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Introduction
I like to think of haiku poets as not having a fixed self and not following fixed rules,
as being open and flexible and observing non-confining guidelines. I know that many
think of themselves as beginners, as learners. They don’t see themselves as wise,
compassionate, enlightened; for it is the readiness of the mind that is wisdom, the
readiness of the heart that is empathy, the readiness of the spirit that is enlightenment.
A Zen senryu expresses the humorous aspect:
Quite unexpectedly
in the company of a monk
I feel enlightened.1
“Lifefulness,” as J. W. Hackett calls it, is the most important quality in haiku. If we
sacrifice this ingredient to some rigid rule, our haiku will be lacking in effectiveness. For
example, the rule against the use of simile.2 Note how natural and effective it is in the
following:
Rising like birds
from the bottom of the canyon
the children’s cries
George Swede 3

Red dragonflies
Flowing like a ripple
Towards the crimson sky.
Zuzura Miura 4

If simile or metaphor reduces the sense of living immediacy in a haiku, strike it out.
Haiku poets, in their readiness, seek the “real thing.” And they find it wherever they
allow nature’s voice to speak for itself.
Through the previous four volumes, the reader will have noted a special attention
to sabi—its lonely atmosphere, its melancholy beauty. Alexis Rotella calls it “the pathos
of the seasons.”5 Where there was a notable poverty of language characteristic of wabi,
there was also most often to be found the redeeming vitality and authenticity of
“suchness,” with at times an inspiriting touch of warm-hearted humor. The way of haiku
may be said to be one of sabi detachment and wabi contentment. We seek contact with
life “near the bone,” taking our cure from what we see and hear, smell and touch, or
otherwise sense as reality—moving from the objective experience of the moment to our
subjective response.6
To know the way of solitude is to discover that we are, in our interrelation with all
of life, never a moment alone. To “lose ourselves”—to suspend the discriminative,
rational mind—means to find ourselves. Being for a time nowhere, we are now-here, in
the eternal moment. Haiku are never didactic, but to follow the haiku way leads to a
constant learning from nature, to accepting and celebrating the joy-suffering that
constitutes wholeness of true living.
—H. F. Noyes
Politia, Greece
1. Anonymous
2. George Swede, “An Introduction to the Haiku Form,” Daybreak 3.
3. All of Her Shadows (High/Coo Press, 1982).
4. Four Seasons, ed. Koko Kato (Ko, 1991).
5. the rise and
fall of sparrows (Los Hombres Press 1990).
6. J. P. Trammel points out that in Western poetry, the movement
is frequently from mood to image (“Haiku: Toward an Organic Definition for the West,” Modern Haiku XXIX:3).
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1: The Haiku
HAIKU remains the most elusive form of poetry. Every time one
tries to define it, some “rule” is broken in the same week by one of
our best haiku poets. But art on the whole, in all of its forms, is
mysteriously elusive to some degree. Artists are always trying to
convey the how of their success, and their explanations are
generally of little help to the beginner. What is most vital is that
we expose ourselves to the spirit of the art form.
The spirit of haiku lies most of all in its simplicity and in its
selflessness. Both are a way of life requiring real commitment and
depth of understanding. The simple and the plain and ordinary are
quite different. One learns from the Japanese haiku that simplicity
is characterized by a feel for the flow of life and the harmony of
nature. Translation often fails to maintain the flow. Here we have
one of the plainest haiku of Shiki in its English translation: A
stream / flowing through the town / and the willows along it. Yet in

Japanese, the flow and euphony are inescapable: machi naka o /
ogawa nagaruru / yanagi kana.1 The greatest secret of haiku writing
is to listen to the voice of things, to let nature speak for itself. Just
listen to the woody, watery sounds!
Another secret is to allow the haiku moment to choose you,
rather than, with our near-inescapable duality, trying to choose
the moment yourself. The mind is the great interferer. Editor tony
suraci of the 80s magazine old pond called mentality the “only
barrier;” “It’s always unsubstantial, unalive, unactual, unreal and
untrue—it can never substitute for anything alive.”2 And our
thought is not rooted in eternity, as is the fleeting haiku moment.
It’s fully claimed by time—a stranger to timelessness.
Our ego is concerned with means to an end. Nothing could be
farther removed from the spirit of haiku. The ego-self is only an
illusion, in any case, as Buddhism has made very clear. Yes, our
individuality is expressed, as in all forms of art. But the haiku is in
no respect primarily a means of self-expression. The haiku way is

a path on which the followers shed the ego-self as naturally as a
snake sheds its skin or a butterfly emerges freed of its cocoon. We
are not intended to live our lives cocooned off from nature and
reality, as if the self was a virtual prison. The natural self, the self
that is one with all of nature, does not see itself as subject and all
else as mere object. Basho warned us that if you and the object of
your observation in the haiku moment have not become one, the
feeling you express cannot be natural, and your haiku will be a mere
imitation of life.
Let us also consider what is noteworthy, according to the haiku
tradition. Let us not make the mistake of trying to say something
unusual, something original. Robert Spiess has pointed out that
the desire for novelty for novelty’s sake is strongly rejected in the
haiku tradition. “Originality,” he says, “does not mean novelty, but
direct contact with things in their original nature.”3 It is the
suchness of things that is vital.
Spiess goes on to say, in his “Speculations,” other things which

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume II.

3. New and Selected Speculations on Haiku, 1988.

2. old pond 1:1.

4. A Year’s Speculations on Haiku, 1995.

offer special insight into the spirit of haiku. “In being a momentary
interruption of silence,” he observes, “haiku actually are affirming
the primacy of silence.”4 They emerge from the silence, only to reenter it a moment later. Eric Amann called haiku the wordless
poem because it is as much what is not said—and cannot be said—
that comes through to the reader, as the actual words the poet has
used. And again, Spiess reminds us that haiku are never mere
descriptions, never mere reports of what our senses convey. They
reflect the inner eye, the inner ear, our feelings “from the bottom
of our heart.” He writes: “Haiku poets write from the heart and
only tangentially or peripherally by the mind; for the light of the
latter, like that of the moon, only exists because of the light of the
heart, the sun.”5

4. A Year’s Speculations on Haiku, 1995.

5. ibid.

2: The Spirit of Haiku
HAIKU is a natural offshoot of present-mindedness, of the eternal
moment, of interrelation with all life. It is, paradoxically, an
expression of the inexpressible. The haiku moment is unthinkable; it is beyond discursive thought and the defining of things so
dear to Western minds. A bit of the vibrant dance of ongoing life
is briefly reflected in the mirror of the human heart. Being “with
it” feels just right—even groovy—and the haiku may even write
itself.
The reader’s feelings and intuitions play a vital part in turning
these brief sketches into satisfaction for the listening heart. As
with a shell or stone discovered on the beach, it takes time for a
haiku’s special look, feel, and language to come through to us.
Although the haiku is traditionally a simple expression of the
ordinary, it is often profoundly meaningful because it has its roots
in the best and most subtle elements of Japanese heritage. We
1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku Volume III.

have in it an interfusion of the compassion of Indian Buddhism,
the selflessness of Taoism, the human-heartedness of Confucianism, the deep orientation to nature of Shintoism and Chinese
painting and poetry, the delicacy of feeling of old Japanese love
poetry, and the non-intellectual concreteness of Zen.1
Our minds empty of thought, we take part in the interplay of
all surrounding life. When there’s no artificial barrier between
ourselves and natural things, we feel at one with all being. Whatever comes to our notice speaks in its own voice, through us. The
whole process is effortless, as life itself is meant to be.

3: The Ripe Moment
THE ART OF HAIKU, Blyth suggests, is “to seize the innermost
essence of life . . . that runs through the dullest and most unmeaning fact.”1 This is not an easy quotation to find a “just right”
illustration for. There are hundreds of haiku that would qualify. I
offer these two:
my hand moves out
touching the sun
on a log
John Wills2

summer fog:
the disappearing pond
swallows a frog’s plop
Jean Calkins3

In both cases, the haiku poet is not quite “in the driver’s seat.”
It is precisely this loosening of the reins of control that allows both
poets to catch a morsel of winged life at the ripe moment.

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume IV.

2. Reed Shadows 1986.

3. Searching for Sunshine, privately published 1997.

4: The Moment’s Gift
HOW MUCH of our lives is spent on distractions and preoccupations that cut us off from real living experience! In the words of
Wallace Stevens, “In my room, the world is beyond my understanding; / But when I walk, I see that it consists of three or four
hills and a cloud.”1 Buson wrote the haiku “Leaving the gate, I too
am someone on the road this autumn evening.”2 What I think both
meant is that leaving behind one’s ego self and its shell, the home,
we can just “be” and be one with the hour, the season. We can
“inter-be” with the life around us.
It has been said that the readiness of the heart is love, the
readiness of the mind, wisdom. When we’re in our heart-mind
open and ready, haiku moments come to us as “grace,” as an
unsought gift of the life flow. Whether these moments of “suchness”
are a window into intuitions of importance or profundity matters
not at all. They are the nourishing stuff of life if they but momen1. “Of the Surface of Things,” The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens, Alfred A. Knopf, New York 1973.
2. From the Country of Eight Islands, ed. Hiroaki Sato & Burton Watson, Doubleday Anchor, New York 1981.

tarily restore the seamless wholeness of unitary experience. They
awaken the self out of the deadening sleep of “thingish” existence
in dichotomous “I-it” relating.
The haiku moments that are our natural heritage are within
easy reach in ordinary living. Are we there to receive? Are we
listening, giving our whole attention—looking as one mirror
reflecting another with no shadow between? Or are we merely
seeking

5: Being
THE RIGHTFUL MATRIX OF HAIKU is being—apart from mere existence, in which we stray into non-awareness and separateness.
Thoreau wrote: “Sometimes as I drift on Walden Pond, I cease to
exist and begin to be.”1 In natural being, our thoughts are
untethered, unbelled as the stars. We are free from conditioning,
from the pursuit of happiness, beauty and significance. Haiku can
have the freshness of “inception,” a word Walt Whitman used to
convey “as it was in the beginning, is now . . .” Shunryu Suzuki
taught that the secret of Zen creativity is always to be a beginner,
and always to begin by just being there: “When we are there,
everything else is there; everything is created all at once.”2
What is enlightenment but the natural state of being, in which
we “see into the life of things”? Suzuki wrote that “strictly speaking, there is no such thing as an enlightened person. There is only
enlightened activity.”3 Enlightenment comes and goes as we move
1. Walden

2. Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, Weatherhill 1970. 3. Ibid.

into and out of actual being. The openness of detached awareness
gives rise to our best haiku when we learn to “awaken the mind
without fixing it anywhere.”4

4. “The Diamond Sutra”

6: A Way of Haiku
HAIKU—and perhaps all forms of art, in depth—are rooted in
paradox. To name one, the haiku is often called a “wordless” form
of poetry. Yet each single word is of the greatest importance to its
power of evocation. It must convey—without any intrusion upon—
the subtle heart and spirit of a living experience. My “aim” in
writing haiku is to have no aim whatever—neither to choose the
haiku moment nor the words to express it, but rather to immerse
myself in the wordless aura of the happening, letting the words
take shape as they will. Basho said that haiku write themselves
when we so lose ourselves in contemplation of nature as to sense
a kind of glimmering or shimmering “nimbus”—an outward manifestation of at-one-ment.
A second paradox is that the finest of the classical genre are
“selfless.” This egoless quality does not imply a sacrifice of the
uniqueness of each individual’s inscape and outlook. Like the

Taoist painters, I look for the subject in the self-evident that
cannot be imitated. Our authenticity in haiku is whatever we see
with such purity of vision and heart that nothing is trite—nothing
“borrowed,” either from the “dead” accumulation of our own past
or from another’s art. The freedom to be an individual does not
imply a state of separateness. Paradoxically, the more we are at one
with nature and the cosmos, the more free we are in mind as well
as in spirit. In my experience, if I so much as think to myself in
writing a haiku, “This is my creation,” I stand in danger of losing
its very “haikuness,” which is beyond self—beyond all partiality of
thought.
Ideally, to participate fully in the interplay of all we encounter
in the haiku moment, we need to experience ourselves in our
essence—as mere vibration, inseparable from those pulsating
waves of interpenetration that bring us through grace the vibrancy
of an eternal moment. To a dedicated haikuist, the one inconsolable thing in life is the irretrievable moment, lost through the

blindness of self-absorption. If we are wholeheartedly attentive,
we might someday—who knows?—write a haiku akin to this by
Basho:
A temple bell stops—
the sound keeps coming on
out of the flowers1

7: Haiku as Release
EVERYTHING changes. It’s a fact of life. How can we find reassurance when the only certainty about what lies ahead is that it will
bring more uncertainty? Zen and the haiku masters seem to say
that heart’s ease—and the good, the true and the beautiful—are to
be found, simply, in what is: man just as he is and the things of life
as they happen in the moment. But even for these to reveal their
efficacy, we must first lose ourselves, forfeit all claim to be in
command. By losing ourselves—in terms of the haiku, by accepting our comparative insignificance and helplessness before reality—we may find ourselves. For example, Issa says:
Striking the fly
I also hit
The flowering plant1

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume III.

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume III.

Can writing about swatting a potted plant help us to face the
truth of our human existential predicament? Even far slighter
subjects can have this power. In this Dee Evetts haiku,

early spring—
through the dirty window
robin
Virginia Brady Young3

Small-town park:
he adjusts his spine
to the slatted bench2
mysteriously, the remembrance of this wiggling adjustment somehow reconciles us to life as it is. Grateful acceptance of life is a
strong component of Zen—not a moral principle, but a learning
from life, that the precious sense of feeling at home in the world
is derived from ordinary, humble experience. Acceptance of our
human condition releases humor and joy. But the key to that
release is the honesty, the sincerity, we’re able to muster in viewing
ourselves and sharing our experience:

2. Wind Chimes 27.

3. old pond 1:1.
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8: The Noteworthy in Haiku
HAIKU have traditionally leaned toward the apparently insignificant, the lowly examples of wu-shih—“nothing special.” One
motto of the haiku way might be said to be “looking carefully” or
“listening carefully.” As the Dakota Indians taught, “When there
is nothing to see, look. When there is nothing to hear, listen.”1
Sparrows
Evening rain—
In the field of rape
The basho
With flower-viewing faces.
Speaks of it first.
2
Basho
Hakurakuten3
We learn a lot about what warrants our attention from Eric
Amann in The Wordless Poem, in which he singles out for our notice
such poems as this by Ichirinso; and I add this one by Issa:

1. American Indian Prose and Song, ed. Margot Astrov.

2. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

3. Ibid.

Even here
a little sunshine,
and some socks drying.4

The feeble plant
At last
Has a wobbly flower.5

When we really see, life is full of wonder—even the seemingly
obvious:
Snow on top
wet cat
Lengthens
—shaped
The height of the gateposts.
by the rain
6
Yuzuru Miura
Matthew Louvière7
Half of the minnows
How naturally
within this sunlit shallow the rain drops
are not really there.
from the eaves.
8
J. W. Hackett
Ikkyu9

4. Haiku Magazine III:5, Special Edition.
5. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume IV.
6. Classic Haiku, a Master’s Selection, Charles E. Tuttle 1991. 7. Parnassus Literary Journal XVIII.
8. The Zen Haiku and Other Zen Poems, Japan Publications 1983.
9. R. H. Blyth, Zen and Zen Classics.

The poet Wordsworth wrote of sensing in nature something
“deeply interfused . . . that rolls through all things.”10 When we’re
aware of this spirit of the universe, all life turns out to be of interest
as a part of nature’s interpenetration, involving animate and
inanimate:
winter beach
two empty chairs sink
into ocean sound
Ruby Spriggs11

sandcastle moat
how a cloud slips in
with the water
Helen J. Sherry12

horns fold
at my shadow’s touch—
brown slug
Darold D. Braida13

just a minnow
the granite mountain wobbles
on the lake
Christopher Herold14

10. “Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey”
13. New Cicada 3:3.
14. Woodnotes 31.

11. New Cicada 5:2

12. Splashes 1985.

dogs nose to nose—
wind flipping
the poplar leaves
Francine Porad15

bay reflections
of twisted pine boughs
one holds a bird
Helen J. Sherry16

Because haiku of interpenetration, however simple, seem to
contain an element of mystery or even magic, these profound
words of wisdom by a nature lover shouldn’t be hard for us to
understand: “Nature, if it is nature at all, has supernature up its
sleeve.”17 Since all is one, supernature is not the more important.
A Zenrin verse expresses it this way:
A long thing is the long body of Buddha;
A short thing is the short body of Buddha.18

15. New Cicada 3:2.
16. Splashes.
17. P. L. Travers, in Parabola magazine.
18. Alan W. Watts, The Way of Zen, Vintage Books 1957.

9: Haiku of Striking Sensibility
THE SENSIBILITY OF POETRY is, I believe, not at all at odds with the
spirit of haiku when there is no prettifying or sentimental ornamentation of a genuine haiku experience:
I walk home softly
not to disturb the sunrise
over the hills
Robert M. Pirsig1
A delicacy rarely encountered in a Western novel. I feel that
Pirsig’s intuition is absolutely valid, that every sunrise prefers not
to be disturbed—at least since the time of Homer’s “rosy fingers
of dawn.” The following are arrangements based on prose descriptions of Nobel Winner Kawabata:

1. Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.

Two pine breezes—
faintly tinkling bells
beyond the far one2

Cranes from her scarf
cross the evening sun
still in my eyes3

No shades of our “Western poetics” here—not fantasy, but what
was actually seen and sensed. Yes, it took most unusual powers of
imagination to conceive these descriptions. But there is no clash
between primary imagination (“producing ideal creations consistent with reality”4) and the “suchness” of everyday actuality.
When I respond to a haiku of poetic sensibility, my criterion
is whether the writer possesses the haiku spirit and—in addition
and above all—makoto (sincerity), that supreme quality the old
masters aspired to reflect in all art. The following selections are
from Japan, Mexico and the United States:

2. Snow Country.

3. Thousand Cranes

4. Random House Dictionary.

Last night’s fading dream . . .
Red dragonflies
On the blue teapot birds drift Flowing like a ripple
beyond the willows
Towards the crimson sky.
Ann Atwood5
Yuzuru Miura6
tender willow,
No autumn colors
almost gold, almost amber, on this side of the mountain—
almost light
my love unreturned.
José Juan Tablada7
Chiyo-ni8

5. Frogpond XI:2.
6. Four Seasons, ed. Koko Kato 1991.
8. Haiku, ed. Faubion Bowers, Dover 1996.

7. Ko Autumn-Winter 1987.

10: The Vanishing Act in Haiku
IN HAIKU we give no place to the self of egocenteredness. Sometimes we can and do make the self virtually disappear. Silence may
accomplish this disappearing act, as it does in meditation, and
sometimes in wordless communion:
They spoke no word—
The visitor, the host,
And the white chrysanthemum.
Ryota1
The vanishing act may be deliberate or it may be unintentional
(though intentional on the poet’s part):

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

young nun
glimpsing herself
disappears2

The kelp dragged behind
by the seaweed-gatherer
erasing his tracks3

Often the sudden perception of the true beauty of the “ordinary”
can lift us quite out of ourselves:
on jade grass
the golden sunshine
splashing
Liu Tzu-hui4

up from the seawall
a plume of spray
filled with dusklight
Geraldine C. Little5

In the haiku moment an element of nature may seem to displace
the self altogether:

2. H. F. Noyes, The Blossoming Rudder 1987.
3. vincent tripi, between God and the pine 1997.
4. Source unknown.
5. Endless Waves 1984.

Winter sea,
still waving in my body
on the pier.
Masako Ombe6

stretching from her grave
long evening
clouds
Robert Henry Poulin7

“No sound” in the following signifies, for me, a self “submerged”:
Deep into this world
of Monet water lilies . . .
no sound
Elizabeth Searle Lamb8

6. The Wordless Poem, Haiku Magazine Special Issue III:5.
7. Azami 47.
8. The Haiku Handbook, Higginson & Harter, McGraw Hill, New York 1985.

11: Haiku of Recollection
GENUINE HAIKU of recollection can germinate from a quiet mind
reliving the past in animated moments of “present-mindedness.”
Wordsworth’s phrase is “emotion recollected in tranquility.”1 In
the poem “Nutting,” he speaks of “one of those heavenly days that
cannot die”—not just a moment, a full day undying, for we remain
in the immediacy of vital contact with the memory. It hasn’t yet
been pigeonholed away with all the things we think we know
because we’ve thoroughly chewed them over . . . and left them
juiceless. In tranquility, the intensity of joy is muted and sadness
is relieved of its shadow. Memories are elicited by a great many
aspects of nature, such as the hearthfire glow, moving water, a hazy
moon or the shapes of clouds:

1. “Lyric Ballads.”

after the hurricane
The dreams of old age—
the air of
not one of them possible.
my childhood
Cherry blossom time.
Virginia Brady Young2
Günther Klinge3
after loving her
watching the log
turn to ash
Hal Roth4

the waves sound sometimes
close and sometimes far away—
how much more so life
Santoka5

12: Sound and Sight in Haiku
A MOST REMARKABLE HAPPENING in the haiku moment is that the
senses of sight and hearing may become virtually inseparable. We
may hear through the eyes:
Opening my eyes
a wren song
then closing them
vincent tripi1
We may see sound—its movement or location.
Rising like birds
Fading gong hangs in the air—
from the bottom of the canyon
swallows flying
the children’s cries
through the sound
2
George Swede
David Elliott3

2. old pond 1:1.
4. the way of the wind 1983

3. trans. Ann Atwood.
5. from a translation by Cid Corman

1. Woodnotes 1.

2. All of Her Shadows 1982.

3. Frogpond IV:2

When the lights go out, it may be the silence that impresses us
more forcibly than the darkness, or perhaps a greater clarity of
sound:
Country night visit—
car lights
and silence
Lewis Sanders4

Summer night:
we turn out all the lights
to hear the rain
Peggy Willis Lyles5

A wintry hush may be shattered by pure motion. In the final
senryu, Winke even uses the phrase “visual din”:
just the sun’s movement
downtown
down the trunk of the maple in the visual din
breaks winter silence
a blank billboard
Jeffrey Winke9
Andrew J. Grossman8

And one may see the soundless being heard:
Plum blossoms falling—
the cat’s ears overflowing
with the sound
Kazuo Sato6

4. Shadows on the Open Road.
7. Mirrors.

5. Cicada IV:4.

listening
to snowflakes whisper—
the horse’s ears
June Moreau7

6. And the Cat, Too trans. Jack Stamm 1989.

8. Dragonfly.

9. Modern Haiku VIII:2.

13: Haiku Magic
IN ZEN life is wonder, life is miracle. There occurred a great loss in
our awareness of the sheer magic and wonder of our very existence,
concomitant with the inroads on our thinking and feeling made by
nineteenth-century rationalism and twentieth-century “scientific
factualism.” It’s been my hope that haiku might restore our
awareness of the wonder in the interplay of the moment. We are
not of course concerned here with superstitious, prestidigitory, or
surrealistic magic. A phrase that often recurs in my thoughts is
“magic empowerment.” I think it well expresses the feeling a child
has when in a thick dark wood s/he finds it possible to extinguish
all light with a slight movement of one hand. And I still remember
my childhood amazement when moving along the sea’s edge I
discovered that the moon on the waves kept following me. Most
children sense and enjoy being a part of the interrelatedness of all
that goes on in the moment. They would not ask how or why, in

Shiki’s haiku, birdsong knocked down the berries.
How naturally and spiritedly children delight in magical empowerment. How entranced a child can be on some hilltop perch
making a distant steamer disappear by moving a leaf or even a pine
needle. What exultation in heaving rocks into the sea to create
great geysers of splash and those widening circles of wave. Joan
Couzens Sauer’s haiku captures the wondrous interplay of nature
with a young boy’s fishing:
On the riverbank
a small boy casts his line
scattering clouds1
Fishing in itself is magic enough in boyhood. I can so easily believe
that this child is aware of a connection between his casting and the
cloud movement. Not cause and effect, of course, but a part of the
interplay that makes our moments live. A related haiku by Federico
1. Wind Chimes 10.

C. Peralta:
half buried in mud
a toy gun points upward—
a star apple drops2
The little toy gun goes on “doing its thing,” half buried in mud. And
the “star” in star apple makes one think of our human inclination
to aim for the stars.
In music, for most of us there’s a seemingly magical element
that’s almost constant. The avant-garde poet Murio Suzuki wrote:
on a quiet night
the violin
makes the snow fall3

2. Azami 25.

3. Modern Haiku XXII:1.

Zen is the most reality-rooted of the religio-philosophical
ways. It never works with logical formulations or abstractions.
Blyth cites Ryutan Soshin as saying: “Seeing is direct seeing.
Hesitate and think about it, and you have gone astray.”4 Can you
see that it would not be a more realistic haiku were Suzuki to have
written “seems to make the snowflakes fall”? He faithfully recorded
an experience in which there was no seeming at all. (Even in
scientific experiment, it is now well known that there’s no separating the observer from the observed.) In the moment of oneness
there is virtually no separate self.
Beauty when unsentimental and unprettified is a natural element in haiku. Here is a similar haiku moment from my own
experience:
silver thaw—
a piano prelude
unmasks the moon5
4. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume III.

5. Frogpond XII:1.

D. T. Suzuki wrote that to the awakened it may be “a direct
statement of their living existential experience . . . that waters do
not flow, but the bridge does.”6 True art, like genuine religion, has
its existential leaps. Adele Kenny write in Questi Momenti, of
Venice: “water / holding the city / in”—just as she saw it. The
magical images and influences of nature’s interfusion are all day
and every day happening. Yet it is still relatively seldom that we see
haiku such as the following:
the cold night
comes out of the stone
all morning
Jim Kacian7

ence—yet one that few have observed and recorded. The “parallel
poem” by tripi is a delightful example of Jung’s speculations on
synchronicity, based on the I-Ching theory that everything happening in the moment is interrelated. As the Buddhists express it,
all of life is “dependently co-arising.” I believe it to be a way of
viewing life that’s consistent with the haiku spirit.
A poet needs to see behind the veil of familiarity the infinite
meanings of “trivial” everyday occurrences. I find this kind of
depth in a miraculous sight recorded by L. A. Davidson:

the milkweed pod breaks
silencing the blackbird

in rising tide
fishermen walking on water
along the reef9

vincent tripi8

In my estimation Kacian’s haiku rivals Basho’s famous haiku of
penetration about the voice of the cicadas sinking into the rocks.
Here we have de-penetration, and it’s surely a universal experi

Out of the rule-free informality of the haiku form, with its
emphasis on intuition, will emerge a poetry truly fresh, with a
spirit uniquely unbound—a poetry full of magic.

6. Living by Zen, Samuel Weiser Inc. 1972
7. Presents of Mind, Katsura Press 1995.
8. . . . the path of the bird, Hummingbird Press 1996.

9. Mayfly 5.

corners the logical mind:

14: Imagination and Haiku
IMAGINATION need not conflict with “suchness” in haiku. Sometimes haiku, without imagination, might be mistaken for senryu.
The following two by Denver Stull, editor of Parnassus, are good
examples of lively imagery and wit:
this heat . . .
the old dog’s tail
the only breeze1

Monday morning . . .
listening for the rooster
eaten yesterday2

after the rain
the sky is the first
to dry
James O’Neil3
Our next example equally clears the head of all discursive thought.
Its author has found a humorous way to refer to his daily dhyana
(meditation) calculated to empty his mind:
into emptiness
of my mind flies a blue jay
its mind on peanuts
Dion O’Donnol4

Insistence upon the purely rational will deprive us of some of our
most authentic haiku moments. Imagination is almost invariably
at play when there is freshness of insight, when the intuitive eye
and ear—and the heart—are listened to. If we insist on the literal
and purely rational, we will miss those winged inspirations of the
moment that Homer called flashing thoughts. Here is a haiku that

Imagination is almost always a requirement of successful inner

1. Albatross 1996-7.

3. Frogpond XI:4.

2. Frogpond XIX:1

4. every day living 1997.

comparison, especially one involving a surprise juxtaposition:
Crying of a child . . .
The morning dew on the young
stinging nettle
Marinko Spanovic5
If the connection seems farfetched, it’s because Spanovic lets the
haiku moment choose him. Imaginative power was required to see
what was right before his eyes. In the universe, all things are one;
in the moment, all things interrelate, but we fail to notice what is
behind the veil of familiarity. The dew was an inspiration to
Elizabeth Fisser as well:
dewdrop
hanging from a leaf
she forgives him everything6
5. Sparrow 1995-96.

6. old pond II:1.

What an intuitive conjunction of feeling with a simultaneous
glimpse of nature!
Robert Spiess quotes Hazrat Inayat Kahn as saying: “Reason
is the illusion of reality.”7 It can often obscure the reality of nature’s
wonders. Instead of automatically correcting for the “distortion”
of the imagination, Tom Tico in this haiku presents us with
exactly what he saw:
Sandpipers
running along the glassy beach
on top of themselves8
Keats called imagination the sails of poetry. Our haiku without it
are too often becalmed. The following is an especially free-spirited
and freeing haiku, in which the author, Edward J. Rielly, throws
caution and the rational to the wind, along with the birdseed:

7. A Year’s Speculations on Haiku 1995.

8. Dragonfly XIV:2.

autumn wind . . .
bird feeder seeding
the sky9
It is imagination that most brings the spirit of haiku into our
lives—imagination consistent with reality. The interplay of our
lives with the life of nature is among those things most worth living
for. An unhappy life is most often a separate life, a life of alienation.
If we’re awake to nature’s celebrations, we will often see them
chime in harmony with our own:
two white butterflies
spiral into a clear sky
uncorking the wine
Kenneth Tanemura10

9. Persimmon I:1.

10. Brussels Sprout XI:1

15: Simplicity

Section 3: Haiku Technique
15. SIMPLICITY
16. CLARITY
17. SABI
18. WABI
19. THE SEASON WORD
20. JUXTAPOSITION AND INTERNAL COMPARISON
21. INTERPENETRATION IN HAIKU

WHEN I FEEL AWE for a piece of writing that really “gets through”
to me, its greatest secret turns out to be simplicity. “Simplify,
simplify, simplify” was Thoreau’s advice. Like the Taoist painters,
seek the self-evident that cannot be imitated. If we let things
speak for themselves, they will always speak for us as well, since all
life is one. I would go so far as to say that when we choose the
simplest experiences and express them in the simplest language,
our haiku can have a benedictional, even a healing power:
a quiet night—
birds at rest on the water
call to each other1
In the words of Yannis Ritsos, the Universe is saying: “I hide
behind the simple things so you’ll find me.” Since Basho, haiku has
1. adapted from the Chinese of Tu Fu.

leaned toward the obscure and lowly—that which rests on its own
intrinsic and silent merit:
looking carefully
buds of the cucumber flower
low in the grass2

16: Clarity
THERE IS poignancy in all things clear,
In the stare of the deer, in the ring of a hammer in the morning;
Seeing a bucket of perfectly lucid water
We fall to imagining prodigious honesties.
Richard Wilbur, “Clearness”
forest pool—
faun at the brink
of bottomless sky
H. F. Noyes1

September morning—
Water going through water
As the bucket fills.
Peter Meister2

Listening . . .
After a while,
I take up my axe again
Rod Willmot3
2. Shiki.

1. The Blossoming Rudder 1987.

2. Cicada I:1.

3. Haiku, Les Editions Particulières, 1969.

17: Sabi
THE JAPANESE WORD sabi expresses a uniquely vital element in the
haiku tradition. Though the concept, like much in Japanese art, is
so elusively subtle as to afford no easy accessibility to Western
minds, let us at the very least be willing to confront the mystery
and paradox of the term. We are told by R. H. Blyth that “what can
be said is not sabi.”1 That imposes no obstacle to a haijin who
understands Zen “wordlessness” as an eloquent form of communion. Take as an instance:
Autumn dusk—
Without a cry,
A crow passes.
Kishu2

pressed—the worldless aspect of haiku—however essential each
word may be.
The mystery of sabi intensifies when I quote from Basho:
“Where there is no sabi, there will be sadness.”3 Then sabi cannot
encompass what we usually mean by sadness. Rather, it goes
beyond sadness/happiness to the lonely quality which each thing
has in its singular existence, when observed from a state of
detachment. Sabi loneliness, according to Alan Watts, is in seeing
things “as happening ‘by themselves’ in miraculous spontaneity.”
He gives as example Buson’s:
Evening breeze—
water lapping against
the heron’s legs.4

The deepest truths are imageless; they emanate from the unex-

The great surprise is that when we immerse ourselves in nature, an
isolated particularity becomes to us, for the moment, all things.

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

3. Ibid., Volume I.

2. Ibid., Volume III.

4. The Way of Zen, Vintage Books, New York 1957.

Sabi loneliness is a state in which, having nothing, we have all. It
is a state of which Blyth says we “do not pick and choose what we
are to rejoice and weep with.”5 It chooses us: “winter hill / alone
together / with wind and stars”.6
In his haiku handbook William Higginson describes sabi as
“beauty with a sense of loneliness in time.”7 A fine example is
Ryota’s
Who can be awake,
the lamp still burning?—
Cold rain at midnight.8
Despite undertones of melancholy in sabi, the more desolate
aspects of our human condition are traditionally sublimated. The
sadness of transience is transcended when we go unresisting with
the flow of constant change. The loneliness that afflicts us all is
thus resolved, or for the moment dissolved, in interfusion with all
5. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.
6. H. F. Noyes, Amber, 1989.
7. The Haiku Handbook, McGraw Hill 1985.
8. from the Japanese

around us. Tombo’s unspoken sadness over the loss of her son is,
in the following, overwhelmed by her sense of the mesmeric
beauty of one transient phenomenon:
A hot summer wind—
shadows of the windmill blades
flow over the grass9
In the depth and breadth of a true haijin’s spirit, such as Buson’s,
life’s suffering and its sublime moments are fully reconciled:
An autumn eve:
There is joy too
In loneliness10
However much a consensus on the meaning of sabi may elude us,
a humble viewpoint of selfless detachment seems to lead us into its
9. Dragonfly 1:3.

10. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

Sabi detachment is a way of transcending loneliness, sensory
deprivation, even death:

realm of truth:
Resting—
the sagging fence
goes on up the hill11
Jewell’s sagging fence and Adele Kenny’s dead tree’s shadow are
fine examples of “things happening by themselves.” When we
“allow” them to, without the discursive mind’s interference:
midsummer morning—
the dead tree’s shadow
stretches upstream12
Because Kenny lets nature speak for itself, the connection is made
in an unforgettable way between death and the ongoing stream of
life.
11. Virtual Image 1:2.

12. Haiku World, ed. William Higginson, Kodansha 1996.

rain-swept parking lot
headlights of a locked car
grow dim
Charles B. Dickson13
The haiku prompts me to extend Basho’s dictum on sabi to: Where
there is no sabi detachment, there will be sadness. It is arguable
whether the following haiku by Charles D. Nethaway, Jr. expresses
true sabi, since detachment at such a time is sheer impossibility:
how many times
did I tell him to be quiet—
child in coffin14

13. Modern Haiku XXII:2.

14. Wind Chimes 12.

This is a haiku of the greatest vulnerability and defenselessness.
Yet despite the impression conveyed of limitless deprivation, one
senses in the sabi stillness a capacity for courageous acceptance
and transcendence of loss. Watts speaks of sabi poetry as having a
quality of “quiet, thrilling loneliness” and deep moments “swallowing all sound.” James Minor’s haiku classic captures the solitude of
that “locked out” feeling of late night hours:
such is night
no door
no key15
Here the sabi has a universal aspect; for “into the night go one and
all.”16

18: Wabi
WABI refers generally to the sort of poverty or simplicity of living
where there is, through acceptance, a kind of contentment.
“Suchness”—in its present usage—refers to the seemingly ordinary that surprises and rewards us when we discover it as a
welcome part of everyday life. “Nature is wont to hide itself,” said
Heraclitus in the 5th century B.C. Two hiding places are brought
to light in these haiku of James W. Hackett:
The nameless flower
climbing this trail with me
is a yellow you can taste!1

Buildings hide the sky
and pavement the earth, yet
this weed grew to seed.2

There may be an aspect of redeeming humor along with the
prosaic plainness of wabi, as exemplified in another of Hackett’s
haiku:
15. Wind Chimes 22.

16. William Ernest Henley, “Ballade of Dead Actors,” 1888.

1. The Zen Haiku and Other Zen Poems of J. W. Hackett, Japan Publications 1983.

2. Ibid.

Sometimes the oddest thing,
like this orange pip,
begs not to be thrown away3
Humble, even desolate, circumstances can be relieved by a sense
of beauty:
Red clouds glowing
at sunrise—reflected
in the pigsty mud
Bruce Leeming4

summer dusk
—puddles
where the melons were
Matthew Louvière5

Envelope of seeds:
A flower like this picture
Will bloom, I hope so.
Sakuzo Takada6

Louvière is content to see things just as they are, to see “nothing
that is not there and the nothing that is.”7 In Takada’s haiku, I
cherish the gentle humor and the charm and naiveté of the
vernacular, in which the Japanese excel.

Though wabi is most often an unexpected recognition of the faithful
suchness of things and the beauty of the ordinary, here one feels
no surprise on the part of a poet rooted to earth and at home
beneath the heavens. I find the wabi element delightful in these
two other farm and garden haiku:
3. Ibid.

4. Scots Haiku, Hub Editions 1995.

5. Woodnotes 17.

6. Wind Chimes 25.

IT IS QUITE NATURAL that those seeking to keep alive the spirit of
Basho in English-language haiku are concerned with the comparative disregard of the season word in the West. For the haiku was
for centuries the poetry of the seasons. In Japan, where the seasons
are so well marked and clearly separated, the season word gave the
atmospheric background of color, scent and sound. It was a trigger
word releasing a world of shared feelings, “unifying into one whole
the scattered elements of intuition.”1 Two first-rate modern anthologies with a seasonal orientation are Four Seasons, edited by
Koko Kato, and Haiku World, edited by William J. Higginson.
R. H. Blyth’s Haiku, presented by season in the latter three
volumes, would certainly have had a lesser impact on worldwide
readers had he presented us with a seasonally undifferentiated
hodgepodge. Yet Blyth had a strong belief in the capacity of
English-speaking poets to capture “the Zen” in the haiku moment,

in their own way, independent of uniquely Japanese traditions. He
also saw clearly that in our times, with modern emphasis on
spontaneity, new themes and forms, “the conventionality and
artificiality of the seasonal classification has become apparent.”2
What haiku poets of today should not forget is that there
remain as inspiring examples the spiritual insight of Basho, the
humanity of Issa and the artistic sensibility of such as Buson to
keep our aspirations high. If we are to write haiku at all comparable to that of the masters, our own vision must rise toward the
universal, out of a new wholeness of being. Though such a focus is
not by any means solely dependent on the humblingly broad
referent of season, it is still of vital importance to the “selfless”
aspect of the finest haiku that we feel the wonder and awe of
seasonal changes that make the world startlingly new, overwhelming our ordinary small-minded concerns. If we listen, we will
discover that everything has a true voice; and when we see with the
heart, as Basho did, we become aware that all things have their

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

2. Ibid.

19: The Season Word

fulfillment. The inner eye and ear will lead us, without the
necessity of kigo, to the creation of haiku well worth sharing. As
Master Basho so wisely counseled so long ago: “Do not follow in
the footsteps of the Ancients; seek what they sought.”3

3. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

20: Juxtaposition & Internal Comparison
THE FRENCH PHILOSOPHER Gaston Bachlard was quite right in
urging the freeing of ourselves from immediate, commonly confronted images and allowing for some new, more intuitive elements to come into our awareness—“an unexpected union of
images”1 shedding light upon the nature of existence. Yet it is
equally true that the way of haiku is not to look behind phenomena that reveal the wonderful ordinariness of things, before the
distortions of conceptual thought. And we cannot fruitfully expect
the unexpected, for our very expectation will send it into hiding.
The more gradual, contemplative approach of Basho is geared
precisely to our letting go of all aim, all motivational seeking,
which has proven both futile and inimical to the haiku way. Even
when we’re granted a unifying vision of two apparently unrelated
aspects of nature, we don’t attempt to verbalize the internal
comparison; for we know its essence is “unsayable.” Unquestion1. Cited by Raymond Stovich, Modern Haiku XX:1.

ably, intuitive juxtaposition can increase the tension and vitality of
a haiku and reveal aspects of oneness and wholeness commonly
overlooked. But our usual path to poetic awareness is through
sense observation—seeing, hearing, touching or sensation. As the
old Japanese masters discovered, there is more than enough that
we’ve overlooked or forgotten in nature, whose single images are
in large measure sufficient to restore our connection with the
whole of life. To speak of mere sense observation is totally out of
step with all poetry. To achieve the oneness of the haiku moment,
it is enough just to surrender the dichotomous approach to
experience, overcoming the separate-self illusion. If this relinquishment leads us to an inspiring juxtaposition or interplay, we
need only to “let it happen” and to acknowledge it as a gratuitous
blessing.
Yes, let us acknowledge the worth and potency of internal
comparison, which we are told that Basho himself taught his
disciples to appreciate. But let us also remember that Basho’s own

personal direction in later years (on “this old road no one is
taking”) was toward karumi lightness, which—however flavored
with subtlety—is in essence simplicity itself.

21: Interpenetration and Fluidity
BUDDHISM sees all of life as “dependently co-arising.” Basho believed this interpenetration to be the primary spiritual element in
the haiku. It reveals that wholeness of life of which we’re a natural
part, convinces us that the separate self is an illusion. The following classics, by Basho and O. Mabson Southard, convey interpenetration as well as any I know:
Mountain path—
The old rooster crows . . .
sun rising through the scent Out of the mist come the rocks
and the twisted pine2
of plum blossoms1
Wordsworth wrote of “. . . a sense sublime / Of something far
more deeply interfused … / A motion and a spirit that impels / And
rolls through all things.”3 J. W. Hackett says that interpenetration
refers to “an intuitive sense of oneness in the cosmos, which
1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume II.
2. Marsh-grasses, American Haiku Press 1967.
3. “Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey”

reflects our true Self.”4 The following are fine examples enhanced
by the euphonic flow of the poets’ words:
wet of the dawn
the black swan alights:
the sun slides through leaves stars of the Milky Way
and flower fragrance
lap against the reeds
Anna Holley6
Svetlana Mladenovic5
And from Joan Couzens Sauer we have an unforgettable painterly
haiku of colorful interfusion:
Great blue heron
stands still at the marsh edge
feet washed in sunset7
The sunset color moves, yet seems only to accentuate the stillness.
Turning from marsh to seashore, we have two other memorable
4. Woodnotes 30.

5. Azami 48.

6. New Cicada 4:1.

7. Dragonfly X:2.

water scenes, penetrated by a cloud and the stars:
sandcastle moat
how a cloud slips in
with the water
Helen J. Sherry8

tide’s far sound . . .
the stars have come in again
to lie among the stones
Martin Shea9

In a letter to Frogpond shortly before her death, Proxade Davis
eloquently alludes to the constant flow and intermeshing of
nature:
mist
rolling over the moon
the traveling sky10
Sound and sight are inextricably interwoven in this anne mckay
haiku:
8. Splashes 1985.

9. Modern Haiku XVIII:2.

10. VII:2.

at twilight
the temple bell
raking zen furrows11
How vividly we visualize the sand of a Japanese rock garden being
grazed by evening shadows, swept along by peals from a temple bell.
Fluidity is a sign that we are not “straining for experience.” The
more relaxed we are in our detachment, the more peripheral our
awareness is likely to be, the more clear and certainly the more
unified our perception. The peripheral mind does not seek the
rational. It doesn’t concern itself with which sense or faculty is
informing us. It’s satisfied with the truth of our sense perception
in authentic experience, as in this poem by Gochiku:
The long night:
The sound of the water
Says what I think.12
11. Woodnotes 29.

12. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume III.

It is in peripheral, less deliberately focused awareness that the
spiritual element is most likely to arise. Our spiritual reality is the
ever-changing, which in its movement moves us. We see this in the
sumi-e brush-and-ink drawing. It is present in all true art—even in
sculpture; for it represents eternal moments caught on the wing.
To which faculty was Basho resorting when he wrote that the voice
of the cicada “sinks into the rocks,” or that the cries of wild ducks
were “faintly white”? In the haiku moment we go beyond our
ordinary human limitations. Distinctions between inner and outer,
body and spirit, tend to melt away:
fast asleep
child part moonlight
part shadow
James Minor13

13. Wind Chimes 4:2.

Section 4: Haiku Theory
22. THE KU IN HAIKU ÆSTHETICS
23. SILENCE AND OUTREACH IN HAIKU
24. SUCHNESS AND COMPASSION IN HAIKU
25. POETIC CORES
26. BASHO LIVES

22: The KU in Haiku Æsthetics
IN THE WORD haiku, the syllable hai has the meaning of naturalness,
the Japanese ku signifying playfulness, the Chinese ku emptiness.
The latter carries the sense of open space “without north or south,
future or past, without boundaries or dimensions.” Emptiness or
the Void is original universal essence.1 It is, perhaps, the most
difficult oriental concept for Westerners to grasp. It is formless
and unconditional—“is always with us, and conditions all our
knowledge, all our deeds, and is our life itself.”2 Ideally, there is in
haiku no division between the natural element, hai, and the
“spiritual” ku. The two kinds of being—conditioned and unconditioned—are united in interbeing. In meditation we seek to let go
of conditioned nature, to contact the Void. But we can actually
live in the unconditional eternal only in the fleeting moment of
oneness.
The spiritual reality of ku exists between the “I” and the “that,”
1. Peter Matthiessen, The Nine-Headed Dragon River 1971.

2. D. T. Suzuki, Zen Buddhism, 1960.

is both and neither, as according to Zen nothing has a real
existence separately, but only in relation to the whole. Life is a
process—a continuing and ever-changing flow.3 This process is the
ultimate reality of Buddhism, and is at the very heart of Taoist
understanding and teaching. Chuang-Tzu said: “The Tao (the
Way) is emptiness,” and Lao-Tzu, “To be empty is to be full.” Our
sense of self-transcendence in the haiku moment derives from this
emptiness-fullness.
The most powerful image I know for describing this state of purgation is that of Wallace Stevens in these lines from “The Snow Man”:

obviate or defile the oneness we seek to invoke. Dualism ends
when we stop making distinctions.
It is true that the moments of wholeness we write our haiku
about take place in the here and now. And yet, paradoxically, when
our freedom from preoccupation allows us to tune into the
universe, the moment is transmuted beyond time and space:

“. . . the listener, who listens in the snow,
And, nothing himself, beholds
Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.”
Perception of “nothing that is not there”—that is the great secret;
for whatever we inject into a haiku that is not really there will

When we let go of our preconditioning, discarding our habitual
mental sets, biases and stagnant emotive states, our brush against
the small and ordinary connects us with the universal and eternal.
When we open a forest seed, in the empty covering may reside
unseen the essence of some great tree. The very essence of mind
is similarly concealed. To quote from a Zen anthology:

3. Miyamoto Musashi, The Book of Five Rings (Gorin No Sho), 1993.

4. H. F. Noyes, My Rain, My Moon 1983.

Beyond all tallied time
to find this virgin space
and here encounter now4

There is no place to seek the mind:
it is like the footprints of birds in the sky.5

23: Silence and Outreach in Haiku

These Li Po lines translate selfless ku into poetry:

ONE IS MOST LIKELY to feel the depth, the sabi, in haiku in poems
of quietness. I was especially drawn to the profound stillness
achieved by Virgil Hutton in two winter haiku:

The birds have vanished into the sky
and now the last cloud drains away.
We sit together, the mountain and I,
until only the mountain remains.6

How quietly
the rain changes to snow—
winter evening1

Steady snowfall;
the waving wildgrass
slowly stills2

Let us on our haiku journeys, in the words of the great Persian poet
Rumi, wash ourselves of ourselves. And through this ego-cleansing, we can then hope to experience nature’s wholeness through
the wholeness of our own nature.

Silence at the edge of a gorge can be awesome—the silence
without and the “echo” felt within:

5. From Zenrinkushu, cited by R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.
6. From The Enlightened Heart, ed. Stephen Mitchell.

1. Midwest Haiku Anthology, ed. Brooks & Gurga, High/Coo Press 1992.
2. Ibid.
3. the rise and fall of sparrows, ed. Rotella, Los Hombres Press 1990.
4. Some of the Silence, Red Moon 1999.

a car
at the cliff’s edge—
the Milky Way
Chuck Brickley3

a deep gorge . . .
some of the silence
is me
John Stevenson4

We may experience silence more intensely in the presence of
sound; and we are all familiar with the amplification of silence
when a loud sound ceases:
Rose petals tumbling
in silent succession—
the roaring waterfall
after Basho5

The bell toll wanes—
streets sink into silence
even more deeply
after Boris Pilnyak6

A memorial poem can leave us submerged in silence, even when
the apparent subject is song:
gone from the woods
the bird I knew
by song alone
Paul O. Williams7

5. The Narrow Road to the Deep North, Penguin Books 1966. 6. Adapted from the prose of Mother Earth.
7. Midwest Haiku Anthology, op. cit.

What I look for are haiku that suspend our ordinary sense of
time and expand our limited sense of space. Absolute present, D.
T. Suzuki tells us, is alive with creative vitality. For the haikuist to
tap into this source, “consciousness must be awakened just at the
very moment when eternity lifts its feet to step into time.”8 An
Aegean holiday always gets me back in tune with eternity:
halfway home
old summer pleasure boat
slowed by the moon9
Haiku can be a way of reaching out to that silence of universe
which spreads to infinity. One senses no interruption—no limits—in such boundless expansion. Basho’s outreach in the following is measureless:

8. Christian Humphreys, Living by Zen, 1950.

9. Amelia 9.

A rough sea!
Stretched out over Sado
The Milky Way.10

24: Compassion in Haiku

Here is a haiku by tony suraci that carries us beyond time, through
its limitless expansion of sound:

It is deep autumn;
My neighbor,—
How does he live?1

phoebe cry
faint in the mist—
everywhere11
And finally, we experience in this haiku by Geraldine C. Little an
infinite extension of both sight and sound:

Issa, who wrote “Thin mosquitoes, thin fleas / thin children—all
mixed up / here in my house,”2 also gave us:
Don’t swat the fly—
it’s wringing its hands,
it’s wringing its feet.3

a billion stars?
a trillion or two?
the holy humming12
10. Translation by Dana B. Young.

SOME OF OUR MOST EXPRESSIVE and moving haiku are children of our
compassion. Empathic concern is an element in the haiku of the
old masters—a caring fostered by the sense of oneness with all of
life. Basho wrote:

11. old pond II:2.

12. Frogpond XX:2.

1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

2. Inch by Inch, translations by Nanao Sakaki.

3. Ibid.

Donald McLeod, in the true haiku tradition, even gives voice
to the leaves. Letting nature speak for itself is not personification:
A wooden footbridge
helping leaves across
the icy stream4
And here is a deeply compassionate poem rich in sabi-aware
atmosphere and feeling as the day, the summer and the gull are all
subjected to the melancholy “dragging” of the hours and wilting of
the spirit:
waning summer—
a gull drags the shadow
of its hurt wing
Helen J. Sherry5

4. New Cicada 6:2.

5. The Blossoming Rudder, Parkway 1987.

Perhaps it is easiest for us to write compassionately about the
handicapped. But the sensibility of the observers in the following
senryu and haiku is extraordinary:
Catching herself
saying too much, the deaf girl
hides her hands
Matthew Louvière6
This haiku startles us—but in a charming and delicate way—into
a deeper empathic awareness of deprivation. Our second example
is from vincent tripi:
Waving back
at the poppy field
the retarded child7

6. The Archer, XXXII:3.

7. between God and the pine, 1997.

I can say of this haiku poet what Blyth said of Basho, that his
impressions here “sink down into the very recesses of his soul;” and
they sink into the reader’s soul as well.
The same can be said of Robert Bebek in this profoundly
sensitive Croatian haiku:
wearing their homes
only in their eyes—
the refugees8

25: Poetic Cores
IN A TALK before the Haiku Society of America, Hiroaki Sato
spoke of the avant-garde poet Natsuishi’s hopes for the haiku—
for its going beyond “mere seasonal feelings” to humanity and
cosmos. Natsuishi says we need non-seasonal “keywords” as “poetic cores”—keys that open “the known world on this side to the
unknown world on the other.” He suggests words such as baby,
love, and rain.1 For example:
Windblown rain
falling on the other side
of the world2
Unquestionably, keywords can have a far more vital shared meaningfulness world-wide than conventional Japanese seasonal allusions. Consider daybreak, neighbor, mountaintop.

8. Knots, ed. Anakiev & Kacian, Prijatelj Press 1999.

1. Notes from HSA Meeting.

2. Adapted from the prose of Katherine Mansfield

Alain Kervern, in writing about the First International Symposium of Contemporary Haiku, (held in Tokyo in 1999), concludes
that the new basis of haiku structure must be the keyword of international relevance, and not the Japanese seasons. Among his
examples: mother, ocean, island.3
By writing haiku of outreach beyond the narrow confines of
our particular society and cultural adaptations, we can help make
Natsuishi’s hopes come true. Let the seasoning we seek be the
sharp seasoning of universal realities, reflecting what Faulkner
referred to as “the old verities, and truths of the heart. . . .”4 Let us
write haiku sans frontières, in the spirit of One World and a new
millennium:
From all sides
the voice of the mountain . . .
one world5

3. Frogpond XXII:3.
4. From his Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, Dec. 10, 1950.
5. H. F. Noyes, Prophetic Voices, Vol. VIII.

26: Conclusion: Basho Lives!
THE SELF OF BASHO, as R. H. Blyth says, “melts away at the touch
of the slightest thing, a pebble or a spray.”1 Like a Zen priest, he
understood and lived out the way of “present mind;” and from this
stems the primordial freshness he injected into his haiku.
I am one
Who eats his breakfast
Gazing at the morning glories.2

Fresh spring!
The world is only nine days old—
These fields and mountains!3

We find the same earthy simplicity in his childlike haiku, along
with that unique sense of wonder the Japanese masters displayed:
You light the fire,
I’ll show you something nice—
A huge ball of snow!4
1. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume IV. 2. Ibid., Volume I. 3. Basho, “The Record of a Travel-Worn Satchel,” trans.
Nabuyuki Yuasa. 4. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume IV

G. K. Chesterton wrote: “The world will never starve for wonders,
but only for want of wonder.”5
Basho was, above all, aware of Spinoza’s truth that “the greatest good is the knowledge of the union which the mind has with
the whole of nature.”6 Out of this wisdom comes his teaching that
to learn of the pine we must go to the pine, and his supreme
counsel: “No matter how well-worded your poems may be, if the
feeling is not natural, if you and the object have not become one,
your poems are not true haiku, but merely imitations of reality.”7
Basho believed that what chiefly differentiated haiku from senryu
was the element of interpenetration, the spiritual element in
haiku—the element not of holiness, but of wholeness.8 His haiku
sees the sun on a mountain path “rising through the scent of plum,” and:

Under the same roof
We sleep together, concubines and I—
Bush clovers and the moon.14

The winter tempest
Hid itself in the bamboos,
and grew still.9
5. General Motors Building, Chicago.
8. R. H. Blyth, Haiku, Volume I.

6. Ethics.
9. Haiku, Vol. IV.

I like Blyth’s phrase that the way of haiku requires “a perpetual
sinking of oneself into things.”10 I immediately associate it with
Basho’s haiku written at Oshida, about the voice of cicadas in the
stillness penetrating the rocks.11 Waiting there for the weather to
clear, he records that the seed of poetry had so taken root in the
mountain province that it was “bearing its own flowers each year,”
thus gentling the minds of the rough villagers “like the clear notes
of a reedpipe.”12 Only this great poet could say: “There is nothing
you can see that is not a flower … nothing you can think that is not
the moon.”13
I think of Basho as the master with the greatest spiritual
outreach, despite writing about such things as a horse eating a
Rose of Sharon, or of prostitutes sharing his night’s shelter:

7. Haiku Magazine III:5.

10. Haiku, Vol. I.
13. Haiku, Vol. I.

11. The Narrow Road to the Deep North.
14. The Narrow Road to the Deep North.

12. Ibid.

Basho’s outreach is perhaps best seen in his famous “A rough sea!
/ Stretched out over Sado / the Milky Way.”15 It seems to me that
this is the kind of haiku the avant-garde Natsuishi is looking for
when he urges that we go beyond “mere seasonal feelings” to “key
poetic cores” that open “the known worlds on this side to the
unknown world on the other.”16 In Basho’s writing, even the word
“God” can serve as such a poetic core: “How I long to see / among
dawn flowers / the face of God.”17 This is the Basho whom Blyth
found “concerned with God as he sees himself in the mind of the
poet before fields and flowers.”18
Blyth tells us that in his first forty years Basho wrote no verse
“that could be called remarkable”—but that “few men have been
so really cultured;” and he considered him to be “among those few
human beings who lived, and taught us how to live by living.”19 Yet
he was a humble man. In his title for a travel sketch he describes
himself as “a weather-exposed skeleton.” In a prose poem he
compares himself at fifty to “an old tree that bears bitter peaches

. . . a bagworm separated from its bag.”20 I like thinking of him, old
and tired, with the running clouds of autumn putting new wind in
his sails—off to the mountain passes, a lover of adventure and the
everyday in nature and people, living on sheer spirit and the
pleasure of companionship by the wayside. I feel a kinship in my
explorations of the Greek islands, and a deeper one roaming the
grassy fields of Sparta—“all that remains of soldiers’ dreams.”
Lucien Stryk attributes Basho’s universal appeal to the fact
that “he never leaves nature.” Basho’s late haiku, “As autumn
deepens / No one is taking / This old road,”21 reveals, I believe, an
old man in despair who felt almost alone on what he regarded as
the true haiku path. But it is my conviction that he would have
been greatly pleased to know that centuries later he would have
fervent followers all over the world as determined as he was to
make sure that the art of haiku does not, as he feared, “expire of
artificiality.”22

15. Translation by Dana B. Young. 16. Hiroaki Sato in a talk for the HSA. 17. Lucien Stryk, On Love and
Barley. 18. Haiku, Volume I. 19. Ibid. 20. Anth. of Japanese Literature, ed. Keene.

21. Edited version H. F. Noyes.

22. Lucien Stryk, On Love and Barley.

