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Preface
Unless otherwise noted, the translations of the 997 poems in this
book are by the author, who bears responsibility for any mistakes or
misinterpretations, while acknowledging that haiku often contain
more than one meaning. The appendix offers some comments on
the difficulties of translating from Japanese to English, and readers
are welcome to make their own versions of the poems using the
Japanese romanizations supplied with each tanka and haiku.

Also, in this history of haiku and haiga , the ages of poets are given
in Japanese style; for example, when Saigyō is described as age
thirty, we would consider him twenty-nine.
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Introduction

T HIS BOOK WILL TRACE the history of Japanese haiku, including the
poetic traditions from which it was born, primarily through the work of
leading masters such as Bashō, Buson, Issa, and Shiki, along with a
number of other fine poets. Although they are less well-known, haiku
calligraphy and haiku-paintings (haiga) of the masters will also be
illustrated and discussed as vital elements in the art of haiku. Theory
and criticism will be minimized in favor of presenting the works
themselves, which were composed to create a spontaneous
interconnection with their readers and viewers, who play a vital part
in the expressive process.

What Are Haiku?
Although today haiku may be the best-known form of poetry in the
world, there is still confusion as to how to define them. Many people
would describe haiku as a three-line poem of 5–7–5 syllables, but
this does not penetrate more than the surface of this remarkable
form of poetry. Rather than tight definitions, it might be more useful
to discuss the guidelines that most haiku follow.

Haiku in Japan are generally written or printed in a single column.
Nevertheless, until the twentieth century, most traditional Japanese
examples fall into 5–7–5 syllable patterns, although this was
stretched and even broken by some of the great masters when it
suited their purpose. 1 In the past one hundred years, Japanese
haiku poets have been divided between those who basically follow
5–7–5, and those who do not. Furthermore, haiku poets in other
languages often ignore this guideline. For example, the great
majority of fine haiku in English have fewer than seventeen syllables
because English is more compact than Japanese, and the same is
true of haiku in other languages as well (see the appendix for more
information on syllable counts in Japanese and English).



If haiku do not always depend upon a fixed syllable pattern, what are
their most important characteristics? One is closeness to nature,
which supplies most of the images that the poems rely upon to
convey their meanings. This usually involves concrete observations
expressed briefly and clearly through the use of everyday language
and a syntax that is natural rather than “poetic.” Since in Japanese
language the verb is usually at the end of the sentence, this
sometimes involves the translator with changes in word order, but
the guidelines remain the same. Here is a view of nature by Bashō
that finds the extraordinary in the ordinary:

The second characteristic of haiku are references to a particular
season; these references are called kigo . In Japanese, the great
majority of traditional haiku indicate spring, summer, autumn, or
winter, either directly (as in the haiku above) or through images that
suggest which season is being presented. Some of these references
may seem arbitrary, but they are firmly fixed into haiku history. To
give just a few of many possible examples, frogs, swallows,
warblers, the hazy moon, late frost, and plum- or cherry-blossoms
are all indicators of spring, while for summer there are short nights,
herons, toads, lilies, duckweed, and hail. Fall includes the harvest
moon, lightning, dew, deer, grasshoppers, dragonflies, and
persimmons, while winter is indicated by snow, frost, ice, owls,
ducks, fallen leaves, and bare trees. 2 Therefore a Japanese haiku
that mentions a frog is understood as a spring poem, while one
including a heron is understood as taking place in summer. Since the
season adds to the mood and meaning of the poem, these
references are significant.

Third, and most important, haiku suggest rather than define their
meanings, leaving much of the process up to the reader or listener.



In effect, the audience joins the writer in completing the poem, and
since most haiku have more than one possible meaning, they tend
not to have “correct” or solitary interpretations. Here the brevity of
the form is helpful; the fewer the words, the more potential for
multiple implications. As we shall see, the earlier poetic form called
tanka (five-line poems with 5–7–5–7–7 syllable count) tended to be
more explicit, while haiku allow readers to become partners to the
poet by personally responding to the images. Of course, all art is an
experience rather than an object—the poem, music, or painting is
merely the instigator of that experience—but in haiku this interactive
aspect is especially important. Too much information would be
limiting; like the inside of a glass or cup, it is the empty space that is
most valuable. In haiku these spaces can take the form of
grammatical ellipses, so one may often find incomplete sentences,
which allow meanings to emerge rather than being insisted upon.

For the same reason, most haiku are not directly subjective. Instead,
an objective description of nature, often with a contrasting element,
can allow readers more opportunities to engage with the poem,
perhaps supplying their own subjective experiences. The description
may contain an element of surprise, mystery, or humor, but it is
usually based on fresh, specific imagery with an intense focus. Yet a
fine haiku is seldom purely objective, since it has to resonate with
human experience. It may give the appearance of being
spontaneous, and perhaps it was, but poets like Bashō and Santōka
also considered and sometimes altered their verses over a period of
time. The purpose of haiku was to use the mundane while exceeding
the mundane, to discover a moment of oneness in the diverse or to
discern multiplicity in the singular. Haiku can find an inner truth from
an outward phenomenon, and ultimately use words to go beyond
words.



Bashō’s haiku seems like pure observation, but it also allows readers
to share the experience of an autumn day, as well as the feeling of
unity in nature and with nature. However, it does not say so too
directly. Haiku present images rather than ideas; they seldom have
conclusions, moral lessons, or direct statements of emotions—these
may be implied, but the more open haiku are to personal intuition
and empathy, the stronger they become as poems.

Another way to view haiku is through the combination of the
momentary and the timeless, the blending of human perception and
the universal pulse of nature. Like the “just this” of Zen, haiku
masters stress the current moment in a state of focused perception,
but that individual moment is also part of a greater world that does
not begin or end. Each happening can be seen as unique, but also
as connected with everything else. The following haiku by Bashō
manages to express the former while somehow implying the latter:

Haiku Structures
If haiku are generally written in a single column in Japanese, why are
they usually translated into three lines? A good question, to which
there are several possible answers. Primarily, it is because the three-
part syllable division in Japanese haiku becomes more clear in
English when the lines are divided. In addition, traditional haiku often
include pause marks called kireji (cutting words) that help to mark
rhythmic divisions. For example, at the end of the first or second
segments there may be the extra syllable ya, at most a gentle
untranslatable “ah,” indicating a rhythmic pause, or sometimes
foreshadowing a change of theme or meaning. In contrast, the
ending kana gives a sense of completeness, or “Isn’t it so?” One
might see these cutting words primarily as sonic punctuations or



intensifiers of mood and meaning, as in these two examples by
Bashō:

Neither ya in the first poem nor kana in the second have a distinct
meaning, but in the first haiku ya creates a pause, and in the second
kana fills out the rhythm with a feeling of conclusion. Other cutting
words include yo and zo, both of which emphasize the previous word
or words. Since kireji seldom have meanings of their own, they are
primarily included to contribute their rhythms and sounds; therefore,
one may consider many Japanese haiku as having fewer than
seventeen active syllables.

In practice, most haiku have two parts, so that either the first two
lines or the last two lines are one unit, and the first line or the last
line is another unit. In both poems given above, it was one plus two,
while in the following five haiku by Bashō, it is the reverse:



Some haiku that are two lines plus one might be considered “riddle
poems,” in the sense that the first two lines set up an implied
question—What is this?—and the final line gives a (sometimes
surprising) answer.

At other times, the third line is a seemingly unconnected image that
can allow us to make our own interpretations, as in this haiku by
Ransetsu:



Does this take place during a tea ceremony? Is the poet simply
looking at a bowl that suggests that night is deepening? Or are there
other meanings altogether? This is up to us to consider, but it may
be that Ransetsu himself wanted multiple interpretations.

To make the situation more complicated, there are some haiku that
divide into two relatively equal segments by having the cutting word
ya in the middle of the second line, such as this poem by Buson,
which could be rendered two different ways, 5–7–5 and 8–9:

Other haiku seem to be more continuous over the three sections,
although readers may still feel some divisions within them. Here are
two examples from Bashō:

Finally, there are some haiku that seem to be composed of three
separate lines, although of course one can envision connections
between them. Here is an example by Buson:



Haiku Sounds and Rhythms
Like other forms of Japanese poetry, haiku do not use rhyme, but
they do sometimes feature repetition of words or sounds to create a
particular rhythm and music, such as in this poem by Bashō:

Here Bashō’s first word, hototogisu (cuckoo) is itself somewhat
onomatopoetic, since the sound suggests the bird’s call, while the
repetition of naki naki (calling, calling) adds to the rhythm of repeated
sounds. Further, the final word has three “i” vowels, somewhat in
parallel with the three “o” vowels in the first line. There seems to be
no way to retain this music in translation, but it is an important
element in the original poem. However, readers can sound this poem
out for themselves: vowel sounds in Japanese are similar to those in
Italian—a as in “spa”; i as in “see”; u as in “too”; e as in “egg”; and o
as in “so.”

Another Bashō haiku begins each segment with an “oo” sound,
which also ends the poem. There is also a significant repetition of
the “ah” sound in utagau na, hana, ura, and haru .



The next three Bashō poems also feature the “ah” sound, suggesting
flowering, sunlight, or heat, followed by a fourth poem that
emphasizes the “o” sound for the cuckoo.

A powerful haiku by a woman poet who became a nun, Den Sute-jo ,
also emphasizes the sound “ah” for heat; this sound appears in ten
of the seventeen syllables.

Haiku Uses of the Past



Although one of the most important features of haiku is observation
of the present moment, poets have occasionally referred to the past,
such as mentioning masters from earlier ages whom they particularly
adulated. For example, Bashō especially admired the monk-poet
Saigyō , whose wandering lifestyle Bashō praised and adopted.
Buson and Issa looked up to Bashō as well as Saigyō—in fact Buson
was one of the leaders in a “back to Bashō” movement at a time
when he felt that haiku were losing the spirit of the great master.
Shiki especially praised Buson, whose reputation as a major poet he
helped to restore. Sometimes these poets were included directly in
haiku:

There may also be references to images or phrases from the past,
such as furu ike (old pond), that bring forth the spirit of an admired
predecessor. In one case, a verb we might not expect in haiku,
haku/haite (belch, vomit), appears in the haiku of a succession of
poets.



The references to past poets can be subtle, and it is worth keeping in
mind that not every element in every haiku is based only on direct
observation. Frequently, observation and past literature were
combined, as in a haiku by Buson that mentions an eleventh-century
collection of Chinese and Japanese poetry .

Beginning with Bashō, however, references to the past were
generally curtailed in comparison to the clever haiku that preceded
him, and the most important element was the “here and now” on its
own terms. In this regard, there has been some dispute about the



role of the imagination in haiku composition. Shiki believed in
“painting from life” (shasei ) in his poetry, but he praised Buson
particularly for his use of imagination. This has an interesting
connection with memory, since putting a perception or an
observation into words is already an act of memory taking place after
the event, even if it is just a split second later. Imagination has roots
in memory as well, so the situation is certainly complex. Perhaps it is
enough to realize that words and images have associations that can
add to (or sometimes distract from) the meaning of a haiku.

Some literary connections, whether from tanka, haiku, or other
sources, may be lost to us—and certainly no one in Japan could
catch every possible reference. However, a fine poem exists
perfectly well on its own, and masters were able to use occasional
associations without losing the force of their original perceptions. It is
therefore the combination of direct perception and the mind of the
poet, including memory, personality, and experience, that leads to
the finished poem. Many people have heard the sound of a frog
jumping into the water, but it was Bashō who transformed this
moment into an evocative haiku:

Haiku-painting (Haiga)
If haiku is a worldwide phenomenon, haiga (haiku painting) is almost
unknown. Yet the major masters all created haiga, as well as haiku
calligraphy, and their words and images frequently add substantial
meanings to each other.

One reason that haiga have often been painted by Japanese poets
is that the tools are the same as in writing—brush, ink, and paper or



silk, with the occasional addition of colors. Poets with great talent in
painting like Buson created haiga, but so did those with modest skills
like Issa, and both their haiga are esteemed by viewers. In fact, too
much technique can be as much a liability as too little, since sincerity
and suggestion are more important than obvious mastery and
specificity. Therefore not only is the medium the same, but the
aesthetics of haiku and haiga are also similar. Brevity, directness,
naturalness, simplicity, and allowing the viewer to participate are the
most important qualities. True haiga does not invite comments like
“What a great painting!” as much as “How delightfully the painting
and poem in-teract!” In fact, the only specific definition of haiga is an
image plus a haiku, but over time a special haiga style of painting
developed that emphasized the casual, relaxed, and understated.

Japanese haiga, the word-image relationships, developed into three
main patterns. The first is the most simple: an informal portrait of a
poet with one of his or her haiku (see Buson’s depiction of Chigetsu
in plate 6-2 ). This follows an earlier Japanese tradition of portraits of
aristocratic tanka masters, but now the colors (if any) are muted, the
brushwork is less sharp and precise, and the mood is no longer
decorous; indeed, some haiku portraits seem close to caricature.

The second (and most common) interaction in haiga is supportive:
one of the images is represented in both words and painting. If the
poem mentions the moon, the moon also appears visually. However,
in a good haiga the painting does not merely illustrate the haiku, and
the poem does not simply explain the painting; they both add to the
total effect of the work, reinforcing but also contributing to each
other. There are several examples of this kind of multilayered
support in the haiga reproduced in this book, and reader-viewers can
discover how each art contributes to the expression of the other,
even when they seem to be signifying the same thing.

The third form of text-image relationship in haiga is the most
intriguing: the words and the painting do not seem to have any direct
connection at all. Of course, this can occur in words alone, as in
some haiku where the images do not seem to readily connect, but it



is even more apparent in certain haiga. This will be discussed later
with specific examples, such as the Issa painting of a hut in plate 7-1
, but in general the result is to add further meanings to both poem
and image, setting up a special resonance that expands the total
range of expression.

More common than haiga is haiku calligraphy, since many poets
were asked for written versions of favorite poems. Because it is
believed in East Asia that all calligraphy is a direct representation of
the inner character and spirit of the calligrapher, the modest writing
of Bashō, the more full-bodied brushwork of Buson, and the gentle
script of Issa all well represent their personalities.

Haiga combines not two arts but three: poetry, painting, and
calligraphy, and their interactions are always fascinating. It is not
merely meanings and styles, but how they are visually combined in
space that gives haiga its special flavor (again, see the description of
Buson’s Chigetsu portrait ). While the literati in both China and
Japan generally placed their calligraphic inscriptions so they were
separate from the painting, usually on the top of the scrolls, in haiga
these inscriptions are often combined in much more interconnected
and intimate ways. The poem swirls around the image, balances it
asymmetrically, points to it, or any other combination that varies from
work to work. The calligraphy of the poem may even be divided into
two different parts of the painting, as in the final haiga of the book by
Buntō (Plate 8-11 ).

Summing up the many fascinations of haiga, they often reside
especially in the interactions of the different arts of which they are
composed. Haiku are marvelous by themselves, but the
interpenetration of the different arts is what gives haiga their unique
appeal. Since all the master haiku poets must have felt this potential
when creating their own haiga, this special form of verbal-visual art
deserves to become much better known in the future.



1

Background
The Tanka (Waka) Tradition

W ITHIN THE LONG AND illustrious Japanese poetic tradition, the origins
of haiku can be seen both as part of a historical progression and as a
revolution in aesthetics. To understand these two aspects of haiku, it
can be helpful to investigate earlier Japanese cultural history.

This island nation undoubtedly had a strong poetic tradition in its
prehistoric days, strongly connected to its ceremony, dance, chant,
and song. The first two books compiled in Japan, the Kojiki (Record
of Ancient Matters, 712) and the Nihonshoki (Chronicles of Japan,
720) contain 113 and 131 poems respectively, some of which
certainly came from much earlier times. 1 The rhythmic repetition of
words and occasional extra vocalizing syllables in many of these
verses reinforce the belief that they began as songs. For example,
there is an insistent repetition of the word yaegaki (eight-sided
balustrade) in the very first poem in the Kojiki, which is a celebration
by a divine bridegroom of his wedding and new railing.

The 5–7–5–7–7 syllable count of this five-line poem distinguishes it
as a tanka (short song), also known as a waka (Japanese song) and



an uta (song). Its asymmetrical formula is quite different from most
traditional Chinese poetry, which features evenly balanced lines
arranged in parallel couplets, quatrains, and so on. Chinese jintishi
(regulated verse) also depends on rhyme and on repeating patterns
of tonal inflections, which are both missing from Japanese poetry.
Instead, in most tanka there is a structure based on syllables, with a
strong emphasis upon the evocation of human feelings, whether
expressed directly or indirectly. In addition, many tanka feature “pillow
words,” which were standard epithets. An example is the first line of
the previous poem, which became a standard phrase for the sacred
site of Izumo.

Although the tanka’s thirty-one-syllable form is brief compared with
early chōka (long songs), tanka became and remained by far the
most popular kind of poetry during Japan’s Nara and Heian periods
(646–1185), when the court was the fountainhead of refined
Japanese culture.

The Man’yōshū

The earliest anthology of Japanese poems, the Man’yōshū
(Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves or Collection of Ten Thousand
Generations), 2 was compiled between 686 and 784. Its last datable
poem is from 759, but many of its 4,516 verses are much earlier, and
include folk songs, chants, elegies, and dialogue poems.
Nevertheless, perhaps nine-tenths of Man’yōshū poems are in the
tanka tradition.

Although other collections of poetry at times became more popular,
the spirit of the Man’yōshū has remained an important element in
Japanese culture for more than twelve hundred years. In the Edo
period (1615–1868), the text was significantly revived and exalted by
Kokugaku (National Learning) scholars; the first two complete
commentaries on the Man’yōshū were completed in 1690. This was
just the time when haiku were becoming popular, so it may be useful
to examine a number of tanka from this seminal collection.



Many poems from the Man’yōshū appear as direct impressions of
nature, whether of famous beauty spots or more intimate settings.

The charming confusion as to whether it is snow or plum blossoms
that are falling, which originally came from Chinese poetry, became a
familiar trope in courtly tanka, and mitate (taking one thing for
another) proved to have a long history in Japanese culture.

Even in what seem to be pure nature poems, there may be hints of
human feelings, usually romantic—more than half of Man’yōshū
poems are directly or indirectly about love. For example, in the first of
the two poems above, the word iro in the final line can refer to
passion as well as color, and the repetition no no no e no gives a rich,
dark tonality to the tanka.

The moon has long been a familiar image in Japanese poetry, its
meaning ranging from purity to a background for love or longing. The
first of the following three Man’yōshū poems seems to be a direct



observation of nature, if not of human passion, while the following two
indirectly suggest the feelings of a lover waiting for the beloved.

In contrast to many poems that use familiar images, other tanka in
the Man’yōshū are unique, for example comparing nonsexual nights
with bamboo, or a difficult lover with a bracelet.



Two other tanka from this collection express the reluctance of a
woman to have her love affair become known. The first does so
metaphorically through the color crimson, which hints at passion. In
the second tanka, since a marriage could be assumed to take place
when a lover stayed past dawn, the sentiment is ambiguous—how
much does she really want her husband to leave?



Not all tanka in the Man’yōshū are individual poems. In courtly Japan,
noblemen and noblewomen were expected to write elegant verses to
each other on a moment’s notice, and tanka poetry became the most
admired form of elegant communication between the sexes. The
following pair of tanka was sent back and forth between a nobleman
and his young wife. This style of paired courtship or love poems was
to become increasingly popular, and became known as zōtōka
(exchanged poems).



Finally, a few of the poems in the Man’yōshū have a more
philosophical bent; here are three that go beyond the usual theme of
romantic love. The first suggests an elderly person who is searching
for the Way (michi ), known as the Tao in China, which can represent
both a physical path and a more spiritual journey. The second is also
by an elderly nobleman, now regretting that he may no longer be able
to return to his home and position at court. The third poem goes
beyond death to future life. Although being reborn in an animal state
was usually considered unfortunate, this tanka seems to reveal a
much more hedonistic approach to life that presages the “floating
world” of pleasures that became celebrated a thousand years later.



The Kokinshū

Poetry collections became increasingly popular in courtly Japan.
Around the year 905, Emperor Daigo (reigned 897–930)
commissioned several noblemen to compile the Kokin-wakashū (Old
and New Waka Collection, usually shortened to Kokinshū ) as a
“modern” successor to the Man’yōshū. This first imperial anthology
was completed between 915 and 920 and contained twenty books, of
which seven were devoted to the seasons, always important in



Japanese aesthetics, and five more to love poems. The tone of the
anthology is considered refined and subjective, with more emphasis
upon the poets’ feelings than on nature, which poets often used as
metaphors.

One of the poet-compilers, Ki no Tsurayuki (c. 872–945), composed
an introduction to the Kokinshū that has remained one of the most
influential descriptions of Japanese verse ever written, especially its
opening lines.

Poetry in Japan begins with the human heart as its seed and
myriad words as its leaves. It arises when people are inspired by
what they see and hear to give voice to the feelings that come
forth from the multitude of events in their lives. The singing of
warblers in the blossoms, the voices of frogs in the ponds, these
all teach us that every creature on earth sings. It is this song that
effortlessly moves heaven and earth, evokes emotions from
invisible gods and spirits, harmonizes the relations of men and
women, and makes serene the hearts of brave warriors. 4

Tsurayuki not only wrote this preface, but was also the single largest
contributor to the Kokinshū, with no less than 202 of his poems
included. Some of his tanka are basically variations on familiar
romantic themes, but Tsurayuki also contributed a poem on
transience, a Buddhist concept that by this time was firmly
established in Japan. The occasion was the death of his nephew Ki
no Tomonori (c. 850–c. 904), who had collaborated on the anthology
but died before it was completed.



Some Kokinshū poems are direct observations of nature, although
one may always suspect a second meaning. In the next poem, for
example, since iro means both “color” and “passion,” the poem might
have been sent by a lover as an avowal of constancy, especially
since aki can mean not only autumn but also weariness or satiety.
Such puns and related words (engo ) were very important within the
seeming simplicity of many tanka.

Noblewomen were important poets in the Kokinshū, becoming even
more significant than in the Man’yōshū. Perhaps the most famous
was the talented beauty Ono no Komachi (834–80). By the eleventh
century, legends had grown around her name, such as when she
required a suitor to stand outside her house for one hundred nights,
whatever the weather. On the ninety-ninth evening, he died.

Eventually, Komachi’s beauty faded, and she is said to have
wandered around in rags before her death, after which her skull
ended up lying in a field. While these tales are highly suspect, they
did add to her notoriety. One of her most celebrated tanka is difficult
to translate, since once again the word iro has the meanings of both
“color” and “passion.”



A poet of a generation later, Lady Ise (c. 875–c. 938), also
contributed passionate poems to the Kokinshū. According to her
headnote, this tanka was written while seeing the stubble being
burned in the fields, which occurred at the same time she was
grieving over a love affair.

The Kokinshū is often considered more elegant and refined than the
Man’yōshū, and certainly tanka had been thoroughly developed
during the several centuries between the two texts. Nevertheless
some of the later collection’s love poems are still quite direct, such as
these two anonymous verses that suggest that secrecy was an
important element in romance. The first poem also has a nice
example of personification, another familiar tanka device.



Poetry in The Tale of Genji

Tanka poetry was a major feature of Japan’s (and perhaps the
world’s) first novel, The Tale of Genji by Lady Murasaki, who was
born about 973, and died either in 1014 or between 1025 and 1031.
The fact that women were discouraged from learning Chinese gave
them something of an advantage when writing prose in Japanese,
which many men disdained, and this long narrative remains one of
the most celebrated novels by writers of either sex. Although it was
written in the early eleventh century, it suggests a period perhaps a
century earlier. The principle theme here is romantic love,
emphasizing its extraordinary importance in a courtly society where
most other elements of life were prescribed and essentially
unchanging.

Prince Genji himself is presented as an outstanding poet, as are most
of the court noblemen and women that he knows. This gives
Murasaki the opportunity to compose many tanka as a means of
expressing deep emotions that go beyond prose descriptions. A
typical poem sent by a courting courtier includes the word iro, which,
as noted before, means both “color” and “passion.”



One feature of the tanka in The Tale of Genji is how often they were
created as zōtōka, therefore becoming a form of two-way
communication. The novel contains many such pairs of poems being
sent back and forth between lovers or would-be lovers, and
sometimes they are described as being composed on the spot. One
example was written by Genji for his wife, from whom he must part,
with her murmured poetic reply. They both play with the charming
conceit that his mirror can retain her image over time.

Genji thereupon sends a series of letters to his wife from a temple in
Uji. One of these includes poem of concern for her, to which she



again responds seemingly reassuringly, but with the undertone that
colors (passions) are mutable in this dewdrop world.

Summing up the tanka in The Tale of Genji, it is clear that in courtly
Japan they expressed more than what could be directly stated, and
therefore were of great importance in revealing, or hinting at, inner
feelings. These tanka served as a way for people to relate to each
other through using natural imagery to express their love, or in some
cases, their rejection of love. Of course, to some extent this was an
elegant game, but in many cases one may find genuine emotions
underneath the cultural patterns. The novel also makes clear that
these emotions were transient, as expressed in a pair of tanka that
were exchanged between Genji and a court lady. The primary image
is, appropriately, a flower that only blooms in the morning.



In a supremely elegant society that seemed given almost entirely
over to ceremonies and pleasures, it is telling that sadness and regret
ultimately become the outstanding emotions in the entire novel, as
well as in its tanka. Perhaps this was because the Buddhist notion of
transience had penetrated deeply into Japanese sensibilities by this
time, or perhaps unabashed hedonism necessarily leads to loss and
sorrow in any society.

The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon

While The Tale of Genji is a remarkable novel about courtiers, there is
a nonfiction and considerably less romantic book of equal interest
that presents the life and times of nobles at about the same period.
The noblewoman Sei Shōnagon (c. 966–1017) kept a remarkable
“pillow book” as a form of diary during the 990s until 1002. It contains
a great deal of information presented in her unique style, combining
descriptions of events at court, gossip, personal musings (often
acerbic), and lists of all kinds.

Some of Sei Shōnagon’s comments on the importance of poetry can
help flesh out the record left by the tanka themselves, and give them



more context. First, the expectation that court ladies as well as
noblemen should be able to write verses on any suitable occasion
caused a certain amount of tension. One story in the Pillow Book tells
of court ladies returning to the empress after an excursion to hear the
call of the hototogisu (cuckoo).

“And now,” said her Majesty, “where are they—your poems?” We
explained that we had not written any. “Really?” she said. “That is
most unfortunate. The gentlemen at court are sure to hear of
your expedition. How are you going to explain that you haven’t
got a single interesting poem to show for it? You should have
dashed something off on the spur of the moment while you were
listening to the hototogisu. Because you wanted to make too
much of it all, you let your inspiration vanish. I’m surprised at
you!” 5

Apparently, not only were courtiers expected to be able to write tanka
on almost any occasion, they were also expected to know the
classics thoroughly. In particular, we learn that the Kokinshū was
highly esteemed in Sei Shōnagon’s day, and everyone at court was
expected to know it well.

The Empress placed a notebook of Kokinshū poems before her
and started reading out the first three lines of each one, asking
us to supply the remainder. Among them were several famous
poems that we had in our minds day and night; yet for some
strange reason we were often unable to fill in the missing lines. .
. . “Those of you,” said the Empress, “who had taken the trouble
to copy out the Kokinshū several times would have been able to
complete every single poem I have read.” 6

In addition, the Pillow Book has several sections in which poems are
sent with the expectation of receiving a tanka of high quality in
response, and the quality of both poems had a great deal to do with
one’s prestige at court. Skill at poetry, along with fine calligraphy and
refined manners, could lead not only to romance but could also
provide access to the emperor and empress.



Other Tanka Anthologies
Among the anthologies that followed the Kokinshū, several gained
great popularity, each with its own particular structure. One of these
was the Wakan Rōei-shū (Japanese and Chinese Poems to Sing), a
compilation of poems in both languages that was completed about
the year 1013, about the same time that The Tale of Genji was being
written. As well as 216 Japanese tanka, it includes 588 Chinese
couplets written by thirty Chinese and fifty Japanese masters.
Perhaps it was the Japanese preference for brevity that led to
selecting couplets from Chinese verses, rather than including the
entire poems. By this time, many noblemen and high-ranking monks
were adept at writing in Chinese, but since women were not
supposed to learn that language they were added only to the tanka
sections. Like most anthologies, the Wakan Rōei-shū also presented
work from previous publications, and included a dozen poems from
the Man’yōshū as well as more than fifty that had also been
anthologized in the Kokinshū .

Because the Japanese poems in the Wakan Rōei-shū generally
follow trends set earlier, we will offer only two examples here. The
first anonymous tanka may seem similar to the well-known question
in the West: “If a tree falls in the woods with no one to hear it, does it
make a sound?” The second tanka, by the ubiquitous Ki no Tsurayuki
(who had more than twenty poems in this compilation), utilizes its title
image to hint at emotion rather than stating it directly.

The Cry of the Crane 7



Another anthology that proved even more successful through the
centuries was the Hyakunin isshū (One Hundred Poems by One
Hundred Poets), which was put together in the 1230s by Fujiwara no
Teika (1162–1241) from more than five centuries of Japanese poetry.
As noted earlier, the Man’yōshū was revived by scholars during the
Edo period, but during that time the Hyakunin isshū became more
widely popular among many levels of society, in part through a card
game in which players had to match the first three lines of a poem
with the final two (much like the court ladies noted earlier). In
addition, the poems were featured in illustrated books, wood-block
prints, and even clothing and home furnishings. 8 Some of these
tanka had been anthologized earlier, and for most Japanese they
became the canon of classical poetry, certainly well-known to most (if
not all) haiku poets half a millennium later.

Since the Hyakunin isshū is organized in roughly chronological order,
a sample of tanka from this anthology can provide a brief review of
Japanese poetry up to the early thirteenth century. An even more
significant feature of the anthology is how certain main themes vary
within the same time period as well as over the centuries. Borrowing
from an earlier poem (honkadori ) was quite acceptable, and to some
extent these traditional themes are “performed” by poets much like
classical musicians perform Mozart and Beethoven in the West.

To see how the same poet varies a theme, the ninth of the hundred
poems is by Ono no Komachi, and relates to her evocative tanka
translated earlier .



Now the flower has faded, and the poetess seems resigned to her
fate. While the previous poem is more purely descriptive, at least on
the surface, this tanka is more personal because she refers
specifically to herself (and, by inference, her emotions) falling like the
rain.

The nineteenth poem chosen for this collection is by Lady Ise.

Several tanka in the Hyakunin isshū utilize the familiar theme of
waiting at night for a lover to come, often in vain. We can compare
four poems on this theme, the second and fourth of which are by
women. Sharp-eyed readers may note that the final two lines of the
first poem have eight Japanese syllables instead of seven. This is
called ji-amari (extra characters) and it appears in tanka occasionally,
perhaps to show emotion breaking the bounds of convention. 9





The first of these tanka is straightforward: the poet waits all night, but
the lover does not come as promised. The second is more general,
with its discovery that autumn sadness is something that others may
share. In the third poem the lovers have been together, but after one
leaves, the sense of loneliness is perhaps even greater. The fourth
tanka is more like the first, but now the absence of the lover is entirely
suggested by implication.



Several other themes find multiple expression in the poems chosen
for the Hyakunin isshū, including the passing of time. This is usually
nostalgic and melancholic as the poet recalls his original home,
where he felt happy and secure compared with the present-day
vicissitudes of living and loving in the capital.

Another tanka in the Hyakunin isshū is a variation on the pair of
poems about tangled hair that we saw before in the Man’yōshū :



Are all the tanka in this anthology about human feelings? Certainly
the frequent use of the noun kokoro (heart, mind), and the verb omou
(to think, care, feel, love) indicates how often tanka express human
passions, whether directly or by implication. There are exceptions,
however, such as this nature poem by the Buddhist monk Jakuren
(1139–1202, poem 87).

Saigyō Hōshi
The greatest of all tanka monk-poets was Saigyō Hōshi (1118–90),
and his influence was to become significant in haiku poetry through
the great appreciation of Bashō and Buson. They admired not only
his poetry but also his life, which to some extent they copied, Bashō
in particular.

Saigyō was born in Kyoto to a military branch of the vast Fujiwara
clan. At the age of eighteen, he was given a position as a captain of
the imperial guard that served the retired emperor Toba, but five
years later he took Buddhist orders in the Shingon (True Word)



esoteric sect. There is considerable speculation as to why Saigyō
gave up a position at court for a considerably more difficult life as a
monk. Some clues emerge from his own writings, but they have to be
considered carefully since it was common for poets to take another
voice, such as a male or female lover, when writing tanka.
Nevertheless, a few of his poems suggest unhappiness in love.

Other writings may be more reliable in giving his thoughts, such as a
poem composed when he was, according to his headnote, “coming to
a decision about leaving the worldly life.” Since the first word sora can
mean “sky” as well as “empty,” the poem could be interpreted as a
heart-mind (kokoro ) that becomes like mist vanishing into the sky.

This indicates a Buddhist sense of transience, and considering how
essentially unstable Japanese society was at that time, Saigyō may
well have been aware of the ephemeral nature of the world around
him. For example, in 1140 warrior-monks from Enryaku-ji burned the
temple Miidera; tensions at court were also very high, and civil
warfare was not far in the future. In any event, Saigyō wrote a tanka
preceded by “When I petitioned Retired Emperor Toba for permission
to leave secular life.”



Although Saigyō’s Buddhist vocation was certainly sincere, most
decisions in life have more than one cause. For those who prefer a
more specifically personal reason for his decision, there is a tanka
written after he became a monk.

Saigyō did not live at a large temple, but preferred a quiet hermitage
of his own. At first he stayed near Kyoto, but soon discovered that he
wasn’t able to find the solitude he sought.

Once he moved away to a small hermitage in the mountains,
however, Saigyō was able to accept and enjoy his solitude. He could
also look back at his former life with aplomb.



In 1147, as he reached the age of thirty by Japanese count, Saigyō
began one of his most extensive travels, trekking northeast to Mutsu.
This kind of lengthy journeying, which he was to repeat several times
throughout his life, enabled him to experience nature more fully as
part of his religious practice. Although Saigyō did not always make
clear where his tanka were composed, many of his finest were
probably written on the road. One of his most intense poems
describes the wind dispelling illusion.

Meanwhile, life in the Japanese capital was becoming more and more
contentious. In 1156, the former emperor Toba died; he had been the
true ruler of Japan despite his supposedly retired status. This led to
battles of succession, and there was the first overt violence in Kyoto
and also the first executions there for several hundred years. Three
years later, more fighting took place, and for the next two decades
there was increasing martial tension. Saigyō was distressed by the
events, and they must have reinforced his decision to become and
remain a monk.

Continuing his journeying, Saigyō’s visit to the island of Shikoku in
1168 led to this poem about the moon, which he admired from the



mountains of Sanuki near the inland sea.

Another powerful poem about the moon takes the reader directly into
a chilly pine forest.

Perhaps most significant of all Saigyō’s many and varied tanka about
the moon is one that describes it as a focus of enlightened
meditation. In a headnote, Saigyō says that this moment came while
“Studying the Lotus Sutra, deeply entering meditation, and seeing
Buddhahood on all sides.”



Clearly, it was nature that both lightened and enlightened Saigyō’s
heart, and he compared the Chinese-derived philosophy of the Way
(Tao) to Buddhist enlightenment.

Despite his love of nature, Saigyō was very aware in his poetry of the
disasters then befalling Japan. In particular, he wrote a few powerful
tanka about the civil war that became extremely violent from 1180
until 1185; it was this warfare that led to the end of a long period of
domination by the nobility in favor of a new samurai era. To make
matters worse, there was a famine in 1183–83 and an earthquake in
1185 shortly after a climatic battle, all taken as signs that the old
order no longer had the protection of the gods. One of the most
compelling of Saigyō’s poems includes an explanatory headnote.

It has become a time of constant warfare throughout the country.
To the west, east, north, and south, there is nowhere without
battles. The number of those being killed has climbed until it has
reached a huge number, almost beyond belief—but for what
reason is the war being fought? This is truly tragic.



The final word tsuzukitsutsu (continues and continues) is marvelously
appropriate in sound, and when one adds the second syllable of the
previous word, the effect is like a machine gun spitting out the
syllables zu-tsu-zu-ki-tsu-tsu.

Within his wide range of subjects, one of the most significant aspects
of Saigyō’s tanka is how many are specifically Buddhist, to the extent
that he has been called “Japan’s foremost Buddhist poet.” 10 This is in
part because he takes a variety of approaches. For example, in one
tanka he offers an ironic comment on different levels of reincarnation.
In another poem about the hell of constantly climbing trees toward
sensual women, only to find the branches are sword blades, he also
remembers his own youth.



More often, however, Saigyō reflects more deeply on the paradoxes
of Buddhism, such as the belief that being a Buddhist depends on the
historical Buddha Shakyamuni who preached on Vulture Peak, rather
than each person finding their own inner buddha. In addition, Saigyō
muses on how the true seeker must release even the seeking, and
return to the world. Finally, he contemplates the nature of reality.

In 1180, Saigyō moved to Ise, the most sacred area for the
indigenous Japanese religion of Shinto. This may seem unusual for a
Buddhist monk, but it was believed that the multiple gods of Shinto



(kami ) corresponded to Buddhist deities; he stated in one of his
tanka: kami mo hotoke nari (gods also become buddhas). Saigyō
may also have been discouraged by the continuing competition,
sometimes violent, between Buddhist sects and temples. The poet,
now sixty-three years old, certainly must have appreciated the Shinto
reverence for nature.

Despite the strength of his religious poems, perhaps Saigyō’s
greatest influence in later ages came from his lifestyle of journeying
through Japan, and his deep empathy with nature. Both of these
became models for Bashō, who wrote that Saigyō had “a mind both
obeying and at one with nature through the four seasons.” 11 Several
tanka by Saigyō express his sense of wonder in natural forces as he
travels through Japan, ranging from observations of common people
(who since the Man’yōshū had been almost entirely absent from
tanka), to his most beloved Yoshino Mountain with its spectacular
cherry-blossoms.



In 1186 at the age of sixty-nine, Saigyō took one more lengthy trip to
the northeast. Part of the reason may have been to raise funds for the
temple Tōdai-ji, which had been partly destroyed in 1180 at the height
of the civil war. On this journey he had a fine view of Mount Fuji in a
semi-dormant state, inspiring a tanka that has echoes of the previous
“heart-mind that becomes empty.”

Another poem on the question of human passions has become
Saigyō’s best-known tanka. It centers upon one of the most difficult
words to translate from the Japanese, aware, which can mean
“feeling,” “sorrow,” “melancholy,” “pathos,” “pity,” “compassion,” and
awareness of the fleeting nature of human life.



As he neared the end of his life, Saigyō wrote several tanka that are
lighter in spirit than many that had come before. Perhaps he had
reached a certain ironic contentment, as when he reflected once
more on his childhood with a poem about the takeuma (bamboo
horse) beloved by children.

It was this kind of poem, so much more informal and everyday in
spirit and diction than most courtly tanka, that was to influence later
haiku masters.

Broadly speaking, Saigyō was able in his tanka to expand the range
of subjects and vocabulary, add more spiritual elements, and stress
the importance of nature as such, not only using it as a metaphor for
human passions. He thereby added new life to a form that had
become somewhat static in its expression. The result was that Saigyō
became revered: twelve years after his death in 1190, he was the
most frequently represented poet in the imperial anthology
Shinkokinshū (Modern Old and New Collection, 1201), with no less
than 94 of the total 1,981 verses. Partly as a result of the inclusion of
so many of Saigyō’s poems, this anthology is considered less
subjective than the Kokinshū, with broader themes, more
fragmentation of syntax, and a more bleak and melancholy tone that
suggests a nostalgia for the more glorious past.

During the eight centuries since Saigyō’s day, tanka have gradually
included larger sections of the Japanese public as both poets and
audience, and now it is growing as a verse form in the West.
However, a new form of poetry dominated Japanese culture during
the samurai era of 1185–1568: this is the renga (linked verse)
tradition, which will be discussed in the following chapter.



2

Renga, Hokku, Haikai, and Haiga

T HE PRACTICE OF ONE POET writing half a tanka and another poet
completing it started very early in Japanese literature; there are a
few examples in the Man’yōshū . The division of tanka into 5–7–5
and 7–7 syllables seems to fall naturally; many tanka are divided
subtly or not so subtly into these parts, through meaning or imagery.
For several centuries the two-poet tanka, called tan-renga, was
popular, primarily as a kind of poetic game in which a clever second
half had to be composed to suit a challenging first half.

Occasionally a half-tanka became known as a successful poem in
itself, as in this 5–7–5 verse by Fujiwara no Sadaie (also known as
Fujiwara no Teika, 1162–1241).

At first, such individual units were less important than elegant
combinations. There is a renga section in the anthology Kin’yōshū
(Collection of Golden Leaves, 1124–27), and by the mid-twelfth
century, renga had often expanded into multiple segments. Renga’s
popularity doubtless increased due to its socializing opportunities,
and poets became accustomed to alternating 5–7–5 and 7–7 links
into at least one hundred links, and sometimes many more verses;
by 1333 a renga sequence of one thousand links had been created.

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, renga expanded
exponentially to become the most prominent genre in Japanese
literature. Although there are instances of long solo renga, more



often a group of poets gathered together, and either took turns or
offered a segment when inspired to do so. Some renga were
composed on set topics (fushimono ), in which every verse had to
make some (often slight) reference to the theme, while other renga
were more free in their total structure.

Two forms of renga gained the greatest popularity during Japan’s
samurai era (the Kamakura period [1185–1333] and the Muromachi
period [1333–1568]). One was the clever and comic mushin
(mindless) form, which was full of puns and other wordplay, often
bawdy and frequently vulgar. In the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, this form developed into haikai no renga (humorous
renga), which had a great influence upon the growth of haiku.

The more serious style of renga, called ushin (mindful), was closer to
an elaboration of the classical tanka tradition. At first, such renga
may seem to answer one of the occasional objections to Japanese
poetry, namely that it concentrates upon short forms and does not
have a longer narrative or epic tradition. Since renga could (and
sometimes seemed to) go on indefinitely, wasn’t that a longer poetic
form?

The answer is both yes and no. Yes, in that the poems themselves
were often extremely extended, but no, in that they were not used for
narrative or epic purposes; in fact, one of the main rules of most
renga is continuous change, rather than following a single theme or
even the same weather, time of day, or season. The secret was to
make a subtle connection between one link and the next that could
be abandoned in the following link or several links further into the
poem.

A courtier named Nijō Yoshimoto (1320–88) may have been the
most influential of all renga poets. He was not only an expert at the
form, but he compiled one of the earliest anthologies of renga, and
he also wrote a number of important essays about it. His main
aesthetic points were: first, renga should be entertaining and “delight
the people present”; second, that “without an elegant spirit there
could not be an elegant word or style”; third, renga must have “unity



in variety”; and fourth, “the ideal is to express an old familiar truth in
a new, refreshing way.” 1

Many rules were developed for this serious form of renga, such as
that segments should be able both to stand alone and to combine
with their other halves in order to form complete poems. Just as in
classical tanka, Chinese-derived words were frowned upon, but
seasonal references should be included in roughly half the
segments, while the other half should be nonseasonal. More
specifically, segments about autumn and spring should occur at least
three links in a row, but no more than five; summer, winter, travel,
Buddhism, Shintoism, lamentation, mountains, dwellings, and waters
no more than three links in a row; wild geese two; and so forth.
Certain words like “pine” and “dream” should be separated by at
least seven links, and “love” by five links; the moon was restricted to
eight total appearances, and cherry-blossoms to four.

Furthermore, each month had special attributes that might be
mentioned, such as lingering winter, unmelted snow, plum blossoms,
and warblers for the first month (corresponding generally to our
February), or summer showers, fans, summer grasses, cicadas,
glowworms, and the evening cool for the sixth month. 2 However,
according to Yoshimoto, words that should be used only once in a
hundred-link sequence include azaleas, peonies, wisteria, roses,
irises, monkeys, deer, horses, cuckoos, fireflies, cicadas, and
unknown insects. 3 And as Howard S. Hibbett put it, “A few words
were so alarming that they were traditionally supposed to appear
only ‘once in a thousand verses,’ oni (‘demon’), tora (‘tiger’), tatsu
(‘dragon’), and onna (‘woman’).” 4

Following Japanese ideas about the organization of music, the first
eight links were sometimes considered the slow introduction,
segments nine to ninety-two were the development, and the final
eight were the rapid conclusion. Another system was to give the first
twenty-two links a quiet mood, make the next twenty-eight more
lighthearted, and construct the final fifty so they were especially
exciting. As time went by, many more rules of all kinds were



proposed, but those noted here were among the most often
accepted. 5

More generally, ushin renga did not demand individual expression,
but were considered at their height when the participating poets
worked seamlessly together to create a gradually shifting mosaic of
verse. As Yoshitomo wrote, “A stanza by an expert poet is integrated
with its preceding stanza through an interesting turn of spirit, though
at first sight it may not seem to be linked at all.” 6 As a result, many
fine but occasionally obscure renga were later given elaborate
commentaries, although experts have not always agreed on all the
subtleties of their meanings and connections.

Yoshitomo’s book Tsukuba-shū (Tsukuba Collection) of 1356
appeared in twenty volumes (similar to imperial collections), and
included almost two thousand pairs of verses, with only the second
half of the verses including the author’s name. In addition, one
volume contains Japanese verses connected to Chinese poems, and
another is devoted to the opening 5–7–5 syllable verses called
hokku. At this point we may identify hokku as protohaiku since they
can stand alone, although they may also become the first stanza of a
much longer poem. Hokku were by now supposed to contain a kireji
(a “cutting word” such as ya, which offers a pause or a mild
exclamation in the middle of a verse, or the word kana at the end,
which gives a sense of completeness) and a seasonal reference
(kigo ), both of which became important in traditional haiku. The
main point of Tsukuba-shū and other writings by Yoshitomo,
however, was to demonstrate for people wishing to join in renga how
they could compose appropriate linkages, of which he listed fifteen
basic varieties in one of his books.

Shinkei
The poet Shinkei (1406–75) was head priest at the temple Jūjūshin-
in in Kyoto and a tanka and renga expert. He helped to set the tone
for ushin renga for some decades to come, and also wrote individual
verses and links that are admired as poems in themselves. During



the destructive Ōnin Wars of 1467–77 he traveled a great deal; the
opening to his renga Dokugin hyakuin (Solo 100 Links) represents
his first view of Mount Fuji and suggests his solitary state during a
time of flux.

He followed this with:

More significant for the gradual development of haiku, a number of
Shinkei’s 5–7–5 stanzas are fully developed as poems in
themselves. Several of these are perceptions of nature far removed
from towns and cities.



In addition to his own verses, Shinkei wrote about renga as
substantive poetry in a way that remained significant for several
generations. In many regards he could be called the poet who
established linked verse as a serious art form.



The best way to illustrate the social and interactive poetic form of
renga may be to present the opening portion of one of the most
celebrated of all ushin renga, which has often been used as a model
for aspiring poets. 7 The notes given here after each segment are
merely a beginning at establishing some of the linkage pattern.

Sōgi, Shōhaku, and Sōchō
Three Poets at Minase

In the second month of 1488, the poet Sōgi (1421–1502) and his
major disciples Botanka Shōhaku (1443–1527) and Saiokuken
Sōchō (1448–1532) composed one of the most famous of all renga
to honor the memory of Emperor Go-toba (1180–1239), whose
spring tanka written at Minase (the site of his detached palace)
served as their initial inspiration:

Following this lead, the three poets started a hundred-segment
renga, at first quite literally following the emperor’s poem but then
enlarging the scene, changing the season, and adding multiple
meanings. Here are the first twelve segments, and the last:



Note: The opening hokku is considered the most important segment,
and must be able to stand by itself; here it follows the lead of Go-
toba within its own more terse rhythm. In addition, each of the three
elements of this first stanza begin with the soft “y” sound, as does
the opening of the second segment (yuki nagara, yamamoto, yūbe,
and yuku, which includes two words that had been used by Go-
toba).

Note: the second link both expands and completes the first, while
remaining in the same season.

Note: the third link retains the season, and adds to the river imagery.



Note: the fourth link has no obvious season, but continues the theme
of the river while moving distinctly to daybreak.

Note: the fifth link takes us back to the evening, or is it just the break
of dawn? The image of the moon plus mist suggests autumn.

Note: the sixth link reinforces autumn, and the frost hints that there
may be moonlight.



Note: The seventh link again reinforces autumn, now more desolate.
To emphasize the crying (naku ) insects ignored by the grasses, the
poet repeated “o” sounds and a play on the word naku (kokoro to mo
naku ). The next lines pick up the “k” sound for two successive words
(kusa karete ), and the following segment opens with another “k”
(kakine ).

Note: the eighth link suggests that the withering of the grasses has
made a path visible.

Note: after four links about autumn, the ninth link moves to a
seasonless segment, with just a suggestion that the grasses
withering and the path clearing could have been due in part to storm
winds.



Note: the tenth link is the first to specifically address human life, as
well as presenting a moment in nature.

Note: the eleventh link goes even further in directly speaking to the
reader.

Note: the twelfth link states what may be the main theme of the
entire renga sequence, the inevitability of change and transience.

Here is the hundredth and final segment:



Note: The path (michi ) that opened up in segment eight has become
the Way (michi ) for all people in the final link.

Finally, as befits a fine renga, not only can each segment stand
alone, but each pair of 5–7–5 and 7–7 links also forms a complete
poem. For example, here is the combination of segments seven and
eight:

for the cries of insects

having no compassion

grasses wither—

coming to the hedge,

the path has opened up

One of the interesting aspects of many renga poets is that they did
not all come from the highest reaches of society. Courtiers did their
best to reserve the classical form of tanka for themselves, but with
warriors now ruling Japan, they could not completely control all
literary and artistic matters. Renga in particular became the province
of educated people from several different classes.

Sōgi, for example, may have been the son of a gigaku (ancient
masked dance) performer, although by becoming a Zen monk at
Shōkoku-ji in Kyoto he gained access to cultural matters. Shōhaku
was the son of a court noble, but Sōchō’s father was a blacksmith.
This would have disqualified him from high-level poetry during an
earlier age, but during the flux of the early sixteenth century, this
humble origin seems to have done him no harm.



Of the three men, Sōgi became the most renowned renga poet and
scholar of the later fifteenth century. At a time when a poet could
evoke a famous scene in Japan simply by the use of a common
phrase, he traveled extensively (like Saigyō before him), wishing to
see the celebrated places in Japan for himself. Sōgi also learned the
“secret teachings” (mostly obscure pronunciations) of the Kōkinshū,
and became widely known for his lectures and writings, particularly
on the art of renga. His individual hokku and 5–7–5 links also
become known as fine poems on their own.

Another of Sōgi’s poems is interesting for its conclusion.

The final words of this verse are almost the same as the ending of
Bashō’s most famous haiku: “the sound of water.” This may not be
coincidence; Bashō was a great admirer of Sōgi, in part for the
travels that helped to give his poems their strength and authenticity.



In 1682, Bashō took the following Sōgi renga section, with its pun on
furu meaning both “to rain” and “to spend time”:

Bashō then transformed it to:

Shōhaku was the highest born of the three collaborators, but he too
became a monk and traveled during the Ōnin Wars. His individual
verses include several that feature his special combination of natural
observation and refinement.



At the time of the Minase renga series, Saiokuken Sōchō may have
been the least celebrated of the three poets at ushin renga.
Nevertheless, after facing a Japan full of disorder due to the Ōnin
Wars through his twenties and thereupon leading an unconventional
life, he admitted to having two children by a washerwoman despite
being a monk. He became the primary renga master upon his
teacher Sōgi’s death in 1502. Instead of composing tanka, Sōchō
concentrated upon linked verse, and wrote mushin comic links that
were occasionally quite salacious. His friendship with the eccentric
Zen master Ikkyū Sōjun (1394–1481) in the latter’s final years no
doubt stimulated both his literary and lifestyle experimentation.
Although most of his ushin renga links are relatively conservative, he
also collaborated with Yamazaki Sōkan (1458–1586), who is usually
considered a founder of the humorous haikai no renga .



Sōchō’s poetry covers a range of styles and purposes. On one hand,
he wrote anniversary poems in honor of Sōgi, such as the following:

On the other hand, Sōchō also wrote ironic and comic verse .

Yamazaki Sōkan
We have concentrated in this chapter upon ushin renga, particularly
the opening stanzas called hokku, in part because these are what
have generally been preserved. However mushin renga was at least
equally popular, if much more ephemeral. Chinese-derived words
were now freely admitted, and jokes, puns, parodies, slang, crass,
lascivious, and even tawdry elements were welcomed. Bolstered by
goodly quantities of saké, composing humorous linked verse
became a very popular pastime.

Sōkan’s background does not suggest that of a comic poet; he
served as a calligrapher for the shogun Ashikaga Yoshihisa (1465–
89); upon the latter’s death, Sōkan became a Buddhist monk. After
some time spent in travel, he settled in a quiet hermitage in
Yamazaki. Five years later, he moved permanently to another
hermitage, this one on the grounds of the temple Kōhō-ji in Sanuki.
His poems were compiled into a book, and he is also credited with
editing an important anthology of haikai no renga called Inu-tsukuba-
shū (A Dog’s Tsukuba Collection, also known as the Mongrel
Collection). All the poems in this anthology, which are mostly
composed in two parts as tan-renga, are anonymous, and the
following may give their general flavor:



An example of how poems could be linked in haikai no renga is the
following maeku (first half):

One poetic tsukeku (second half) is satisfactory but rather
conventional.

Much more in the spirit of comic haikai is this imaginative tsukeku.

Although he was known for an unrefined style of poetry that was to
inspire the Danrin school of Sōin , many of Sōkan’s individual poems
are charming, such as his observation that a frog bowing is much
like a courtier about to emote.



Sōkan also noticed that the Chinese-style round fan, unlike the
Japanese folding fan, needed a separate handle. This verse might
be termed a “riddle poem,” since the last line explains the mystery of
the first two.

Sōkan also painted one of the first haiga (hai for “haikai/haiku,” and
ga for “painting”). The ease in which a poet could move from writing
to painting, using the same materials of brush, ink, and paper, make
it difficult to determine when this form of art began, but this work is
surely one of the earliest to combine a haiku and an image,
something that every major poet would later practice.

Sōkan’s haiga (Plate 2-1 ) may need a little explanation. According
to Shinto lore, during the eleventh month in Japan all the deities
(kami ) return to Izumo, leaving the rest of the country without gods.
The word kami also means the paper from which doors and windows
were made, leading to the pun in the inscription.

The poem is given spatial precedence in this work, covering more
than 80 percent of the surface, with the first and third lines given one
column each, while the longer middle line is arranged in three
diagonally placed sections. Looking out at the bold calligraphy, a
solitary figure sits within his thatched hut, seeming to endure the cold
with patience and fortitude. One unusual feature of this haiga is the
several narrow horizontal bands of silver-and-gold paint, perhaps an
allusion to the art tradition of golden clouds across screens, or
perhaps merely a decorative element on the paper chosen by



Sōkan. In any case, they are reminiscent of designs on smaller
decorated papers used for poetry, and provide a horizontal
counterpoint to the primarily vertical elements in the haiga.

Before leaving Sōkan, we should include his response to the first
maeku that opens the Mongrel Collection. This opening image is a
personification of a spring morning.

Sōkan’s tsukeku shows the lewd tone that many haikai no renga
display.

A more discreet tsukeku was composed by the renga master Sōchō.

Three more tsukeku were written by Teitoku, who was conservative
to his core. Here is one of them, which loses any touch of humor:

Arakida Moritake



Contemporary with Sōkan and sometimes considered a cofounder of
haikai no renga, Arakida Moritake (1473–1549) was a pupil of Sōgi
who served as a Shinto priest at the inner shrine at Ise. He is
considered the originator of Ise haikai, although he was also a well-
known ushin renga poet in his earlier years.

The first poem given here shows Moritake’s Shinto beliefs, while the
second is one of the most famous verses of all early haikai poets. It
also can be seen as another riddle poem, since the final line explains
the first two:

This second poem gains even more resonance if one is aware of the
Zen saying: “The fallen blossom cannot return to its branch.”

Moritake also excelled at adding links to the opening hokku of a
sequence, or completing a tan-renga of five lines after being given
the first two or three. Here are two examples of tsukeku by Moritake
that show his sympathy, his subtlety, and his humor.

Moritake’s response:



Moritake’s response:

Two more poems by Moritake show his range as a haikai master.

Matsunaga Teitoku



The sixteenth century was a difficult one for Japan, with almost
constant warfare either threatened or actually taking place between
rival daimyo armies, and the resultant dispersion of people and
culture. Despite this (or perhaps partly because of it), haikai no
renga linked verse gained great popularity, with poets traveling to the
provinces to lead gatherings that were usually reputed to be higher
in exuberance than wit.

The work of most influential haikai master, Matsunaga Teitoku
(1571–1653), appeared at the end of the century and was notable in
the history of the form. He might have been surprised at this,
because he saw himself primarily as a tanka poet (composing almost
three thousand verses) and secondarly as a renga master, but his
hokku, haikai, maeku, and tsukeku were more influential. Although
he did not see these as discrete units like modern haiku, they helped
to lay the groundwork for the poets who came after him. Despite the
fact that he had served as a scribe for the warlord Toyotomi
Hideyoshi (1536–98), studied with members of the imperial court,
and was a close friend with the Confucian scholar Hayashi Razan
(1583–1657), it was in comic verse that Teitoku’s popularity became
immense, and members of his school, which was called Teimon
(meaning the “Tei[toku] school”), eventually published more than 260
collections of haikai. 8

For some reason, most haikai by Teitoku do not seem to resonate
with readers today, and he tends to be ignored in recent anthologies
despite his historical importance. One cause may be his use of puns,
which today don’t seem to please Japanese readers as much as
they once did, and which are almost impossible to translate. For
example, the word anzu is a kakekotoba (pivot word) that can mean
both “apricot” and “grief,” giving two meanings to this Teitoku haikai:



Remembering that iro (color) can also mean passion, there is some
emotion in the poem, but the clever pun does not help sustain it.
More satisfying are two Teitoku poems that mention either sleeping
or not sleeping.

Another nature poem by Teitoku takes the “riddle poem” form,
dealing with utsugi, a shrub (Deutzia scabra ) with small white
flowers, juxtaposed with the three main exemplars of natural beauty
in Japan.



One of Teitoku’s more empathic haikai is one he wrote on a tanzaku
(tall, thin poem-card) in a single column on decorated paper (Plate 2-
2 ). Both blue and gold are utilized to add impact to what might
otherwise seem a simple calligraphy. However, the varying thickness
of the lines, along with the tilts and mixes of complex Chinese
characters and simpler kana (Japanese syllabary), gives the poem a
sense of motion. Staying in the center of the tanzaku, the calligraphy
seems to move with a personal sense of rhythm that helps it come
alive from the strong “a” syllable (  ) at the beginning of the haikai
to the heavily inked cypher-signature at the bottom.

Ultimately Teitoku may have been more important historically than as
a poet, but his influence was to remain strong for several
generations.

Nonoguchi Ryūho
The editor of the first two Teitoku collections was his disciple
Nonoguchi Ryūho (1595–1669), who might well be called the “father
of haiga” since he was the first poet to produce a large number of
haikai paintings. 9 Born in Kyoto, he made his living as the owner of a
doll shop called Hinaya, so he is also known as Hinaya Ryūho.

After helping to compile further volumes by Teitoku, Ryūho
eventually founded his own school of haikai. He then published a
number of his own books, including one in 1636 that set out a code
of rules for haikai. This prompted Teitoku in 1651 to publish his own
set of rules in an extensive compendium of word usage in haikai with
their various overtones. Compared with the freewheeling style of
Moritake a century earlier, these rules were all very conservative, but
they did give haikai some standing in the poetry world of Japan



during a significant moment in its history, the beginning of the early
modern period under Tokugawa rule in the seventeenth century.

Ryūho’s own poetry is often either verses that are basically good-
luck wishes, often with uncomplicated drawings, or more serious
haikai that occasionally have surprising imagery. An example of the
former includes a painting of Hotei, the god of good fortune, asleep.

A somewhat similar moon poem by Ryūho is accompanied by a
simple picture of a boat.

One of Ryūho’s more successful haiga shows a pine tree (Plate 2-3 )
with the following verse:

In this hanging scroll, the first two lines of the poem form a single
column, with the final line in a shorter column lower to the left. The
inscription is spatially removed from the painting of the tree, with the
tree’s leaning branch balanced by a band of mist cutting off the
center of the upper branch. The freedom of the brushwork depicting
the pine perhaps suggests the cool breeze bequeathed to the tree,
and now also to us.



Ryūho’s imagination is not seen in all his poems, but one of his
haikai has a marvelous combination of the unusual with the
everyday, exactly the aesthetic of this modest form of poetry at its
best.

Ryūho has a place in the history of haikai as a poet, but it is his
haiga, ranging from humorous sketches of earlier poets and figures
symbolizing good fortune to small landscapes and other scenes, that
became his greatest contribution to the field. 10

Nishiyama Sōin
The founder of the Danrin school of haikai was a rōnin (masterless
samurai) from Kyushu named Nishiyama Sōin (1605–82), who
eventually became an Obaku sect Zen monk. Like most of the other
poets at this time, he began with renga and moved toward haikai as
his life went on. His school was born in 1675 when eight haikai
poets, acknowledging Sōin as their leader, called themselves in jest
“Danrin,” meaning “forest of sermons.” Rejecting the rather
conservative Teimon school, they claimed to revive the bold spirit of
Moritake and Sōkan, and Sōin himself began a haikai no renga at
that time with the poem:

Known for its freedom and spontaneity compared with the more
formal standards of the Teitoku’s followers, the Danrin school
encouraged breaks with tradition such as allowing extra syllables (ji-
amari ), especially in the final line of the poem. It also featured the



language of everyday life and a certain amount of playfulness that
sometimes became frivolity. However, this school also produced
many teachers who developed technical features such as unusual
figures of speech and literary precedents that made much of their
work obscure. Yet between 1765 and 1775, the Danrin style held
sway over the Teitoku tradition—in his very early days, even Bashō
was a Danrin poet, although he moved away from this school early in
his career.

Four haikai by Sōin can give a sense of the range in this school, the
first being an observation of nature, the second introducing a new
subject based upon the importation of books from Holland, and the
third and fourth more humorous.

Sōin also wrote a hundred-verse solo renga dealing with love,
including these links from a regretful husband.



Ihara Saikaku
In his fifty years of life, Ihara Saikaku (1642–93) accomplished an
amazing amount of writing, including huge numbers of haikai,
although he is best known today for his stories of the floating world.
Born to an Osaka merchant family, at age thirty-four he suffered the
tragedies of his wife’s death and one of his daughters going blind
and dying, after which he turned over the family business to his chief
clerk and lived a life of a bon vivant, especially in literary circles.

Saikaku seems to have started writing haikai in his early teens, first
following the Teimon school and then becoming a pupil of Sōin’s
Danrin school. Although Sōin’s tradition is sometimes considered
emotionally rather shallow, he did write two memorial hokku honoring
his departed wife. Saikaku greatly enlarged this idea by composing
one of the most moving renga of this period, the “One Haikai Alone
on a Single Day” (Haikai dokugin ichinichi ) written three days after
his wife died in 1675. 11 It begins with an introduction:

We mourned for others while you were alive, but I couldn’t stop
you from departing yourself. Waking from a dream, I know the
world is only a mirage, which helps me forget that you are gone.
We enjoyed viewing the moon, snow, and blossoms together,
but one day you felt illness coming, and as spring ended you



grew more and more weak. Like a crane leaving her children
weeping, you died on the third evening of the fourth month. Just
then I heard the call of a cuckoo, and a hokku arose in my mind.
Between dawn and sunset today, I have composed a thousand
haikai for you, and a calligrapher has written them down for me
—please accept them as my farewell offering.

Later in the renga are more links that specifically pertain to his wife’s
death.



In the 201st link above, we may note the repetition of the “ah” and “k”
sounds, which add a sense of insistent rhythm. Eventually the renga
goes on to cover a broad range of topics that go beyond his wife’s
death, with some links even descending to vulgarity, but the spirit of
loss remains throughout.

Stemming from this experience, in 1677 Saikaku invented the
“poetry marathon,” in which a poet tried to see how many haikai links
he could compose within twenty-four hours. Saikaku himself took the
honor with 1,600 verses, and in 1680 he raised the record to 4,000
verses, finally reaching his apex in 1684 with 23,500 verses in one
day and night, spouting them out faster than a scribe could record
them. After his teacher Sōin died in 1682, however, Saikaku
generally turned his attention to prose, and it was in this field that he
gained his greatest success.

Despite his flamboyant nature, some of Saikaku’s haikai show his
powers of observation and modesty of emotional expression, such
as this verse about the Yodo River.



Saikaku also wrote about rōnin, an increasing problem in a peaceful
society; some of these former samurai became bureaucrats for the
new government, but others were left to wander. In this case, the
words kamiko and jūmonji refer to a sturdy paper clothing treated
with persimmon tannin and then dried in the sun; first worn by upper-
class Japanese, they later became popular with everyday people.

Two Saikaku poems with the same final line about the moon show
both how people take it for granted, and how it becomes special.

The first line of the second poem contains five “ah” sounds, but
another haikai by Saikaku is even more a tour de force in its use of
language.



There are eight “o” and eight “k” sounds in this poem, including four
“ko” syllables in the first line, as well as another “o.” The second line
offers a contrast with five “ah” sounds, including two “na” and three
“ka” syllables. The final line then adds three more “o” sounds, two of
which are “to.” Despite this brilliance of effect, the poem has a nice
“riddle style” meaning, and perhaps the repetitions of sounds are
meant to suggest the (missing?) song of the cuckoo.

In some ways Saikaku marks the final brilliance of the Danrin school,
which gradually become clever to the point of triviality; his
contemporary Bashō was to take haikai in a completely different
direction. First, however, we should consider the poet Onitsura, who
in some ways anticipated the style that most poets would follow in
the future.

Ueshima Onitsura
A slightly later contemporary rather than predecessor of Bashō,
Ueshima Onitsura (1660/1–1738) came from samurai-status birth; he
started writing haiku at the age of eight, and by his teens was
already an expert. First a follower of Teitoku, he then became a pupil
of Sōin and his Danrin school, but soon began to break away in his
work. A friend of Saikaku, he also came to know several of Bashō’s
pupils, but never really joined the Bashō movement despite some
similarities in their verses. To make a living, he became a saké
distiller, then an acupuncturist, but finally lived for poetry, eventually
taking the tonsure as a monk. Most notably in his aesthetic, from the
age of twenty-five he stressed that “apart from makoto (sincerity,
truth, reality), there is no haikai.” 12

Generally speaking, Onitsura avoided the puns and clever
references to earlier literature, although there are exceptions to the



former. For example:

Since hana can mean “flower” as well as “nose,” the final line could
also be understood as “and for you to be the flower.” The repetition
of the word onore (you) points to a frequent aspect of Onitsura’s
poems, often seen in his use of double-word onomatopoeias.

Onitsura was clearly concerned with the sound of his poems,
sometimes using identical or very similar words.



Sound is also a factor when Onitsura begins the three words
comprising lines two and three of a haikai with the syllable na, and
includes the vowel “a” seven times.

In Onitsura’s own words, however, his primary aim was to represent
even the most simple and unassuming aspects of nature as they
really were. Sometimes this led to poems that are very direct in
feeling, as when watching cormorant fishing at night. 13

Other poems by Onitsura could be quite personal.



Several of these verses deal with sound rather than sight, and this
trend is continued in other poems by Onitsura.

Onitsura’s greatest gift was to see elements of nature and humanity
with fresh eyes, and to express them in a direct and simple way. In



this regard he was similar to Bashō, if perhaps without Bashō’s
depth of spirit. Nevertheless, the best of Onitsura’s verses can give a
sense of delight that makes him one of the finest, if undervalued, of
all haikai poets. Here are some of his best verses:



While Onitsura did not have a great personal influence on many later
poets, his straightforward verses and sincerity of style marked a new
direction for haikai, which would be greatly deepened and amplified
by Bashō.



3

Bashō

I T IS RARE THAT A SINGLE PERSON can dominate a form of art over its
entire span. In the Western world, we have perhaps Shakespeare in
theater and Michelangelo in sculpture, but in music there is Bach,
Mozart, and Beethoven, in painting everyone from Giotto to
Leonardo da Vinci to Picasso, and a plethora of masters in novels,
Western poetry, and even in more recent arts such as photography,
fashion, and film. But in haiku, Matsuo Bashō (1644–94) stands
alone. Buson and Issa are considered second and third, but it is a
very rare critic who would not place Bashō first, and usually by a
large margin. 1 What was his appeal, and how did he become so
important both aesthetically and historically?

It is true that Bashō came along at the right moment, when culture
was flourishing and literacy expanding in the newly peaceful Japan
that had just shut itself off from the outside world. The Teimon
(Teitoku) and Danrin (Sōin) schools of haikai were weakening, and
Japanese society was ready for a verse form that could not only be
enjoyed but also composed by almost anyone among the general
public. Yet this does not explain Bashō’s appeal and influence any
more than it would if we merely said that he was a genius.

Scholars have taken various approaches to understanding Bashō,
one of which is chronological, with comments about his changes of
style. This approach can be very helpful, since Bashō indeed went
through several phases in his work, but it still does not explain the
myriad exceptions to any generalities that one might make about his
haiku. The American Zen master Robert Aitken has written a
fascinating book called A Zen Wave, which relates Bashō’s poems to
his spiritual attainments. 2 Others have emphasized the poet’s
influence from Taoism, or disputed Bashō’s ties to Zen and found



other ways to explain his work, including the importance of
influences from classical Chinese and Japanese literature. Again,
there is much to be learned from all of these approaches, but none
of them seems to come close to conveying fully the range as well as
the quality of Bashō’s poetry.

While generally following chronology, the most useful approach
might be to discuss Bashō’s importance in terms of the variety of
subjects and styles he used, and how he brought them forth through
his attitude toward life. This was consistently refreshed and
replenished by the choices he made to keep his work ever fresh and
resonant through his lifetime, especially through travel; as Robert
Aitken wrote, “It is at the edge of transition that we find experience.” 3

Although the world’s most famous haiku are by Bashō, such as the
classic haiku about the frog and the old pond, his verses often seem
simple and undramatic compared to those by poets such as Buson.
Yet Bashō’s flavor is the kind that lingers, rather than being entirely
apparent at first and then quickly fading. It might be difficult to
convince someone that Bashō was even a major poet, for example,
if that person did not have an “ear” or the “eye” for his work.
Nevertheless Bashō has been almost universally regarded as the
greatest master of haiku, and in this chapter we will try to discover
how and why.

In the process of understanding Bashō, we can switch from the
words hokku (first poem in a sequence) and haikai (comic verse or
sequence) to the better-known term haiku. Although technically this
word did not appear until the end of the nineteenth century, it has
gained such currency in the past century that haiku is probably the
most known and practiced form of verse in the world. And although
Bashō certainly participated in verse sequences, often opening them
with a hokku, it is his single poems, along with his haibun (haiku
prose) and haiga paintings, that are his greatest achievements.

Becoming a Poet



Bashō was born in 1644, probably in Ueno in the province of Iga,
thirty miles south of Kyoto. This was at a time when the Tokugawa
government had firmly established itself in Edo (Tokyo), and after
long periods of civil war, Japan was at peace. It was also a time
when the government almost completely cut off connections with the
outside world, turning the Japanese populace inward toward its own
interests and achievements. In addition, it was an era when, despite
the government’s efforts to keep the merchant class in check, this
sector of society began gradually to gain in influence.

Bashō’s father was a landed farmer with the privilege of holding a
family name, but he died in 1646. Bashō entered the service of Tōdō
Yoshikiyo (n.d.), a relative of the ruling daimyo, becoming especial
friends with Yoshikiyo’s son Yoshitada, an amateur haiku poet in the
Teimon tradition. This style of witty allusions to classical verse
influenced the young Bashō, although he discovered the more
rough-and-ready Danrin style as well.

Bashō was no Mozart. He did not create lively and prodigious works
in his childhood, and his first extant poem, written at age nineteen, is
no indication that he would come to excel in his field. Playing on the
fact that the Japanese calendar occasionally had an extra day or two
at the end of the year from following the moon cycle, he created a
slightly wry question of when the New Year (representing spring)
actually arrives.

While certainly not a great haiku, the poem does show the use of
plain language and direct phrasing that were to be features of
Bashō’s mature work.



Few other early haiku by Bashō remain, although he must have
written many that have since disappeared. Most were probably
somewhat trite or unexceptional, although there is a hint of
compassion in the following:

Here the double meaning is contained in the word ubazakura, which
can also mean “faded beauty.”

The next major event in Bashō’s life was Yoshitada’s sudden death
in 1666; Bashō seems to have been strongly affected; he gave up
his position and possibly moved to a temple in Kyoto, although this is
uncertain. In any case he maintained connections with Ueno, and
began to have some of his haiku published in anthologies. He
continued to write about the most popular of haiku subjects, such as
cherry-blossoms and the moon, sometimes with a touch of humor.



Interestingly, the first of these poems has a 10–4–5 (or 4–10–5)
syllable pattern, and the second 6–7–5, showing that the young
Bashō was not a slave to convention. The first poem also has five “k”
sounds to begin words, stressing the number 99,000.

A more standard poem from about the same time makes a play on
the word kuchi, meaning both “mouth” and “opening.”

After dedicating a poetry-contest book in Ueno, a competition for
which he had served as referee, Bashō moved to the new capital of
Edo in 1672, where at first he served as a scribe for another poet
while trying to build up his own career. From being a big fish in a
small pond Bashō was now the reverse, but one important step that
he took personally was to study Zen under the monk Butchō (1642–
1716). Butchō was only two years older than Bashō, but he had an
abiding influence upon him. Not many poems survive from this
period of Bashō’s life, but we can assume he was slowly building
both his technique and his reputation while considering deeply the
direction that he wanted his life and his haiku to follow.

In 1675, Bashō was introduced to the visiting poet Sōin (see the
previous chapter), considered the founder of the Danrin school of
haiku, and we can see some of the more mundane aspects of this
tradition in the young poet’s work of this time, including references to
both the delicious but potentially lethal fugu soup (in 8–7–5 syllables)
and to visiting Dutch merchants.



Two more poems from 1679 illustrate the young Bashō’s life of both
observation and enjoyment, still with an atmosphere of wit rather
than depth.



In 1680, Bashō moved from downtown Edo to Fukugawa, a more
rustic part of Edo near the Sumida River. Although he and his
followers put out two more books with his commentaries, Bashō
seems to have turned against the secure life of a haiku teacher who
corrected poems and judged contests for a fee, and instead reached
for more depth in his own work. This coincided with a greater interest
in Chinese poetry, and he compared his “Bashō hut” dwelling to that
of Po Chu-i (772–846) who described living in Changan as “a place
rough enough for a traveler empty-handed and penniless.” 4

Contrasting with the poem about the scent of saké of 1679 is this
haiku from 1680 with a 10–7–5 syllable pattern:

Other haiku from the same year show an increasing seriousness on
the part of Bashō, with a general focus on the season of autumn.



Maturity as a Poet
Using the same final phrase, this same year Bashō composed one of
his most famous haiku, often considered the first poem that fully
expressed his individual genius.

There are a number of interesting features about this poem. First,
since Japanese nouns can be either singular or plural, it might be
“crows perched / on withered branches.” Bashō either painted or



inscribed this verse at least three times, once with multiple crows
and branches, and twice with one crow on one branch (see plate 4-3
). Did he change his mind about his own poem—or did he appreciate
the ambiguity where readers might paint the picture in their own
minds?

Next, once again Bashō has defied the “rule” of haiku that it be
organized in 5–7–5 syllables, in this case preferring 5–9–5. Surely
Bashō was expert enough as a poet to have found a way to write this
verse in 5–7–5 had he wished to, but he clearly wanted something
different, perhaps in part as a way of engaging the reader with a
rhythmic surprise.

As for the imagery, later critics generally found it to express
loneliness in direct and unadorned words, although Shiki criticized it
as being too close to the Chinese phrase “a chilly looking crow on a
bare tree.” 5 A story arose that Bashō composed this haiku after
being asked by other poets to help launch a new poetic style, away
from Danrin influence, but this is historically questionable. In any
event, this verse helped move haiku away from clever allusions and
recondite imagery to something more simple and at the same time
more evocative, and it can be regarded as the poem that put the
Bashō tradition in the foreground from this time onward.

The year 1681 was important for Bashō: he was given a plantain
(banana, bashō ) tree by a pupil for his new home, and he so
identified with the tree that it became his most celebrated haiku
name. While banana-trees would not bear fruit in the Edo climate
with its cold winters, the poet much enjoyed the large leaves that
provided shade in the summer and gave forth a natural music in the
wind and rain, even though the leaves were not very sturdy and
liable to split in a storm. Was all this part of his sense of identification
with the bashō ? He even wrote a poem that compares two different
sounds of a rain shower.



The sense of wabi (a word impossible to translate, but generally
meaning “rustic simplicity,” “poverty,” and “solitude”) that this poem
conveys is part of what Bashō gave to the haiku movement, although
later commentators have disagreed whether the tub had been left
outside or was indoors gathering leaks from the ceiling. In this
regard, Makoto Ueda has written a valuable book about Bashō
poems with various comments from Japanese poets and scholars
through the years, called Bashō and His Interpreters . 6 Regarding
the meanings of the various haiku, it is surprising to see so much
disagreement—which only suggests that the ambiguities that the
poet included were meant for his readers to interpret according to
their own experiences.

Two more poems from 1681 have an even darker and colder tone.
Here Bashō is certainly opening up new ground for haiku; it was his
depth and seriousness rather than his wit that transformed haiku into
a much richer poetic form than before.



It would be too simple, however, to credit Bashō with only expressing
darker scenes and emotions; he still maintained a kind of humane
humor, the smile of experience rather than allusion, which was
another way of saying “Just so!” or “Just like that!”

Hunting for fireflies was an age-old Japanese pastime with many
literary precedents, but only Bashō writes of the minor dangers
involved. The syllable count of the first of these poems is 5–5–7, a
further indication of the freedom that Bashō felt when writing his
haiku. Confirmation that this was deliberate comes from a letter he
wrote to an aspiring poet in 1682, in which he commented: “Even if
you have three or four extra syllables—or as many as five or seven
—you need not worry as long as the verse sounds right. If even one
syllable stagnates in your mouth, give it a careful scrutiny.” 7

Two haiku he wrote in 1682 confirm multiple views of Bashō—the
poet—as someone especially attuned to nature, and as everyman. 8



In the first month of 1683, there was a major fire in Edo, and the
Bashō hut burned to the ground. According to his pupil Enomoto
Kikaku (1661–1707), Bashō survived by submerging himself in
water, and this experience certainly strengthened his view of life as
transitory.

Bashō spent the spring in Kai Province, but returned to Edo in the
summer to edit the first full-scale book of his school’s haiku,
Minashiguri (Shriveled Chestnuts). Bashō wrote a postscript pointing
out four flavors in the haiku: the lyricism of the Chinese Tang-dynasty
masters Li Po (701–62) and Tu Fu (712–70); the wabi of Saigyō; the
Zen spirit of the eccentric mountain-wanderer Han-shan (ninth
century); and the romanticism of Po Chu-i. 9 Perhaps the words that
most characterize Bashō’s own haiku, however, are sincerity and
integrity.

Another difficult moment came in the seventh month; when Bashō’s
mother died in Ueno, he was unable to attend her funeral, probably
from lack of funds. However, that autumn his pupils gathered money
and materials to build a new Bashō hut, actually part of a larger
building near his former hermitage. A few poems from 1683 give us
an idea of his various observations and emotions at this stage of his
life. On one hand he was resonating with nature, but he was also
well aware of the sadness and solitude of his life.



Sitting in the new Bashō hut, he wrote:

One more poem from that year is also interesting because it gives a
sense of Bashō’s attitude toward painting. He commented to an artist
at work that the man on a horse looked like a monk—where might he
be going? The painter replied that the man was Bashō himself, who
then wrote this haiku:

The Years of Poetic Journeys



In his never-ending search for authenticity and integrity of
expression, Bashō began to make extended journeys into the
countryside, keeping poetic journals that he was to revise and turn
into haibun (haiku prose), of which he is still considered the greatest
master. Haibun generally consist of prose passages interspersed
with haiku, the prose often serving as introductory material to the
poem, or sometimes the poem summing up the experiences
described in the prose.

The first of these major trips that led to a poetic journal that Bashō
began when he started traveling with his friend Naemura Chiri
(1648–1716) in the fall of 1684. Starting in Edo, they made their way
to Kyoto, with several detours including passing Mount Fuji and
stopping at Nagoya, Nara, Osaka, Mount Yoshino, Mount Kōya, and
Akashi. Including a pause in Ueno for two months, this trip ended in
the summer of 1685. The resultant Nozarashi kikō (Journal of a
Weather-Beaten Skeleton) was both Bashō’s travel diary and the
record of forty-five haiku that he composed during that time (along
with two by Chiri); the extended prose passages that Bashō would
write later in his haibun were yet to appear. 10

There is no particular narrative thread to this journal; things happen
when they happen, happy or sorrowful, and that is part of the appeal.
The first haiku, however, shows Bashō’s somewhat fatalistic attitude
toward taking a long and difficult journey in his usual less-than-
robust state of health.

One element of much Japanese poetry is the use of certain words or
phrases to describe famous beauty spots, thus eliminating the need
for the poet to actually visit them (Saigyō was a notable exception in



this regard). In his quest for authenticity, however, Bashō was
determined to experience the actual locations, whatever the results.

One of the most heartrending scenes that Bashō encountered was
an abandoned toddler left out in the autumn weather by parents too
poor to maintain him.

The sound of a monkey’s cry was said to be the epitome of sadness,
but Bashō had to deal with reality, not poetic convention, and the
experience gave him more evidence of the pathos of the floating
world, here rendered in an unusual rhythm. He concluded that the
child was not despised or neglected by his parents, but rather that
this was the will of heaven, and he mourned. Bashō gave the child
food, but could not carry him on his journeys.

Taking a detour to the sacred shrine at Ise, Bashō was struck again
by the power of nature compared to the relative limitations of
humans.



Early in the ninth month of 1684, Bashō arrived at his home village in
Ueno, noticing how much older the members of his family had
grown: everyone now had gray in their hair, and there was even gray
in Bashō’s eyebrows. Some of his mother’s white hair had been
preserved in an amulet, and Bashō was moved to write:

The surprising word “frost” here has several meanings—to compare
white with white while contrasting cold with hot, to suggest how the
heat of tears would melt the frost, and to imply that holding his
mother’s hair was very emotional for the poet.

Wayfaring was by no means an easy life. Visiting an old friend in
Ōgaki, Bashō was in a somber mood.

Perhaps the visit with his friend was salutary, or perhaps Bashō was
ready to return to more observation in his haiku, but many of the
verses he composed as he continued his journey are somewhat



lighter in spirit and more wondrous of the everyday. Three of the
poems deal with white: the first directly, the second indirectly, and the
third in synesthesia through connections to sound.

With the following poems we have now reached 1685, with Bashō
continuing his travels.



To conclude the Nozarashi kikō, Bashō wrote, “Near the end of the
fourth month, I came back to my hermitage and recuperated from the
wear and tear of the journey.”

For the rest of that year, Bashō seems to have rested while working
on making his travel journal into a finished haibun. He did not
complete the final draft until 1687, demonstrating that although his
writing has the feeling of spontaneity, he also worked it over to some
extent, perhaps (paradoxically) to make it more authentic to his
experiences.



Some commentators have seen a strong Chinese influence in this
travelogue, and indeed Bashō was reading and admiring Chinese
poets from the past at this time. Others have noted a Zen influence,
and again this was surely part of Bashō’s background that he made
use of without direct imitation. Most important, Bashō was now able
to put his observations and encounters into prose and poetry with a
direct acceptance of whatever life brought him.

The Old Pond
Despite the vicissitudes of such a journey, the search for this
freshness of experience led Bashō to future travels, and it was not
long before he was on the road again. In the meantime, however, he
was to compose the most famous haiku ever written.

As noted before, nouns in Japanese can be singular or plural, so
there may have been more than one pond or more than one frog—
but one of each seems sufficient. Bashō wrote this haiku out as a
calligraphy several times, no doubt upon request, usually in tanzaku
(thin poem-card) form. He seems to have enjoyed using the more
complex Chinese kanji (characters) for most of the nouns and the
verb, and simpler Japanese syllabary for the rest (Plate 3-1 ). He
allows a generous amount of space at the top for the blue wave
pattern and includes further empty paper below it, perhaps giving the
viewer a short moment to pause before beginning to read. He then
does not separate the three parts of the poem in space, but
maintains a slightly hooking sense of flow down the tanzaku, with
thicker and thinner lines adding rhythm to the work.



As might be expected, there has been a great deal of commentary
about this poem, of which we can present just a fraction here. For
example, there is a story by his pupil Kagami Shikō (1665–1731) that
Bashō originally composed the final two phrases, and then
considered what words to open with. Supposedly Kikaku suggested
“mountain roses,” but Bashō decided on “the old pond.” A century
later, a scholar named Shinten-ō Nobutane compared Bashō’s verse
with Zen Master Hakuin’s “Sound of One Hand” koan (meditation
subject ), writing of the sound in both cases that “it is there and it is
not there.” 11 The monk Moran perhaps summed up Japanese
attitudes by calling this haiku “indescribably mysterious,
emancipated, profound, and delicate. One can understand it only
with years of experience.” 12

For an American point of view, we can turn to Robert Aitken, who
compares this moment with Zen Master Hsiang-yen Chih-hsien (d.
898) becoming enlightened to his Buddha-nature when he heard a
small stone strike a bamboo. Aitken wrote that “Bashō changed with
that plop. The some 650 haiku that he wrote during his remaining
eight years point surely and boldly to that essential nature.” 13

With Bashō’s great admiration for Saigyō, it is possible that he was
influenced by one of the monk-poet’s tanka, although Saigyō’s poem
reads as though it could follow rather than lead Bashō’s haiku.

One other Bashō haiku from the same year mentions a pond again,
but this time the poet joins the pond with the circle of the moon.



Bashō was very busy in 1687. He made three trips, beginning in the
early autumn with a journey to view the harvest moon with his pupil
Kawai Sora (1649–1710) and a Zen monk named Sōha (d. 1512–
16), then traveling northeast to Fukugawa and Kashima, where they
met Bashō’s former Zen teacher Butchō.

One early evening on the way to Kashima, Bashō noticed a youth
looking upward.

Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately), the night of harvest moon
itself was rainy, so in Butchō’s temple, Bashō composed:

Bashō followed this with another poem that is more personal, and
again connected to Zen, where there is a koan that asks: “What was
your original face?” 14



At home in 1687, Bashō composed several of his most delightful
haiku, the first having a Buddhist implication.



Although they are not very often chosen for translation, many haiku
by Bashō (and others) had immediate and specific meanings, for
instance to celebrate a host or to hail a gathering. In one case,
Bashō is inviting a pupilfriend named Sodō (n.d.) to come visit.

This, however, is not as simple as it seems, since the bagworm,
whose sound is supposedly a sign of autumn, actually makes no
noise. Did Bashō want Sodō to be able to hear the sound of silence?

Bashō also painted this scene as a haiga, with the poem placed
above a depiction of the bashō tree and the gate to his hut (Plate 3-2
). But gates demarcate boundaries, and can allow one in or shut one
out. Here, is the gate open or closed? Does it depend upon Sodō’s
(or the viewer’s) perceptivity? The long leaves of the tree point both
up to the invitation and downward, and the artist’s signature and
seals are poised just outside the gate like a welcoming host.

The painting is enhanced by very light colors and a subtle range of
ink tones that range from soft gray to rich black when visual accents
are needed. Interestingly, Bashō divided the haiku into four columns
of calligraphy, the shortest merely being the syllables koyo (come),
which becomes the heart of the invitation. Together, the poem, the
calligraphy, and the painting combine three arts into a single,
seemingly modest expression that is nevertheless fully realized.

Despite the charm of these haiku and the haiga, Bashō may have
felt that his inspiration would grow deeper on the road. In any case,
in late 1687 he began a much more extended journey, basically
following his earlier route westward, and such was his fame at this
time that he received many farewell parties and verses from haiku
friends.



Bashō was later to describe this 1687–88 journey in haibun form as
Oi no kabumi (Notes for My Knapsack). Bashō begins with an
introduction, telling how he regards the spirit in his body as
windblown. It had led him to poetry many years before, initially for
pleasure but then as a way of life; he knew that he could not satisfy
his spirit either in court or as a scholar. 15 All he could do was to
respond to nature, just like the tanka poet Saigyō, the linked-verse
master Sōgi, the painter Tōyō Sesshū (1420–1506), and the tea
expert Sen no Rikyū (1522–91), who were all moved by the same
spirit. Among other meanings, this statement establishes Bashō’s
belief in haiku being among the highest of Japanese arts. He went
on to state that whatever such a heart and mind sees is a flower and
whatever it dreams about is the moon, so the initial task of any artist
is to become one with nature. For Bashō, replenishing his spirit
meant travel, as the first poem in this haibun makes clear.

Following a path through rice fields during a storm, Bashō composed
four versions of an interesting observation—or at least, four versions
have survived.



Assuming that these versions are indeed all by Bashō, we can find
some small but significant comparisons. The cold is suggested by
“winter” “chilly,” or “icy”—which word works best? Only the second
version omits sukumu/sukumi (which means “crouching, “cowering,”
“be cramped”)—how important is this image to the poem? This is up
to each of us to decide.

Another significant haiku in this haibun uses the word ukiyo (floating
world), which originally had the Buddhist meaning of “transience,”
but was now also gaining the flavor of “worldly pleasures.” Bashō
seems to be using the word in both senses, with an added touch of
humor.



Bashō included the same word in another haiku the next year.

Returning to Bashō’s journey, when noting that the mining of coal
near Iga Castle emitted an unpleasant odor, Bashō took a positive
approach.

Bashō noticed not only the plum blossoms (the first to appear, even
in the snow), but also another sign of early spring.



Although Bashō did not very often make extended use of repeated
sounds, here we have the syllable ya (pronounced “yah”) three times
in a row. First it serves as the cutting word, like an exclamation point
or long dash, and then yaya means “a little.” Furthermore, the vowel
“a” repeats five times in a row (ba ya ya ya ka ), giving an extra
sense of warmth to the poem.

Four “a” vowels followed by five “o” vowels open another poem a
little later in the haibun, with the “a” vowel returning for five of the
final seven syllables.

After several more poems praising cherry-blossoms, Bashō also
describes the horohoro (melodiously or rhythmically dropping petals)
of another flower near the sound of falling waters. Accenting the
rhythm, the poem begins with five consecutive “o” vowels and ends
with three more.

The final haiku in Oi no kobumi is one of Bashō’s most celebrated,
partly for its unusual subject, but even more for its resonance.



Are the dreams those of the octopus? Or of Bashō? Or are they our
own?

Bashō probably did not complete the editing of Notes for My
Knapsack until 1691. This is more evidence that he considered each
word and each scene carefully, and he may have changed the order
of some of the prose and haiku if he felt this would be more true to
the significance of the experiences. Yet momentary inspiration was
still very important to Bashō; one of his most famous comments to
his pupil Hattori Dohō (1657–1730) was: “If you get a flash of insight
into an object, record it before it fades away in your mind.” 16

Several further statements by Bashō to Dohō reveal his attitude
toward fresh and direct experience, as well as the ability of haiku to
see many sides of life. One of his most trenchant comments was to
learn about a pine tree from a pine tree, and about bamboo from
bamboo. 17 Bashō also described a significant difference between
renga and haiku in terms of their subject matter: “A willow tree in the
spring rain is wholly of the linked-verse world. A crow digging up a
mud-snail belongs entirely to haiku.” 18 This meant that on his travels,
Bashō could explore almost every aspect of life.

Before starting another major expedition, however, in 1688 Bashō
made a side journey, of a “Visit to Sarashina” (Sarashina kikō ) to
see the moon over Mount Obasute, where according to legend,
villagers once took their old grandmothers to die. Stopping at the
temple Zenkō-ji, which was unusual in that it maintained subtemples
of various Buddhist sects, Bashō composed a haiku that suggests
clearly his ecumenicism.



Journey to the North
In 1689 Bashō took his greatest and most arduous journey on the
five-hundredth anniversary of Saigyō’s death, the Oku no hosomichi
(translated variously as “The Narrow Road to the North,” “Narrow
Road to the Interior,” “Back Roads to Far Towns,” and, most simply,
“A Haiku Journey”). One of the most famous travelogues ever
written, it also serves as the ultimate haibun, with a good deal more
prose mixed with poetry than in Bashō’s previous work.

Starting in early summer, this time Bashō went north to much less
developed parts of Japan. He often stayed with local poets, took side
trips, explored, rested, continued on, and finally turned west and
south until reaching his hometown of Ueno, where he spent the end
of the year. The early part of this adventure was shared with his pupil
Sora, who had to leave halfway due to poor health, but other poets
joined Bashō for some later parts of the journey.

Oku no hosomichi begins with one of the most famous paragraphs in
Japanese literature.

Months and days are eternal travelers, as are the years that
come and go. 19 For those who drift through their lives on a boat,
or reach old age leading a horse over the earth, every day is a
journey, and the journey itself is their home. Many people in the
past have died on the road, but for many years, like a fragment
of a cloud, I have been lured by the wind into the desire for a life
of wandering.



This opening not only sets the tone for all that follows, but also
conflates space with time in a way that might have pleased Albert
Einstein. In any event, carrying as little as possible—a paper
garment, a cloth robe, rain gear, and writing utensils—Bashō set out
with Sora. A number of his pupils saw him off in a boat and then
lined the road, not sure if they would ever see him again, truly a sad
moment of parting that inspired Bashō’s haiku:

Although it goes beyond the trajectory of this book, the entire Oku no
hosomichi is such a significant work that it deserves to be enjoyed in
full; fortunately there are several fine translations extant. Since we
are focusing on haiku here, we will present some of the outstanding
verses in this haibun with their basic contexts. As usual, Bashō
participated in a number of linked verses during this trip, but he also
kept the haiku separate in his haibun, so they could stand on their
own. 20

Bashō traveled in monk’s robes and shaved head, but he never
became a monk as such. In effect, he was traveling through Japan
beyond any of the official categories of society (in descending official
order: samurai, farmers, artisans, and merchants, plus monastics
and Confucian scholars). As they began their journey, Sora also
shaved his head and put on Buddhist-style robes, writing this haiku
himself:



Bashō commented that this changing of clothes was “pregnant with
meaning.”

Another Buddhist implication comes in the next haiku. Bashō and
Sora climbed into a grotto behind Urami-no-taki (Back-View Falls)
where they could see the waterfall from the rear, as though inside it
—an appropriate place for a form of meditation.

The word ge (ninety-day summer retreat) is specifically Buddhist,
and gives another indication that at least one of the purposes of this
journey was spiritual; waterfalls were used for purification rites in
both Buddhism and Shintoism. However, it was earlier in the summer
than the normal time for “summer retreats,” so it seems that Bashō
was taking events and opportunities as he found them, rather than
having planned them all in advance.

One of Bashō’s most significant haiku was composed after passing
the Shirakawa barrier, one of the government checkpoints for
travelers.



The word fūryū has several meanings in Japanese, so this haiku’s
opening words could also be translated as “the origin of the arts” or
“the origin of elegance.” In a society where most poets now lived in
cities or towns, Bashō’s appreciation for the farmers’ natural culture
is unusual; we can also note once again that oku can mean the far
north or the interior, including the human interior.

Bashō and Sora came to a huge chestnut tree where a monk had
built a modest hermitage. Bashō recalled that Saigyō had written a
poem about gathering chestnuts deep in the mountains in this part of
Japan, and so he responded with:

The two travelers continued north, stopping to see the pine islands at
Matsushima, which Bashō termed the most beautiful place in Japan,
and where he noted that the Zen master Ungo Kiyō (1582–1659)
had once sat in meditation and also rebuilt the major temple Zuigan-
ji.

Journeying further to where a famous battle had taken place
hundreds of years earlier, Bashō recalled the Chinese poet Tu Fu’s
lines:

As spring returns to the ruined castle,



The grass is always green. 21

—T U F U

This led Bashō to write another of his best-known haiku.

Somewhat later in the journey Bashō wrote on a similar theme.

Moving back and forth from Japanese history to the sometimes
ignominious world of travel was not always easy, as Bashō and Sora
discovered when they stayed for three heavily raining days in a
guard’s shack.

Perhaps most haiku are inspired by what is seen, but what is heard
was often an important element in Bashō’s haiku (as in the line “the
sound of water”). One of his poems, written when he found the



temple Ryūshaku-ji closed and bolted, is especially interesting in that
it expresses both sound and the loss of sound. 22

Another haiku that has become celebrated concerns an incident
where Bashō and Sora were staying at an inn and were mistaken for
monks by two prostitutes. The women asked if they could travel
along with Bashō and Sora. The poets replied they had many
detours and side trips, but if the women would follow the road, the
gods would see them through. Bashō felt sorrowful about this for
some time, and wrote:

Bashō continued to write haiku at a very high level throughout the
jour-ney; as it was coming to a close, he once again turned to hagi
(bush-clover):



The Final Years
Spending the last two months of 1689 in his hometown seems to
have given Bashō a chance to recover from the arduous journey. In
the first month of 1690 he went to Nara, and then the next month he
stopped in Kyoto and the nearby town of Zeze, visiting pupils during
his stay.

At that point Bashō returned to Ueno for three months, and then
spent the summer in a cottage near Zeze (at “my unreal hut”).
Afterward he spent two more months in a nearby hermitage in the
precincts of the temple Gichū-ji, finally returning to Ueno for the rest
of the year.

Now a famous poet, Bashō faced a steady influx of pupils or would-
be pupils, perhaps one of the reasons he moved frequently to
outlying areas.

He also warned a potential student named Shidō (n.d.):



Bothered by ill health for some of this time, Bashō returned to his
reading of the Taoist sage Chuang-tzu, especially the story of the
sage going to sleep and dreaming he was a butterfly. When he
awoke, was he Chuang-tzu who dreamt he was a butterfly, or was he
a butterfly now dreaming he was Chuang-tzu? Two haiku that Bashō
composed, one perhaps a decade earlier and one about this time,
refer to this theme.

The progression of these haiku spells out something about Bashō’s
state of mind from before to after his major travels. At first he wants
to be friends with the butterfly, who may be Chuang-tzu, but later he
becomes one with the Taoist sage who could fully identify with
another form of life, while at the same time questioning what it
means to be human.



It is dangerous, however, to try to read too much into individual
haiku, since Bashō was certainly aware of the very different
observations, moods, feelings, and expressions that we all can feel,
sometimes in close succession. For example, in 1690 Bashō wrote
two haiku that seem to contradict each other, at least by implication.

Despite the first poem, one may strongly suspect that Bashō found
these children’s faces to be beautiful. Equally, he honored the music
of the cicadas as autumn deepened.

As winter came, Bashō’s observations became darker. The first of
these haiku describes a scene on Ishiyama (Stone Mountain); the
first two lines both begin with the word ishi, followed by eight “ah”
sounds:



The latter poem comes with an interesting anecdote from Bashō’s
pupil Mukai Kyorai (1651–1704). Throughout his life the master was
very interested in linked haiku, now called renku, and while compiling
the renku and haiku anthology Sarumino (Monkey’s Raincoat, 1691),
Bashō asked his pupils Nozawa Bonchō (1640–1714) and Kyorai to
select either the wild duck poem above or the following poem:



Although Bonchō preferred the second poem as fresh in subject and
superb in choice of words, Bashō replied that while it had new
material, the ailing duck had more profound implications. The
students asked if they could include them both, but Bashō laughed
and asked whether they would discuss each poem on the same
level? 23

Bashō spent most of 1691 in and around Ueno and Kyoto, finally
returning to Edo near the end of the year—he had been gone more
than two and a half years. A selection of Bashō haiku from 1691
shows his continued combination of variety and empathy, with
perhaps an extra touch of melancholy as the seasons flow by.



In contrast with this last poem are two haiku from the same year.



Bashō also may have been referring to himself as he evokes the chill
of winter.
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2-2    Matsunaga Teitoku (1571–1653), Still Standing Here. Ink on decorated paper tanzaku,
35 x 5.6 cm. Private Collection, Japan.



 

2-3    Nonoguchi Ryūho (1595–1669), Cool Breeze, Ink on paper, 80 x 27 cm. Arimura
Collection.



 

3-1    Matsuo Bashō (1644–94), Old Pond. Ink on decorated paper tanzaku, 35.2 x 5.7 cm.
Kakimori Bunko.



 

3-2    Matsuo Bashō (1644–94), Gate and Banana Plant. Ink and colors on paper, 97.3 x
29.7 cm. Idemitsu Museum.



 

4-1    Enomoto Kikaku (1661–1707), Melon Skin. Ink on paper, 31 x 44.4 cm.



 

4-2    Morikawa Kyoroku (1656–1715), Sparrows, with Five Haiku by Bashō. Ink and color
on paper, 28.6 x 76.5 cm. Private Collection.



 

4-3    Morikawa Kyoroku (1656–1715), Crow on a Withered Branch. Haiku by Bashō. Ink on
paper, 100 x 30.1 cm. Idemitsu Museum.



 

4-4    Kaga no Chiyo (1703–75), Introduction and Six Haiku. Ink on paper, 15.8 x 44.1 cm.



 

4-5    Yokoi Yayu (1702–83), Katsuo. Ink on paper, 36 x 50.5 cm. Marui Collection.



 

4-6    Nakagawa Otsuyū (1675–1739), Deer. Ink on paper, 27.7 x 37.6 cm.



 

5-1    Hakuin Ekaku (1685–1768), Hotei as a Kite. Ink on paper, 38.3 x 54.5 cm. Hōsei-an
Collection.



 

5-2    Hakuin Ekaku (1685–1768), Monkey and Cuckoo. Ink on paper, 55.4 x 43 cm.
Shin’wa-an.



 

5-3    Reigen Etō (1721–85), Gun. Ink on paper, 70.1 x 25.2 cm.



 

5-4    Suiō Genro (1717–89), Ax. Ink on paper, 119 x 28.8 cm.



 

5-5    Daigu Ryōkan (1758–1831), Enough for a Fire. Rubbing, ink on paper, 117 x 44.8 cm.



 

6-1    Yosa Buson (1716–84), Oku no hosomichi (Detail of hand-scroll). Ink and color on
paper, 48.2 x 28.8 cm. Itsuo Art Museum.



 

6-2    Yosa Buson (1716–84), The Poet Chigetsu. Wood-block print from Haikai
sanjūrokkasen (Thirty-Six Haiku Poets, 1799). Ink on paper, 26.8 x 19.3 cm.



He was also able to suggest the season with both indoor and
outdoor images.

Bashō spent most of 1692 in Edo, where he renewed friendships
and eventually moved into a third Bashō hut, with the plantain tree
transplanted next to it. However, he was sorry to see the general
craze for winning haiku prizes. Some of his former pupils were now
earning fees as haiku-contest judges, and at one point Bashō even
considered giving up haiku himself, but inevitably a poetic sentiment
would appear that he could not resist.

Bashō’s own output of haiku was relatively modest that year. This
may have reflected to some extent his disappointment with the haiku
world of Edo, but at a reduced pace he continued expressing his
observations of nature and humanity, sometimes with humor.



And, in reverse:

This may refer to Bashō’s own feeling that he had not accomplished
everything he had hoped for. In any event, he was also cognizant of
his age.



The following year brought forth more haiku on similar emotions.

In many ways 1693 was a sad year for Bashō. The nephew he had
been supporting died of tuberculosis after being taken into Bashō’s
home. The great poet became depressed to the point of stopping
haiku for a time, but fortunately this did not last very long. He even
shut and bolted his gate in early autumn, trying to reduce the number
of visitors, as he “grew weary of people.”



Around this time he wrote a more ambiguous poem on this subject.

Japanese commentators have long questioned why this “friendship”
had ended, and some of the possible reasons that they have
advanced include:

Bashō’s depression compared to the cheerful flowers
The flowers’ transience
Bashō no longer being able to get up early enough in the
morning to enjoy the flowers
The competitive colors of the flowers
The fact that the flowers could no longer lift his spirits 24

One of the most interesting comments about this haiku is a Zen
interpretation by Robert Aitken. He wrote that “the friendlessness of
the morning glory and of Bashō are the fundamental aloneness in
which each of us is born. . . . Each individual entity is its own reason
for being. . . . There is only Bashō in the universe. There is only the
morning glory in the whole universe.” 25

In any event, Bashō had not lost his sense of humor, as a poem on
the “evening glory” (yūgao ), also know as “moonflower,” makes
clear.



Among the many elements that make Bashō unique is his ability to
use the same image, in this case the large radish called daikon, for
totally different purposes.

This was a time when Bashō was advocating karumi (lightness) in
haiku, as opposed to the heaviness of logic and reason that can
easily lead poetry toward over-elaboration. His own variety of direct
observation and expression can be seen in several further poems
from 1693.



But Bashō’s imagery was not always so attractive, as in the following
poem:



At this time, the poet could bring out different flavors through using
different contexts for a single image, in this case the
chrysanthemum.

Although Japanese (and Chinese) poetry had praised the
chrysanthemum for blooming late into the year and surviving the
cold, Bashō took a different approach. He contrasts the flower with
the humanistic elements of a stonemason, a broken sandal, and rice
bran, which brings out the flower’s beauty without a word of praise
being needed.

Bashō’s final year was 1694. Suspecting as much, he sent a letter to
a friend saying, “I fear the end is drawing close.” 26 He still wanted to
try one more journey, so in the summer he left Edo, carried on a
litter, for stops in Nagoya, Ueno, Lake Biwa, and Kyoto, and finally
back to Ueno. In the fall he traveled to Nara and then Osaka, but fell
severely ill there, and he died on November 28th.



Despite his health problems, Bashō was actively writing haiku in his
final year, perhaps to help spread the idea of karumi that was, in his
words, like “looking at a shallow river with a sandy bed.” 27 In any
case, a number of Bashō’s haiku from his final year have a certain
lightness of spirit that belies the poet’s age and precarious health.

It may be more difficult to see karumi in the following poems that
inevitably describe his feelings of old age and ill health, but Bashō
was determined not to let his haiku become weighty or oppressive.





And Bashō’s final poem “during my illness”:



Conclusion
What makes Bashō so special in the history of haiku, and what
makes his poems so distinct? The first question is easier than the
second: he came along at just the right time to turn haiku from a
clever and often frivolous form of verse to poetry that could express
depth and richness of both observation and spirit. This was
recognized in his own day, and later in his life he was besieged by
prospective and actual pupils from many different parts of Japan.
Indeed, Bashō’s followers were to dominate the next generation of
poets, and his influence has remained vital in haiku to this day.

Accepting that Bashō accomplished all this, the question remains:
How? For anything approaching an answer, we need to examine in
what ways his own character and life choices advanced his poetry. In
this regard, there are a number of factors that can be cited.

First, Bashō maintained his freedom. By giving up his official
position, by frequently moving, and especially by his journeys, he
never grew stale or redundant, but could view fresh places, meet
new people, and experience multiple aspects of nature. He changed
his aesthetic approach to haiku several times, starting with the
Teimon and Danrin traditions, but quickly moving on to deeper
observation and expression of the world around him, and ending with
karumi just when one might expect the opposite. He studied Zen,
shaved his head, and wore a monk’s robe, but never become a
monk. In short, Bashō didn’t fit into a category or niche in a society
that was very niche conscious.



Second, he appreciated the past without being overwhelmed by it.
Through his deep admiration of both classical Chinese poets and
Japanese masters such as Saigyō and Sōgi, Bashō could use them
as exemplars of travel, nonattachment, and profound observation of
the world around them. Earlier haikai poets used the past primarily
for parody or to demonstrate their erudition and wit, whereas Bashō
had a more personal, and often more poignant, response to his
predecessors that still retained his own poetic spirit.

Third, Bashō never became self-satisfied. In a world where humility
could often be a pose, he felt it deeply; despite his success, he never
stopped searching for greater significance and range of expression.
It helped that he seems to have been boundlessly curious and
nonjudgmental; he did not find dace-fish guts, or a horse pissing
near his pillow, to be unworthy of poetry. Bashō’s journeying became
a way to always seek the new, rather than resting content with what
had gone before.

Fourth, Bashō added a kind of humor to his haiku that did not
depend upon puns or esoteric references to earlier literature,
although both might occasionally appear in his verses. Instead, he
celebrated the humor of daily life, where a small smile of recognition
became more valuable than an “I get it” grin or an “Isn’t that clever”
smirk.



Fifth, Bashō was an expert in combining into a single haiku two
images or two elements that might not seem to match, but which
together become very evocative. Sometimes these involved
synesthesia, where two different senses are combined, such as sight
and sound.

Sixth, although Bashō did not paint many haiga himself, he gave this
form of visual art a kind of sanction and significance through his
interactions with other poet-artists, especially Kyorai, as well as his
own modest paintings. One haiku from his final year shows his belief
that visual art could express just what his poems put forth.

Seventh, Bashō continued to develop his art with ever-greater depth.
As noted, to keep from becoming heavy-handed or overly serious, in
his final years he advocated lightness in haiku. As Robert Aitken



wrote, “The path of clarity is the path of weightlessness. . . .
Assumptions, explanations (including this), extrapolations, personal
associations—all add weight, and the experience will not rise.” 28

Finally, Bashō was a poet of great humanity. Although people do not
appear in the majority of his haiku, they are always present, if only in
the forms of Bashō himself and his readers. For Bashō, nature
included human nature, and there need be no separation of the two
into different worlds of feeling or expression. This is made clear in
two more haiku from his final year.



4

Followers of Bashō

B ASHŌ HAD MANY PUPILS and even more followers. This was in part
due to his poetry and personality, and in part because during his
travels he frequently met with local poets and would-be poets in
many parts of Japan. Therefore, one aspect of Bashō’s pupils is their
geographical range, which helped provide the variety that can be
seen in their work.

In addition, as Bashō himself developed and changed his views on
haiku, he tended to work with different pupils. The result was that
separate aspects of his aesthetic became significant to various poets
at various times. For example, the pupils he worked with at the end
of his life were more likely to have been influenced by Bashō’s views
on karumi (lightness), than those whom he had taught earlier.

What all Bashō’s students had in common was taking haiku as a
worthy kind of poetry and not a clever game. Although the Teimon
and Danrin schools continued in a very weakened way, the influence
of Bashō was so vast that in one sense, all haiku poets after his day
might be considered his followers. 1

Another factor among Bashō’s direct and indirect pupils was their
varied backgrounds—samurai, ex-samurai, monks, nuns, farmers,
artisans, doctors, officials, merchants, saké brewers, even a beggar
—so they saw and experienced many aspects of Japanese life, and
frequently recorded them with both skill and empathy. As Bashō
taught, “In composing haiku, my students begin by looking within the
topic, but when they start by looking outside the topic, they find a
plethora of material.” 2



It would be impossible to consider all of Bashō’s followers here, but
some of the most significant will be examined, however briefly, and
the growing interest in haiga during this period will also be discussed
and illustrated.

Enomoto Kikaku
Enomoto Kikaku (1661–1707) may have been Bashō’s favorite pupil,
despite (or perhaps because of) their differences in lifestyle, poetry,
and vision of nature. He began learning from the master at age
thirteen, and also studied both Chinese and Japanese classical
prose and poems, as well as medicine, calligraphy, and painting.

While Bashō was subtle and sympathetic in his haiku, Kikaku
definitely had a more radical sense of the world around him,
including a robust sense of humor. Unlike the humor in pre-Bashō
haiku, however, Kikaku’s wit rarely depended upon elaborate puns or
references to earlier literature, but rather arose from observation.
Here are a group of haiku by Kikaku, moving through the seasons.



Kikaku even utilized humor when writing a poem commemorating the
death of a Bashō pupil named Kōsai (n.d.).

Another poem shows Kikaku’s effective use of words in a riddle
haiku.

In a conversation with Bashō, his pupil Kyorai commented that
“Kikaku is really a clever writer. Who else would ever have thought of
writing a poem merely about being bitten by a flea?” The master



said, “You’re quite right. He deals with trifling matters in a most
eloquent way.” 3

To become the major haiku master that he was, of course Kikaku
wrote many more serious haiku, showing a sharp eye for the world
around him. Some of these seem extremely simple, as though the
outgoing personality of Kikaku were now retreating inward with only
nature as his guide—or might the first of these have a reference to
his relationship with his teacher?



To use moonlight to observe an insect (a katydid is a form of
grasshopper) is typical of Kikaku’s approach to haiku.

We can compare two of his haiku that begin with almost the same
first line to discover the difference between his humor and his
empathy.

Kikaku was also a talented painter; his works tend to be minimalistic
in a manner appropriate to haiku, although the subject matter is
sometimes unusual. One of his haiga, for example, shows the skin of
a melon that someone has thrown into a stream (Plate 4-1 ). The
poem can be read two ways, depending on whether one translates
kumode as “spider-legs” or “crisscross.”



Not many poets would take such a plebian image, really just a piece
of garbage, and see it resembling a spider as it floats down the
stream.

Kikaku has gone even a step further by enclosing the painting with
his spidery calligraphy, now moving in its columns (unusually) from
left to right, in ways that echo parts of the painting. For example, the
darker lines of the calligraphy bring forth the heavier accents of the
calligraphy, while the character that begins the second column (from
the left) is a cursive-script version of “water” (  ), rendered in one
bending line that resembles the curving lines of the stream in the
painting. In effect, the water flows, the melon skin flows, the poem
flows, and the calligraphy flows, showing how haiga can add to the
total imagery while unifying its underlying expression.

Hattori Ransetsu
A second pupil who was very close to Bashō was Hattori Ransetsu
(1654–1707). He led a much more modest life than Kikaku, but
seems to have been equally admired by the master, who included
them both in two 1680 anthologies. From a farming family, Ransetsu
first served a daimyo in a samurai capacity, and also studied painting
from Hanabusa Itchō (1652–1724) and Zen from Saiun Hōjō (1637–
1713). At Bashō’s death, Ransetsu became a Zen monk.

Ransetsu’s haiku have sometimes been noted for what Bashō called
their austerity, although there are many lighter poems as well. Above
all Ransetsu shows sympathy for all living creatures.



Ransetsu was observant and empathetic to many aspects of life, as
a number of his haiku attest, ranging from a small hint of spring to
the “Heavenly River” of the Milky Way.



Three final Ransetsu poems are given below: the first refers to a
small home altar, seen in most Japanese dwellings of the time; the
second is his most famous haiku; and the third is his death poem,
which includes the Zen shout “Totsu!”



Mukai Kyorai
A third pupil of Bashō who became a major haiku poet was Mukai
Kyorai (1651–1704), the son of a high-ranking Confucian scholar
and physician in Nagasaki. A member of the samurai class and an
expert in archery, at the age of twenty-three he gave up his position
in order to become a poet. This was due in large part to a meeting
with Kikaku, after which Kyorai also became a disciple and friend of
Bashō. Building a hermitage on the outskirts of Kyoto, he dedicated
himself to haiku.



Other poems by Kyorai give his sense of the relation of humans to
nature, and to each other.

The companion (and possibly the wife) of Kyorai known as Kana-jo
(n.d.) also wrote several haiku that effectively suggest the season.

Kyorai’s sister Chine (1660–88) was also an accomplished haiku
poet, and wrote of journeying with her brother.



Chine’s death poem, and the response by her brother Kyorai, are
among the most affecting examples of these forms of haiku.

We can compare this with Bashō’s poem on Chine’s death.

Chigetsu, Sute-jo, and Sono-jo
Although the list that someone made of the “ten outstanding pupils of
Bashō” included only men, Kana-jo and Chine were only two of
many fine women poets who either studied directly with Bashō or
followed his lead. 4 One of the former was Kawai Chigetsu (1632–
1706), also known as Chigetsu-jo or Chigetsu-ni (jo meaning
“woman,” and ni meaning “nun”). In her youth she seems to have
served at court before marrying the owner of a carting business in
Ōtsu, outside Kyoto. She was not only Bashō’s haiku pupil but also



his friend, and he visited her home on his travels. After Chigetsu’s
husband died (probably in 1686), she asked her younger brother
Otokuni (1657–1720, also a student of Bashō) to manage the family
business, and she became a nun.

For women in early modern Japan, taking Buddhist orders not only
represented a sincere vocation, but also allowed them a role in
society where they could travel and have a certain amount of
freedom. One of Chigetsu’s haiku, however, indicates this lifestyle
was not entirely blissful; it was written on the seventh anniversary of
her husband’s death.

Chigetsu also used the image of a scarecrow for a happier scene.

Repeating an image but changing the mood, Chigetsu again uses
the word that itself chirps, ki-ri-gi-ri-su.

Other haiku by Chigetsu express her observations of those admiring
the moon, a form of indirect praise well suited to haiku.



Perhaps what made Chigetsu unique was her ability to represent
attractive moments of nature amid the detritus of the everyday world.

Born into a samurai family near Kyoto, Den Sute-jo (1633–98)
became fascinated with renga and haiku as a young woman. Rather
than a direct follower of Bashō, she was his slightly elder
contemporary, writing most of her haiku in the 1650s and 1660s.
Seven years after her husband’s death in 1674, she took Buddhist
orders in the Pure Land sect. She then converted to Zen in 1686,
becoming a follower of the major Zen master Bankei Yōtaku (1622–
93), and the leader of a group of nuns in Himeji.

The first known haiku by Sute-jo came at the age of six when she
noticed the pattern made by her wooden clogs.



Sute-jo’s mature haiku show that she had some range as a poet,
moving from comparisons between nature and a woman’s life to
more complex verses. The last of these four verses might be
considered Zen in spirit.

Sono-jo (1649–1723) also had an interesting life. She studied haiku
with Bashō in 1689, and then with Kikaku the following year; she is
reputed to have been an eye doctor, and finally became a nun. Two
of her haiku refer to her hair.



Bashō seems to have admired Sono-jo greatly, and wrote the
following haiku about her only a few months before his death:

After Bashō died, Sono-jo wrote a haiku of mourning.

Kyoroku and Jōso
Among the other direct pupils of Bashō, of whom there were many, a
few deserve to be singled out. One is Morikawa Kyoroku (also
pronounced “Kyoriku,” 1656–1715), a late pupil of the master who is
reputed to have given him advice (or lessons) in painting after having
himself studied with Kanō Yasunobu (1613–85). Bashō and Kyoroku
did several joint haiga; for example, a scroll of sparrows was painted
by Kyoroku with five haiku added by Bashō. The birds interact



joyfully on the left of the scroll, with Bashō’s sparrow poems on the
right (Plate 4-2 ).

Bashō wrote his poems in modest size and style, not intruding on the
pleasure of the sparrows. Each haiku is given a single column, with
the signature on the lower left of the poems.

Another collaboration shows Kyoroku painting one of Bashō’s most
famous poetic subjects (Plate 4-3 ), with Bashō adding in calligraphy
his celebrated haiku, which was discussed in the previous chapter .



The powerful image of the crow, facing away from us and huddled
over, brings forcefulness to this otherwise melancholy scene.
Bashō’s calligraphy emphasizes the first word in the final (left)

column, “autumn” (  ). This haiga demonstrates once again how a
painting can add resonance to a poem and vice versa, whether or
not they express different pictorial elements.

Kyoroku’s own poems demonstrate his strong visual sense. The first
of these haiku was composed in 1692 when Kyoroku was visiting the
Bashō hut, and drew praise from the master.

Jōso (1662–1704) resigned his samurai position to become a Zen
monk at the Obaku sect temple Kōsei-ji. His haiku are often about



living creatures, which he views with a fresh eye.

One of Jōso’s haiku is particularly Zen in spirit, while another is
much darker in tone.



Completing the “ten [male] pupils” of Bashō, there were some fine
poets including Tachibana Hokushi (1665–1718), a sword sharpener
who met the master in Kanazawa; Ochi Etsujin (1656?–1739), with
whom Bashō traveled; Sugiyama Sampū (1647–1732), a fish
merchant who provided Bashō with a hermitage; Kagami Shikō
(1665–1731), a Zen monk at Daichi-ji who also became a doctor;
and Shida Yaha (1662–1740), a merchant from Fukui who moved to
Edo.

Here, one haiku by Etsujin can represent these poets, offering a
scene that allows for various interpretations.

Does Etsujin merely feel embarrassed by his aging, or is he worried
that seeing his gray hair will make his parents feel even older?

Kaga no Chiyo
Some critics have felt that the spirit of Bashō was gradually lost over
time, particularly as clever wordplay and excessive literary
references started returning to haiku. However, a number of second-
generation masters continued to write excellent verses in the Bashō
style. One of these, Kaga no Chiyo (1703–75), is sometimes
considered the finest of all female haiku poets.

Also called Chiyo-jo, or Chiyo-ni after she became a nun, Kaga no
Chiyo was born near Kanazawa along a major road previously
traveled by Bashō. 5 Her family ran a scroll-mounting business, so
she was familiar with artists and calligrapher-poets from a young
age. Exhibiting an early interest in haiku, she had a number of
mentors, including Bashō’s pupils Hokushi and Shikō. The latter is
generally considered her principal teacher, although they apparently



met only once in person, with the rest of their lessons conducted by
correspondence. 6

It is not certain whether Chiyo ever married, despite a well-known
haiku attributed to her wedding day.

In any case, if Chiyo did marry, either her husband died young or
they separated, because she lived her life almost entirely in her
family home in Matto. There she associated with a number of both
male and female poets, and gradually became celebrated as an
outstanding talent. In her middle years, however, her parents, her
brother, and his wife all died, leaving the scroll-mounting business for
Chiyo to manage. During this time she wrote few haiku, but around
the age of fifty she adopted a young couple, in part to care for the
business.

In 1754, Chiyo became the nun Chiyo-ni, and was once more able to
devote more of her time to writing poetry. One of her calligraphy
scrolls may have been written near the beginning of Chiyo’s second
period of creativity (Plate 4-4 ). It begins with a prose introduction
and continues with six haiku, one with a title and a Bashō ending.
The name “Okame,” mentioned in the fourth poem, refers to a
prototype of the good-natured, middle-aged woman.

I was troubled for about three years, but the melody of this
morning’s spring breeze brought forth a new tune and I felt,
indeed, it was the sky of early spring—my heart was
encouraged and so I happily took up my brush.



Spring Pleasure

Chiyo’s calligraphy is somewhat compressed and gnarly, with a
sense of the poet’s intensity brought forth by the interplay of darker



and lighter forms. The heavier forms are created when the brush has
been dipped again in ink; however, this redipping does not always
occur at the beginning of a column, which creates asymmetrical
variations in the total visual expression.

In order to create a sense of structure, each haiku begins a new tall
column, and the poems usually conclude with two more partial
columns. This pattern is not totally consistent, as the six haiku have
3–2–3–3–3–4 columns respectively. But although these columns
generally coincide with the 5–7–5 syllabic poetic structure, even here
there is some variation. For example, the second poem, just after the
two-word title, is written in a single column until its final word, oto
(sound). As a result of these patterns being created but not
consistently followed, the calligraphy takes on a feeling of life’s own
repetition and changes. Chiyo, returned to joy and creativity by the
melody of the spring breeze, is composing both haiku and
calligraphy in her own personal rhythm.

As well as her personal and flavorful calligraphy, Chiyo was known
for her haiga. However, she was most celebrated for her verses: a
sampling shows her range of subject and emphasis, with a special
closeness to nature and a good ear for sounds. For example, the
first haiku investigates a warbler’s call, while the second has a
middle line entirely using the vowel sound “ah,” and the third repeats
kirema (between).



Two Chiyo haiku seem to contrast with each other.

Other Chiyo haiku emphasize her variety of poetic effects, from the
momentary to the unhurried.



Like many fine poets, Chiyo was prepared to write when she was
away from home.

Of all Chiyo poems, the following is her best known; in fact it has
become one of the most famous of all haiku by any poet, male or
female.



Haiga Masters Yayu and Otsuyū
In addition to Kyoroku and Chine, within the first and second
generation of Bashō followers were several poet-artists who were
gifted in producing evocative images that extended the focused
world of haiku. One of these was Yokoi Yayu (1702–83). Born to a
samurai family serving the daimyo of Owari, Yayu continued this
tradition until the age of fifty-three, when he retired to enjoy artistic
pursuits including Noh drama, music, painting, and calligraphy, as
well as haiku. He was exceptionally well read and well traveled,
having had the experience of journeying with his daimyo to Edo at
least eight times, and meeting the Tokugawa shogun himself.
Ultimately, Yayu’s most famous work was a collection of often
humorous essays, entitled Uzuragoromo (Patchwork Robe), which
was published after his death.

Since his grandfather had studied haikai under the Teimon-school
poet Kitamura Kigin (1624–1705), it is not surprising that Yayu took
up haiku early in his life, learning primarily on his own. His poems
are noted for their range of expression.



Yayu wrote many humorous haiku, yet he always seems to capture
the natural moment.



Yayu wrote several other poems using the same last line.

And with the opposite final line:



One of Yayu’s many evocative haiga depends upon the viewer
knowing that dried bonito flakes look very much like flower petals
and are called hana-katsuo (bonito blossoms), while nama katsuo
means “raw bonito.”

To provide a strong image to accompany the poem, Yayu fills most of
the space with a large fish moving down in a diagonal, which is
echoed by the lightly written calligraphy of the haiku (Plate 4-5 ).
Most of the graytoned brushwork is moist and fuzzing, and the only
true black is the eye of the fish. For added humor and a sense of
movement, Yayu added playful wiggles just before the bonito’s tail.

A second master of haiga was Nakagawa Otsuyū (also known as
Bakurin, 1675–1739). Born in Ise to a family of lumber merchants, he
is said to have become a disciple of Bashō at age fifteen, but studied
more fully with Shikō in 1694 when the latter opened a poetry school
in Ise. The Shikō-Bakurin tradition was to continue as a “countrified”
style for several generations, with naturalistic haiku such as this
verse by Otsuyū.



Otsuyū also had a sharp eye for the unexpected, or more accurately,
for presenting an unexpected view of everyday matters.

In a more serious and traditional vein, Otsuyū created one of the
most fascinating haiga of his generation. It relates back to a tanka by
the courtier Onakatomi no Yoshinobu (921–91), which depends upon
the Japanese belief that autumn’s arrival can be known by the lonely
cries of the deer.

In this tanka the scene is clearly spelled out: without maple leaves
turning red, yellow, and orange, the deer create their own sense of
autumn. Otsuyū’s haiku, on the other hand, goes further while
suggesting more than it defines.



Otsuyū’s implication, that the cries of deer are not just a response to
the experience of autumn colors but actually its cause, is certainly a
poetic fancy. Yet this poem serves as an expression of empathy for
feelings of loneliness and loss as the season changes, which are
reinforced and extended by his haiga (Plate 4-6 ).

Otsuyū has painted a deer and a simplified shape that can be read
as a mountain, but the manner in which he depicts them is
significant. First, the major forms are created with the same kind of
broad, wet, and tonally varied brushwork. Second, they seem to
merge into each other; the body of the deer could easily be
understood as part of the mountain but for the darker brush-strokes
that define its antlers and legs. Third, these lines relate both to the
somewhat more gossamer calligraphy on their left and to the
strongly inked signature in the lower left. Thus the mountains
become the deer, the deer becomes the poem, and the deer as well
as the poem become Otsuyū. To emphasize the interconnection, the
poet-artist has composed the entire work into a diagonally structured
totality that can also be seen as leading the eye in a pendulum-
shaped movement. By this intense interaction of verbal and visual
imagery, Otsuyū brings us a moment in which we may sense a unity
of poetry and art, which provides the delight of a fine haiga.

Many more followers of Bashō composed fine verses, and his
influence has never been lost in Japanese haiku. As we shall see,
however, new directions also developed as the form became ever
more popular, particularly in the towns and cities, where literacy was
growing exponentially.
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Senryu and Zen

D URING THE DEVELOPMENT of mainstream haiku in Japan’s early
modern period, there were two related cultural elements of note. The
first was a form of humorous verse called senryu that kept the 5–7–5
syllable count but tended to eliminate most references to nature, and
the second was the changing world of Zen Buddhism, which
influenced haiku and occasionally intersected with it. This chapter
will examine each in turn.

Senryu
When Bashō redefined the haiku poem by adding depth, richness,
and a profound connection with nature, he also left a vacuum for
poems that were clever and often satiric. Into this vacuum came
senryu, which usually stressed the foibles of human nature.
Reaching a peak of inventiveness and popularity in the middle of the
eighteenth century, senryu were evanescent, often disappearing as
soon as they were composed. Fortunately many of them were
collected in anthologies, without crediting the poets themselves, and
it is from these anthologies that we still have a sense of what the
verses expressed about Japanese society in the early modern
period. 1

The first senryu were often selected from longer haikai no renga,
using both 5–7–5 and 7–7 segments, although eventually the more
interesting asymmetrical 5–7–5 form predominated. One of the first
anthologies was the Mutomagawa (Mutama River) of 1750, which
proved so popular that seven more volumes were published in the
next three years, and eventually a total of eighteen were printed by
1776. The editor of these volumes until his death was a poet and



judge named Kei Kiitsu (1694–1761), and among the 7–7 poems he
included are several that show some of the range of senryu.

The best of these poems exhibit the kind of irony that is typical of this
poetic form, with occasionally a bit of wisdom as well—no one is
exempt from scrutiny, including mothers, sons, daughters, poets,
courtesans and their customers, courtiers, monks, and nuns.

Of the 5–7–5 verses, the following are from the initial volume, which
was published in 1750. They represent the general style and subject



matter of the anthology, including the first poem that is purportedly
simply about nature but carries a human message, and the second
that refers to the large radish called daikon.

Three poems from the second volume (published a year later) are
about beauty and love, and as might be expected they each have an
ironic viewpoint. Rather than being especially Japanese in spirit,
these seem universal.



The second major editor of senryu anthologies was Karai Senryu
(1718–90), from whom the form gained its name. His major editions
include Yanagidaru (Willow Cask), which eventually totaled 167
volumes from 1765 to 1837, and several other series that took
poems from the Yanagidaru and included additions, such as the
Yanagidaru shui (Premier Willow Cask, ten volumes beginning in
1796).

Although Senryu is said to have received twenty-five thousand
submissions in 1779, 2 his anthologies often included verses from
previous compilations such as the Mutomagawa, so it is difficult to
know when any particular senryu was first written. Furthermore, at
this time senryu were almost always anonymous, so perhaps the
most useful way to organize them is by subject matter.

Parody and Professions
In senryu, no one was too lofty for parody, no matter how admired
and revered. Bashō himself was occasionally the subject, as in this
rather heartless takeoff on his most famous haiku.

Even the master’s death poem was made the subject of parody. In
other countries, this might be considered too unkind, but in Japan it
was accepted as par for the course. Here is Bashō’s poem:



And here is the anonymous senryu:

Although not parody in the same sense, senryu about the various
professions had much of the same kind of humor. For example,
doctors were fair game for satire, as were their patients.

Other professions treated in senryu include farmers, timber
merchants, and carpenters, with the former treated the most
poetically.



Money
A favorite topic in senryu is money, of which there is never enough,
or occasionally too much. Two such poems begin with the same
words, but one is more poetic with a typical haiku final line, while the
other is more specific.

Three more senryu are even more ironic.



Love and Romance
One might expect that affairs of the heart are well represented in
senryu, and indeed they are, with several different points of view
represented. Many aspects of love are described, often with humor’s
propensity to see things as they are, rather than as we might wish. In
the following senryu, first there is courting and then success—one
could make an entire story from this series of separate poems.



Of course, there were many senryu that stressed other aspects of
male-female interactions that were anything but romantic. In the first
poem below, we hear a complaint but may wonder if it is honest,
while the second and third verses represent the aftermath of a love
that has faded.



Beauty and Hips
In senryu, as often in life, beauty is not always positive. There can be
a sharpness that is not always attractive, while the tears of a
(young?) prostitute are just grist for the mill of her panderer. There is
both irony and sadness in the following two poems.



With the somewhat cynical attitude that underlies many senryu, it
seems that a woman’s hips were often more effective in the world of
romance than a beautiful face, sometimes too much so.

Before leaving the world of romance, one senryu can be added that
has a more romantic, and possibly plaintive, tone.

Marriage



In early modern Japan, women had few rights; they were expected
to stay in the family home until marriage, and tend to their husbands
and children after that. Even kanai, one of the words for “wife,”
literally means “within the house.” Yet what society tried to establish
was not always what actually happened, and depending on
personality and character, roles could be reversed. Behind the
scenes, it was women who often held the interpersonal power,
sometimes for the good of the husband, even if he couldn’t (or
shouldn’t) admit it.

Naturally, there was another side to the story. One of the most
frustrating things for many a wife was her husband’s ability to spend
as much time away from home as he pleased, especially when he
was enjoying nature (or a drinking party with the excuse of viewing
nature) without her.



Entertainment and Umbrellas
Senryu depict various aspects of the entertainment world, including
different forms of theater as they became more and more important
in early modern Japanese society. There were the stately Noh drama
from the past, the exquisite puppet plays of Bunraku, and most
notably the newly popular Kabuki theater. Senryu went about
deflating the pretentious and gently mocking the earnest, usually
without the sense of celebration that contemporary wood-block prints
of similar subjects tended to provide. In addition, as literacy grew
quickly among the populace, wood-block books became part of
everyday life, including novels and poetry compilations of all kinds.



While entertainment was a frequent subject of senryu, another
subject that turns up more than one might expect is the umbrella.
Colorful, waxed-paper Japanese umbrellas were later to be highly
admired in the West, but to senryu poets they provided the
opportunity to make interesting juxtapositions. The first two of these
verses show how umbrellas could strengthen or reveal an emotion,
the third implies a romance, while the fourth has a striking visual
sense of an artisan gradually enclosing himself in his work.



Nature, Animals, and Religion
Although one of the characteristics of senryu is the focus upon
humanity, there are also examples that center on nature. Some of
these senryu are indistinguishable from haiku; they remind us that
the difference between these poetic forms is not absolute, but rather
a sliding scale where a poem may be either haiku or senryu, or both,
to any degree.



Similarly, with animals, senryu are at times very close to haiku, but at
other times the sense of irony is quite strong. Moving from mainly
haiku to fully senryu are the following three verses:



The next three verses similarly move in the same direction toward
pure irony. Nature in Japan is very close to religion, so senryu on this
topic sometimes combine the two, while at other times they simply
note hypocrisy.

Human Foolishness and Human Nature
A very high percentage of senryu are about human foolishness.
Some are simple observations, and may lead us to realize that we
are no different from the people being mocked. We can also note



that the next poem has 3–9–5 syllables; the “rules” are certainly not
“laws.”

Three more senryu also focus upon the difference between what we
think of ourselves and what we really are like.

On the other hand, senryu can also explore those moments when we
are more in tune with ourselves, sometimes in ways that reveal the
manner in which we live our lives.



In two verses about women, one may find unexpected triumph and
loss, the tables may be turned, and at the end one may find a wry
smile.

As we can see, senryu tend to find humor in turning things around
and taking a different point of view—husbands may be weaker than
their wives, animals may not act as we expect, and religiosity may be
a sham—but this form of verse is not just negative. For example,
children are generally treated in a sympathetic manner. If there are
problems, they may not be the child’s fault, a parent may gain a
wider acquaintanceship, and, poignantly, a toy may become
unexpectedly useful.



In conclusion, senryu formed an important part of Japanese culture.
Haiku alone could not express every kind of human experience,
every shade of human feeling, or every aspect of human thought.
These verses, whether sympathetic or (more often) satiric, include
many aspects of human nature, sometimes the simple surprise of
noticing something for the first time. Above all, senryu make us more
aware of the life that we lead, and finally, how even in violent actions
there may be humor.

Zen and Haiku
It may seem a far leap from senryu to Zen, from the shallower waters
of irony and satire to the depths of a profound spiritual tradition. Yet
senryu and Zen haiku have several features in common, such as
seldom including a seasonal word and often omitting references to



nature. One major difference, however, is that senryu rarely inspired
paintings to accompany the poems, while Zen haiku were often used
as inscriptions on images. Another even more important difference is
that senryu look at life from the outside, whereas Zen haiku focus on
the inside.

The relation of Zen to haiku is often debated, especially since R. H.
Blyth gave it such prominence in his many books on haiku and
senryu. 3 On one hand, Bashō himself studied Zen seriously, as did
several of his followers, and one may interpret Bashō’s poems in a
Zen context, as did Robert Aitken. 4 On the other hand, most haiku
poets did not study Zen; many of them followed other Buddhist
sects, Taoism, Shintoism, or Confucianism, and some professed no
religion at all.

Furthermore, when Zen masters themselves created haiga, it was
often to reach a wider audience with their teachings; until the modern
period they generally did not write haiku as an avocation. So is the
Zen influence in this form of poetry exaggerated? Or is the issue
more complex?

It may help to consider that the word “Zen” has come to have two
meanings. First it is usually a noun, referring to the specific sect of
Buddhism that stresses meditation and finding one’s inner Buddha-
nature. Its second usage is more amorphous; it is usually an
adjective, and tends to mean “natural,” “simple,” “peaceful,”
“focused,” and “unworldly.” Both meanings relate to haiku, the first in
some specific cases and the second more broadly.

In pursuing this question, first we can examine some haiku by Bashō
in order to investigate the Zen influence or Zen spirit in his poems.
Next we can present some haiga by Zen masters, and finally we can
discuss more broadly the influence of Zen in Japanese culture, and
therefore also in haiku.

Bashō and Zen



Using his haiku as guideposts, there are some factors that ally
Bashō and Zen. On his travels, he shaved his head and wore a
monk’s robe, but he considered himself somewhere between a
monastic and a layperson; he jestingly called himself a bat—
between a bird and a mouse. 5 A number of his poems mention
Buddhism, but not always specifically Zen. For example, in one
haiku he mentions the nembutsu, which is the chant to Amida
Buddha of the Pure Land sect.

It is significant that the poet here combines his love of nature with
the religious mantra.

Other haiku of Bashō mention Buddhism without being specific as to
the sect. 6 In general, he seems to have a broad conception of
Buddhism that could be understood by any of his readers.

There are some Bashō haiku, however, that suggest Zen more
strongly, for example this reference to the “unblown flute.”



Perhaps the most interesting Zen influence in Bashō’s poetry comes
when there is no overt religious reference, but the haiku resonates
with Zen spirit. Bashō himself commented that haiku “is simply what
is happening here and now,” 8 and according to his pupil Dohō, he
advised, “Attain a high stage of enlightenment and return to the
world of common men.” 9 In Bashō’s haiku, the everyday, the “just
this” of Zen, is convincingly presented through his ability to take the
ordinary world and perceive unexpected images and interactions.

Finally, we can consider a haiku by Bashō that adds a touch of
humor, often a feature of Zen, to keep the poet and his readers from
feeling too self-important.



Haiga by Hakuin and Other Zen Masters
As mentioned above, Zen masters did not tend to write haiku very
frequently until the modern era, but some monks added haiku
inscriptions to their paintings. The pioneer in this field, as in many
others, was Hakuin Ekaku (1685–1768), who has been recognized
as the most important Zen master of the past five hundred years. It
was Hakuin who invented the koan “What is the sound of one hand?”
(the Japanese does not include a word for “clapping”). He also
taught many monk and lay followers, wrote a number of books, gave
frequent public lectures, and created several thousand Zen paintings
(zenga ) and works of calligraphy. In the process Hakuin not only
painted traditional Zen subjects, such as the First Patriarch Daruma,
but invented so many new themes (including everyday activities,
images from folklore, birds, animals, and insects) that he created a
new visual language for Zen. 10

Although Hakuin wrote Chinese poems as well as Japanese tanka,
he also composed haiku that he inscribed on some of his paintings,
often with more Buddhist meanings than they first suggest. One
humorous haiga by Hakuin shows Hotei, the happy-go-lucky
wandering monk and god of good fortune, flying through the air as a
kite, with its string held by five small figures (Plate 5-1 ). Hakuin often
painted Hotei in various guises, and this scroll shows one of the
unique contexts that he invented for the blackrobed laughing
Buddha. In spidery calligraphy, Hakuin added a haiku that suggests
the English phrase, “It’s a dog’s life.”



The strong diagonals of the painting and poem give the haiga a
sense of movement, but is Hotei truly free, as he seems to break
forth from the kite, or is he still tied by the string to this world? As an
enlightened monk, Hotei should be liberated, but still, “it’s a squid’s
life.”

Some of Hakuin’s painting designs were published during his own
lifetime in a small wood-block book, another way in which he could
reach out to a broader public. 11 One of these designs is a portrait of
Bashō with his “old pond” poem and Hakuin’s laudatory inscription in
Chinese: “A linked-verse master and haikai expert, he heard a frog
jump into the water and dropped off mind and body.”

Another haiga by Hakuin, Monkey and Cuckoo, represents his most
famous teaching. The work is painted in gray ink except for black
accents depicting the monkey’s face and feet, plus darker gray for
the cuckoo. The image might seem to symbolize the “hear no evil”
theme, but Hakuin turns this idea upside down (Plate 5-2 ). Here the
monkey refuses to listen to the song of a cuckoo flying above him,
but the inscription says:

The sound of the cuckoo has long been celebrated in Japan, in part
because it is one of the rare birds that sings as it flies. But what of
the monkey? Instead of simply not hearing evil, this little creature is
cutting himself off from the world, avoiding any chance for an



enlightening moment. As Hakuin suggests, it’s much better to hear
the sound of one hand.

Hakuin’s Followers
Hakuin’s direct pupils carried his teachings to many of the most
important temples in Japan, and over time it was the Hakuin tradition
that reestablished Rinzai Zen as a powerful force in Japanese
Buddhism. His pupils and followers also continued his ink-painting
tradition, including haiga, although they did not often make major
new steps beyond what Hakuin had created. His pupil Reigen Etō
(1721–85), for example, often utilized haiga themes by Hakuin,
including the unusual subject of a gun (Plate 5-3 ). Here the poem
depends on the understanding that guns were imported through the
island of Tanegashima.

Reigen painted the gun horizontally in gray ink tones that include a
drybrush stroke on the left. Within the divided composition, the gun
looks as though it had been consigned to the lowest reaches of the
format, far from the vertically arranged haiku calligraphy above it.
Since in most zenga the interrelationship of the painting and the
poem is significant, this use of empty space between words and
image is a deliberate element in the visual experience created by
Reigen.

Another direct pupil of Hakuin, Suiō Genro (1717–89), portrayed an
ax in a haiga where the relationship of text and image is quite
different (Plate 5-4 ). Although there is a good deal of space between
the poem and the ax blade, the handle of the ax completes the
diagonal downward flow of the calligraphy, moving the viewer’s eye
to the serrated blade. Suiō adds a sense of life to the entire work



through the varied ink tones for the handle, the blade, and the
calligraphy—nothing more is needed.

There are several possible interpretations for the haiku, showing just
how multivarious Zen haiga can become—yoki can mean both
goodness and hand ax, and wariki can be both evil (warui ) and split
firewood. 12

The early nineteenth century Zen master Sengai Gibon (1750–1837)
was second only to Hakuin in inventing new painting subjects, and
his charm and humor are unique. At one point he created delightful
responses to Bashō’s celebrated poem, inscribing his scrolls of a
frog and a banana plant (bashō ) with senryu-like haiku:



The well-known Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki commented that these
verses “are not to be understood as mere parodies; they are in truth
comments from [Sengai’s] Zen viewpoint.” 13 Suzuki also wrote about
the original haiku that “Bashō’s mind penetrated into the secrets of
creation and captured the whole universe from the beginningless
beginning to the endless end.” 14 Is Sengai being disrespectful?
Without trying to explain away his humor (never a worthy task), we
can note that he himself takes an increasingly active role in the
poems.

A contemporary of Sengai was the hermit monk-poet Daigu (or
Taigu) Ryōkan (1758–1831). While Sengai lived in the warm
southern island of Kyushu, Ryōkan spent most of his life in the chilly
northwest of Japan. Instead of a temple, he preferred living in a
small hut in the mountains, from which he could go out to wander,
beg, or play with children. Most of his poems are either tanka or
written in Chinese, but he also wrote haiku, including the following:

Ryōkan became so beloved in his Echigo District that poems such
as this were carved into stone stelae, reproduced exactly from his
highly admired calligraphy. This meant that ordinary people could not
only enjoy the poems, but also make rubbings. Here the haiku was
composed in three descending columns using a form of script
(man’yōgana ) in which a Chinese character is used for each
Japanese sound, with Ryōkan’s signature in the lower left (Plate 5-5
). The tonal variations in the dark background of the rubbing add an
extra sense of life to the gentle but confident cursive-script
calligraphy.

Other haiku by Ryōkan include one written when his little hut on the
mountain was robbed.



Ryōkan could also express in haiku both his understanding of the
connections between nature and humanity, and his acceptance of
life as always the same, and always different.

Conclusion
There is yet one more issue on the relationship of Zen and haiku,
and that is the broader question of Zen and Japanese culture. During
Japan’s medieval period, which ended around 1600, Zen became
the dominant cultural force. Zen monks served as advisers to the
government, were in charge of much of the education, created ink
paintings that were considered appropriate for palaces and fine
homes as well as temples, and even led trading missions to China.
During this period, Zen strongly influenced many Japanese arts
including everything from garden design to the tea ceremony, and
ideals such as wabi (rustic simplicity), sabi (withered elegance), and
yūgen (mysterious beauty) had an impact on many aspects of
Japanese life.



The Tokugawa government moved away from strong sponsorship of
Zen during the seventeenth century, but it was still from this
medieval context that haiku grew to be a major form of literature.
This meant that even poets who had no direct connection to Zen
were nevertheless influenced by it. To see how far this influence
extended, we can compare Zen aesthetics to those of haiku. Both
emphasize seeing the world as it is, right here and right now, rather
than the past, the future, or the wished-for. Both find beauty and
meaning in the ordinary, rather than the special, the ornate, or the
elaborate. Both are experiential rather than theoretical or intellectual.
Both go beyond the ego to a state of selflessness. Both feature their
own kind of humor, albeit more paradoxical in Zen and more subtle
and gentle in haiku. Both shy away from telling in favor of
discovering. Finally, both favor simplicity and terse expression, as
exemplified in the Zen phrase: “Nothing missing, nothing in excess.”

The fact that these parallels exist does not, of course, prove a direct
transmission or even influence. But considering the cultural fabric in
which Bashō, the avatar of haiku, grew up, and his own studies of
Zen—as well as the significant points they have in common—at least
a certain amount of influence from Zen can be inferred in haiku.
When we add the haiku and haiga created by Zen masters, the
connection can be established even more fully. This is not to say that
all haiku are Zen, but rather that haiku came of age in a Zen-
influenced context, and the two cannot be completely separated.
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Buson

I N BOTH EAST ASIA and the Western world, a number of painters have
written poetry, and a smaller number of poets have painted, but it is
exceedingly rare to have one person become a truly major figure in
both arts. Yet such is the case with Yosa Buson (1716–84), who is
regarded as one of the greatest literati and haiga painters in
Japanese history, and is considered second only to Bashō as a haiku
master.

Early Life and Poetry
Born in a village outside Osaka in the last month of 1716 (which
becomes 1717 in the Western calendar), Buson seems to have lost
both parents at a young age. 1 He moved to Edo in 1736 or 1737,
where he is said to have squandered his inheritance and perhaps
trained briefly as an actor. 2 Broadening his education, he attended
lectures by the Confucian scholar and Chinese-style poet Hattori
Nankaku (1683–1759), as well as studying haiku as a live-in pupil of
Hayano Hajin (also known as Sōa, 1677–1742), who had been a
pupil of Bashō’s followers Kikaku and Ransetsu. Significantly, Hajin,
also known as the Master of Yahantei (midnight pavilion), told Buson
not to follow any teacher too closely but to change his style by time
and occasion, setting it apart from the past and the future. 3

Buson also seems to have been influenced by Sakaki Hyakusen
(1698–1753), a haiku poet who had studied with Otsuyū, and who
also painted in the Chinese-derived literati style. This combination of
Chinese and Japanese studies was very important to Buson, who
saw no barrier between the two despite their differences; he later
recommended the study of Chinese poetry to his own followers. 4

Again, the most important point was to develop one’s own style;



Buson commented that Hyakusen had studied with Otsuyū but did
not try to imitate him, while he himself followed the Kikaku tradition
without trying to copy Kikaku. 5

Like other haiku masters, Buson wrote other forms of poetry such as
linked verse and in his case a few longer poems, but his great
success came through haiku. Only a few of Buson’s earliest efforts in
this form remain, including this poem for a New Year’s album. 6

What is the connection between the two parts of this poem? Solely
the contrast between the beauty of the plum blossoms and the
unattractive lice? Or is there some sense of familial affection and the
new possibilities of springtime?

The following year, Buson went to Shimōsa and wrote a haiku with
the headnote: “Waiting for the springtime in the foothills of Mount
Tsukuba.” This time the cutting word ya (indicating a pause) appears
after the first line rather than after the second, giving a different
rhythm to the poem.

After Hayano Hajin died in 1742, Buson spent the next decade
sojourning and wandering north of Edo in the spirit of Bashō, and in
fact he re-traced Bashō’s famous northern journey of 1689 during



this time. Not too surprisingly, one of Buson’s extant haiku of this
period borrows the last line of a haiku from the Oku no hosomichi.

Another Buson haiku from this period has an even more complex
pedigree. Saigyō had written a tanka about a willow tree at Ashino on
his northeastern journey:

Visiting the same scene in 1689, Bashō wrote an ensuing haiku:



Buson was also aware that the great Chinese poet Su Shih (1036–
1101) had famously visited the Red Cliff twice, the second time
seeing the water level low and rocks sticking out. Buson then
responded with his own haiku:

Why so pessimistic? Perhaps he simply recorded what he saw, but
there is certainly the implication that for Buson, the great poetic ages
of Saigyō and Bashō were gone.

While working seriously on haiku at this point in his life, Buson seems
to have supported himself at least partly through painting, although
he was by no means the master artist he would later become. In any
event, he moved to Kyoto in 1751, where he first lived in Zen
monasteries, shaving his head and wearing black robes.

In 1754, Buson moved again, this time to the temple Kenshō-ji in
Tango Province (Yosa District), near where his mother had been
born. He seems to have devoted much of his efforts during this
period to painting, especially literati-style landscapes but also figures
and bird-and-flower subjects. As late as 1757, he regarded himself
as following the official Kanō school of painting, but was already
moving toward the literati style. He compared himself with Hyakusen,



writing in a haibun that “we have ventured into virgin territory in art,
not being afraid of falling into a stream that might be hidden there.” 11

Buson returned to Kyoto in late 1757, and other than a few
subsequent journeys, Kyoto was his home for the rest of his life. A
year after his return to the city, he officially changed his family name
from “Taniguchi” to “Yosa.” Buson was earning an income both from
teaching poetry and from his paintings, but still found ample time for
his own haiku, which began to flow in ever-greater abundance over
the next few decades. He formed his first haiku group in Kyoto in
1766, but was listed in the Heian jimbutsushi (Who’s Who in Kyoto)
in 1768 as a painter. Finally becoming settled, around the age of 45
or 46 he married a woman named Tomo (d. 1814) and they had one
child, a daughter called Kuno.

Buson’s haiku during this time had an interesting range of themes,
sometimes traditional but often with a new and inventive touch.





The notari notari of the fourth poem is an early indication of Buson’s
occasional fondness for repetition, here appropriate to the rising and
falling of ocean waves.

Poems from 1768 and 1769
An even more clear use of repetition and onomatopoeia occurs in
one of a number of poems Buson composed, or at least published, in
1768. It refers to the sound of women pounding (fulling) cloth, one of
the distinctive features of autumn in the countryside.

Many writers have speculated that since Buson was a painter, his
haiku should stress the visual—but to what degree is this actually the
case? 12 The previous poem features sound, but most of Buson’s
poems, like the majority of haiku in general, stem from the act of
seeing. This selection from 1768 and 1769 begins with spring poems,
some of which are perhaps more melancholy than usual for this
season of rebirth.



In several other haiku, Buson adds a touch of humor to cheer up any
sense of melancholy.



In these same years, summer and (especially) autumn led Buson to
several of his more celebrated visual haiku, some again with a wistful
mood. The summer poems include two in which moments in the
ordinary life of a stonemason come alive in haiku with the same first
and third lines.



Autumn is a time equally for admiring the harvest moon and
regretting the loss of summer; one of Buson’s haiku captures a sad
moment with a surprising matter-of-factness.

An almost opposite mood comes from another poem of the same
year.



Buson’s usual view of nature from autumn to winter was by no
means always this benign. He wrote several haiku about autumn
storms (nowaki ) and fallen petals or leaves, as well as about
withered grasses; the second-to-last poem in this series suggests a
Shinto source.



Interestingly, Buson changed the first line of the final poem to “the
river spreads out,” but was advised by his student Takai Kitō (1741–
89) at a poetry meeting to go back to “sadness.” 13

Winter brings its own violent weather as well as the irony of both
flowers and a sandal lost to nature. The last of these three poems
comes close to echoing the first line of Bashō’s most famous haiku.



There is a sound-play between ni zōri and mizore in the Japanese
that adds additional interest to the last of these poems.

The strong visual sense in these verses bolsters the idea that
Buson’s painting perceptivities carried over into haiku. Further
support comes from the way Buson mentions colors, directly or
indirectly, in a number of poems from these same two years.





Even more closely tied in with Buson’s paintings are three haiku
relating directly to his art and its appurtenances.



So far there seems to be ample evidence that Buson the painter had
a strong influence upon Buson the poet. However, by careful
selection of which haiku to include, almost anything can be
suggested, if not proven. For example, although Buson was not
known to have been a musician, a number of his haiku from the
same two years are based upon listening rather than seeing. Several
of these recall Bashō’s famous frog poem, which Buson alluded to at
various stages of his life.



These six haiku could be used to establish that Buson as a poet was
especially drawn to sounds rather than sights, but this is plainly false.



It does suggest, however, that critics should be very careful in
drawing conclusions from only a selection of haiku, and that as a
great master, Buson did not limit himself to the visual. The most one
may say at this point is that he was often more precise in his imagery
than Bashō, who seems to have been more content to suggest rather
than define his experiences.

The 1770s

The 1770s marked the full maturation of Buson as poet and artist. 14

In 1770 he succeeded to a haiku studio called Yahantei, which had
been idle since the death of Hayano Hajin in 1742. Although Buson
seemed to have been somewhat reluctant to take on the added
responsibility of heading the Yahantei School, he used this name as
a signature for some of his haiga, and it marked another step in his
career as a haiku master.

Buson made several rules for his school. He said that the stylistic
models for the poets should be Kikaku, Ransetsu, Kyorai, and Sodō
—all true pupils of Bashō, whose tradition was being “altered and
debased” by other poets of the time. Haiku should spring from
admiring the moon and enjoying blossoms, thus causing the mind to
move beyond the world of dust. More specifically, when the poets
met as a group, everyone should speak up in discussions, without
flattery, intimidation, or ridicule. 15

This kind of democratic process was quite different from some other
haiku schools, where the leader was the primary (or only) judge. It
also reaffirmed Buson’s central commitment to Bashō, which was to
appear in several manifestations during this decade. For example,
Buson and his friends renovated a hermitage named Bashō-an
(Bashō’s Hut) in the hills of northeastern Kyoto, of which Buson wrote
a short account in 1776. He gave the hut’s history and described it as
“a quiet, secluded place, where it is said that the green moss has
buried the traces of human beings for some hundred years, but the
deep bamboo grove seems like it is enveloped in the smoke of a tea
fire. Streams flow, clouds linger, the trees are ancient, birds sleep,



and the sense of the past is powerful . . . in the end I talked about it
with like-minded friends and we rebuilt the hut.” 16

Several haiku by Buson were written at Bashō’s Hut, including two
that use the image of a cloud first spreading and then gone—do they
refer to Bashō’s influence on haiku poetry?

In addition, a few of Buson’s other haiku from the 1770s make direct
or indirect references to the master and his poetic legacy, some quite
pessimistically.



Buson further commented, “Rushing along in the road to fame and
riches, drowning in a sea of desire, people torture their ephemeral
selves. Especially on New Year’s, even their behavior is
unspeakable. . . . Bashō once gone, we have no master to teach us,
whether the year begins or ends.” 17

How close was Buson’s style to Bashō’s? It can be instructive to
compare haiku by the two poets on a similar theme; the first is by
Bashō.



Eighty-five years later, Buson responded with a haiku that is by no
means a copy.

What are the differences? Buson gives some context with his
“evening breeze,” while Bashō suggests the “cool sea.” Buson
presents a more dynamic scene; Bashō is gentle and peaceful in his
imagery, and the crane also carries connotations of long life. The
more one examines these haiku, the more differences appear, yet
they are both evocative observations of quite similar moments.
Which haiku is preferable is something for each reader to decide, or
perhaps the two haiku can be equally appreciated as poetic
expression.

In admiration for Bashō, Buson also wrote a haiku in which he
borrowed the master’s persona.

Of course Buson was not fundamentally a wanderer like Bashō, but
rather a poet with a home and family. For example, he went to some
effort to secure a good marriage for his daughter Kuno in the last
month of 1776; unfortunately this did not work out, and he brought
his daughter home the following year for a divorce. It may be that
there was a difference in cultural norms; Kuno was a fine musician
who played the koto, and perhaps expected a more cultivated family
than the one into which she married. 18 In any case, being a



daughter-in-law in traditional Japan could be very difficult. Buson
wrote in a letter that “her aged father-in-law has turned out to be a
man who thinks of nothing but making money and has no taste for
the arts. . . . I felt so sorry for her that I took her back home at once.”
19

Meanwhile, Buson’s renown as a painter had been growing. For
example, in 1771 he was invited to share the painting of an album,
Jūben jūgi-jō (Ten Pleasures and Ten Conveniences of Living in the
Country), with the most famous literati artist of the day, Ike Taiga
(1723–76). 20 During this decade, Buson further reaffirmed his
admiration for and lineage from Bashō by writing and painting a
number of versions of Bashō’s travel records, particularly the Oku no
hosomichi, with haiga-style paintings interspersed with the texts.

Buson created these paintings on various formats, including screens,
a set of fans, and several hand-scrolls. It is always interesting to see
what moments in a narrative that painters and illustrators choose to
show, and in this case it seem to be the most significant moments
plus the most picturesque. For example, one section from a Buson
hand-scroll depicts the request by the two prostitutes to follow along
with Bashō and Sora, and their reluctant reply that they will have
many detours and side trips, and so they cannot be of help (Plate 6-1
).

This painting demonstrates both Buson’s confidence in depicting
figures in various poses, and his skill and empathy in capturing the
spirit of Bashō’s prose and poetry. The seeming simplicity of the lines
and light colors mask Buson’s sure touch, and the composition
establishes the relationships of the people without needing
background details; the woman who is crying is not the only person
in tears. Although the tone seems relaxed, there is an underlying
sense of respect; the image is balanced with a sense that human
feelings are part of the larger world through which we all travel.

Returning to Buson’s haiku, he produced a great number during the
1770s, with a broader range of subjects than before. These can
again be divided into groups based first on parallelism, second on



which sense is primary, third by poems featuring colors or otherwise
related to painting, and ending with a few that are more deeply
personal. Some haiku are not datable, but these generally fit in with
or relate to other haiku from this decade.

Parallelism is an extension of the repetitions found in a few Buson
haiku from earlier in his career, but here they are mostly what might
be called multidirectional.

This haiku has the cutting word ya in the middle of the second line,
making an implied rhythmic counterpoint of 8–10 syllables. It could
therefore be rendered in English:

    the warbler sings—

facing this way, facing that way

The first poem of the next three has the unusual syllable pattern of
11–7–5, while the second adds repetition to parallelism, and the third
substitutes time for direction.



Moving on to haiku that are based on the experience of different
senses, one poem follows the sense of touch, followed by one based
on scent.



Many more of Buson’s poems from the 1770s are based on hearing.
Some of these are at least partially the result of human activity,
including one that also mentions an ax. The first two haiku each have
two seemingly unconnected images—why the woodpecker in the first
poem, and why the peonies in the second?

While the answer to the first question could be that the repeated
sounds of the ax relate to the woodpecker either in similarity or in
contrast, the second question is more difficult. A peony is not usually
compared with a cart, so readers must find a connection for
themselves—is it that a peony is larger than most flowers? Another
option is to simply enjoy the contrast.

More Buson haiku about sounds include both the vocal and the
nonvocal.



More common among Buson’s haiku are poems in which the sounds
are made by nature rather than by humans. In one of these , the
autumn wind is more fearsome, if less poetic, than Bashō’s voice of
the cicada penetrating the rocks.

Frequently in Buson’s haiku the voices come from living creatures,
each with its own meaning and context. As for the voice of the deer
in the second poem, it is, as noted, understood in Japan to mark the
beginning of autumn.



Buson also wrote two haiku about the sounds from a temple bell.



What of Buson the painter as a poet? As before, there are many
visual haiku, and color is mentioned from time to time. However, of
the colors Buson specifies in his poems, the most common is white.
This color is not very frequently seen in his paintings (except as the
white of the paper, which sometimes represents snow), but it is more
significant in his haiku.

Other colors also appear in Buson’s mature haiku, sometimes stated
and sometimes implied.





Several further Buson haiku mention screens, a format on which he
often painted, although usually on silk or paper formats rather than
gold or silver leaf ones. At one point, a little earlier in his life, there
even seems to have been a club of admirers who gathered funds to
pay for his painting materials; members then received preferential
treatment in acquiring his works. 22



A few of Buson’s haiku from this decade mention works of art, or his
own struggles with painting in the deep of winter. The references are
to Ōtsu-e, folk paintings created in the town of Ōtsu outside of Kyoto,
and to a portrait of Vimalakirti (Japanese: Yuima), a Buddhist layman
who proved to be as wise or wiser than bodhisattvas.



As for Buson’s primarily visual haiku, of course there are many from
this era. Several of the most delightful mention living creatures, the
first of which also suggests a farmer.

Once again we have a two-part haiku for which the reader must
make the connection. Is the water stirred by the hoe undulating?
Does the flight of the ducks also undulate? Perhaps the farmer
washing the hoe is simply looking into the distance, where he sees
the ducks? Or maybe his mind is undulating?

Haiku about insects show Buson’s range as a poet, from observation
and wonder to a sarcastic sense of humor.



Other Buson haiku about living creatures reveal his dispassionate
eye for nature, including one that may seem a little gruesome.



Beyond insects, birds, and animals, Buson came up with two haiku,
four years apart, that share the same final line in presenting an
almost living creature.



Another case of repeating an image comes with two poems about
summer. The first line, ending in the cutting word ya, was used
several times by Buson, as in these two haiku written one year apart.

People feature in many of Buson’s haiku from the 1770s, either
directly or indirectly. Among the more unusual are several that
suggest a scene for the reader to imagine, or present an image that
implies a short narrative. The first of these uses the device of
repetition.

The next two present an anticipatory moment, and a visit not made.



Although Buson was becoming successful with his poetry, he was
also proud of his haiga. He used them at times for income, writing to
his pupil and agent Kitō, “My paintings in the haiga style are
unequalled in Japan; don’t sell them too cheaply.” 23 Yet judging from
the relatively small number that survive, Buson did not paint very
many of them, and when he did, he usually added an introduction,
another inscription, a line or two from a Chinese poem, or even
another sketch.

Because Buson’s haiga are almost never dated, it is difficult to know
when he painted them, but probably he turned to this art at various
points in his life. Some seem to be earlier than others, such as
several that were probably created from the early to mid 1770s, while
others are more likely from later that decade.

One of Buson’s most influential works was an album of portraits of
earlier haiku masters with representative poems; this was published
as a wood-block book in 1799 and achieved wide circulation. One
example from this album is a portrait of Chigetsu with her autumn
poem (Plate 6-2 ).



One notable feature of this seemingly simple work is the integration
of poem, calligraphy, and painting. The melancholy tone of the haiku
is well expressed in both the slightly melancholy pose of the poet,
and yet we are able to read any emotions that we wish into her face,
which is made simply of three dots and a hooking stroke. The poem
nestles against her, and its basic triangular form is repeated in the
figure, but this time with the triangle’s base at the bottom. The
calligraphy itself, which is made up primarily of curving lines with
subtle modulations in thickness, has exactly the same kind of
brushwork seen in the figure. Echoing some of the lines in the image,
the notable semicircle over Chigetsu’s head is actually a repeat
mark, indicating that the kiri syllables become kirikiri, or kirigiri, before
the final su.

Another parallel occurs at the bottom of the calligraphy in the
character for “moon” ( 月 , getsu in the signature “Chigetsu”): the
vertical line on the left ends with the same kind of small hook as the
line that moves down to the left of the poet’s face. To indicate how
important the relation of calligraphy to image is here, we can make a
collage that puts the signature to the left and the poem farther to the
right (Plate 6 –2a ). 24 It is still an attractive image—but something is
now lost.

One of Buson’s most famous haiga depicts the figure of Matabei, a
happy-go-lucky fellow who has been admiring the cherry-blossoms
while drinking a little more than he should (Plate 6-3 ). The
introduction and poem are somewhat complex, referring to the
painter Tosa Mitsunobu (1434–1525), who often used layers of gesso
under his bright colors, and to Omuro, a section of Kyoto well-known
for its late-blooming cherry trees.



The falling of cherry-blossoms in the capital is like gesso flaking
off a Mitsunobu painting.

Matabei is depicted with relaxed brushwork appropriate to the
subject. His robe is slipping off his shoulders and his discarded wine
gourd has fallen beneath him like a little chunk of gesso, while the
red-orange of his cap relates to cherry-blossoms.

Although many of Buson’s poems relate to what he has seen, heard,
or sensed, there are a small number of Buson haiku from the 1770s
that seem more personal to the poet, although one must always be
careful about assuming autobiographical intent in haiku. Like other
poets, haiku masters could and did take on different personae, and
yet some of these verses seem to carry more internal emotions than
usual.

Buson may have become infatuated with a woman, perhaps from the
pleasure quarters. He wrote:

Another haiku may or may not also refer to this infatuation.



One well-known Buson haiku subtitled “In My Bedroom,” however,
mentions his wife, who was very much alive at the time.

More attuned to Buson’s moods are several haiku concerning the
seasons of autumn or winter. Two of the former are sad, but the third
contains an emotional turnabout while using the same final line as
the previous haiku.



Three winter haiku are more emotionally chilly. The third, in the
unusual form of 8–7–5 syllables, was composed on Bashō’s death
anniversary.



 

6–2a    Buson, The Poet Chigetsu (rearranged).



 

6-3    Yosa Buson (1716–84), Matabei. Ink and color on paper, 103.3 x 26.5 cm. Itsuo Art
Museum.



 

6-4    Matsumura Goshun (1752–1811), Portrait of Buson. Wood-block print from Shin hana
tsumi (New Flower Picking, 1777). Ink and color on paper, 27.2 x 18 cm.



 

6-5    Matsumura Goshun (1752–1811) and Yosa Buson (1716–84), Dowry Haiga
(Yomeiride ). Ink and colors on paper, 15.8 x 39.3 cm.



 

7-1    Kobayashi Issa (1763–1827), Garden Butterfly. Ink on paper, 28.6 x 37.6 cm. Chikusei
Collection.



 

7-2    Inoue Shirō (1742–1812), Cuckoo. Ink on silk, 27 x 38 cm.



 

7-3    Inoue Shirō (1742–1812), Moon and Mountain. Ink on paper, 31 x 50 cm.



 

7-4    Takebe Sōchō (1761–1814), Discussions Under a Mosquito Net. Ink and colors on
paper, 34 x 55.8 cm. Masuda Collection.



 

7-5    Takebe Sōchō (1761–1814), Old Couple (detail). Ink and colors on paper, 28 x 16.7
cm.



 

8-1    Masaoka Shiki (1867–1902), Fruit . Colors on paper, 26 x 33 cm. Shibunkaku
Collection.



 

8-2    Kawahigashi Hekigotō (1873–1937), Ōhara. Ink on decorated paper, 36.3 x 6 cm.



 

8-3    Fukuda Kodōjin (1865–1944), Bamboo Shoot. Ink on printed paper, 22.7 x 7.8 cm.



 

8-4    Fukuda Kodōjin (1865–1944), Snow Daruma. Ink on colored paper, 62 x 23.2 cm.



 

8-5    Taneda Santōka (1882–1940), Hail. Ink on colored paper tanzaku, 36 x 6 cm.



 

8-6    Taneda Santōka (1882–1940), Alone, Silently. Ink on decorated paper tanzaku, 36 x 6
cm.



 

8-7    Taneda Santōka (1882–1940), No Money. Ink on paper, 49.4 x 69.3 cm.



 

8-8    Nakahara Nantembō (1839–1925), Moon Ensō (1924). Ink on paper, 130.9 x 31.5 cm.



 

8-9    Sōhan Gempō (Shōun, 1848–1922), Daruma Meditating. Ink on paper, 39 x 52.2 cm.



 

8-10    Tsuji Kakō (1870–1931), Spring Haiga. Ink on decorated paper, 33.8 x 45.3 cm.



 

8-11    Hayashi Buntō (1882–1966), Shops by the Beach. Ink and colors on paper, 33 x 29.2
cm.



 

In 1777, Buson took on the self-imposed task of writing ten haiku a
day for one hundred days, following an earlier example by Kikaku.
He began on Buddha’s birthday, the eighth day of the fourth month
(which itself becomes the first line of the second haiku). The
following haiku may have been written in memory of Buson’s mother,
and the first two are unusually emotional.



Buson became ill and did not finish the hundred-day task, but the
haiku he did write were collected (along with prose stories of the
fanciful and supernatural that he had collected) in Shin hana tsumi
(New Flower Picking, 1777). One of the wood-block illustrations by
his pupil Matsumura Goshun (1752–1811) shows Buson with his
traveling pouch, much like pictures of Bashō (Plate 6-4 ). This is one
more example of his sense of identification with the earlier master.

In a prose introduction written in 1777 for the “Shundei Poem
Collection” (Shundei kushū ), a compilation of verses by his friend
Kuroyanagi Shōha (1727–71), Buson gave one of his rare comments
on the art of composing haiku. 25 He refers to the important Japanese
term zoku (mundane, common, plebian) and how it may be used in
poetry.

Haiku values verses that detach themselves from the mundane
while using mundane language, but such an art of detachment
is very difficult to put into practice. A certain Zen monk [Hakuin
Ekaku] said, “Listen to the sound of one hand.” In his words, the
Zen of haiku as well as the art of detachment from the mundane
are contained.

The Final Years



Late in his life, Buson continued to produce exceptional work in both
art forms. His literati landscape paintings achieved their height of
expressiveness, adding a personal touch to the millennium-old
Chinese poet-painter tradition. Perhaps his work in haiku made him
even more receptive to the ever-changing aspects of nature that
brushwork could evoke visually, and his scrolls from this time have a
special warmth not always seen in his earlier works. In terms of
haiku, Buson composed fewer than in the 1770s, but with no
diminution of his powers of poetic observation.

As for style, in 1780 Buson wrote in a book preface that haiku “is an
open-minded fellow. . . . It may seem there is a specific style of the
day, but actually there is not. This can be compared to a line of
people running round a circular course. The runner heading the line
looks as if he were following the last runner, who is lagging one lap
behind. How can we tell which is the leading poetic style?” 26 This
idea was later known in America as “lapping the track in sensibility,”
and it is interesting that Buson used the same image.

While one might expect autumn and winter poems to predominate in
Buson’s old age, some of his finest verses from these years are
about spring.

This poem is as much about what is not seen as about what is
visible; might this show Buson at an advanced age still enjoying the
emergence of new life in nature?



It is tempting to imagine the pond as Bashō and the river as Buson,
but this is probably reading too much into the poem. However, in the
same year Buson wrote several more poems about spring rain, now
using it as the first segment of the poems, each of which could have
personal meanings.

A third poem with the same first line is quite delightful.



Buson was certainly capable of haiku that tell (or suggest) stories
within their brief span.

Generally, Buson’s late haiku do not suggest the infirmities or
sadness of old age, but a few have a slightly melancholy tone.



In Buson’s final year, he took part in a special poetry festival in Kyoto
honoring Bashō, perhaps the major event in the Bashō revival. That
year he wrote haiku that can serve to represent his respect for earlier
poets, his fresh observations of nature that incorporate humor, and
his irrepressible spirit.



Buson’s health had been generally good until late 1783, when he
began to have severe chest and stomach pains. At first he seemed
to recover, but in the eleventh month, knowing his passing was near,
Buson summoned to his side his two major painting pupils, Ki Baitei
(1734–1810) and Matsumura Goshun. He asked that since his
daughter’s first attempt at marriage had not been successful, could
they help raise a dowry so she could marry again?



After the master died the following month, the two young poet-artists
searched among Buson’s papers to find examples of his poems that
he had written at various times in his life. To these poems they
created and appended small paintings in haiga style that related to
the themes or seasons of Buson’s haiku. Thus they produced one of
the most unusual forms of Japanese painting, yomeiride (dowry
haiga), which seem to have been created only this once in history.

Several examples of yomeiride by both Baitei and Goshun still exist.
27 One that has only recently come to light includes thirteen Buson
haiku (probably from 1770) with a delightful painting by Goshun
showing two itinerants (Plate 6-5 ). One figure relates to the sixth
poem by preaching Namu Amida Butsu (Hail to Amida Buddha)
while striking a gong (all we can see is his thin mallet), while the
other figure is selling whisks for the tea ceremony. Goshun notes on
his painting that the calligraphy to the right is a genuine work of his
master Buson, whose haiku celebrate several seasons, primarily late
autumn and winter. These haiku are written in single columns from
right to left.









These poems represent much of what made Buson a major haiku
master. They include fresh observations of nature, along with some
scenes of human nature, and also have both a sense of drama and a
personal touch.

As far as we know, the dowry haiga were successful in raising funds.
Baitei thereupon returned to Shiga Prefecture, outside of Kyoto, to
become a successful nanga (literati) painter. Goshun remained in
Kyoto, eventually switching from Buson’s painting style to that of the
more naturalistic Maruyama Ōkyo (1733–95), while helping to
spread haiga as a painting genre for professional artists as well as
poets.

Before he died, Buson called Goshun to his bedside to record a
death poem. Worried that he might not come close to matching
Bashō’s death verse about dreams circling over withered fields,
Buson actually wrote three. They each represent the early spring,



which Buson did not live to see, and the one he chose is the third
and finest:



7

Issa and the Early Nineteenth
Century

A LTHOUGH BASHŌ and Buson are usually ranked above him, there is
no haiku poet as beloved as Kobayashi Issa (1763–1827). This is in
part due to his responses through haiku to a very difficult and often
tragic life, and in part to the empathy he shows in his poems for all
living creatures, from wolves to mosquito larvae.

A Short Biography
Issa was born as Kobayashi Yatarō to a farming family in
Kashiwabara (Nagano Prefecture), a village of heavy snow. 1 Only
two years later his mother died, and despite care from his
grandmother, he missed her for the rest of his life.

Issa was sent to study with a local scholar and haiku poet named
Nakamura Shimpo (n.d.), but he was a solitary child who spent a
great deal of time by himself in nature. When Issa was seven, his
father remarried, and his stepmother Satsu seems to have treated
him badly, insisting that he work at the farm rather than go to school.
When she bore a son three years later, the situation became worse,
with Issa being given the responsibility of looking after the baby, and



later Issa wrote that he was frequently beaten. One of his later haiku
may relate to this time:

After his grandmother died in 1777, Issa was sent to Edo, where he
barely made a living at several different jobs. A haiku written many
years thereafter may carry some of his emotions from that time, with
the understanding that “starling” was slang for “country bumpkin” or
“ignorant migrant worker.”

Through these difficult years Issa continued his interest in poetry,
and by 1787 he was able to study haiku with a poet named Chikua
(1710–90), who followed the Bashō tradition. One of Issa’s earliest
haiku refers to a stone image in the countryside of the Buddhist
guardian deity Jizō.



After Chikua died in 1790, Issa determined to become a wanderer,
much like Bashō. Beginning in 1792, he spent the next decade
traveling and visiting a number of poets in Edo and the Kyoto-Osaka
area. That same year he took the name “Issa” (a single tea), as a
later haiku explains.

During these years, Issa also began to gather his haiku into
collections. 2 One of his early poems is an observation of nature, the
second could well refer to himself, and the third shows his sense of
humor.



In 1801 Issa’s father died, and following his father’s final wishes, Issa
tried to settle in his home village. Unfortunately, arrangements with
his stepmother and half brother went badly; they challenged his
father’s will, and so Issa alternated for some years between
Kashiwabara and Edo, an existence he sometimes felt had no real
purpose.



In 1813, Issa finally received half of the Kashiwabara home.
Although family relationships were still not ideal, this seems to have
cheered him up, and several of his haiku reflect his more relaxed
state of mind.

We can imagine the poet, on a winter evening, using perhaps his
index finger to trace out some difficult characters on his stomach.

The following year, Issa married a twenty-seven-year-old woman
named Kiku (chrysanthemum), and one of his more humorous haiku
details his embarrassment at being a middle-aged groom.



Issa seems to have been fond of Kiku, in part for her lack of
pretension, which is apparent in a haiku.

Issa and Kiku had four children, all of whom died in childhood, surely
among the most difficult experiences that anyone may suffer. In
particular, the loss of their baby daughter Sato at the age of four
hundred days seems to have been especially heartrending, and led
to this poem composed at the grave thirty-five days after her death.

Issa began to spend more and more time traveling and teaching; on
one journey in 1820 he suffered his first stroke, from which he never
fully recovered.

Kiku herself died in 1823, and one of Issa’s haiku written the
previous year, another soon after her death, and a third perhaps a



little later (although undated) serve to express his changing feelings
in everyday terms.

At age sixty, when one is supposed to be free of cares, Issa saw
himself as nothing but foolish. He may have viewed the world the
same way; although the following haiku does not indicate himself
directly, the poem feels like a personal comment:



Issa married again in 1824, but this quickly ended in divorce. Two
years later he married a third time, despite suffering from various
health difficulties including partial paralysis from a second stroke.
Unfortunately, the following year the main section of his house
burned down. Issa and his pregnant third wife then lived in the
storehouse without sufficient heat, and this proved too much; he died
that same year.

Issa’s life was certainly filled with sorrow, and yet Issa of all haiku
poets seems to celebrate the world, not without a touch of irony, but
generally with joy.

Pure Land Buddhism
Issa seems to have been a devout Buddhist, especially later in his
life, but rather than Zen he followed Pure Land teachings. 3 These
center upon faith; anyone who intones the nembutsu chant Namu
Amida Butsu (Hail to Amida Buddha) with perfect sincerity will be
reborn in Amida’s Western Paradise after death. Pure Land
Buddhism is generally seen as a devotional “outer directed” form of
Buddhism in contrast with “inner directed” Zen, but it also could be
practiced with an inner focus.

Although haiku do not usually deal with religion as such, some of
Issa’s poems over the years reflect various aspects of his beliefs. He
was frequently able to combine a view of nature with the nembutsu,
believing that the entire world could resound with the chant.



Issa also believed that this world is full of craving and grasping,
which according to the Buddha are the cause of so much human
suffering.

By Issa’s day, the term “floating world” had become well-known as
meaning a world of pleasure, but it retained a much older Buddhist
meaning as a world of transience. Issa wrote that people lived
seemingly unaware that they were not far from death and possible
punishment.



Issa also had a sense of irony, as several haiku make clear, the latter
two relating to forms of Buddhist paintings.

Other Issa haiku with Pure Land themes range from a peaceful
household scene to more irony.



As Issa grew older, he became more convinced that Buddha does
not only exist in paradise, an insight that is also important in Zen.

When Issa died, his family found the following poem under his pillow,
so it may be his final verse, or even a death poem:



Snow
Living most of his life in a village with a high snowfall, Issa composed
many poems about snow, occasionally using onomatopoeia, and
sometimes mentioning his interest in making a “snow-buddha”
(snowman) with varying success. As often with Issa, he has a range
of attitudes toward the subject, frequently depending upon whether
or not he is including himself in the imagery.



Flowers, Grasses and Trees



Issa wrote about flowers, grasses, and trees somewhat less often
than other poets, but he nonetheless composed some evocative
haiku on these themes. For some poems he turned again to
repetition and onomatopoeia.

Two haiku about kites have an opposite focus.



Although haiku are seldom fully narrative, one of Issa’s verses
begins to tell a story, perhaps to chill the bones of listeners.

The willow tree has always been a favored theme of haiku, but Issa
found new ways to discuss it in terms of implicit or explicit human
interactions, each time ending with the words yanagi kana (the
willow).



Several of Japan’s favorite flowers were also among Issa’s themes,
but each time with meanings that stretch beyond the flowers
themselves. Whether he was writing about the passing of time,
nature expanding, or the wonder of a child, Issa was able to find
fresh ways to create new haiku from traditional themes.



More complex are the poems that Issa wrote about
chrysanthemums. He may have raised these plants himself for the
annual contests every fall, or he may have just observed reactions
from other growers, but in any case he was keenly aware of the
competitions.



Views of Nature
Issa did not write standard views of nature, but rather noticed the
individual moments that often inspire fine haiku. For example, in two
quite different poems he noticed how liquids reflect; one poem is
more serene, and the other is a humorous take on the familiar theme
of the autumn moon.



Similarly, Issa noticed how a hole in his paper door (shōji ) could
create music when the wind blows, but could also become a vantage
point for gazing at the sky.

Issa also used onomatopoeia to emphasize the poverty of his home
province, as well as some unsteady shadows in the breeze.



Issa and People
With this attitude toward nature, how did Issa write about people? It
turns out that there is great variety in his human-centered haiku,
including his sense of compassion, a slightly skeptical attitude that
his experiences had fostered, a touch of humor, and sometimes
almost pure observation.

One example of Issa’s skeptical attitude is undated; it may have
been composed during his difficulties with his family, but it may also
reflect his view of the government.

Another poem, from relatively early in his career, expresses Issa’s
view of humans in constant motion (with repeated “k” sounds),
observing how they try to gain something outside themselves.



Most of Issa’s haiku about people, however, take a more gentle, if
sometimes ironic tone; we may even sense more empathy as well as
humor in his verses as the years go by.



While Issa was clear-eyed about human faults as well as virtues, he
had an abiding love of children. They inhabit his haiku with games
and fun, occasionally take part in family outings, and are generally
treated with fatherly love. As with other groups of Issa poems, there
seems to be an increase in compassion as the years go by.



Animals



The last of the above poems has its counterpart among Issa’s haiku
about animals.

Which is the better haiku? Which is more moving to the reader? This
must depend on each individual, but while the former has the charm
of youth, the latter has both a gentle smile and a sense of transience
that mark it as exceptional.

Other Issa poems about canines were written a little earlier; they
begin with charm, and end with a bow of the head.



The last of these poems is a fine example of singular-plural
ambiguity in Japanese—is it one dog or several? Or can we choose,
as readers, each time we encounter the poem? The same question
is true for a poem about a wolf (or wolves); translators are forced to
make a choice, losing the nice ambiguity.

Issa saw cats quite differently, noticing particularly their romances.

A more unusual subject for haiku was the bat, here in two different
contexts:



Issa’s haiku about horses change over time, as often in his work,
from a smile to something more powerful.



Frogs and Snails
Two creatures that Issa seems to have much enjoyed are frogs and
snails. The former subject immediately calls to mind Bashō’s famous
haiku, but Issa adds a connection between the amphibian and
himself.

It’s unknown how aware Issa may have been of paintings by Zen
Master Hakuin (see chapter 5), but one haiku suggests a familiarity
with Hakuin’s depictions of blind men crossing a bridge, a visual
metaphor for seeking enlightenment. 6 Another Issa haiku also has a
Buddhist connection, as the frog naturally sits in what resembles a
meditation position.



As for snails, the first of these four Issa haiku is entitled “Hell,” while
the last of them suggests the “just this” of Zen.



Birds
Issa often wrote about the chirps, songs, murmurs, and squawks of
birds, so rather than organizing the following haiku by species, they
are presented by the different meanings their calls had for the poet.
Moving from 1804 to 1817, these haiku sometimes compare sounds,
occasionally imitate the birds’ voices, and from time to time directly
relate to Issa’s life—but each vocalization is appropriate to the
occasion.







The warbler is usually associated with spring and plum trees;
perhaps because there were already so many tanka and haiku
praising this bird, Issa often shows another side.

Issa also enjoyed the different habits of different species.



Three of Issa’s haiku about crows give the sense that he respected
them for their confidence and self-sufficiency; the first word of the
third poem kerorikan (relaxed, nonchalant) may well have been
coined by Issa himself.



Perhaps Issa’s favorite bird was the humble sparrow, and his haiku
on this theme cover a wide gamut from observation to compassion to
irony. In the first of these poems, it may be that the children are also
sparrows wearying their mother.





One final Issa haiku about birds is unusually pessimistic.

Structurally speaking, this haiku has the cutting word ya in the
middle of the second line, dividing the poem neatly in half.

Insects

If there is any haiku theme that Issa is most famous for, it is insects.
Traditionally, the Japanese have not only admired butterflies, but
have particularly enjoyed the voices of crickets, cicadas, and
katydids, which are often sold in small cages. Issa, however, goes
much further in also writing about flies, fleas, and mosquitoes. His
ability to empathize is most apparent here, and it may well be that
the struggles of his own life led him not only to compassion, but also
to delight in all living creatures.



Beginning with the sound producers, we can note that not all the
haiku are primarily concerned with vociferation—some also mention
or imply human characteristics, not only in the insects but also in the
world around them. Also to be noted are the five “ah” sounds in the
first line of the fifth poem.





Throughout his life, Issa wrote poems about butterflies. One of the
first can be dated to 1788 and takes an appreciative tone, but as
time went on his haiku tended to have other elements that make the
expression somewhat more complex.



The most celebrated of Issa’s poems about a butterfly does not have
a date, but certainly was composed during his mature years.



The scene of a baby trying in vain to reach the butterfly can be
considered pure observation, but it can also have a Buddhist reading
where we fail to grasp what we seek outside ourselves.

This poem became one of Issa’s favorite haiga themes, as he added
a painting several times when writing out the verse. Interestingly, he
did not depict either the baby or the butterfly, but rather sketched a
picture of a small hut (Plate 7-1 ). This is a case of visually adding to
the poem, rather than illustrating it, but we may still ask: Why the
hut? One answer might be found by examining the entire
composition, in which there is a nice use of space between the
painting and the calligraphy. Is the image giving a sense of context?
If so, might the meandering calligraphy suggest the fluttering path of
the butterfly?

Issa’s signature at the lower left says “hut also Issa.” Perhaps he is
merely stating that the painting is also by him, but more
adventurously we can imagine that he himself is the hut, viewing the
scene in the garden. In any case, the painting, like all those by Issa,
is quite simple with very modest brushwork, far from the skillfulness
of Buson and his followers. This haiga may seem childish at first
glance, but the unassuming sincerity of the image, poem, and
calligraphy all add together to offer viewers an experience that tends
to deepen over time. Issa’s haiga, like his haiku, have a unique touch
that has made them especially admired in Japan.

Two other attractive insects that Issa clearly enjoyed are the firefly
and the dragonfly. As is so often the case with Issa, the poems gain
in depth as the years go by.





Issa’s enjoyment of insects continues with some varieties that he
wrote about less often; these insects tend to be missing from the
work of earlier poets.



Flies, Fleas, Lice, and Mosquitoes



To many people, the most surprising and yet ultimately the most
characteristic of Issa’s haiku are those about insects that humans
tend to dislike most. They were parts of his life that he did not
disdain, for as he noted:

This did not mean that Issa always welcomed these insects, or that
he ignored their obnoxious qualities, yet he was able not only to
observe them, but also to see life from their point of view with rare
empathy.

Flies



Fleas





Lice



Mosquitoes



If these poems were not enough, Issa goes one step further, writing
about mosquito larvae, surely the most unusual of all his haiku
subjects.

Dew and the Dewdrop World
One more subject was very important to Issa: the dew, with the
evanescent world that dewdrops call to mind. Here his Pure Land
Buddhist beliefs were combined with his observations of nature to
create some remarkable haiku. Some of these can be seen as clear
descriptions of moments in nature, but others make it clear that the
image of dew was of special significance to the poet.





The most quoted of all Issa haiku is also about the dew, and was
written after his infant daughter Sato died. It perfectly captures the
moment when sincere religious understanding meets the deepest
feelings of the heart.



Inoue Shirō
Two haiku friends of Issa were noted not only for their verses but for
their excellent haiga. The first of these was Inoue Shirō (1742–
1812), a doctor from Nagoya who followed his family profession,
specializing in obstetrics. Despite achieving fame in this field, he
devoted much of his life to literature and the arts. Studying “National
Learning” (referring to classic works in the Japanese tradition, such
as The Tale of Genji ) with the celebrated Motoori Norinaga (1730–
1801), he also became known for painting, narrative chant, and
playing the biwa lute.

Living almost his entire life in Nagoya, Shirō achieved his greatest
renown as a haiku poet and haiga master, and frequently met with
other poets and literati. To some extent he followed the Buson
tradition in haiku, but his paintings tend to be much simpler and
almost always feature varied ink tones rather than colors. Like Issa,
he also liked onomatopoeia in his haiku, as the following two verses
make clear:



Two more haiku depict winter; there is a pun in the first poem, where
kazahana can mean “stuffy nose” but can also mean “snowflakes”
(which of course have no color or scent).

Shirō’s view of spring can be represented by another pair of haiku,
where he finds new uses for the familiar symbols of plums and
warblers.



Since the cuckoo is a harbinger of summer, some people (not only
lovers) might stay out for much or all of the night to hear its first calls.
One of Shirō’s most evocative haiga, where the image is not
specifically stated in the poem, shows a cuckoo, beak open as it
sings (Plate 7-2 ). The bird flies down to the left, the calligraphy
follows the same diagonal, and only the signature and seal at the
lower right balance this sense of movement, like a visual anchor. The
poem sets the scene rather than fully describing it.

The painting is unusual for a haiga in using silk rather than paper as
its medium, but this is perfect for the tones of gray in the cuckoo, as
though one could almost see right through the bird in the moonlight.
And although the painting and poem do not share the same image,

one might interpret the character for “moon” (  , originally a
pictograph of the crescent moon) as the moon itself, written near the
center of the scroll.

If this interpretation seems questionable, it is reinforced by another
haiga by Shirō in which the character for “moon” is larger and slightly



separated from the calligraphy as it shines over a mountain (Plate 7-
3 ). Here the haiku is very straightforward:

Amazingly, this haiga is composed of a single line. The brush was
dipped in gray ink, then just the tip in darker ink, and as the line rises
to the right and then descends to the lower right, tones of gray
appear that give this single stroke life and energy. Always pliant, the
line continues to slightly curl and bend as it moves confidently across
the paper. The primary diagonal that this line describes is countered
by the slightly tilting “moon” above it, and here it would be difficult not
to agree that Shirō was aware of the moon as a pictographic form as
well as a written character.

Three more haiku by Shirō demonstrate some of the range of his
poetry, from broadscale views of nature to an indoor observation
during the summer.



Takebe Sōchō
Even more immersed in painting than Shirō was the poet Takebe
Sōchō (1761–1814), who came closer to the Buson tradition by
adding color to many of his haiga. Sōchō painted in other styles as
well, but his most significant works are his haiku-paintings, which
appear on screens as well as scrolls.

Sōchō’s family had accompanied the shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu
(1542–1616) to Edo when the new capital was being established. 10

Sōchō’s father was a well-known calligrapher named Yamamoto
Ryūsai (n.d.), leading to a haiku when Sōchō was visiting Takasago
(Hyōgo Prefecture).



As well as learning calligraphy from his father, Sōchō studied haiku
with Kaya Shirao (1738–91), a follower of the Bashō tradition, and
practiced painting under several teachers. Leading an artistic life, he
also excelled at flower arrangement and the tea ceremony, and was
close friends with a number of artists and poets including his brother-
in-law Kameda Bōsai (1752–1826), a scholar-calligrapher-poet-
painter in the Chinese style, who noted that Sōchō “loved saké and
loved guests.” 11

Like Shirō, Sōchō had a wide range of subjects and moods in his
haiku, often abetted by paintings to form haiga. One of his most
delightful for both image and poem is Discussions Under a Mosquito
Net (Plate 7-4 ). Although travel was restricted by the government,
going on pilgrimage was often a good excuse to see the country and
meet people, and we can imagine such a case at this country inn.
The poem itself sounds like a complaint:

What kind of painting might one expect with this haiku? The figures
are huddled to the left, while semicircles indicate a rump, a lamp,
and a sedge hat, with the poem to the right. Indeed, Sōchō has
taken a positive view toward the scene: the guests are huddled
under a single mosquito net, giving them the opportunity to chat
among themselves. In the back, a woman seems to be asleep, but a
baby looks on wonderingly as several old geezers smoke, wave a
fan, and gossip. The painting has offered a new interpretation of the
poem: the usually obnoxious mosquitoes seem to have done the
travelers a favor.

Sōchō also painted a pair of screens with haiku and images from the
twelve months, in which this haiku appears in the sixth month. 12

Other notable poems included on this screen were also written when
traveling.



Sōchō’s haiku for the twelfth month has a headnote: “Coming to
Ikuta Forest, where winter cherry trees are planted by the side of the
beach, and since this is a shrine with ancient ceremonies”:



Another twelfth-month poem comes on a hand-scroll by Sōchō dated
1799. 13

We might imagine that once a poet-painter has combined a haiku
and an image, that is how it will be combined from that time on, but
Sōchō proves this is not always true. He painted two distinctly
different images for the same verse:

One image simply shows the reeds in a rather literal rendering of the
image, but another shows two elderly people sitting and conversing
(Plate 7-5 ). 14 What relation does this have to the haiku? Because
moon-viewing is a favorite activity in Japan, we might assume that
the couple has gone out for this purpose, but it seems they are
enjoying their conversation, and perhaps the moon is just beginning
to appear. In any event, the overlapping figures created with relaxed
brushwork may give us something of the same pleasure that they
are feeling.



There were of course many other fine poets contemporary with Issa.
While none of them achieved his range of subject matter and depth
of feeling, they did create some fine haiku, and especially in the
cases of Shirō and Sōchō, added a great deal to the haiga tradition.

By the first half of the nineteenth century, haiku painting and haiku
poetry were thoroughly established as important elements in
Japanese culture, practiced by a great number of people from all
walks of society. However, when Japan opened to the West in 1868,
all the traditional arts faced new challenges. The following chapter
will explore different responses to this challenge, which included the
flourishing of both traditional and new forms of haiku and haiga.
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Shiki and the Modern Age

T HE OPENING OF JAPAN to the West in 1868 had consequences for
almost every aspect of Japanese life. Caught in the turmoil between
Westernization and traditional values, haiku writers continued, but in
different directions. Some poets accepted the guidelines from the
past, while others found new freedoms, including abandoning the 5–
7–5 structure that had been followed more or less rigorously for
several hundred years. 1

Masaoka Shiki
At the turn of the twentieth century, the leading haiku poet, who was
also a theorist and tanka master, was Masaoka Shiki (1867–1902). If
Bashō, Buson, and Issa have been accepted as the three greatest
haiku poets, Shiki is often considered the fourth; despite his short life
and other literary activities, his influence was profound. 2

Shiki was born in Matsuyama, a city on the island of Shikoku, to a
modest samurai-class family. His father was an alcoholic who died
when Shiki was five, and his mother taught sewing to support the
family. After studying the Chinese classics with his grandfather and
spending three years at the Matsuyama Middle School, Shiki moved
to Tokyo (no longer called Edo in the new Meiji era) for further
studies in 1883. Some of his earliest haiku date from this time, but
they do not yet show the special touch that marks his later works.



In Tokyo, Shiki first attended a preparatory college and then Tokyo
Imperial University, focusing on classic Japanese literature and haiku
(in 1888 he also became fascinated with baseball). However, his
interest in formal education declined just as the health difficulties that
were to eventually cost him his life began to appear. He left college
after failing his examinations in 1892; he later wrote that when he
studied the exam questions, new haiku flew into his mind. 3 Shiki
thereupon decided to focus his life on poetry; he began to write a
haiku column for the newspaper Nippon, and soon became its poetry
editor, a position that put him at the forefront of the haiku world.

Over the next decade Shiki published hundreds of poems of his own
and by his young friends, as well as articles and essays. He became
the voice of the new haiku movement that soon became a strong
force in Japanese literature. In fact, it was Shiki’s insistence that
haiku was indeed a form of literature that helped to give it significant
intellectual standing in the unsettled cultural times before and at the
turn of the century. He himself wrote about eighteen thousand haiku,
an amazing total considering that they were mainly composed over a
twelve-year span between 1891 and his death in 1902.

The early 1890s were an especially fertile period for Shiki’s poetry,
and he poured forth haiku that can be divided into two general
categories. The first is a large group of poems that do not directly
mention elements of the newly Westernizing Japan. Some of these
seem as though they could have been written a hundred years
earlier, while others begin to show a different tone and voice.





This last haiku suggests the close relationship that had developed
over centuries between the native Shinto religion and Buddhism,
whose deities were often seen as manifestations of each other.
However, this relationship was officially severed at the Meiji
Restoration of 1868, when the new government promoted Shintoism
and denigrated Buddhism. In a popular anti-Buddhist frenzy, many
monks returned to lay life, and a number of temples were abandoned
or even destroyed, forming the background for two other haiku by
Shiki.



Three more haiku bring new Westernized elements into the poem.



Shiki was ambiguous about how much of the new industrializing
Japan to allow into haiku. On one hand, he recognized that the
modern world was now part of people’s experience and therefore
appropriate to include in poems, but he also felt that many of the
new images had little poetic content. In his Talks on Haiku from the
Otter’s Den of 1892, he wrote, “What mental reaction does the word
‘steam engine’ evoke? . . . or try listening to such words as ‘election,’
‘competition,’ ‘disciplinary punishment,’ ‘court,’ and the like, and see
what images they call up.” 4

Shiki’s own solution to this problem was to be very judicious in the
use of new Westernizing words and concepts. Nevertheless, he was
definitely influenced by the events of his own day; for example,
despite having developed the early stages of tuberculosis, he
insisted upon traveling to China as a war correspondent in the spring
of 1895. To his disappointment, the war had ended before he arrived,
but during his time there he composed a few tanka and haiku,
including these verses written in Chin-chou.

On his way back to Japan that summer, Shiki suffered a lung
hemorrhage that was so serious he was not expected to live. He
slowly recovered, however, convalescing at the house of his friend
Natsume Sōseki (1867–1916) in Matsuyama. Sōseki had focused on



haiku before becoming one of Japan’s most successful novelists,
and we can compare verses with the same final line.

Judging from these two examples, Shiki was the more adventurous
poet, but they each offered a fresh view of an otherwise familiar
scene.

While in Matsuyama, Shiki introduced his haiku style to a group of
young poets and wrote Haikai taiyō (Elements of Haiku), one of a
series of works in which he discussed the past and the future of
haiku. Feeling that the form was being stultified by too many rules
and regulations, he began to search out new guidelines that were
not entirely revolutionary but would allow some freedoms from past
tradition.

Parting from Sōseki in fall of 1895 in order to return to Tokyo, Shiki
wrote:



Back in the metropolis, Shiki’s outlook had changed; despite his
growing circle of friends and admirers, a sense of solitary selfhood
sometimes prevailed, no doubt increased by his growing illness. Two
years after his haiku about gods and buddhas as neighbors, he
wrote:

More haiku from 1895 also have a somewhat pessimistic tone.



That same year Shiki wrote what was to become his most famous
haiku.

Interestingly, it was not the bell of Hōryū-ji that Shiki actually heard,
but that of Tōdai-ji; he decided that mentioning the earlier temple
(which had persimmon orchards nearby) would have more
resonance. This is despite Shiki’s claim that haiku should follow the
conception of shasei, or “painting from life.” Perhaps the most
important element of Shiki’s theories, this term originally came from



Chinese painting, and was opposed to the more idealistic conception
of sha-i (painting the idea), which was so important for literati art.
Shasei could be equated with naturalism, and was strongly
influenced during Shiki’s time by Western-style painting; Shiki’s idea
was that shasei could equally apply to haiku poetry.

In some respects, stressing shasei was one means to get away from
poems written in familiar ways on familiar themes, or poems based
on other poems. Shiki loved persimmons, and just as he was biting
into one, he heard the temple bell. While there was no actual
connection between the two events, they nevertheless seemed to
relate to each other beyond logic. Somehow the concurrence of the
immediate with the seemingly timeless, of the two different senses of
tasting and hearing, and of the personal with the traditional, all
worked together to create a poem that is still taught in Japanese
schools today.

Shiki and Bashō
Although Shiki is sometimes considered a harsh critic of Bashō, the
truth is much more complex, especially since Shiki wrote about
Bashō often and not always consistently. On the negative side, he
complained in his 1893 essay “Some Remarks about Bashō” that the
admiration of the master had become almost a religion in which he
was venerated like a saint. To counter this trend, Shiki wrote that 90
percent of Bashō’s haiku were not very good, although he believed
that the other 10 percent were marvelous. What he admired in these
successful haiku was a sense of grandeur combined with natural
observation about the life around him. On the other hand, he felt that
Bashō “discarded scenes which arise from imagination.” 7 With his
admonition to follow shasei, one might not expect Shiki to favor
haiku stemming from imagination, but that was just what he admired
in the poems of Buson, whose reputation Shiki did much to foster.

Shiki realized that he and Bashō were very different in their choice of
lifestyles, and wrote a haiku with the title “Viewing a Portrait of
Bashō.”



Realizing that the wandering of Bashō was not something he could
emulate, Shiki nevertheless traveled when given the chance, but his
health problems cut short any possibilities of larger journeys.
Instead, he worked on his art theories and criticism, publishing many
articles in Nippon.

In 1898, Shiki wrote a significant essay entitled Furu ike ya (Old
Pond) in which he traced the entire history of renga and haiku up to
the time of Bashō. Shiki basically felt that earlier haiku suffered from
lack of depth and not enough natural observation, too often opting
for humor or reworking past themes. In contrast, he wrote that when
Bashō came up with his “old pond” poem in 1686, “That’s it! At this
time, Bashō got enlightened. . . . He found that an ordinary thing can
be immediately a verse . . . and rejected unpoetical, intellectual,
made-up verses. . . . It is clear that he reached a hitherto unknown
region. . . . Bashō opened his living eyes to the frog; that meant he
opened his eyes to nature. . . . The meaning of this verse is just what
is said; it has no other . . . he heard the sound of a frog jumping into
an old pond—nothing should be added to that.” 8

Shiki had earlier written that he doubted if this poem marked the Zen
experience of satori, but in common with Zen, the haiku “truly
‘describes as is’—the ‘as is’ became a poem.” 9 Whether or not the
poem was an enlightenment experience for Bashō has been
debated, but for Shiki it marked the beginning of true haiku and the
quintessence of what he considered shasei, painting from life.

As time went on, Shiki elaborated his views on haiku, and
sometimes changed them. In his 1897 book on Buson, for example,
he wrote that Buson’s haiku were the equal of Bashō’s, with more



“positive beauty” and pictorial qualities. In an extension of (if not
opposition to) shasei, Shiki insisted that “literature should not be
based upon actuality alone. . . . The writing of an author of ordinary
experience will ultimately be unable to avoid triteness. . . . [An
author’s] imagination ranges from beyond his country’s borders
throughout the universe and seeks beauty in absolute freedom. . . .
In haiku there is only one poet like this: Buson.” 10 On the other hand,
in his final year of 1902, Shiki wrote, “It is imagination which is
shallow and has nowhere near the variety of the sketch from life. I do
not say that a work based on the imaginative method is always bad,
but it is a fact that many of the works which rely on it are often bad.”
11

What are we to make of these seeming contradictions? First, poets
are certainly allowed to change their minds as the process of
creation and evaluation matures, but there are other factors in the
case of Shiki. His own state of health limited his experiential world as
his final years went by; this gave him a different view of the
importance of imagination than one might expect, since he could
now focus his attention on the smallest of themes. In addition, he
realized that everyday experience can be the basis of fine haiku, but
finding the extraordinary in the ordinary is what makes them sing.
Perhaps he would have agreed that the imagination in the service of
the everyday is what the finest haiku have to offer—the sound of
water after the frog’s jump energizes our own imaginations, and
Bashō did not need to elaborate any further.

Shiki’s Final Years
Although he had basically recovered from his major lung
hemorrhage of 1895, Shiki became more and more of an invalid over
the next months and years. By November, he was experiencing
pains in his pelvis that made it difficult to walk. In 1896 he was
confined to bed for a time, and he continued his ideas of shasei by
writing of his life, now limited to house and garden.



Despite the new elements in these poems, we can see traces of the
past as well. The hole in the paper window was an image used by
Issa, and the first line of the third poem suggests Bashō’s “old pond.”

In 1897, Shiki and his close followers began to edit Hototogisu,
which was to become the most influential journal in the new haiku
world, drawing huge numbers of submissions. Of course, this also
increased the work Shiki had to do, but he kept up a frenetic pace
despite his illness, sometimes allowing himself the reward of his
favorite fruit.



After I Die

That year, Kawahigashi Hekigotō (also spelled “Hekigodō,” 1873–
1937), whom Shiki made haiku editor of Hototogisu, became ill with
smallpox. Shiki was sympathetic:

For Shiki, as each season passed his world became smaller.
Nevertheless, he could focus his attention on both beauty and the
less enjoyable aspects of nature.



Shiki became very fond of roses, and as he became more and more
confined to his room, he liked to paint them in shasei style.

He also made a number of watercolor sketches of such subjects as
fruit (Plate 8-1 ). There is a definite influence here from Western art,
but Shiki’s haiku-style focus is also apparent.

One of Shiki’s earlier enthusiasms was now reduced from watching
to just listening.



Unfortunately, Shiki’s tuberculosis settled in his spine and became
both debilitating and very painful. He tried to work on reforming tanka
the way he had with haiku and achieved some success, but his
energy was limited. As the seasons passed, he found that he
couldn’t walk without a cane, then couldn’t walk at all, then could just
sit up, and finally had to spend his time lying down.

After Buying My First Cane

In December of 1899, Shiki’s friend and follower Takahama Kyoshi
(1874–1959) arranged to have a glass door installed between Shiki’s
room and his garden.

In 1900 there was a great fire at Takaoka, and Shiki responded from
his sickbed.



This haiku can have various interpretations. One might feel Shiki
was somewhat heartless to invoke the moon when people had lost
their homes, or one might imagine that he was making an ironic
contrast. But for people without dwellings, the moon might also be
their companion; as good haiku can do, this one invites the reader’s
participation to bring forth its meaning or meanings.

Most of Shiki’s later haiku, however, center on the experience of his
room and the garden just outside.

Facing the Garden

These poems, especially in translation, may seem too simple, but
they have become quite famous. The poems highlight the sheer
experience of looking at apples of different colors, or at brilliantly red



autumn cockscombs—any further responses and associations are
left to us.

In his final two years, Shiki found his life even further reduced.

Shiki was now taking morphine several times a day, and after each
dose he could read, write, or sketch for a little while. He still found
Zen texts difficult, such as the Chinese koan collection the Blue Cliff
Record, but he could enjoy the flowers, fruits, and vegetables that
were in his garden or brought to him.



At the end, Shiki could still dictate haiku to his followers. Here, in a
poem spoken only hours before he died, the final word hotoke, which



means “Buddha,” is also used for a body at death.

Takahama Kyoshi
The two major followers of Shiki took different paths in moving haiku
into the new world of twentieth-century Japan. Takahama Kyoshi
(1874–1959), born near Shiki’s original home in Matsuyama, was
more conservative than Hekigotō, maintaining tradition without being
stultified by it. He met Shiki in 1891, and soon became his follower
and friend. After Shiki’s death, Kyoshi became editor of Hototogisu,
while Hekigotō took over the daily haiku column for Nippon. Kyoshi
soon opened his journal to other forms of writing, and for a few years
starting in 1909 he stopped composing poetry himself, but returned
with a haiku column in Hototogisu beginning in 1912.

Over the course of his long life Kyoshi insisted upon simplicity, but
was ready to accept other rhythms than 5–7–5 while still favoring
seasonal associations. A few of his early haiku give a sense of his
general style.



Admirers of Kyoshi point to his evocative and unpretentious lucidity;
critics sometimes complain that his poems lack the layers of
meaning one can sometimes find in the haiku of Shiki. Kyoshi’s best
poems from his middle years, however, can evoke a sense of
mystery.



Other haiku of Kyoshi contain touches of humor that are very
welcome.



Two of Kyoshi’s later haiku, from 1936 and 1938 respectively, show
on the one hand his ability to find a nice contrast of images when
traveling, and also his shasei -style observation.

Kawahigashi Hekigotō
Although equally a follower and friend of Shiki, Hekigotō was very
different from Kyoshi in temperament and poetic style. He too was
born in Matsuyama and met Shiki in 1890 or 1891, soon becoming a
believer in shasei. After he became haiku editor of Nippon in 1902,
however, Hekigotō did his best to revolutionize haiku and cast away
what he considered stifling regulations, such as the 5–7–5 syllable
count. 12 Although his early verses had been more or less traditional,
he became the voice of “new haiku” through his column in Nippon,
through traveling and proselytizing from 1907–1911, and especially



through his own haiku. A comparison of his verses from 1906 and
1918 makes this clear, not only in the syllable count of 5–7–5 versus
6–7–10, but also in theme and expression.

Another Hekigotō haiku with unusual rhythms has a total of twenty-
six syllables compared to the traditional seventeen.

Hekigotō believed that haiku should simply be short poems rather
than rhythmically rigid, so he also thought fewer syllables could be
effective.



Since in Japan haiku are usually written or printed in a single
column, this latter poem might be translated into a single line:

the sound of distant fireworks—nothing else

Nevertheless, why did Hekigotō usually add words and syllables to
his poems rather than reducing them? This may have been partially
for the extra meanings he could include, but it could also have been
intended to make the reader or listener pay attention to the new
expanded rhythms. It also allowed more contrast to the nature
images that frequently end his poems.

In addition to his experiments with rhythms, Hekigotō tried to use
words the way impressionist painters used colors.

Hekigotō’s calligraphy was also eccentric. To some degree he
followed a late-nineteenth-century Japanese interest in early styles
of Chinese scripts, but he did so with his own spirit, somehow
achieving a balance between bold exuberance and childlike
simplicity. He frequently wrote on tanzaku, especially when



decorated paper could contrast with his blocky characters to create
an effect of dramatic innocence. In one such example, he praises a
natural scene just outside of Kyoto (Plate 8-2 ).

The calligraphy is typical for Hekigotō, with thick wet lines, simple
Chinese character forms in loose standard script, a few equally bold
Japanese syllables, and a slightly irregular rhythm in the sizing and
spacing of the forms. As one examines this work, the seemingly
spontaneous calligraphy begins to take on more subtleties. Although
Hekigotō used the pause sound ya at the end of the second line, the
calligraphy itself pauses after the first line. Along with the more
strongly brushed forms, this creates a contrapuntal rhythm that might
be expressed as:

In this manner, calligraphy is able to enhance and add shades of
meaning to its texts. The double patterns of clouds on the tanzaku, in
blue, purple, and gold, also convey a hint of natural splendor to the
scene being described in the poem. While the haiku at first may
seem to be of no great interest, its formulation in this small work of
art shows how calligraphic presentation can add a great deal to any
written text.

For some years Hekigotō’s innovations swept the day, and he was
considered the leading poet of the new haiku movement. Eventually,
however, much of the public found him too strange, while other poets
found him difficult to emulate, and as a result his influence waned.



When Kyoshi wrote in 1927 that haiku should sing of birds and
flowers, this more traditional goal found many followers. As a kind of
epitaph, Kyoshi commented about Hekigotō that “the path he took
led in the end to failure, but I would like to think of it as a brilliant
failure.” 13

Fukuda Kodōjin
Another friend and follower of Shiki who created interesting haiku
was Fukuda Kodōjin (1865–1944). Born in Shingū in Wakayama, he
was a precocious child who wrote his first haiku at the age of five by
Japanese count (we would consider him four).

This could well describe the young Kodōjin himself: he was eagerly
learning all that he could, including both Japanese and Chinese
literature, and while still in school began to compose his own
Chinese-style poems. 14 He moved first to Kyoto, for further study in
poetry and also painting, then in the early 1890s to Tokyo, where he
focused his attention on Chinese-style poetry. However, after
meeting Shiki, Kodōjin became part of his haiku group, and by 1894
he was being praised and published in Nippon under his haiku name
of “Haritsu.”

Several verses from 1898 show Kodōjin’s ability to give new life to
familiar imagery as well as bring in new themes.



In 1899 Kodōjin joined the staff at Nippon and soon became its
editor for Chinese-style poetry. In 1901, however, he moved back to
Kyoto, where he spent the rest of his life.

Rather than a haiku poet per se, Kodōjin was a literatus who
followed the Chinese tradition of self-cultivation through the practice
of several arts, including poetry, calligraphy, and painting. His
temperament seems to have been modest; he did not seek fame or
publicity for his work, so he did not become as celebrated during his
lifetime as did Shiki, Kyoshi, and Hekigotō. Yet Kodōjin’s poems in
both Japanese and Chinese, as well as his paintings, have attracted
favorable attention for their combination of skill and personal
expression.

Kodōjin made a very modest living teaching Chinese and Japanese
poetry; his haiku remain important as a way of expressing themes
from the past as well as those of his own day.



The last of these poems is especially interesting as it offers a new
context for Bashō’s old pond, perhaps suggesting that the haiku
world was not flowing freely.

Kodōjin’s haiku do not tend to break new ground technically, but he
did experiment with some of the new ideas, composing this poem in
an 8–8–2 syllable count while on a 1906 visit to his hometown in
Wakayama:

Although most of his paintings were in Chinese literati style, Kodōjin
also created some unusual haiga. In one case he wrote out a poem
on a printed design of bamboo, chrysanthemums, and orchids on
Chinese paper (Plate 8-3 ). The calligraphy of the haiku parallels the
long bamboo tube, while the signature “Haritsu” is over the shorter
tube on the lower left.



Writing haiku and creating haiga no doubt gave Kodōjin an enjoyable
change from his more elaborate Chinese-style poems and
landscapes. One of his most delightful visual works is a haiga called
Snow Daruma (Plate 8-4 ). Since Daruma (Bodhidharma) was the
First Patriarch of East Asian Zen, one might not expect humor, but
Daruma was so well accepted by the Japanese populace that
satirical or comic renditions of this famous monk were common.
According to folklore, when Daruma meditated in front of a wall
without moving for nine years, his legs withered and fell off. What we
call a snowman therefore in Japan is called a “snow-daruma” or
“snow-buddha” (see chapter 7 on Issa). Here Kodōjin’s brushwork in
white on the red paper is extremely simple—a single curving line for
the figure, with two dots and a dash for his humorously sad face—
while the poem nestles above and to one side of the figure.

Since entering nirvana has been described as moving beyond and
extinguishing all traces of this world, the melting of a snowman could
be seen as an everyday symbol of this spiritual goal.

Kodōjin died in 1944 at the height of the Second World War, perhaps
in part from poverty and a lack of nourishment, but he never gave up
his ideal of a literati lifestyle. His haiku, as well as his Chinese-style
poems, calligraphy, and paintings, all attest to the personal spirit that
motivated him; far from the search for fame and influence, he was
able to appreciate nature, including human nature, with a calm heart
and mind.



Taneda Santōka
If Kodōjin was basically traditional in his approach to haiku, Taneda
Santōka (1882–1940) was unique. Originally a follower of a poet in
the Shiki circle named Ogiwara Seisensui (1884–1976), Santōka
soon found his own style. His haiku are perhaps the most basic and
unadorned of any Japanese poet, yet they so clearly and honestly
express his often difficult life that they seem to reach directly to the
heart. Of all Japanese haiku masters of the twentieth century, he has
most intrigued the West, with several books of his verses now
available in English. 15

Santōka was born in a small village; his father was a landowner,
heavy drinker, and womanizer, and his mother committed suicide by
jumping down a well when Santōka was eleven years old. His older



brother died two years later, and these traumatic events
foreshadowed Santōka’s troubled and often dissolute life. He
entered Waseda University in 1901, but partly due to concern about
his family, he suffered a nervous breakdown in 1904 and left
Waseda. His father opened a saké brewery in 1906, but neither
father nor son was a good businessman, and both were too fond of
the product they were trying to sell.

By this time, Santōka had renewed his childhood interest in haiku
and become a disciple of Seisensui, publishing seven haiku in his
teacher’s magazine Sōun (Layered Clouds) in 1913. Kodōjin was
even made an associate editor of Sōun in 1915, but the Taneda
family business went bankrupt in 1916 after their entire stock of saké
was ruined. Santōka then opened a secondhand bookstore, but this
business also failed. If these troubles were not enough, in 1918 his
younger brother committed suicide, and the following year the
grandmother who had raised him died. Santōka then moved to Tokyo
and took on several jobs, eventually working in a library, but after his
father’s death he suffered another nervous breakdown in 1922, and
quit his position.

In 1924, Santōka attempted suicide by standing in the tracks before
an approaching train, but he was rescued and taken to a Zen temple.
There he learned to meditate, to go on begging pilgrimages, and to
control, at least for some days and weeks at a time, his alcoholism.
He took the tonsure in 1925, and spent the rest of his life as a monk,
starting his first pilgrimage the following year.

Many of Santōka’s poems were composed during his extensive
walking and begging trips, including one of his most famous haiku,
written in 1926.



This kind of simplicity and repetition is characteristic of his poems,
following the cadences of his life.

As Santōka made his begging rounds, he also made notes into a
diaryjournal, commenting at one point that “words express the
subject, but what gives life to the words is rhythm. What transmits a
particular poet, time, place, aroma, tone color, and reverberation is
this rhythm, and a poem’s rhythm—only its rhythm—is what makes it
good. . . . I dislike haiku crafted by a knife, yes, by a razor—what I
want to make are bold, decisive works.” 16

Santōka further noted in 1932, “As for haiku, if it is a true haiku it
must be a poem of the spirit, because when not expressing the heart
and mind, the essence of haiku is gone. . . . When you’ve forgotten
any sense of purpose or intentionality, that is the fundamental
existence of art.” His own poems reflect this everyday sense of
naturalness, but not all his verses were simply spontaneous
utterances that remained as they first appeared. Santōka also wrote
in 1938, “Today I’ve composed ten haiku—of course they’re about as
good as broken pieces of tile—but they may shine as much as a
piece of tile can, so my job is to polish, polish, polish them until they
shine.” Much of his achievement was to create poems that seem
totally natural, even if he worked on them over time.

The first main theme found in Santōka’s haiku relates to his begging
rounds and pilgrimages.



As he wandered from place to place, Santōka was especially aware
of the heat, cold, wind, rain, and snow, all of which he seems to have
accepted and even embraced.



On his travels Santōka occasionally encountered other living
creatures, and he could certainly empathize with them.



The simplicity of these haiku almost takes them beyond the usual
definitions of poetry, which was fine with Santōka. He commented in
1936: “Haiku that don’t seem at all like haiku, that’s what I’m after.”
He noted that his verses had been like wine, not even the best wine,
but from now on they would be like water—clear, bright, and rippling
without overflowing—or so he hoped. He also felt that poets must
honestly express every aspect of their experience, as he declared in
a prose passage that is close to poetry:

When an art becomes intense,

loneliness comes forth,

   clarity comes forth,



strangeness comes forth—

   if it doesn’t go that far,

it’s a lie.

This use of repetition can also be seen in one of Santōka’s most
moving haiku, written on Obon, the Japanese Memorial Day.

At the request of some of the few friends who came to visit him,
Santōka occasionally wrote out his haiku as calligraphy. He often
chose the narrow tanzaku form on decorated paper, but he usually
considered his writing as “ugly characters.” 17 This judgment has not
been echoed by others, and his works are now assiduously collected
by those who can feel a sense of his presence in the calligraphy.

One of Santōka’s most admired poems that he would occasionally
write out on a poem-card deals with his begging rounds (Plate 8-5 ).

Santōka does not offer his reactions to the hail; he simply accepts it.
Similarly, his writing has no pretensions, but an inner strength is
apparent. Here he stresses the first character, and then reinks his
brush for the final four forms, adding his signature in a smaller size
below.

In comparison, a haiku by Santōka on another tanzaku has its
strongest graphs at the beginning of each of the two columns (Plate



8-6 ).

The cursively written elements that begin the lower column on the
left are the somewhat pictographic forms for “bamboo shoot” (take
no ko,   ). Take occurs again halfway below, with the brush
almost running out of ink as it descends toward the three smaller
forms at the bottom. Comparing the calligraphy of take no ko with the
same characters written by Kodōjin (Plate 8-3 ), we can see greater
force and continuity of the brush in Santōka’s version, but more
control and elegance by Kodōjin.

Santōka’s attitude toward both poetry and calligraphy was summed
up in his diary when discussing his admiration for children’s writing:
“For me, more than anything, I love artlessness. I hate skill, but even
more I hate primped-up unskillfulness.” This means that one should
not get too involved in technique, but also avoid pretending to be
“amateurish.” Simply put, integrity is the most important quality.

An unusually large scroll by Santōka has some of his most dramatic
calligraphy (Plate 8-7 ). The haiku makes full use of repetition,
echoed in the columns of writing.

Santōka starts on the top right with a strongly brushed character for
“money” (  ), followed by three Japanese syllables for ga nai (don’t



have). He then continues the pattern for the next three lines, ending
with his signature at the lower left. Although haiku are usually written
in a single column, here the poet has four columns, with the final two
characters literally meaning “one person” (  ). By his spontaneous
brushwork within the irregular placement of the columns, Santōka
has given this work a sense of life and motion. It is not only the
calligraphy itself, but also the spaces within and around it that create
the unique rhythm that becomes an honest expression of his spirit.

As a begging monk, Santōka was equally honest with himself. For
example, he seems to have struggled with the Buddhist ideal of
nonattachment, writing: “Setting oneself free from desires and
attachment is the purpose of Zen training, and through this training
one can finally become free of passions—but this tragic kind of
feeling is part of human nature. In other words, if you can finally
extinguish human passions, it feels like you have extinguished
human life and human feelings, so I admit to having a weak spirit
that would like to free itself, but would also not like to free itself.”

Similarly, Santōka could control his alcoholism for periods of time,
but never completely.

He was best at staying sober when out on pilgrimage, making his
motto not to get angry, not to chatter, not to be greedy, but only to
walk slowly and steadily onward. In his diary he wrote, “This life of
walking and begging is, for me, the only peace.” In this regard, he
must have felt a kinship with the wandering monk Hotei, and wrote a
poem upon encountering a weather-beaten image of the deity along
the road.



A few haiku by Santōka express his attitude toward other people,
whom he could sometimes enjoy as friends—but he ultimately
understood himself as solitary.

In his final year of 1940, Santōka felt that even grasses might be too
luxuriant and positive an image to express his life. He wrote that
“people who don’t understand the meaning of weeds cannot know
the mind of nature itself. Weeds hold its essence and express its
truth.”

Haiga by Zen Masters
Although not primarily haiku poets, several leading Zen masters of
Santōka’s era occasionally added haiku to their paintings, creating
haiga that generally followed the tradition of Hakuin (see chapter 5 ).
Perhaps the most dynamic of these Zen masters was Nakahara



Nantembō (Tōjū Zenchū, 1839–1925). 18 He received his nickname
“Nantembō” from his habit of carrying a thick staff (bō ) made from
the nandina (nanten ) bush. After serving in other temples, he
eventually settled down at Kaisei-ji, near Kobe, where he spent his
later years.

Like many prestigious abbots, Nantembō received numerous
requests for his brushwork from monks and lay followers, especially
during his last two decades, and he turned out over one thousand
works of painting and calligraphy, as well as writing several books.
One of his favorite painting themes was the Zen ensō, the circle that
can mean the universe, everything, nothing, or even a rice cake. In
some cases Nantembō added a haiku to his circle and created a
haiga, with the circle now suggesting the moon (itself a Zen symbol).
Yet these are quite different from other haiga on the moon, such as
those by Shirō , in large part due to their different purpose. Zen
works of art are basically teachings, and tend to be more bold and
perhaps less subtle than other haiga.

In one moon haiga created by Nantembō at the age of eighty-six, he
deliberately wavered his powerful brush-stroke of the circle at the
top, as though to create a moving pulse (Plate 8-8 ). Below it he has
written a Zen message in haiku form.

This is a nice Zen paradox: nothing can really be given to followers,
since they must find their own inner Buddha-nature, yet the presence
of the masters is vital to encourage, test, and ultimately sanction
their successors. Furthermore, the moon can represent what people
seek outside of themselves, always in vain, and yet it can also
symbolize enlightenment. So Nantembō presents us with a
conundrum: Here is the moon, but can we catch it?



Sōhan Gempō, often known by the name of Shōun (1848–1922),
was another leading Zen master in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Born as the eldest son of a Shinto priest, he
became a Buddhist monk at the age of twelve, and then spent some
years studying and traveling, working under different Zen teachers
including Nantembō.

In 1898 Sōhan returned to Empuku-ji, where he had studied in 1880,
to run the monk’s training center, at which time he took on the name
“Shōun.” He raised funds to repair the temple, and then in 1901 he
visited China for a year and a half, observing local religious
practices. Seven years later, he was appointed chief abbot of Kyoto’s
Daitoku-ji, one of the major temples in Japan, where he served until
the year of his death.

Shōun was regarded as a friendly and unpretentious person, treating
all people equally, and his personality comes through in his paintings
and calligraphy. He often painted the most common and important
Zen subject, Daruma, but he was unusual in adding a haiku (Plate 8-
9 ).

The theme of Daruma meditating in front of a wall for nine years is
most often inscribed with a couplet attributed to the First Patriarch
himself:

Pointing directly to the human heart-mind

See your own nature and become Buddha.

This is a fundamental Zen message, so why did Shōun turn this
subject into a haiga? 19 Perhaps he wanted to take the formality out
of this kind of visual Zen teaching and reach people more directly.



The figure, made of a simple curving line and two dots, is certainly
charming, with a seal just where he is sitting, and the three-column
poem is placed so the patriarch seems to be looking directly at it.
Does the meditating Daruma represent the flowering of Zen?

Nakagawa Soen
Although Zen masters such as Nantembō and Shōun occasionally
inscribed haiku on their paintings, thereby creating zenga and haiga
simultaneously, it was Nakagawa Soen (1907–84) who was the most
assiduous writer of haiku, composing poems throughout his life. 20

His father, a medical officer in the army, died in 1917, and Soen’s
younger brother died shortly thereafter, leaving the family to struggle.
His mother educated her children herself until high school, where
Soen read both Western philosophers and a book by Hakuin, which
developed his interest in Zen. Soen entered Tokyo Imperial
University in 1927 and studied literature; he especially admired
Bashō, and wrote his thesis on him. It would be these two themes,
Zen and haiku, that were to dominate Soen’s life.

Upon graduating in 1931, Soen became a monk in the Rinzai Zen
sect. He also did solitary meditation retreats at Mount Dai Bosatsu,
and continued to write and occasionally publish haiku. Three verses
from this time show his interest in combining a poetic sense of
nature with his Zen vision.



Starting in 1935, Soen’s primary teacher became Yamamoto Gempō
(1866–1961), the Zen master of Ryūtaku-ji, a temple founded by
Hakuin (see chapter 5) and his disciple Tōrei Enji (1721–92). Two
years later, Soen wrote two haiku at Hakuin’s stupa (memorial stone)
at Ryūtaku-ji.

This latter haiku shows Soen’s interest in taking Zen abroad, and
although the Second World War intervened, he was finally able to
make his first trip to California in 1949. This visit to San Francisco
was the first of many such long journeys that Soen would undertake
during his life. In the meantime, he continued to write haiku.



In 1950, Gempō decided to retire as abbot of Ryūtaku-ji and asked
Soen to be his successor. After some hesitation, Soen agreed,
although he continued to make journeys both within Japan for further
training and to the United States to assist Zen monks there. Soen
proved to be somewhat unorthodox as an abbot; he wore an
ordinary monk’s robe, and played classical music records and
composed haiku during his free time.



Yamamoto Gempō died at the age of ninety-six in 1961, and Soen’s
mother passed away the following year. Soen was very close to both
of them, and to shake his depression he made several solitary
retreats to Mount Dai Bosatsu, followed in 1963 by a trip to India,
Israel, Egypt, and Europe, visiting various Zen centers along the
way.

While surveying the grounds at Ryūtaku-ji in 1967, Soen fell from a
tree, and he was not found for three days. Although he gradually
recovered from his head injury, Soen was never fully healthy from
then on. After traveling to America in 1968, 1971, and 1972, he
retired as abbot in 1973, freeing him for more journeys until his final
trip to the United States in 1982. He lived his final years on the
Ryūtaku-ji grounds as a recluse.

Three of his late haiku sum up Soen’s Zen approach to poetry. The
first refers to a famous koan about a dog having or not having
Buddha-nature, and the third is Soen’s death poem.



Two Professional Painters: Tsuji Kakō and Hayashi
Buntō
Haiku and haiga were certainly not the sole province of poets and
Zen monks, and in the twentieth century, professional painters
sometimes turned to haiga as a form of visual expression. Among
the number of fine artists who occasionally created haiga, two of
them painted works that were unusual in their medium or word-
image relationships.

Tsuji Kakō (1870–1931) was one of the masters of nihonga
(Japanese-style painting) in the first third of the twentieth century; in
contrast to artists who tried Western media such as oil on canvas, he
remained faithful to Japanese traditions. Born in Kyoto, he was
trained in the Maruyama-Shijo school of naturalistic painting. He also
undertook some Zen study beginning in 1899, and remained friends



with the Zen master Takeda Mokurai (1854–1930) thereafter. Kakō
did not follow trendy fashions in painting; he was an individualist, but
not an iconoclast.

In 1920, Kakō traveled with painter friends to Korea to see the
famous Diamond Mountains, which inspired many of his subsequent
landscapes. The following year he organized a personal exhibition of
these themes in Osaka and stopped participating in government-
organized shows, although three years later he was made a judge
for certain official exhibitions. Kakō developed stomach cancer in
1928, while still at the height of his artistic powers, and died in 1931.

Kakō’s work shows a large amount of variety in subject, style, and
scale. Some of his most appealing scrolls are modest, such as
Spring Haiga, which utilizes a silver-leaf design on two-toned paper
(Plate 8-10 ). His poem is celebratory:

The calligraphy is divided into shifting columns, beginning on the
right with the signature and seal, and then dividing into a diagonal
column for the first section of the haiku, two columns for the second
section, and another diagonal column for the third section. This
creates a subtle counterpoint with the straight verticals of the silver
bamboo, which extend on every side of the calligraphy. In addition,
the white paper on the right conveys brightness, and as the
calligraphy moves to the left, it enters a goldyellow tone of paper that
suggests suffused light.

Calligraphy on decorated paper had already been familiar in Japan
for a millennium, both for poetry and for the narration of such novels
as The Tale of Genji. Its use was revived for tanka poetry by
decorative-style artists in the seventeenth century, who featured
silver and gold paper. Kakō’s scroll is unusual because it is



combined with a haiku, usually considered a more plebian form of art
than court poetry. Kakō demonstrates here that elegance of style
and richness of expression can work splendidly with an appropriate
haiku—the light seeps both into and out from this scroll.

Hayashi Buntō (1882–1966) was also an artist trained in the
naturalist Maruyama-Shijo tradition, and he traveled to China several
times to widen his artistic scope. His works are very Japanese in
spirit, however, such as a small haiga (Plate 8-11 ) in which the
poem suggests autumn melancholy.

The mood is clearly expressed: summer fun is over, families have
headed back to their homes, the beach is empty.

What kind of painting might one expect for this haiku? A lonely
seashore? The closed-up shops? Insects? Buntō comes up with a
surprise that totally changes the mood of the poem. He paints a
kappa, a troublemaker from Japanese folklore that does all kinds of
mischief, including stealing children and vandalizing travelers. Kappa
gain their powers from water and so they always live near streams,
rivers, or the ocean, and they frequently hide under bridges. In
addition, since the tops of their heads are concave, they keep a
supply of water there for strength.

Here the kappa is ready to make trouble. Disguised in a jacket and
head scarf in order to fool people, his beak and clawlike toes give
him away. But wait—what can he do, whom can he harass?
Suddenly the poem takes on a new meaning; now it is the kappa
who is alone, and he seems clearly unhappy that there is no one to
provoke or afflict. Are we to feel sorry for him, or glad that he can’t
torment us?



Perhaps both Buntō’s composition of both the painting and the
calligraphy adds greatly to his bittersweet theme. The kappa stands
before a willow that acts as a vertical complement to his form.
Behind him are the first two lines of the haiku in two columns, plus
the artist’s signature and seal. In contrast, there is nothing before the
kappa but a light gray wash that may represent a lake or the ocean,
and the final line of the haiku, “insect voices” (  ). In fact, all the
creature can look forward to is the sound of autumn insects, so often
admired by Japanese people, but of no use to this trickster. It is a
case of “all dressed up but nowhere to go,” and our own melancholy
as summer ends is diverted to the kappa.

Although Buntō never became a particularly famous painter in
Japan, this work shows how even a lesser-known artist could create
a multilevel haiga of great charm.

Conclusion
There are a great many other poets and artists who might have been
included in this volume, although the major names in haiku and
haiga are well represented. One might also wish to continue to the
present day, when haiku and haiku painting are more popular than
ever, but that would take another volume at least.

Perhaps the most significant fact about haiku in the past one
hundred years is how it has become a worldwide phenomenon, even
if it is often misunderstood to the point where almost any doggerel in
a 5–7–5 syllable pattern is called a haiku. Yet in Russia, India,
France, Brazil, Croatia, Ghana—all over the globe—people are
composing haiku seriously, usually adjusting the syllable count to
their own languages, and expressing new and fresh views of nature
(and human nature) with both skill and empathy. Some of these have
been writers known for other work, such as Langston Hughes and
Jack Kerouac, while many others have concentrated on haiku, or
haiku and tanka.



Books and journals on haiku have also flourished, giving a voice to
poets from many countries, and various haiku societies also sponsor
meetings for public readings, information, and interaction. Some
poets and critics have attempted to define what a haiku has now
become, but in general there is a welcome openness within the basic
guideline of a short poem that suggests more than it defines, usually
allied to nature.

A certain number of haiku poets are also painting haiga, or joining
with painters to create combined haiga. These cover a range of
styles and media, sometimes utilizing Western watercolor techniques
and other times working with the East Asian brush-and-ink method,
or even going further into collage and photography. As in traditional
Japanese examples, the relationship between the verbal and the
visual might be a portrait of the poet, an image that repeats in both
text and painting, or different and seemingly unconnected elements
that add new meanings or contexts, such as the kappa in Buntō’s
haiga.

As haiku and haiga continue to spread through the world, and as
more and more poets and artists devote themselves to these art
forms, the future is indeed bright. If there were to be a new Art of
Haiku book fifty years from now, who knows what wonders it might
include!



Appendix
Translating Haiku

Someone once said that when translating poetry, what you lose is
the poetry. More specifically, you tend to lose the sound and rhythm
that give poems their music. This leaves the verbal meanings, and
since haiku often have multiple meanings with overtones beyond the
words, translating becomes a difficult task indeed.

Japanese and English are very different languages in several
important aspects. One is sentence structure; as noted earlier, in
Japanese the verb tends to come last.

Second, Japanese nouns are generally not clearly singular or plural,
and one must depend on context. As noted earlier, this means that in
Bashō’s famous poem, there could be one pond or several, one frog
or many. In this case, one pond and one frog seem to carry the most
meaning, so that is the way this verse has been rendered into
English. Other times, it is not so clear whether singular or plural is
better, and the translator is forced to make a choice. This becomes
one of many occasions where interpretation must creep in, even for
the most literal version of a poem. As noted earlier when discussing
Bashō’s “crow on a withered branch ” verse, the poet may have
wished for the kind of ambiguity that is much more possible in
Japanese than in English.

Third, since English tends to be more compact than Japanese,
translating into 5–7–5 syllables often necessitates “padding” the
poem in a way that destroys its appealing brevity. We can again take
the most famous of all haiku as an example.

furu (old) ike (pond/ponds) ya (pause signal)

kawazu (frog/frogs) tobikomu (jumps in)



mizu (water) no (possessive) oto (sound)

Using the singular rather than the plural, in English this literally
becomes 2–4–5 rather than 5–7–5.

old pond—

a frog jumps in

the sound of water

One could try to add words to reach the Japanese 5–7–5 rhythm.

there is an old pond—

suddenly a frog jumps in

the sound of water

The problems are the wordy first line and the addition of “suddenly”
that is not in the original. Similar difficulties appear when trying to
translate most haiku into 5–7–5 structures. As a result, translators
have generally had to give up trying to match the Japanese rhythms
and word orders, and must create what in some ways become new
haiku in English. The main meanings (and sometimes possible
additional meanings) of the originals can be given, but only at the
cost of losing much of their music.

A final Japanese haiku can allow you, the reader, a chance to
translate for yourself. The poem is by Chiyo, with a word-for-word
equivalent.

tsuki no yo ya

ishi ni dete naku

kirigirisu



tsuki (moon) no (possessive) yo (evening/evenings/night/nights) ya
(pause signal)

ishi (stone/stones/rock/rocks) ni (from) dete (come out) naku
(sing/cry/chirp)

kirigirisu (katydid/katydids)

Now it is up to you: Will you try to make this a 5–7–5 poem in
English? Will you change the line order? Will you use any plurals?
What words and rhythms in English do you think can convey this
scene best?

Some translators write what they think the haiku must mean, rather
than what it actually says, but this implies knowing what the poet
intended beyond the actual verse. Instead, the translations in this
book are as close to the Japanese sources as possible. One can
only trust that they retain enough of the perception and expression of
the original poems to convey their wonder and delight.



Notes
Introduction

1 .  Strictly speaking, haiku usually have 5–7–5 onji (also called
morae ). The word “syllables” is not quite an exact match for onji,
which can be less than a syllable when combining sounds. For
example, the word atta is counted as three onji in Japanese (a-tsu-
ta, but pronounced atta ), which we would consider two syllables.

2 .  For more discussion of such seasonal indicators and their
Westernization, see William J. Higginson, Haiku World: An
International Poetry Almanac (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1996).

3 .  For a full translation of the Rōei-shū, see J. Thomas Rimer and
Jonathan Chaves, Japanese and Chinese Poems to Sing: The
Wakan Rōei Shū (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).

Chapter 1. Background: The Tanka (Waka) Tradition

1 .  For translations of these poems, as well as a great many from
the Man’yōshū, see Edwin A. Cranston, trans., A Waka Anthology:
Volume One: The Gem-Glistening Cup (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1993).

2 .  Scholars are divided on how to translate this title.

3 .  “Tangled hair” as a metaphor for passion extended into the early
twentieth century, when Yosa no Akiko (1878–1942) wrote
dramatically bold love poems in tanka form; her seminal 1901
collection was called Midaregami (Tangled Hair).

4 .  Translation by the author.

5 .  Ivan Morris, trans., The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1967), 122.



6 .  Ibid., 36–37.

7 .  Tanka, like the later haiku, were only seldom given titles.

8 .  For a thorough study of this anthology and its later
interpretations, see Joshua S. Mostow, Pictures of the Heart: The
Hyakunin Isshu in Word and Image (Honolulu: University of Hawaii
Press, 1996).

9 .  See ibid., 12–17, for a discussion of this and other poetic
techniques in tanka.

10 .  See William R. LaFleur, Awesome Nightfall: The Life, Times,
and Poetry of Saigyō (Boston: Wisdom, 2003), 1.

11 .  Quoted in William LaFleur, trans., Mirror for the Moon: A
Selection of Poems by Saigyō (1118–1190) (New York: New
Directions, 1978), xiii.

Chapter 2. Renga, Hokku, Haikai, and Haiga

1 .  Quoted from Makoto Ueda, Literary and Art Theories in Japan
(Cleveland, Ohio: Press of Western Reserve University, 1967), 38,
42–43, and 44.

2 .  See ibid., 40–41, for further enumerations.

3 .  For a more complete list, see Donald Keene, Seeds in the Heart:
Japanese Literature from Earliest Times to the Late Sixteenth
Century (New York: Henry Holt, 1993), 929.

4 .  Howard S. Hibbett, “The Japanese Comic Linked-Verse
Tradition,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 23 (1960–61): 82.

5 .  For an extended discussion of the rules of renga, see Hiroaki
Sato, One Hundred Frogs: From Renga to Haiku in English (New
York: Weatherhill, 1983), 18–36.

6 .  See Ueda, Literary and Art Theories, 49.



7 .  For a complete translation of this renga, see Steven D. Carter,
Traditional Japanese Poetry: An Anthology (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1991), 303–26.

8 .  For more information on Teitoku and his place in Japanese
literature, see Donald Keene, Landscapes and Portraits:
Appreciations of Japanese Culture (Tokyo: Kodansha International,
1971), 71–93.

9 .  On a painting of Lady Murasaki, Ryūho noted that “from about
the age of sixteen I started a new kind of painting.” Some people
have taken this to mean that he believed that he invented haiga, but
the comment is too ambiguous to be sure. See Leon M. Zolbrod,
Haiku Painting (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1982), 6.

10 .  For more illustrations of Ryūho haiga, see the exhibition
catalogue Ryūho kara Bashō [From Ryūho to Bashō] (Itami:
Kakimori Bunka, 1995).

11 .  For a thorough discussion of this renga and a translation of its
first hundred links, see Christopher Drake, “The Collision of
Traditions in Saikaku’s Haikai,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies
52, no. 1 (June 1992): 5–75, and “Saikaku’s Haikai Requiem: A
Thousand Haikai Alone in a Single Day: The First Hundred Verses,”
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 52, no. 2 (December 1992): 481–
588.

12 .  See Cheryl Crowley, “Putting Makoto into Practice: Onitsura’s
Hitorigoto, ” Monumenta Nipponica 50, no. 1 (1990): 1.

13 .  Torches bring fish to the surface, then the cormorants dive in
after them; however, the birds have rings around their neck so they
cannot swallow the fish whole. The fishermen pull the cormorants
back to the boat with light ropes, and then give them small pieces of
fish as a reward.

Chapter 3. Bashō



1 .  Interestingly enough, Shiki, who was generally ranked fourth
among haiku poets, seems to have particularly admired Buson and
was sometimes critical of Bashō , but this is a rare exception.

2 .  See Robert Aitken, A Zen Wave: Bashō’s Haiku & Zen (New
York: Weatherhill, 1978).

3 .  Ibid., 53.

4 .  For this quote and further information, see Makoto Ueda, Bashō
and His Interpreters: Selected Hokku with Commentary (Stanford,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1991), 53.

5 .  Ibid., 59.

6 .  Ibid., 76–77.

7 .  Ibid., 80.

8 .  See previous chapter, p. 73.

9 .  See Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters, 85.

10 .  For translations of Bashō’s four major travel journals plus a
generous number of his haiku, see Sam Hamill, trans., The Essential
Bashō (Boston: Shambhala, 1999).

11 .  Hakuin Ekaku (1685–1768, see chapter 5) often gave both his
monk and lay pupils the question “What is the sound of one hand”
upon which to meditate.

12 .  These three comments, plus others, are given in Ueda, Bashō
and His Interpreters, 140.

13 .  Aitken, Zen Wave, 27–28.

14 .  From The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch Hui-neng.



15 .  The comments in this paragraph come from Ueda, Literary and
Art Theories .

16 .  Ibid., 159.

17 .  Ibid., 156. Dohō took the phrase “learn from the pine” to mean
casting off desire and intention.

18 .  Ibid., 164.

19 .  This first line was inspired by the preface to “Peach Blossom
Banquet” by the Chinese master Li Po.

20 .  For examples of Basho’s renku (he favored thirty-six verses),
see Makoto Ueda, Matsuo Bashō: The Master Haiku Poet (Tokyo:
Kodansha International, 1982), 69–111. For discussion and analysis
of Bashō’s verse-linking techniques, see Haruo Shirane, “Matsuo
Bashō and the Poetics of Scent,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies
52, no. 1 (1992): 77–110.

21 .  For a discussion of influences from Chinese poetry in Bashō’s
aesthetic, see Stuart H. Sargent, “Echoes of Chinese Poetry in
Bashō,” Delos 10, nos. 1–2 (1997): 47–57.

22 .  In earlier versions of this poem, the verbs were shimitsuku
(sticking to) and shimikomu (seep into), but the final verb shimiiru
(penetrating) is the strongest.

23 .  See Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters , 300.

24 .  Ibid., 361.

25 .  Aitken, Zen Wave, 87.

26 .  See Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters, 370.

27 .  Ibid.

28 .  Aitken, Zen Wave, 67.



Chapter 4. Followers of Bashō

1 .  It is significant that during his lifetime Bashō never published a
book of just his own haiku; he always published with his pupils as a
group.

2 .  Translation based upon that of Makoto Ueda, Traces of Dreams:
Landscape, Cultural Memory, and the Poetry of Bashō (Stanford,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998), 105.

3 .  Donald Keene, ed., Anthology of Japanese Literature (New York:
Grove Press, 1955), 379.

4 .  For women haiku poets, see Seiga Yokoyama, Josei haika-shi
[Women haiku poets], (Tokyo: Gai-i Insatsujo, 1947), and Makoto
Ueda, Far Beyond the Field: Haiku by Japanese Women (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2003).

5 .  For a more extensive biography, haiga, and poems, see Patricia
Donegan and Yoshie Ishibashi, Chiyo-ni: Woman Haiku Master
(Rutland, Vt.: Tuttle, 1998).

6 .  Ibid., 30.

7 .  I am grateful to Fumiko Yamamoto for her assistance in
translating this text.

8 .  For several Yayu haiga including one with this poem, see Ron
Manheim, Haiku & Haiga: Moments in Word and Image (Amsterdam:
Hotei, 2006).

Chapter 5. Senryu and Zen

1 .  For more information and many poems, see R. H. Blyth,
Japanese Life and Character in Senryu (Tokyo: Hokuseido Press,
1960).

2 .  See R. H. Blyth, Edo Satirical Verse Anthologies (Tokyo:
Hokuseido Press, 1961), 237.



3 .  The American haiku poet James W. Hackett also believed in the
strong influence of Zen on haiku, although his views have been
criticized by later haiku experts. See Charles Trumbull, “Shangri-La:
James W. Hackett’s Life in Haiku,” pt. 1, Frogpond 33, no. 1 (2010):
80–92.

4 .  Aitken, Zen Wave .

5 .  See David Lewis Barnhill, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms,” Eastern
Buddhist 32, no. 2 (2000): 177.

6 .  For a discussion, see ibid., 170–201.

7 .  This is a reference to the flute-playing Taira Atsumori, who was
executed at the age of seventeen in Japan’s great civil war between
the Taira and Minamoto clans in the twelfth century.

8 .  This was supposed to have been Bashō’s response when being
criticized by his Zen teacher Butchō for writing poetry. Adapted from
R. H. Blyth, Haiku: Volume 4: Autumn-Winter (Tokyo: Hokuseido
Press, 1982), 1,080.

9 .  Quoted in Ueda, Literary and Art Theories, 148.

10 .  For further information, see Audrey Yoshiko Seo and Stephen
Addiss, The Sound of One Hand : Paintings & Calligraphy by Zen
Master Hakuin (Boston: Shambhala, 2010).

11 .  Hakuin Oshō shigasanshū [A collection of the monk Hakuin’s
painting and calligraphy], (Kyoto: Zenka Shorin, colophon dated
1759).

12 .  My thanks to Norman Waddell and Yoshizawa Katsuhiro for
their help in understanding this haiku.

13 .  D. T. Suzuki, Sengai: The Zen of Ink and Paper (Boston:
Shambhala, 1999), 177.

14 .  Ibid.



Chapter 6. Buson

1 .  His mother may have died in 1728, and his father at the same
time or earlier. See Makoto Ueda, The Path of Flowering Thorn: The
Life and Poetry of Yosa Buson (Stanford, Calif.: The Stanford
University Press, 1998), 3.

2 .  Ibid.

3 .  Ibid., 5.

4 .  Cheryl A. Crowley, Haikai Poet Yosa Buson and the Bashō
Revival (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 275.

5 .  Calvin French, Poet-Painters: Buson and His Followers (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Museum of Art, 1974), 6.

6 .  Since New Year’s Day usually arrived in February or early
March, it represented the beginning of spring.

7 .  Sakuragawa literally means “Cherry-Blossom River” and is a
poetic place name associated with the blossoms. There is also a
reference here to a Noh play Sakuragawa in which the word akuta
(rubbish) appears; see Crowley, Haiku Poet Buson, 64. Instead of
praising cherry-blossoms floating down the river in this haiku, Buson
turns the romantic scene upside down. This may recall Kikaku’s
melon-skin haiga .

8 .  Another reading of this final line could be “melon-shaped
eggplants.”

9 .  Dates for Buson’s haiku are taken from Tsutomu Ogata and
Kazuhiko Maruyama, eds., Buson zenshū [Complete works of
Buson], vol. 3 (Tokyo: Kōdansha International, 1992). There are
2,849 haiku in this “complete collection,” of which 2,376 have been
dated.

10 .  This scene was later made into a Noh drama.



11 .  Ueda, Path of Flowering Thorn, 34.

12 .  In ibid., v, Ueda comments that Buson “took delight in the
natural beauty of colors and forms as well as the artistic beauty of
forms.” See also Crowley, Haiku Poet Buson, 9–10.

13 .  Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters, 88.

14 .  In 1777, he wrote 451 haiku, the most for any year. See Leon
Zolbrod, “The Busy Years: Buson’s Life and Work, 1777,”
Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan , 4th ser., 3 (1988): 53–
81.

15 .  For the full rules, see Crowley, Haiku Poet Buson, 96–97.

16 .  Ibid., 259–61.

17 .  Quoted from Blyth, Haiku: Volume 4, 1159–60.

18 .  In one of his letters of 1776, Buson had complained that “she
practices so much that it gets on my nerves, but it is a pleasure to
see her grow up without mishap.” See Zolbrod, “The Busy Year,” 59.

19 .  Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters, 114.

20 .  This album has now been registered as a National Treasure by
the Japanese government.

21 .  Another reading for this first line is shufū ya, with the same
meaning.

22 .  Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters, 37.

23 .  Translation based on ibid., 95.

24 .  My thanks to Audrey Yoshiko Seo for this idea and image.

25 .  This was originally written for the now-lost Yahantei meiwa
[Chats by Yahantei].



26 .  Ueda, Bashō and His Interpreters, 131–32.

27 .  Two are printed in the book-catalogue by Calvin French, Poet-
Painters, 70–71.

28 .  This is a variant of a 1770 haiku found here .

Chapter 7. Issa and the Early Nineteenth Century

1 .  For a full biography of Issa, see Makoto Ueda, Dew on the
Grass: The Life and Poetry of Kobayashi Issa (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

2 .  See Ohashi Raboku, ed., Issa haiku zenshū [Issa’s complete
haiku], (Tokyo: Shunshūsha, 1929).

3 .  See David G. Lanoue, “The Haiku Mind: Issa and Pure Land
Buddhism,” The Eastern Buddhist 39, no. 2 (2008): 159–76.

4 .  Shades of Charlie Brown in the Peanuts cartoons!

5 .  In another undated version of this poem, the puppy paws, rather
than gnaws, on the willow. See the excellent website Haiku of
Kobayashi Issa, http://haikuguy.com/issa/index.html .

6 .  See Stephen Addiss, The Art of Zen (New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 1989), 111.

7 .  This poem also exists in a variant for fleas.

8 .  For a Shirō haiga with this poem, see Stephen Addiss, Haiga:
Takebe Sōchō and the Haiku-Painting Tradition (Honolulu: Marsh Art
Gallery, University of Richmond, in association with University of
Hawaii Press, 1995), 98–99.

9 .  For a Shirō haiga with this poem, see Manheim, Haiku & Haiga,
115.

10 .  For more information, see Fumiko Y. Yamamoto, “Takebe
Sōchō (1761–1814)” in Addiss, Haiga: Takebe Sōchō , 20–26. The

http://haikuguy.com/issa/index.html


translations of these Sōchō haiku were done with her expert help.

11 .  Ibid., 21.

12 .  These screens are illustrated and discussed in Stephen Addiss,
Haiga: Takebe Sōchō, 62–67.

13 .  For the image, see ibid., 79.

14 .  For both images, see ibid., 76–77.

Chapter 8. Shiki and the Modern Age

1 .  There are a number of successful haiku groups in Japan
representing different points of view, including the Nihon Dento
Haiku Kyōkai (Traditional Japanese Haiku Association), the Haijin
Kyōkai (Haiku Poets Association), and the Gendai Haiku Kyōkai
(Modern Haiku Association), each with thousands of members.

2 .  For a thorough study of Shiki’s life and work, see Janine
Beichman, Masaoka Shiki (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1986).
More of Shiki’s haiku, tanka, and a few of his Chinese poems can be
found in Burton Watson, trans., Masaoka Shiki: Selected Poems
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).

3 .  Beichman, Masaoka Shiki, 16.

4 .  Quoted in ibid., 34.

5 .  This haiku recalls Case 32 of the Zen koan collection
Mumonkan, where the Buddha comments that “a first-class horse
moves at even the shadow of the whip.” See Stephen Addiss,
Stanley Lombardo, and Judith Roitman, Zen Sourcebook: Traditional
Documents from China, Korea, and Japan (Indianapolis, Ind.:
Hackett, 2008), 105.

6 .  This haiku has also been attributed to Buson. See Blyth, Haiku:
Volume Four, 1,004.



7 .  From Shiki’s Bashō no ikkyō [Some remarks on Bashō], (1893).
See Beichman, Masaoka Shiki, 37 and 39–40.

8 .  Translated by R. H. Blyth, A History of Haiku, vol. 2 (Tokyo:
Hokuseido Press, 1964), 66, 75, and 46–47.

9 .  From Shiki’s Bashō no ikkyō . See Beichman, Masaoka Shiki,
47.

10 .  From Shiki’s Haijin Buson [The haiku poet Buson], 1897, as
translated by Beichman, ibid., 59.

11 .  From Shiki’s Byōshō rokushaku [A six-foot sickbed], 1902, as
translated by Beichman, ibid., 59.

12 .  As noted, adding extra syllables had been done by the Danrin
school of poets, and other masters did not feel absolutely confined to
5–7–5, but Hekigotō went much further in his freedom from syllabic
constraints.

13 .  Translated by Donald Keene, Dawn to the West (New York:
Henry Holt, 1984), 113.

14 .  For a biography of Kodōjin plus many of his Chinese-style and
Japanese poems, see Stephen Addiss and Jonathan Chaves, Old
Taoist: The Life, Art, and Poetry of Kodōjin (1865–1944), (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2000).

15 .  See the selected bibliography for books of translations by Sato
Hiroaki, John Stevens, Burton Watson, and Scott Watson.

16 .  Translations from Santōka’s journals and diaries are by the
author.

17 .  For a publication on Santōka’s calligraphy, see Santōka
ibokushū [A collection of Santōka’s remaining ink works], (Kyoto:
Shibunkaku, 1993).



18 .  For more on Nantembō and Shōun, including illustrations of
their works, see Audrey Yoshiko Seo with Stephen Addiss, The Art of
Twentieth-Century Zen: Paintings and Calligraphy by Japanese
Masters (Boston: Shambhala, 1999).

19 .  For a larger version of the same theme by Shōun without the
dots for eyes, see ibid., 88.

20 .  For more on Soen’s life and poetry, see Kazuaki Tanahashi and
Roko Sherry Chayat, eds., Endless Vow: The Zen Path of Soen
Nakagawa (Boston: Shambhala, 1996).



Glossary
haibun. Prose mixed with haiku poems.

haikai. Originally a comic verse in a linked series, later standing
alone in 5–7–5 syllables (now called haiku).

haikai no renga. Humorous linked verses.

haiku. A term popularized by Shiki around 1900 for a 5–7–5-syllable
poem previously called haikai or hokku.

hokku. Originally, the first 5–7–5 syllable verse in a series; later it
could stand alone as what is now called a haiku.

kireji . “Cutting words” such as ya or kana that help to emphasize an
image or create sections in a haiku, often without any particular
meaning.

renga. A series of linked verses with 5–7–5 syllables alternating with
7–7 syllables.

renku . A series of linked haiku-style verses, also called haikai no
renga .

tanka. A court-style 5–7–5–7–7-syllable poem, also called waka or
uta .

uta. Another name for tanka, a 5–7–5–7–7-syllable court-style poem.

waka. Another name for tanka, a 5–7–5–7–7-syllable court-style
poem.
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