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SHORTER RENKU

William J. Higginson and Tadashi Kondo

Introduction

The last issue of Frogpond carried an article on a format for "linked 
poetry" that was proposed as an alternative to the—in the opinion 
of the creator—tiring business of writing a linked poem in thirty-six 
stanzas, and including a wide range of subject matter. One of the 
main features of this new form, called "rengay", was elimination of 
the diversity in subject matter that characterizes renku, or Basho- 
style linked poetry. We believe that the creators of rengay have actu­
ally proposed a collaborative sequence of haiku- and senryu-like 
verses, which may be enjoyable and useful in itself, but bears little 
relation to renku.

For those who nay wish to experience renku for themselves, with 
all the excitement of its collaboration and diversity, but with less 
time spent on a particular poem, we offer the following shorter al­
ternatives to the thirty-six stanza kasen. While visiting Iga-Ueno and 
Tokyo in October 1994, we had opportunity to experience writing in 
these formats with groups of skilled renku poets, and can highly 
recommend them for their genuine renku qualities.

Short: Twenty-Stanza Renku

The nijuin, a twenty-stanza format for renku, is the shortest format 
with a classical feeling in its overall structure and rhythm. With a 
clear "face", two shortened middle pages, and a back page mirror­
ing the front page, it provides for two moon verses, one blossom 
verse, and two groups of love verses, closely paralleling the struc­
ture of a thirty-six stanza kasen. And though twenty stanzas is little 
more than half the length of a kasen, the format provides enough 
room for the great diversity of a true haikai no renga. At a celebration 
of the 300th anniversary of Basho's death at the Basho Museum in 
Fukagawa, Tokyo, this October, eight groups of Japanese renku po­
ets each simultaneously completed nijuin (to anglicize the term) in 
under two hours, the sort of time readily available during an after­
noon or evening without overwhelming otherwise busy lives.
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Shorter: Twelve-Tone Renku

F o r  r e n k u  p o e t s  w h o  m a y  h a v e  o n l y  a n  h o u r  o r  s o  t o  d e v o t e  t o  p r o d u c i n g  a 

f i n i s h e d  w o r k ,  t h e  r e n k u  m a s t e r  S h u n j i n  O k a m o t o  m a d e  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s u g ­

g e s t i o n s  in  1 9 8 9 ,  r e f i n i n g  e a r l i e r  a t t e m p t s  t o  c r e a t e  a  r e n k u  in  t w e l v e  s t a n ­

z a s .  O u r  t e x t  is  b a s e d  o n  t h e  e x p l a n a t i o n  g i v e n  b y  h i s  w i d o w ,  S e i j o  O k a m o t o ,  

a t  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  R e n k u  S e s s i o n  h e l d  i n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  B a s h o  3 5 0 t h  

B i r t h d a y  C e l e b r a t i o n  a t  I g a - U e n o ,  B a s h o ' s  h o m e t o w n ,  in  O c t o b e r  1 9 9 4 .  S e i j o -  

s e n s e i  i s  t h e  l e a d e r  o f  t h e  H a i k a i  S e s s h i n ,  a n d  p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  H a i k a i  

K a n g i k u d o  R e n k u  F o u n d a t i o n .

P r a c t i c a l  G u i d e l i n e s

f o r  t h e  J u n i c h o  R e n k u  F o r m

1. A  r e n k u  m u s t  h a v e  l i t e r a r y  v a l u e  a n d  a  s e n s e  o f  s t y l i s h n e s s .  T h i s  is  

w h a t  B a s h o  c a l l e d  " t i m e l e s s  a n d  f a s h i o n a b l e "  @������ �"� �	C�

2 .  A  t w e l v e - t o n e  r e n k u  c o n s i s t s  o f  t w e l v e  s t a n z a s .  T h e r e  i s  n o  f r o n t  o r  

b a c k .  O n e  b l o s s o m  s t a n z a ,  w h i c h  m a y  b e  a n y  f l o w e r  in  a n y  s e a s o n — it 

n e e d  n o t  b e  c h e r r y  b l o s s o m s .  O n e  m o o n  s t a n z a ,  w h i c h  m a y  b e  a n y  s o r t  

o f  m o o n  i n  a n y  s e a s o n .  A b o u t  t w o  l o v e  s t a n z a s ,  i n  a n y  p o s i t i o n .  A b o u t  

h a l f  t h e  v e r s e s  w i l l  b e  s e a s o n a l  (a  p a i r  e a c h  f o r  s p r i n g  a n d  a u t u m n ,  o n e  

e a c h  s u m m e r  a n d  w i n t e r ) ,  a n d  h a l f  n o n - s e a s o n a l ,  in  a  f l e x i b l e  o r d e r .  

A b o u t  h a l f  w i t h  h u m a n  f o c u s ,  t h e  r e s t  o n  p l a c e s ,  a n i m a l s ,  p l a n t s ,  a n d  
t h e  l ik e .

3 .  P r o g r e s s i o n  a n d  d i v e r s i t y  a r e  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  r e n k u .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  a 

w i d e  v a r i e t y  o f  t h i n g s  in  n a t u r e  a n d  t h e  w o r l d  o f  h u m a n s  s h o u l d  a p ­
p e a r .

O b v i o u s l y ,  t h i s  i s  a  m u c h  l e s s  s t r u c t u r e d  f o r m ,  a n d  r e n k u  g r o u p s  in  

J a p a n  c a n  g e n e r a l l y  c o m p l e t e  a  t w e l v e - t o n e  r e n k u  in  w e l l  u n d e r  a n  h o u r .  

T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  s e a s o n s ,  b a l a n c e  b e t w e e n  n a t u r e  a n d  h u ­

m a n  c o n c e r n s ,  a n d  e x t r e m e  d i v e r s i t y  a r e  m a i n t a i n e d ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  p o s s i b l e  

in  s o  s h o r t  a  f o r m a t .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  m a x i m u m  n u m b e r  o f  c o n s e c u t i v e  s e a ­

s o n a l  s t a n z a s  i s  c o m p r e s s e d  t o  t w o ,  a n d  t h e r e  is  n o t  r o o m  t o  o b s e r v e  t h e  f u l l  

+	'� � '�" � �  G e n e r a l l y ,  t h e  h o k k u ,  w a k i k u ,  a n d  d a i s a n — t h e  f i r s t  t h r e e  v e r s e s —  

a r e  s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e  in  a  l o n g e r  f o r m a t  r e n k u ,  i n v o l v i n g  t h e  c o m p l i m e n t a r y  

a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  a n d  t h e  b r e a k - a w a y  m o v e m e n t  o f  t h e  t h i r d .  T h e  

h o k k u ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  s t i l l  r e f l e c t s  t h e  s e a s o n  o f  c o m p o s i t i o n .

S h u n j i n - s e n s e i  h a s  r e s p o n d e d  t o  t h e  g r e a t e r  r e s t r i c t i o n  o f  l e n g t h  in  t h e  

t w e l v e - t o n e  f o r m a t  b y  r e d u c i n g  t h e  u s u a l  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o n  m o o n  a n d  b l o s ­

s o m  s t a n z a s ,  a n d  e l i m i n a t i n g  t h e  u s u a l  c o n t e n t  r e s t r i c t i o n s  f o r  t h e  o p e n i n g  

s i x  s t a n z a s ,  t h u s  m a k i n g  p o s s i b l e  a  g r e a t e r  d i v e r s i t y  o f  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  in  

l e s s  s p a c e ,  a n d  c r e a t i n g  a  f o r m a t  w h i c h  m a n y  o u t s i d e  o f  J a p a n  m a y  f i n d  

m o r e  c o m f o r t a b l e  t o  w o r k  w i t h .
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REVIEWS

A HAIKU PATH: THE HAIKU SOCIETY OF AMERICA 1968-1988, ed­
ited by the Haiku Society of America Twentieth Anniversary Book Com­
mittee. Haiku Society of America, Inc., 1994, paper, $27.95,402 pages, ISBN 
0-9631467-0-X.

Six years in the making, �� � ����� ����  is part organizational history, 
part reference on the writing of haiku in English, and part tribute to those 
who founded and built the Haiku Society of America. While it admirably 
fulfills all its varied objectives, the real heart of the book— and the aspect 
that makes it much more than a mere souvenir for Society members— lies 
in the commentary and criticism that make up a significant portion of its 
402 pages.

The book charts the growth and development of the HSA, and by 
extension much of the North American haiku movement, through a vital 
twenty-year period. The first two sections each cover a decade of the 
organization's history. The first, entitled "Finding the Way," looks at 1968- 
1978. An essay by Elizabeth Searle Lamb presents an historical overview, 
focusing on the beginnings of haiku in English with the Imagist poets of 
the early 20th century, the increased understanding of the form in the West 
that came with the publications of Harold Henderson and R.H. Blyth in 
the post-World War II period, and the birth of the Haiku Society of America 
in 1968. Much of this is familiar ground to those who have read the intro­
ductory material by Cor van den Heuvel in  ��� ������ � ���	�	�"  and 
Bruce Ross' introduction to ������ * 	� ����  The pieces that follow, how­
ever, greatly expand these previously available histories, fleshing out the 
bare bones of the facts. The book uses the minutes of the original meetings 
along with correspondence between the various interested parties to 
present an in-depth account of the founding of the HSA. The minutes 
read more like verbatim transcripts, and it's fascinating to be a fly on the 
wall at these gatherings, listening in as the Society's original definitions of 
haiku and senryu are slowly and painstakingly worked out. It's also a bit 
of a shock for those of us who came along somewhat later to realize just 
how unexplored the territory of English-language haiku was little more 
than two decades ago.

Also featured in this section are discussions that explore basic issues 
surrounding haiku content and technique, including the use of punctua­
tion, the role of nature in haiku and the concept of sabi. Especially inter­
esting was a linguistic analysis of sound values in haiku in a 1978 ��	��	��  
article by Michael Segers. The section concludes with a heartfelt tribute to 
HSA founder and guiding light Harold Henderson who died in 1974.

Part II, "O n the P ath ," focuses on the North A m erican haiku 
movement's coming of age between 1978 and 1988. Lamb's overview re-
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BENDING WITH THE WIND: haiku and other poems by nick avis. New­
foundland Poetry Series. Breakwater, P. O. Box 100, St. Johns, NF A1C 6E6 
Canada. 1993, not paged, inquire price.
W EEDING THE COSM OS: SELECTED  HAIKU by John Brandi. La 
Alameda Press, 9636 Guadalupe Trail NW, Albuquerque, NM 87114.1994, 
111+xii, $10 plus shipping.

Almost at opposite ends of the continent, Nick Avis and John Brandi have 
been writing and publishing haiku and senryu for some time, usually in 
small, ephemeral editions seen only by a few. Now we have the pleasure 
of seeing larger, representative collections from both.

Nick Avis's book ���������������������  is beautifully produced. It con­
tains single haiku and senryu, haiku sequences, and "concrete" haiku. 
For me, the most successful poems in the book are the single haiku. Avis 
beautifully captures the moods evoked by nature with such poems as:

darkness peak to peak . .  .
echoing in the valley 

the woodpecker's knock

gazing at the stars . . . 
the line on my fishing pole 

pulls with the river

I do have a problem, though, with the "ing" form which so often 
skews the grammar of haiku so that, even if one logically knows who is 
doing the gazing, it sounds like the "line" is gazing at the stars. It could 
just as easily begin with "I gaze at the stars . .

The first of these two examples follows the sequence "descending 
the mountain", appearing at the bottom of the opposite page, and if not a 
part of the sequence, is certainly in harmony with it. It is one of the more 
delightful sequences in the book.

descending the mountain

After making love 
We descend the mountain 
And its silence

we return
to the valley's warmth

the smell of young leaves

quickly the fly bites 
its golden wings shimmering 

in the evening sun.
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I like also those poems that have a sense of mystery about them, evok­
ing a mood that reverberates after the reading:

downtown graveyard 
the taxi driver's meter

clicks

mother and daughter 
weave together on the loom 

mist around the house

the telephone 
rings only once

autumn rain

the young fisherman 
calling his grandfather's name

only the echo

And I enjoyed the following senryu for its playful turns on "short­
ness":

a mini-skirted hooker 
winks as she passes 
this short summer night

On the other hand, I have difficulty with some of the visual games in 
bending. Many of them don't work for me. One that does is rather modest 
by comparison to the more elaborate ones:

liptoliptulips

The tulip petals themselves are like lips that open and close, and the 
texture of the tulip and the human lip are similar. And in this form they 
are folded together like both the flower and the mouth.

Here and there in the collection there are poems that I would term 
"so whats", ones that seem to me to be obvious or somewhat contrived. I 
think the book could have done without

opening the window 
this first day of spring
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his garden 
full of leaves

my neighbor looks sad

midday heat
my cat on its back 

y a w n s at the sky

Overall the book is a fine one and leaves the reader feeling in har­
mony with the poem that ends the closing sequence "the stone madonna", 
about time spent in a Buddhist monastery:

mist begins to rise
we leave and no one 

says a word

— because Nick Avis has said his words superbly and simply.

Weeding the Cosmos by John Brandi also contains more traditional haiku 
and related verse, in this case called three-liner "tw ists" by the poet. It, 
too, is a physically beautiful book. The title poem of the collection is one 
of my favorites, playing as it does with the actual flower "cosm os" and 
the larger implication of the universe:

Weeding the cosmos 
a monk stops to answer 

his cordless phone

How wonderful that the cordless phone can be carried anywhere one 
goes (within range of other phones, of course), and how delightful that 
the seemingly eternal and natural is juxtaposed with such a human con­
nection.

As does Avis, Brandi captures the natural world in some lovely im­
ages:

Daybreak 
pollen rising 

from the unswept path

The rumps of the horses
darker

after the storm
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Daytime moon 
discovered 

under a raven's wing

When he creates mystery, Brandi often does it by linking the startling 
human moment of experience with a natural image:

A cold morning 
finally, the hat 
fits my head

Making love
he notices all those cobwebs 

that need to be cleaned

About to kill an ant 
but no,

it's carrying a corpse

In a rented room 
an inchworm crawls 

across my chest.

A haunting sense of the passage of time, of inevitable aging, runs 
through this collection. I am moved by poems such as:

Arranging lilacs 
he discovers 
an age spot

In the mirror
the old man I was afraid of

as a child

Between his father's snores 
he hears each wave 

cover the beach.

Other poems on the same theme, however, sometimes seem a bit ob­
vious:

Even my father 
says I'm 

looking old
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First phonecall 
in a week

"Is this the Bingo?"

What to write 
about the girl checking 

her make-up in a puddle?

Finally an answer 
to a three-page letter:

"Phone me"

This is a book worth having. Many of the poems have the capacity to 
startle us into really "seeing" moments of our daily lives.

Both of these collections are far-ranging, encompassing fine images 
of nature, our connection to it and to one another, and the larger mystery 
of being on the planet at all.

1�:������ �"� ����"� � �����

MJESECINA /  MOONLIGHT, by Marijan Cekolj. Includes art work, in­
troduction, biography, and afterword. Biblioteka/Series, Book 1. Croation/ 
English. The Croation Haiku Association, Smerovisce 24, 41430 Samobar, 
Croatia. 1994, 70 pp, 5 1 / 2 x 8 ,  perfect bound. ISBN 953-96157-0-4.

Here is a haiku book of a "born" poet who, like Thoreau, loves to saunter, 
to keep "a broad margin" to his life, and like Whitman to follow the "open 
road." He's also president of the Croation Haiku Association, editor of 
the magazine !����	��  and of the world-renowned anthology, ��������	�  
���� )���  At the end of * 		������  there's a biographical page opposite an 
extraordinary photograph portraying this man's depth to the full. We learn 
that he began writing poetry at 20, and that in 1988-90 he received the 
Prize of the Culture and Education Congress of Croatia. Along with his 
fellow Croatian poets, he has offered us fine and sensitive waka, as well 
as a remarkable selection of haiku.

While the translation into English is not always professional and is 
sometimes rather too literal, the lapses often enough lend to Cekolj's work 
an appealing original flavor. For example, this haiku is but the more true­
hearted for its use of the seaman's "she" for the river:
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A river flowing.
Just when she passes 
here she comes again!

In his introduction, Marinko Spanovic writes: "The charm of haiku is 
'poverty' . . . described in numerous religions, but ahead of that charm 
stands wabi, a spirit which finds the big in the small, the beautiful in the 
sim ple." he cites::

One shrivelled stalk 
glistening in the snow . .  .
The moonlight.

Luko Paljetak in his afterword says Cekolj's "immortalization of the 
momentary" is almost common, reminding me of the saying "The ordi­
nary mind is Zen." He is content to share with us a living moment, free of 
afterthought or "m essage." There is a childlike clarity and wonder in his 
awareness and expression of the everyday, while his wartime impressions 
have the detachment and timelessness of a Zen monk:

Pretending to sleep 
a little girl really 
fell asleep!

In the air bomb 
crater slowly falling 
the withered leaf . . .

A small cat
goes round in the wide turns by 
the puddles of rain!

Tanks on the 
street— the Spring 
advancing . . .

In an essay on "haiku communication," Cekolj writes that haiku "un­
covers man's inner life through the living given of things . . .  ." Who can­
not relate— in depth— to his magnificently simple

Through the opened 
door the chilliness and 
a man coming in . . .

Reviewed by H. F. Noyes
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1994 DONATIONS TO THE HAIKU SOCIETY OF AMERICA

SPECIAL SPONSOR

The Nicholas A. Virgilio Haiku Association 
(Prizes for Memorial Haiku Competition 

for high school students)

Sponsors

Sobun John Hayashi 
Mrs. Harold G. Henderson 

(Designated for Harold G. Henderson Contest)
Ryokufu Ishizaki 

Museum of Haiku Literature 
(Designated for quarterly awards in Frogponds)

Ana Rosa Nunez
(Designated for Harold G. Henderson Haiku Contest)

Tadao Okazaki 
Francine Porad 
Miriam Sinclair 
Chris Spindel

Donors

Donald Beringer 
Tom Clausen 

Helen E. Dalton 
Mrs. Erica Facey 

Donald B. Hendrich 
Elisabeth Marshall 

Margaret G. Molarsky 
James R. Nicholson 

Kohjin Sakamoto 
Sharon and Mohammad Shafii 

John W. Stevenson 
Dorothy L. Stout 

Robert J. Trayhern 
Kenneth O. Waterman 

Clifford Wood
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