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suzukaze ya chikara ippai kirigirisu






the cool breeze

with all his strength

the cricket
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 Opening Note

Haiku
is a demanding poetic genre, but full of charm and satisfaction. As
I wrote in a previous book of mine, I’m not in the position to
teach other poets how to write excellent haiku: I'm just a poet who
loves haiku and have been writing this kind of poetry for a good
number of years—yet, despite this, I’m still learning.

My
first steps into this form of Japanese poetry were not easy, since
I lacked the so called cardinal points that can help find the right way to fully
appreciate haiku; thus, in order to understand the basics, I had to
refer to Japanese history and culture, so as to grab a bit of the
Japanese mindset. This is why I chose to include a brief
introduction on Japanese poetry in my own haiku (and tanka)
books.

Basically, I stand with those who consider the value of tradition as
the major guiding light on the way of haiku, but this does not mean
to deny validity to gendai (modern) haiku—and indeed, I write
gendai haiku, too, but usually following the 5-7-5
format.

This collection consists of 466 haiku, all originally written in English —indeed, although
my native language is Italian, my first encounter with this kind of
poetry was on English texts, so I started writing haiku in English;
haiku in my native language came later. This far I’ve written
almost nine hundred haiku: two thirds of them in English. Oddly
enough, I have translated only thirty-six of my English haiku into
Italian, while the opposite has hardly ever happened: I’ve
translated into English only a handful (c. a dozen) of haiku that I
wrote in my native language, and none of them is in this book. This
is mainly due to the different rhythmic structure, since I try to
respect the 5-7-5 format.

Of the 466 haiku in this book, 345 have a 'kigo' (season word) —most of
them are traditional haiku, but there are also 'gendai' (modern)
haiku—, while 121 are 'muki haiku' (with no kigo, "seasonless
haiku"). The haiku with a kigo are grouped according to the season
of reference: Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter —with the "New Year
Season" as part of Winter. The ones without a kigo are in the
'Muki' section. Yet, I’ve used 14 muki haiku and 11 haiku with a
kigo to propose a 'Quiz' to readers
(it is at the end of the book) —can you tell which type the 25 haiku of
the quiz belong to?

Moreover, in the 'muki' section, the haiku are
arranged on the basis of 5 different themes, so as to offer the readers as many
"tales", in a poetic life path. There are no titles in the section, but you can find out
the five different themes by yourself:

1. introspection —or "the mirroring of a
soul";

2. unjust society —or "on human
insanity";

3. love & lost love;

4. life & death (meditations on
death);

5. external world & inner
solitude.

By the way, I'm going to use a similar scheme for a further collection
—my English tanka— about to be published.

 


Enjoy the book.

 


(Fabrizio Frosini, Firenze, 2019)

 


 


__________

[Note: what is part of the
introductory and terminological sections, is adapted from a long
essay I wrote in 2016, to introduce haiku poetry to the poets
belonging in the international association 'Poets Unite Worldwide'
(a free association of poets that I founded in 2015) —as I used
that essay as an extensive introduction to the anthology
'Seasons of the
Fleeting World – Writing Haiku', those wishing to deepen
the subject can refer to that book— Much of that research, then
reworked, was based on Wikipedia, World Kigo Database (WKD), and
other sources freely available on the Internet under the GNU Free
Documentation license; however, for all sources, see
"Bibliography & useful references" in
'Appendix']
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kusa kasumi mizu ni koe naki higure kana






grass, mist rising

not a voice over the water

the day has ended






(Yosa Buson)


 The Haiku Form, Basic
Principles

About Japanese Poetry

To get into the spirit of Japanese poetry —whether
it is haiku or tanka— it is essential to know at least the basics
of it, in its development from the earliest poetic forms to
date.

Much of the first literary works of Japanese poetry
were born under the influence of the Chinese poetry during the Tang
dynasty (China, 618-907 AD, a period when poetry had reached one of
its greatest blooms), when the Japanese poets began to compose
poetry using the Chinese logograms, 'kanji' ('kanshi'
poetry) —indeed, Chinese literature had an influence in some way
comparable to the one that Latin exerted on European
literature.

Although in the Nara period (710–794) and in the
very first part of the early Heian period (794–1185), the court
favored Chinese-style poetry, shortly afterwards 'waka'
poetry, that is "poetry in Japanese", definitely superseded kanshi.
The term waka originally comprised a number of different forms,
most notably 'tanka', or "short poems", and
'chōka', "long poems". The oldest existing
collection of Japanese poetry, the 'Man'yōshū' ("Collection of
Ten Thousand Leaves") compiled in the Nara period, contains
more than four thousand tanka, but less than three hundred chōka,
and only four kanshi. Being the tanka form, made of 31 syllabic
units ('on') in five phrases ('ku'), the most widely-composed type
of "poetry in Japanese", the term waka became synonymous with
tanka, so much so that in the 'Kokin Wakashū' ("Collection of
Ancient and Modern Japanese Poems", usually abbreviated in
'Kokinshū', the first imperial waka anthology, compiled in the
Heian period), the standard poetic diction of 31 'on', following
the pattern 5–7–5 plus 7–7, was established. Much of Japanese
poetry has been transmitted historically through published
anthologies, many of them with imperial patronage, but the
importance of waka, as a pillar of Japanese literature, is also
revealed by its use in other literary genres (Murasaki Shikibu, for
example, wrote almost a thousand waka for her "Genji Monogatari",
"The Tale of Genji", which is sometimes referred to as the world's
first psychological novel). Notably, exchanging waka instead of
letters in prose was a widespread custom, since tanka is a lyric
poem that, through its own flow and rhythm, can express the deepest
feelings, emotions and thoughts —sort of a 'painting with words',
that uses references to the natural world as well as to the inner
feelings of our everyday life.

The
Kokinshū was the most influential realization from this point of
view, dictating the form and format of Japanese poetry, at least
until the critical review by Masaoka Shiki —and indeed, although
tanka has evolved over the centuries, its ancient form hasn’t
changed. From waka, over time, a number of poetry genres developed,
such as 'renga'
(collaborative linked verse). In the Muromachi period (1336–1573),
as popular interest shifted to the renga form, waka was left to the
Imperial court, and all commoners were excluded from the highest
levels of waka training.

But renga rules were complicated and only
during the Edo period
(1603–1868) a simplified form of renga, where the use of commonly
spoken words was allowed, enabled the poets to express broader
humor and wit. Such a new style was called 'haikai no renga'
(comical linked verse), also called 'renku' or just
'haikai'. Its
5–7–5 'on' opening stanza, traditionally referred to as
'hokku', was
later called haiku by Masaoka Shiki (indeed, the first document to
record the word 'haiku', dated 1663, is thought to be Hattori
Sadakiyo's 'Obaeshu', and it was used as an abbreviated form of
"haikai-no-ku", "a verse of haikai"). From the haikai, haiku and senryū developed.

While waka and renga had belonged to the
aristocratic world of court poetry and samurai culture,
haikai became the genre
of choice for commoners. Notably, Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694) was the
master who elevated this genre and gave it a new popularity. By
that time, the hokku had begun to appear as an independent poetic
element, and was also incorporated in 'haibun' (a combination of
prose and hokku —Bashō's 'Oku no Hosomichi', "The Narrow Road to the
Interior", is one of the best examples), and 'haiga' (a painting with hokku —Yosa Buson
[1716–1784] was also a master in this genre).

The
hokku, removed from the context of haikai, eventually became the
stand-alone 5–7–5 'on' haiku poetry form which, thanks to Masaoka Shiki (1867–1902), was
recognized as a genre of modern literature in its own
right.

The Haiku Form

The traditional Japanese haiku is often referred to
as 'yuki-teikei', to distinguish
it from the modern 'free verse' haiku ('gendai'). 'Yuki' is the same than 'kigo' (season words);
'Teikei' refers to the 17 sound-units format ('on', for the
Japanese; each 'on' corresponding to a kana character), usually of
three unrhymed segments written on a single column, in the pattern
5–7–5. These three segments are always intertwined and will often
reflect upon each other. Although "syllables" and "on" differ
(it is usually said that 12 syllables in English approximate the
duration of 17 'on'), the three line pattern of English haiku
parallels the three parts of Japanese haiku.

The 3 basilar elements in traditional Japanese haiku
are:

– kigo (season word —seasonal cultural code
word);

– kire-ji (cutting word —or just a cutting, 'kire',
in other languages);

– teikei (5–7–5, or short/long/short pattern; that
is, "the poetic rhythm" of traditional haiku).

 


It is commonly said that the essence of haiku
is the
"cutting"('kire'), since it
causes the juxtaposition of the images, and a correct juxtaposition
expands the meaning of the haiku. Formally, it is sort of spoken
punctuation that marks a pause, and it generally appears at the end
of one of the first two sentences: this way, it briefly stops the
flow of thought and suggests a parallel between the previous
sentence and the next. In Japanese traditional poetry (haiku and
tanka) there are 18 classical kireji: they have their origin in the
modal verbs existing in ancient Japanese language, and have no
direct English equivalent. To get the same effect, the most common
technique to make the kire in English is to juxtapose two
contrasting images or ideas, separated by punctuation (a period, a
comma, .., a dash).

Indeed, for the ancient haikai masters, 'kire' "cuts through space and
time". As Kai Hasegawa
points out: "juxtaposition is a technique for creating
'ma' in haiku."
'Ma' can be
described as "subtle empty room", "creative imagination" or
"awareness of time and space": a "psychological space" of time,
space, and mind. As Kai Hasegawa says: "Ma can have a spatial meaning, as in 'empty space' or
'blank space', a temporal meaning (silence), a psychological
meaning, and so on. [..]. Without doubt, Japanese culture is a
culture of ma. [..] The
'cutting' of haiku is there to create ma, and that ma is more
eloquent than words. That is because even though a superior haiku
may appear to be simply describing a 'thing,' the working of
ma
conveys feeling." And again:
".. it is what is not put into words that is important. The reader
of a haiku is indispensable to the working of ma: he/she must notice the ma and sense the 'kokoro' (feeling, heart, spirit) of
the poet. The poet creates half of the haiku, while the remaining
half must wait for the appearance of a superior reader." ('An
Interview with Hasegawa Kai', by Robert D. Wilson, Simply Haiku
journal).
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