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#FFi6 / ON POETICS

About Haiku
---- Haiku in Japanese, English, and Chinese
Text / Xu Yingcai

I. Japanese Haiku

Although at the very beginning, the haiku could originate from classical
Chinese poetry, it emerged from Japan and was shaped in Japan, and then
from there spread to the world.

What does Japanese Haiku look like? It is said that it consists of 17
sounds broken down into three lines in the format of 5-7-5 (5 sounds for the
first line, 7 for the second, and 5 the last). Although nothing is wrong with
this assertion, the 17 sounds in Japanese Haiku does not necessarily equal 17
sounds in other languages. This is because Japanese tends to break down its
sound elements into smaller parts than English or Chinese does. 17 sounds
in Japanese Haiku approximates 12 syllables in English or Chinese. Take the
word “haiku” for example: The word “haiku” is considered two syllables in
English: hai-ku, also two in Chinese: hai-ku, but in Japanese, it is three: ha-i-
ku. Take the name of Japanese capital “Tokyo” for another example. It is
considered two syllables in English: To-kyo, and two in Chinese: To-kyo,
but 4 in Japanese: Toe-kyo-oh. No wonder the logo used for the American
National Haiku Writing Month was a 5-7-5 stop-sign. This logo was
designed to advocate that the haiku is not necessarily 17 syllables broken
down into the format of 5-7-5 when converted into another language.

@

Apart from this misunderstanding, Japanese Haiku does not require
rhyming, or put it in a different way, no rhyming at all, and of course, no
requirement for the level-and-oblique tone alternatives. Why so? This has
something to do with what it seeks. In addition to the 5-7-5 format,
traditional Japanese Haiku sought the fulfilment of three elements: Kigo,
kireji, and subjectivity (To save space, I will not elaborate on these topics
here). Modern Japanese Haiku or the world haiku, however, no longer seeks
these three elements as its core. They instead emphasize the achievement of
the spirit of the poem. What is the spirit of the haiku then? It is a touching
moment, the moment in time and space that has moved the poet, and the
poet uses the most economic form to write it down. When anything is petite,
once it possesses spirit, it will be exquisitely vibrant and vital, and hence
adorable. If anything is short and small but lacks spirit, it can hardly be
cute. If such a poem is inlaid in a stereotyped format, along with rhyming
within the size of a poem as short as three lines, it is likely, in rhythm, a
“harp on the old tune.” If such an impotence is short of new sense, then it
could be nothing but a jingle or a doggerel.

II. English Haiku

PH



http://www.nahaiwrimo.com/home/why-no-5-7-5/No%205-7-5.jpg?attredirects=0

HF&E / POETRY HALL

MRFTIFHD, EEBIME T HAENE
B, E&RT$ 178, 575 HHMNEEELS,
BOR 17 EREHRMA, SERETCHES, W
¥, SHARaRNERR BEERXFMAE
B SERAEAFaEBEAR—MLE, WRK
FEUNERTAEREES. A TEREEDN
R, ZASERE, arRAXEFZERRE
BHMZARER, MARTENAN. 4
DEBZNES LU AERRRK, BEEARE
B, LEANTEXER% 2014 FRAHEYIEAR
SRR

air show . ..
the ice cream girls
compare nail polish
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Modern English Haiku has truly grasped the essence of Japanese Haiku.
The biggest taboo in writing English Haiku is the stereotype format of 17, 5-
7-5, and rhyming. This is because using 17 syllables to write haikus in
English would retard the English rhythm; rhyming would damage the
freshness of the poem, and the stereotype format plus rhyming would
synchronize all English haikus into one tune. Modern English Haiku also
takes as its prime role the emphasis of spirit. To help students achieve this
goal, the first thing an English haiku class emphasizes is to train students to
use phrases and independent elements, instead of complete sentences, to
write the poems. English Haiku must have a sense of surprise in both
imagery and meaning to give readers enough imagination. The following
2014 Haiku Museum Winning poem is a good example to illustrate this.

air show . ..
the ice cream girls
compare nail polish
Anne L.B. Davidson, Saco, Maine, Frogpond
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The entire poem consists of 11 syllables with no rhyming. The first line
beings with an independent phrase, and the last line, in image and sense, is
a leap from the previous two, forming a surprise. It is this surprise that
brings the little poem alive and vibrant on paper.

Below is a haiku written by an Ireland poet Michael Facherty:

in the woodpile
the broken ax handle
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Here is the comments given by The Haiku Foundation:

“The poet, Michael Facherty of Ireland, chooses two lines, with the first line
establishing the context and suggesting the season. Again the diction is
image-based and straightforward, without words that indicate judgment, or
that pad out the syllable count, or that tell the reader what to think. The
image is vivid, and the conclusion given an ironic twist (though irony is
only one of dozens of poetic strategies that contemporary haiku employ).”

III. Chinese Haiku

Chinese Haiku has taken a completely different route from that of
Japanese and that of English. Chinese Haiku instead seeks not only 17
syllables, which means 17 Chinese characters , a few more than those of
Japanese, and 5-7-5 format, but also the level-and-oblique tone alternatives
and rhyming. This makes our haikus dull in sound, a thousand pieces on
one tune, retarded in rhythm, and old fashioned in format. If such a poem
lacks fresh images and senses and fails to provoke enough imagination,
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then it will be completely spiritless.

How did we get on this road has a lot to do with some of our early
veteran haiku poets who were deeply conversant with our classical poetic
conventions. As a result, the haikus they wrote were greatly influenced by
our classical poems. The following quote from Baidu will explain the ins
and outs.

“On May 30, 1980, (in entertaining the visitors of Japanese Haiku
Association), Mr. Zhao Puchu, inspired for poetic creation, using the 17-
syllable format of Japanese Haiku as a reference and following the
conventions of the meter and rhyme of Chinese classical poetry,
extemporized a group of three haiku poems.” Below is the last one:

In green-shade-lured rain
Home blooms grafted to th” abroad
Breezed into Hanpai (Chinese Haiku)

Since then, Chinese Haiku writers, using the haikus, so to speak, Mr.
Zhao wrote, named what they wrote “Hanpai” and began to follow his
pattern. But it remains an enigma whether it's because of courtesy or of a
language barrier that the Japanese visitors didn’t point out the mistakes.
The mistakes, however, have persisted even to this day. But it was pointed
out in 2012 by Shingo. He straightened it out by saying: Hanpai is not the
haiku.

IV. Conclusion

However, what's fortunate is that contemporary Chinese haikus free from
the restrictions of 17 Chinese syllables, 5-7-5 format, rhyming, and level-
and-oblique tone alternatives for the emphasis of spirit sprung from the
imagery created and the sense of surprise formed have begun to emerge.

The haiku is petite in size, which can serve as the very form to express an
aha-moment flashing past in time and space. That is exactly why it has
emerged, and then spread to the world. The haiku is petite in size, but it
must be rich in volume. This is because if the approximate dozen syllables
express just their peripheral meaning, then, there is nothing wondrous to
read. This voluminous richness comes from the tensile force of the language
used, from what’s unexpressed, and from the leap in image and sense. Once
there is leap in image and sense, then there is space for readers to imagine.
To provoke readers’ imagination, haiku writers try very hard to avoid
comments in their poems. This is because if you do, you are thinking for the
readers or you are forcing a way for the readers to think. All in all, the haiku
is petite, but it has to be rich in image and voluminous in sense. It has to
possess spirit.

Hopefully, Chinese haiku lovers could make a continuous effort to integrate
themselves into the world and compose more and more authentic Chinese
haiku poems that reflect the universality of the world haiku and the

individuality of the Chinese haiku.

Translated by Xu Yingcai / ff &A%
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