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Introduction

Haiku, or hokku as it was called during the lifetime of Bashō, is the shortest among the traditionally accepted forms of Japanese poetry. It consists of seventeen syllables, 1 divided into three sections of five–seven–five. For example,


Furuike ya, kawazu tobikomu, mizu no oto.





Breaking the silence

Of an ancient pond,

A frog jumped into water –

A deep resonance.2






It is obvious, however, that it is not sufficient to define haiku purely from the standpoint of syllabic structure, for haiku, like any other form in literature, has grown out of a long process, and it is subject to a number of restrictions historically imposed upon it. Let me, therefore, attempt by way of introduction a short history of haiku so that the reader may get acquainted with the essential traits of this most fascinating literary form.

Long before haiku, or even its distant prototype, came into existence, there was already an established form of poetry in Japanese literature, and this form, waka, consisted of thirty-one syllables, divided into five sections of five– seven–five–seven–seven. For example,


Haru no no ni, sumire tsumi ni to, ko shi ware zo, 
no o natsukashimi, hitoyo ne ni keru.





Coming with a light heart

To pick some violets,

I found it difficult to leave

And slept overnight

Here in this spring field. 3






Or again,


Hisakata no, hikari nodokeki, ham no hi ni, 
shizugokoro naku, hana no chiru ramu.





On a long spring day,

When all is happily bathed

In the peaceful sun,

Cherry blossoms alone fall –

Unwilling to stay. 4






As these examples indicate, this older and longer form of Japanese poetry was particularly suited for emotive expression and refined description of nature. Hence it became extremely popular among aristocratic courtiers. Courtiers, however, employed this form sometimes in their playful mood as a medium of witty conversation, breaking it into two separate halves of five–seven–five and seven–seven. For example,


Okuyma ni, func kogu oto no, kikoyum wa.

Nareru konomi ya, umi wataru ramu.





How is it that I hear

The noise of creaking oars

In the deepest mountains?



Because of the ripening fruits

That rub against wood as oars do. 5






Or again,


Hitogokoro, ushimitsu ima wa, tanoma ji yo.

Yume ni miyu ya to, ne zo sugi ni keru.





It has passed midnight,

I no longer wait for you,

Pining for sorrow.



Oh, dear, I overslept,

Wanting to see you in the dream. 6






Sometimes the order of the two halves was reversed to give more independence to each counterpart and greater freedom to the exercise of wit. For example,


Ta ni hamu koma wa, kuro ni zo art keru.

Nawashiro no, mizu ni wa kage to, mie tsure do.





The horse grazing on the bank

Seems to me black in colour.



I think it otherwise,

For its reflection in the paddy

Says chestnut-brown. 7






This kind of witty verse, which continued to be written under the name of linked verse (renga) throughout the Heian period (79–1191), seems to me to be the earliest germ of haiku poetry, for it is here that for the first time the five– seven–five syllabic structure came to be recognized as a poetic unit, though not completely independent, and furthermore, the witty and playful tone of the linked verse is a heritage which passes into the marrow of later haiku, though somewhat modified by subsequent developments.

Towards the end of the Heian period, and more universally in the Kamakura period (1192–1392), arose the fashion of writing a long chain of linked verse by multiplying the number of links. For example,


Nara no miyako o, omoi koso yare.

Yaezakura, aki no momiji ya, ika nara mu.

Shigururu tabi ni, iro ya kasanaru.





I wonder how it is now

In the ancient capital of Nara.



Those time-honoured cherries

That bloom in double flowers

Must be in their autumnal tints.



Each rain of fall brings forth

Ever-deepening colours in the leaves. 8






In the beginning, the number of poems thus linked together was relatively small, but before long as many as thirty-six, forty-four, fifty, or even one hundred poems began to be included in a series. What must be borne in mind in reading these long sequences of linked verse is that they were written by a number of poets sitting together and writing alternately, and that each poem in a series was linked to the immediately preceding one either by witty association or verbal play. The result was often a kind of kaleidoscopic beauty with infinite variety revealed to the reader in a slowly evolving movement.

Inherent in these long sequences of linked verse, however, was a danger that they might degenerate into chaotic confusion or tedious monotony. To prevent this, therefore, various attempts were made to establish certain rules of composition, and various schools of poets began to be formed. During the Kamakura period, these schools were classified roughly into two groups, serious (ushin) and non-serious (mushin), the former trying to emulate the elegant style of waka and the latter persisting in witty composition of a lower order. Towards the end of the Kamakura period and during the Muromachi period (1393–1602), however, the poets of the serious group won gradual ascendancy, and with the coming of Sōgi (1421–1502) the art of linked verse reached its perfection. Let me quote here the first eight poems of his masterpiece called Minase Sangin as an example of his superb art.



Snow-capped as they arc,

The gentle slopes of the mountains

Fade into the hazy mist

At twilight on a spring day.



The river descends far and distant,

Plum-fragrance filling the village.



In a soft river breeze

Stands a single willow tree

Fresh in spring colour.



At early dawn every push of the oar

Is audible from a passing boat.



There must be a moon

Dying in the morning sky

Wrapped in a heavy fog.



The ground is covered with frost,

The autumn is drawing to its close.



In a sorrowful voice

A cricket is heard singing

Beneath the withering grass.



I paid a call to a friend of mine,

Taking a desolate lane by the hedge. 9






Note in the above how each poem takes up the suggestion of the preceding poem and yet opens a new world of its own, so that the reader is carried through the whole series as through the exquisitely arranged rooms of a building, always entertained by delightful changes but never arrested by sudden contradictions. It is no longer witty association or verbal play but something in the depths of the human heart that combines these poems. I think it is particularly significant from our point of view that already in the times of Sōgi, the starting piece (hokku) of a series, which was always written in the five–seven–five syllable form, was given a special place and composed only by the most experienced of the poets. At least two things were considered essential to the starting piece. First, a reference to the season in which it is written, and second, the existence of the so-called breaking word (kireji), a short emotionally charged word which, by arresting the flow of poetic statement for a moment, gives extra strength and dignity. These are restrictions that bind later haiku as well.

Towards the end of the Muromachi period and in the early part of the Edo period (1603–1866), linked verse of a lower order (haikai no renga), which continued to be written in the preceding age merely as a kind of recreative pastime, gained enormous popularity. This is, of course, partly due to the over-refinement and elaboration of serious poetry, but mainly because freedom and open laughter, which characterized linked verse of a lower order, suited the taste of the merchant class which was then rising throughout the country. The earliest innovators are Sō kan (dates unknown) and Moritake (1473–1549). Let me quote here some of their poems (hokku) to give a glimpse of their poetic world.



In a perfect circle

Rises the spring day,

But it gains an enormous length

By the time it sinks.



To the moon in the sky

If you put a handle,

It will certainly be

An excellent fan.



A hanging willow

In beautiful green

Paints eyebrows

On the brow of a cliff.



Not in the flower

But rather in the nose

The smell resides –

So it seems to me.





Even in the technique of linking, they seem to have almost gone back to the playful mood of the poets of the Heian period. For example,



I wanted, yet not quite wanted,

To use my sword to kill a man.

Capturing a thief,

I was surprised to find him

None but my own son. 10






Or again,



Lighter than paper,

Plum blossoms are sent flying

In the holy compound

On a spring day.



Unwilling, it seems, to fall behind,

Crows and bush warblers fly about.11






The witticism of Sōkan and Moritake was carried a step further to a bold and conscious acceptance of colloquialism by Teitoku (1571–1653). He it was who first stated explicitly that linked verse of a lower order had an artistic merit peculiar to itself, and that it, being ‘the voice of the happy people’, should not hesitate to use any popular terminology (haigon) available to provoke healthy laughter. What actually happened in his poetry, however, was somewhat different from what he proposed to do in his theoretical statements, for he did everything so consciously, so calculatingly: almost by rule and measure. For example,



Wonderful coolness

Is packed intact

In the lumpish moon

Of a summer evening.



No bigger than a fist, it seems,

The clouds that brought the shower.12






This linked verse happens to be fairly good poetry, but if one looks at it closely, one realizes that the link is provided by an elaborate net of verbal association (‘lump’ and ‘fist’, and ‘evening’ and ‘shower’). Bashō criticized this kind of linking technique as being mechanical (mono-zuke), for, carried to an extreme, it often leads to the impoverishment of poetry. The same tendency can be detected in Teitoku’s hokku.



Dumplings rather than flowers

They seem to choose –

Those wild geese

Flying home to the north.



The year of the tiger

Has come –

Even the spring mist rises

In spots and stripes.





What Teitoku intended but did not quite succeeed in doing, was achieved by Sōin (1605–82) and his disciples, particularly Saikaku (1642–93), among them. I think it is significant that both Sōin and Saikaku chose as the centre of their activity Ōsaka, the city where the power of the merchant class was strongest. In the poems of Teitoku, as we have seen, the language was often colloquial enough, but the depicted scenes themselves were not greatly different from the elegant scenes of serious poetry. In the poems of Sōin and Saikaku, however, all the events of this ‘floating world’ are reported with absolute freedom – in cheerful rhythm and truly popular idiom. To quote some of their hokku:



Long rain of May,

The whole world is

A single sheet of paper

Under the clouds.



Exactly in the shape of

A letter in the Dutch alphabet

Lies in the sky

A band of wild geese.



Saying, ‘Shishi, shishi,’

My wife encourages the baby

To pass water, and I hear

The noise of a morning shower.



Walking in a desolate field,

I picked up a woman’s comb;

She must have come here

To pluck flowers in spring.





Sōin and his disciples insisted that the real merit of their poetry was in metaphor (gūgen), that is, saying one thing and meaning another. This is an idea that was later developed by Bashō into the more significant theory of substance (jitsu) and essence (kyo) in poetry. As interpreted by Sōin and his disciples, however, metaphor meant simply bringing together two things of different categories by ingenuity. For example, a morning shower and urination in the third poem quoted above. The same kind of ingenious flight can be detected in the linking technique.



Thus gathered in a company,

We have in the midst of us

A tree of laughter and talk,

A fragrant plum tree.



The piercing voice of a bush warbler

Is an alarm for the slumbering world.

On a misty morning,

A line of smoke from my pipe

Is broken sideways.



Palanquin-bearers having passed,

There arose a blast of mountain wind. 13






Here the links are provided by clever interpretation and ingenious transfer (what Bashō called kokoro-zuke). It was certainly an improvement over the mechanical linking technique of Teitoku, because it opened a new world of poetry by giving a freer play to the human mind. There was, however, something vitally important lacking in the poetry of Sōin and his disciples, as is amply testified by their inferior works which almost degenerated into nonsense verse. Just when people became aware of this – when poets like Gonsui (1650–1722) and Onitsura (1661–1738) were making their efforts to save poetry from vulgarity – our master, Matsuo Bashō (1644–94), employed his great genius to lift haiku once and for all into the realm of perfect poetry: poetry that embodied in itself at once the seriousness and elegance of Sōgi and the freedom and energy of Sōin, indeed, poetry that is worth reading hundreds of years after his death, or for that matter, at any time in human history.



Bashō was born in the city of Ueno in the province of lga (now a part of Mie Prefecture) in 1644. His father, Yozae-mon, was a minor samurai in the service of the Tōdō family that had ruled the city for a number of generations. Bashō had two elder brothers, and one elder and three younger sisters. Financially, his family was not particularly favoured, and his father is said to have supported the family by teaching writing to the children of the vicinity. Bashō was called Kinsaku in childhood, and Tōshichirō, or sometimes Chūemon, after his coming of age. In 1653, when Bashō was only nine years old, he entered the service of the Tōdō family, officially as a page, but in reality more as a study-mate of the young heir, Yoshitada, who was older than Bashō by only two years. Thus began their relatively short but extremely warm friendship. In 1655 Bashō’s father died.

Born with a delicate constitution, Yoshitada took more to the acquisition of literary accomplishments than to the practice of military arts. He and Bashō studied the art of linked verse under the guidance of Kigin (1624–1705), one of the ablest disciples of Teitoku. Yoshitada must have been a fairly good poet himself, for he was given the pen name of Sengin, which had one character in common with his teacher’s pen name. Bashō’s pen name in those days was Sōbō. The following two poems (kokku) of his, published in 1664 in the anthology named Sayono-nakayama Shū, are the earliest recorded.



The moon is the guide,

Come this way to my house,

So saying, invites

The host of a wayside inn.



The leafless cherry,

Old as a toothless woman,

Blooms in flowers,

Mindful of its youth.





Needless to say, one can detect a heavy influence of the deliberate style of Teitoku in these poems. In 1665 Sengin, together with his fellow poets, composed a chain of linked verse consisting of one hundred pieces to commemorate the thirteenth anniversary of Teitoku’s death. Bashō contributed seventeen poems, but they were written in a style quite similar to that of the poems quoted above.

In 1666 Sengin died at the age of twenty-five. His early and sudden death must have given Bashō a tremendous shock, for upon returning from Koyasan, where he enshrined the mortuary tablet of Sengin by the order of the bereaved father, Bashō asked for permission to resign from his service. The permission denied, he ran away to Kyōto.

The exact manner in which Bashō spent the next five years in Kyōto is unknown. It is generally believed, however, that, making his abode at the Kinpukuji Temple, he studied Japanese classics under Kigin, Chinese classics under Itō Tanan, and calligraphy under Kitamuki Unchiku. One can detect an air of greater freedom in the poems Bashō wrote during his stay in Kyōto. For example,



Unable to meet

At their annual rendezvous,

The two stars fret

In the fretful sky of July,



Coquettish bush-clovers

Stretched out on the ground,

Ill-mannered just as much

As they are beautiful.



The sharp-crying cuckoo

Seems to have dyed

With the blood of his mouth

These azaleas on the rocks.





The episode with Juteini is also believed to be an event of those years. Historically, however, there is nothing known about this woman except that she was the mistress of Bashō in his youthful days. In any case, the five years in Kyōto must have been very fruitful and yet in many ways stormy ones for Bashō.

In 1671 Bashō returned to his native place, and in the spring of the following year, he presented to the Tenman Shrine of Ueno City the first anthology of his own editing, named Kai Ōi. It was a collection of hokku coupled in pairs, each pair compared, judged and criticized by Bashō. For example,



Time and time again,

Nipped by a sickle

With a click –

Beautiful, beautiful cherry.



Come and take a look

At this tapestry of cherry,

Tapestry-coated old man,

My friend, Jinbe.





The first poem, by Rosetu, 14 is excellent in that it praises the cherry tree by saying, ‘Time and time again’. Wit of this kind is certainly a model for all composition. The second poem, by myself, tries to communicate the idea that Jinbe’s rich coat will lose its colour, if he comes to see the cherry. It must be admitted, however, that this poem is weak not only in structure but also in diction that gives real beauty to the poem. Let me condemn my poem therefore, by saying that Jinbe’s soft head is no match for the sharp blade of the sickle.



It is possible, of course, to suspect that this
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