicrously anthropomorphic. Why is
the anthropomorphism misplaced? So your mind will bend even more before it can
rest. (9) Irruptive Collocation. Idiosyncratic phrasing such as “a mouse pours out,”
in which mouse and streaming water are conjoined, is an unusual distortion of language—one more way that haiku can push the mind into logic-defying creativity in
little space.
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Conclusion
In a span of fifty years, our haiku thinking has shifted from mytho-poetics to
cognitive poetics. The first model has been likened to a path. The second model I
liken to a magic carpet ride. Somewhere in the disjunctive gap between these
modes, you may have to take your stand. You may: (a) click on “ego detachment,”
or (b) press “irrupt the complacent mind—reject the literal.” Either way, I think
that haiku will survive.
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