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Preface

THIS book is an outgrowth from a small book on haiku, called The Bamboo Broom, which was published just twenty-five years ago and which is now out of print. It contains about seventy-five translations which originally appeared in the Broom, and some three hundred new ones.

In the preface to the Broom I referred to the old Italian adage “traduttore, traditore,” and its implication that any translator is probably a traitor. For the present book it is even more necessary to emphasize the warning, because the very number of examples may suggest that they include all kinds of haiku, which they do not. An ideal translation should, I believe, reproduce the effect of the original, but I have found that the best any translator can even hope for is to reproduce the effect that the originals have had on him. And there are many famous poems, in English as well as in Japanese, that are undoubtedly fine, but from which I can get no effect at all. Furthermore, there are many haiku, particularly those with very delicate suggestions—and the strength of haiku lies in its suggestions—for which I can find no even passable English equivalents. The sampling of haiku given here is therefore necessarily a partial one.

The principle of this sampling, at least as far as the most important poets are concerned, has been to take for discussion their most famous poems, and such others as seemed necessary to illustrate their characters and their art. Those that follow the text are haiku which I believe can stand alone in their present English translations, and give at least some of the effect of the originals even to those readers who have made no special study of Japan. This method is a compromise, and not wholly satisfactory. Bashō, for example, wrote some eight hundred poems that can be dated to his great period, the last ten years of his life; of these, I have here translated only sixty. But I have no more translations that I think can stand alone, and I have a very strong belief that too much explanation can take the pleasure out of any poetry.

My intention has been to write English verse which will be faithful to the spirit of the originals, and will at the same time approximate literal translation, but there are certain peculiarities about Japanese which make absolute literalness practically impossible. First, there are no articles in the Japanese language, practically no pronouns, and in general no distinctions between singular and plural. I have therefore felt at liberty to supply these, as well as omitted prepositions,1 though the original haiku gain in effect from their very compactness.

Second, there is no punctuation in haiku, its place being taken by kireji (literally “cut-words”) such as ya, kana, keri, and the like, which have no translatable meaning, but which often indicate an unfinished sentence, and which have in addition an elusive force of their own. I have therefore tried to give the effect of these kireji by the use of punctuation marks and interjections, and occasionally by finishing sentences with simple verbs like “is” or “was” or “do.”

Third, the Japanese language is constructed differently from ours; there are, for example, no relative pronouns—any descriptive clause must precede its noun—and I was often confronted with the dilemma of whether to try to follow the strict grammatical form or whether to follow the order of thought. In most of my translations I have chosen to follow the order of thought, and to supply the comparatively unimportant intermediate words in accordance with English standards. I have also, once in a great while, supplied more important words which are implied but not expressed in the original.

To each of my translations I have appended a footnote giving the original Japanese, and as accurate English equivalents for the Japanese words as possible. By consulting these footnotes the reader may be able to appreciate the terseness that is one of the joys of the original, and make his contact with the poet more direct. The English “equivalents” cannot, of course, be more than a guide. There are very few Japanese words that have one, and only one, English equivalent, and the particles (kireji, “postpositions,” etc.) often have none at all. (The effect of these particles is discussed at some length in the appendix.) Readers who do not know Japanese should remember that any qualifying clause must precede its noun, and that any normal sentence ends in a verb. This tends to make the Japanese order of thought often the exact opposite of ours. Thus, for example, a phrase like “samazama no mono omoidasu sakura,” which in the Japanese order is literally “many-kinds-of things bring-to-mind cherry-bloom,” would be grammatically equivalent to “cherry blossoms which bring to mind things of many kinds.”

For the benefit of those who may care to read the originals, it should be pointed out that there is little accent in Japanese, and all syllables are of approximately equal length. “Long” syllables are really double syllables, containing two vowels. There are no diphthongs; “haiku,” for example, is a three-syllable word: “ha-i-ku.” Vowels are pronounced as in Italian; consonants as in English, except for final “n,” which is counted as a separate syllable and pronounced almost as if it had a vowel after it.

It will be noticed that there is no rhyme in the originals, and my use of it in the English rendering of haiku therefore needs defense. First, I happen to like rhyme in a short poem of this sort, and I think that it is at least allowable. The chief reason that the Japanese do not use it is that all Japanese words end either in a vowel or in “n,” and rhyming would soon become intolerably monotonous. Secondly, I think that any verse form, be it sonnet, triolet, or haiku, is more effective if it is kept fairly rigid, so that it can act as a sort of frame to the picture. In Japanese the effect of definite form is given by an alternation of five and seven syllables; in English this method is impossible, and the use of rhyme or assonance, especially if it can be kept unobtrusive, is perhaps the best available substitute. Thirdly, haiku are very short, and their grammar is often fragmentary. There is real danger that a literal translation might be mistaken for an unfinished piece of prose, and a haiku is not that, but a poem, complete as it stands.

If the reading and writing of English haiku ever becomes general, some better form than the one used in this book can doubtless be found. I can only hope that the readers of this book will join in the search for it.

Before closing this preface I ought to make it clear that all titles to haiku are my own invention, as there are no titles to the originals. Many haiku, however, occur in works that are primarily prose, like Bashō’s diaries; others are preceded by forewords of varying length which explain the circumstances that inspired them. When haiku such as these are given out of context, titles become almost a necessity; they are put with other haiku mainly for the sake of uniformity, and are, I hope, usually innocuous.

I must also give my thanks to Mr. Ryusaku Tsunoda, my colleague at Columbia for some twenty years, whose wide knowledge and wise counsel has been of inestimable value; to Mr. R. H. Blyth, with whom my personal contacts have been most stimulating even outside the haiku world, and in whose monumental four-volume work on haiku (published by Hokusaidô, Tokyo) I have found a number of poems that I had not come across elsewhere; and most of all to my wife, whose name really ought to be on the title page.




    1 Japanese “prepositions” come after the word they modify and therefore are really “postpositions.” Cf. the appendix.
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Chapter I
CHARACTERISTICS OF HAIKU

THERE are several arts which are so widely practiced in Japan that they may be considered an integral part of its culture but which are nevertheless practically unknown to the world at large. Among these are the twin arts of reading and of writing haiku. These two are ancient arts—ancient, at least, as we in America count age—for their seeds were sown well over seven hundred years ago, and it was in the seventeenth century that they blossomed into full perfection. But they are modern arts as well, more widespread today than they ever were before. Just how many Japanese do practice them no one knows exactly, for most haiku are composed primarily for the pleasure of the author and his friends and not for publication. We do know, however, that hundreds of thousands of new haiku are published every year.1

The language barrier prevents most foreigners from doing the reading and the writing of haiku in the original Japanese. Fortunately, however, there are many haiku, much of whose effect can be kept in accurate translation. And there is no reason why haiku should not be written in English or any other language.

Perhaps it would be as well to try to explain just what a haiku is; but this is not so easy as it seems, for probably no two Japanese would quite agree on exactly what constitutes a haiku. Primarily it is a poem; and being a poem it is intended to express and to evoke emotion. It is necessary to insist upon this point, because it has been the custom in the past to translate “haiku” into “epigram,” and this is quite misleading. Secondly, a haiku is a very short poem, with a traditional and classic form, and with special characteristics of its own.

Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch has pointed out that the capital difficulty of verse consists “in saying ordinary unemotional things, of bridging the flat intervals between high moments.” Now, by its very shortness a haiku avoids this difficulty almost automatically. Haiku may be of many kinds, grave or gay, deep or shallow, religious, satirical, sad, humorous, or charming; but all haiku worthy of the name are records of high moments—higher, at least, than the surrounding plain. And in the hands of a master a haiku can be the concentrated essence of pure poetry.

Because the haiku is shorter than other forms of poetry it naturally has to depend for its effect on the power of suggestion, even more than they do. As haiku are studied further, it will be seen that they usually gain their effect not only by suggesting a mood, but also by giving a clear-cut picture which serves as a starting point for trains of thought and emotion. But, again owing to their shortness, haiku can seldom give the picture in detail. Only the outlines or important parts are drawn, and the rest the reader must fill in for himself. Haiku indeed have a very close resemblance to the “ink sketches” so dear to the hearts of the Japanese.

Perhaps it would be simplest to give an example taken from modern English poetry. The climax of Edward Shanks’ lovely A Night-piece, for instance, in its spirit is pure haiku of the highest order:


               So far … so low …

    A drowsy thrush? A waking nightingale?

               Silence. We do not know.



The rest of the poem is spent in filling in the details of the picture and in preparing us for this high moment. It is fine in itself, but by haiku standards quite unneeded. These lines alone show us that the time must be at dusk, the season must be spring or early summer, and the scene must be some secluded place where there is only silence or a half-heard song.

There are twenty-four lines in the original poem. A haiku lover could get their cumulative effect by repeating the haiku part of the poem ten or a dozen times. Indeed, the only point on which these lines might fail to pass the most meticulous tests for haiku is that the last sentence is subjective, and unnecessary except in so far as it shows that the listener has with him a companion with whom he is in sympathy.

It is interesting to compare these lines with a very famous haiku by the great master Bashō:


    A cloud of blossoms,

               an evening bell—

                         Ueno? Asakusa?1.1



The season here is spring, with cherry blossoms everywhere, for “blossoms” in haiku are cherry blossoms always; and a Japanese would know that the time is evening, even though the original says simply “bell,” for the only bells that could be heard were temple bells—Kaneiji at Ueno, Sensōji at Asakusa—and these it was the custom to sound at dusk. The scene, of course, is some spot in Tokyo from which the thickset blossoms at both places can be seen, and the bells at least half heard. (The poem was actually written in Bashō’s hut on the banks of the Sumida River, a mile or so below Asakusa.) The surface sense of quiet, and the underlying feeling of a mystery that is essentially religious, are much the same as in the Night-piece. But here they are given with an even surer touch, for Bashō was a past master in not “putting words between the truth and ourselves.”

These examples perhaps will show why haiku reading is in itself an art, and why in order really to understand a good haiku one has to read it over many times. It is not that the picture is hazy in any way, for if the author has done his work properly, the picture is quite clear. The point is that good haiku are full of overtones. The elusiveness that is one of their chief charms comes, not from haziness, but from the fact that so much suggestion is put into so few words.

In order to produce their effect, haiku writers make great use of what they call rensō or association of ideas, and this they do in several different ways. The older haiku-makers came to the conclusion that one experience common to all men was the change of weather with the different seasons, and so introduced into nearly all their poems what is known as a ki, or “season.” This means that in nearly all their haiku there is some word or expression that indicates the time of year, and so forms a background for the picture that they are trying to bring up in the reader’s mind. Such a kigo (season word) may be a definite naming of the season, like “summer heat” or “autumn wind,” or a mere suggestion, like a reference to plum blossoms or to snow. The custom of using kigo has hardened into an almost inviolable rule, and most modern collections of haiku arrange their contents according to the seasons to which the poems refer.

It may be noted in passing that the use of ki is probably at the base of a charge that has been advanced that haiku are more concerned with nature than with human affairs. Such a statement is ridiculous. Haiku are more concerned with human emotions than with human acts, and natural phenomena are used to reflect human emotions, but that is all. The older and simpler forerunners of haiku may make the comparison in definite words, as in this, by Moritake (1452–1549):


    A morning-glory!

               And so—today!—may seem

                         my own life-story.1.2



meaning, of course, “I too may die today; and if I do …” But this was written before the haiku form had come into its own, and later poets preferred to get their effects by somewhat more subtle suggestion.

There are many other things suggested by kigo, and just as morning-glories bring up thoughts of quickly fading beauty, so do the autumn winds suggest sadness, and plum blossoms the promise of perfect beauty to be attained by the later cherry blooms. It should be mentioned that the word “cuckoo” has not the same associations as with us. The song of the hototogisu, the little Japanese cuckoo, is usually heard at dusk. It is considered to be not only beautiful, but also slightly sad; other names for the hototogisu are “bird of the other world,” “bird of disappointed love,” etc.

As would naturally be expected, many haiku evoke associations by references to Buddhist beliefs, to social customs, and to episodes in Japanese history that every Japanese would know. Unfortunately these references would be as unintelligible to the Western reader as the connotations of Easter, Thanksgiving, or Guy Fawkes’ Day would be to the average Japanese, and therefore haiku containing them call for so much explanation that they have had to be inadequately represented here.

Besides these, there is another form of association of ideas to which special attention must be drawn, as it is used in many haiku. This is a comparison of two or more ideas expressed in the poem itself, and it must always be looked for. In some haiku the comparison is obvious, as in this one, which is by the modern poet Kwaso:


    The tower high

               I climb; there, on that fir-top,

                         sits a butterfly!1.3



Here the point is in the contrast, while in Sodō’s trinity of early summer:


    Green leaves to see,

               a mountain cuckoo, and the first

                         bonito—all three!1.4



the point is the piling up of the similar effects of three delightful things acting simultaneously on three different senses. (To a Japanese the first bonito is as much a delicacy as the first trout is to us.)

These two examples are quite simple and without any very deep meaning, but in other haiku the comparison of ideas may be so hidden that the author’s intention will be realized only after repeated readings. It is interesting, though not important here, to note that the use of this particular form of association is probably due to the influence of Chinese classics, just as a Latin influence can be found in the inversions to which we are accustomed in our own poetry.

There is still another device which haiku-makers use to condense the expression of their thoughts. That is the omission of words which would be required in a grammatically formed sentence but which are not really needed to make the sense clear. It is a device which is extremely effective when used with discretion, but when second-rate writers use it to excess it may result in haiku that
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