Higginson, Haiku Handbook, Chapter 2, p. 7

Higginson, William J. The Haiku Handbook: How to Write, Share, and Teach Haiku. New York: Kodansha International, 1985. Chapter Two: “The Four Great Masters of Japanese Haiku”

The Four Great Masters of Japanese Haiku

MATSUO BASHÔ

Haiku begins in the great age of renga, a type of poetry enjoyed by many kinds of people in seventeenth century Japan. Matsuo Bashô (1644‑1694) was a master of the renga, and made his living traveling around the country, teaching people everywhere he went the art and craft of writing renga, or linked poems. (See Chapter 13, Before Haiku, for a description of renga.)

In Bashô's day renga belonged to everyone, and particularly to the middle class, the people who lived in the hustle and bustle of one or another town of varying size. Bashô was deeply influenced by the Chinese poets of the T'ang Dynasty (seventh to ninth centuries A.D.), particularly Tu Fu, Li Po, and Po Chü‑i, who are called To Ho, Rihaku, and Hakurakuten, respectively, in Japanese and many Anglo‑Japanese texts. Among Japanese influences, Bashô particularly admired the tanka (see Chapter 13) of a Buddhist priest named Saigyo (1118‑1190) and the renga of Iio Sôgi (1421‑1502).

All of these poets wrote from an aesthetic of austerity. They often wrote about loneliness, or at least about being alone, usually with a touch of humor. For example:

Mid‑Mountain Dialogue

you ask my purpose 


roosting in jade peaks 

smiling yet without reply 


heart at self ease 

peach blossoms running water 


sundown blazes away 

having another sky & earth 


not among humans



Li Po

even visitors

have stopped thinking of

mountain village

loneliness without which

living would be unpleasant



Saigyô

Saigyô's poem is ironic; he is a monk, striving to live "without attachments" —even to old, distant friends. It is easier for him to forget the world, to be "happy", without the pleasure of having visits from friends. At the same time, his poem jokes with the Chinese tradition, particularly prominent in the poetry of Li Po and his contemporaries, of writing poems as letters to far‑away friends. Similarly, in the Chinese example Li Po seems to be making a serious statement about why he is living in the mountains. But he pokes fun at himself, first by describing himself as "roosting" like a bird, then by answering quite directly the very question he said he would not reply to.

This mixture of joking banter and seriousness pervades much of Chinese and Japanese poetry. The poems which Zen monks chose as their favorites, or composed themselves, are filled with images that strike deep into our feelings about the world. At the same time, these poems are likely to contain humorous puns, allusions to other poems or stories—sometimes serious, sometimes not‑or frankly humorous scenes.

However, the renga of Bashô's youth had descended to mere commonness. When Bashô wrote his poem

on a barren branch

a raven has perched​

autumn dusk

he was reacting against the petty superficiality of the language and feeling in the poems of his day. This poem, first published in 1680 and later revised to its present form, became the basis for Bashô's school of linked‑poem composition.

As Bashô matured in his art he lightened his touch. In 1686 he published what has become the best known poem in the Japanese language, and decreed it the model for his mature style:

furuike ya 

old pond . . .

kawazu tobikomu 
a frog leaps in

mizu no oto

water's sound

The frog has been a traditional subject of Japanese poetry since the first recorded songs; by Bashô's day there were thousands, if not millions of poems involving frogs. But virtually every frog that appeared in a poem up to that time was celebrated for its singing. Even today, Japanese learn the songs of different species of frogs from records, much as we learn the calls of "song birds". But Bashô's frog leaps, making a small sound with his action, rather than his voice.

Bashô felt himself part of a rich poetic tradition. He was also concerned that poems should be created out of a deep unity of the poet and experience. This unity shows itself in the perceptual and expressive stages of poetic inspiration, as Makoto Ueda has called them. Of the first, or perceptual state, Bashô says "Learn of the pine from the pine; learn of the bamboo from the bamboo." One of Bashô's disciples explains that to be genuine a poem must contain the spontaneous feeling that comes from the object itself. In effect, the poet's first job is to share in the essential nature of the thing written about.

Bashô's disciple goes on to say that just as a mere "look at" an object is not enough to produce the deep seeing that begins inspiration, so the writing of a mere description cannot capture the essence of an object the writer's mind has penetrated. Bashô says, "In writing do not let a hair's breadth separate your self from the subject. Speak your mind directly; go to it without wandering thoughts."

Having shared in the life of an object, the writer must share this life with others through the medium of words. But these words must connect directly to the writer's mind, that is in turn directly connected to the object. This, the expressive stage, logically comes after the perceptual stage. But, as Bashô clearly says, the two stages ideally occur as one.

In the final poem, both the language of the poem and the mind of the poet should be transparent to the reader, who, on reading the poem, should see directly into the inner life of the object as the poet did. This is the ideal of Bashô‑School haiku, an ideal almost all haiku poets since have striven to attain.

[A vocabulary of several special terms grew up to express various nuances of this central ideal. Many of the distinctions made by Bashô and his disciples have become obscure over the years, but the ideal remains the same. Such terms as sabi, wabi, hosomi, etc., and all Japanese terms which are italicized on first appearance, are defined in the Glossary at the back of this book.]

Another of Bashô's most famous poems sums it up. He had spent some hours getting to a temple on top of a steep, rocky hill. When he arrived, Bashô composed this hokku:

the stillness— 

soaking into stones

cicada's cry

We should not think of Bashô entirely as austere. In addition to many verses that seem like scenes for contemplation he wrote some that call for joy or abandon. Here is one:

well! let's go

snow‑viewing till

we tumble!

He can also see the humor in our insatiable desire for sensation:

clouds occasionally

make a fellow relax

moon‑viewing!

Bashô was not known for haiku in his own day. He was a master of a kind of renga called haikai‑no‑renga, or "humorous linked poem". What we know as haiku Bashô called hokku, or "starting verse". For the haiku originated as the starting verse of a renga.

Bashô also became known in his day for another kind of writing, called haibun, which we can roughly translate as "haiku prose". Bashôs haibun vary from short, impressionistic sketches and diary entries to a series of travel journals. The most famous of these, Oku no hosomichi (literally, Narrow Roads of the Interior), is a world classic, as important in its way as The Tale of Genji.

The word haikai is often used to apply to all of the haiku related literature: haiku or hokku, haikai‑no‑renga, and haibun. Bashô is probably the greatest master of all haikai literature, and so is considered The First Great Master of Haiku, or simply The Master. We will meet many more examples of his work throughout this book.

YOSA BUSON

Yosa Buson (1716‑1784) was a prominent leader in bringing the influence of Southern Chinese painting into Japanese art. He also wrote poems, particularly in the haikai genre, and today is considered the second of the Four Great Masters of Haiku.

By Buson's day the haikai‑no‑renga of Bashôs followers had lost some of its steam, and Buson went back to Bashô for much of his personal inspiration. More than once Buson copied out entire manuscripts of Bashô's travel journals, adding his own enchanting sketches or paintings.

Buson's most characteristic verses have a sensual and objective quality that we readily accept from a painter. Here are two examples:

evening breeze 

water laps the legs

of the blue heron

willow leaves fallen

clear waters dried up stones

one place and another

The second poem has all the characteristics of the sort of Chinese landscape painting Buson most admired. The thin branches of the leafless willows hang delicately down over the rocks now free of the brook's waters in the dryness of autumn. However, we should not be too hasty in accepting this as merely a picture. This poem illustrates the layers of allusion that can build up in what seems to be one simple little haiku.

In the preface to the poem Buson tells us that he was "practicing austerities" in the area called Shimotsuke in mid‑autumn, and that the poem is a report of "the scenery right in front of my eyes, in the shade of an old tree said perhaps to be 'the pilgrimage willow'." Evidently, he refers to the Narrow Roads of the Interior, where Bashô writes the following passage in the same region:

Now, the clear‑water‑flowing willow is still there at the village of Ashino on a path of the fields. The deputy of the area, a certain Kobu, offered now and again to show us this willow; wondered just where, today attending on the very shade of this willow.

planting a patch

of field and leaving​

ah, willow!

And Bashô, in his turn, assumes that we will know the "clear-water-flowing willow" as that tree of which Saigyô wrote this tanka:

at the roadside

clear water flowing

willow shade

thinking to rest a while

have come to a halt

This poem of Saigyô's is very well known, for it is the source of inspiration for the nô play Yugyô Yanagi, The Priest and the Willow. In the play a wandering priest is guided by "the Spirit of the Withered Willow". The spirit tells of a pilgrim who was looking for the source of the dear water at a temple, and found there a "golden light shining. A decayed willow tree suddenly revealed itself as Kannon of the purple willow.... it's become a holy place for walking pilgrimage." (Kannon is the Buddhist goddess of mercy.)

I have deliberately written the discussion of allusions in Buson's haiku

willow leaves fallen 
clear waters dried up stones 
one place and another

in the present tense because to a reasonably literate Japanese these layers all exist simultaneously. Saigyô lived from 1118 to 1190; The Priest and the Willow was written by Nobumitsu, who lived from 1435 to 1516; Bashô's Narrow Roads of the Interior was first drafted in 1689. Buson, writing in the mid and late eighteenth century, certainly knew all this literature, and no doubt other stories and nô plays that relate to it as well.

Further, he felt that the haiku of Bashô had died out‑one might say "withered" or "dried up"—by the time he came along, and Buson wrote several haiku alluding to the loss of Bashô's teachings. This is one of them. Literary allusions may turn up often in haiku, but in the hands of Buson they never appear without the clarity and power of a strong sensory image.

Even when his painterly love of the visual seems to give way to depicting human drama, small and large, Buson never gives up on his senses, as in these two examples:

no bridge and

the sun ready to set

waters of spring

a thief

vanishes over the rooftops

night chill!

In the first we feel the dread of someone—the author?—stopped at the edge of what is normally a little trickling stream, turned into a rushing torrent by the spring rains. Like the end of the first chapter in a mystery, the sky is about to go dark as we confront the problem. In the second we have a picture worthy of Goya. Shadows surround the puzzled expressions of the people, awakened by the sound of a thief. They just now begin to feel the chill night air as they stand around asking one another questions in their night dress.

Like Bashô, Buson was a very versatile writer. In addition to his painting‑his major activity and source of income‑he wrote not only haiku and occasional renga, but also verse in Chinese. Writing verse in Chinese had been fashionable centuries earlier, then waned in popularity until Buson's day. Buson wrote very engagingly in the classical Chinese five‑word verse form. He also experimented in a sort of irregular Japanese verse that modem scholars have credited with being the first real use of free verse in Japanese, long before the influx of Western influence in the mid‑nineteenth century.

In two outstanding works Buson very successfully mixed formal Chinese verse with informal Japanese free verse. The best known of these, Shunpû Batei Kyoku, literally "Spring Breeze Horse Levee Tune" (usually translated as something like "On the Banks of the Kema in the Spring Breeze"), also incorporates haiku by Buson and others. It has been translated into English several times.

Another example, one that demonstrates how well Buson worked the different pacings of formal Chinese verse and his own Japanese free verse together, is called Denga Ka, "A Lyric of Sluggish River". In the "Lyric" Buson takes on the persona of a woman in a very romantic setting, writing to her lover. She refers to the pleasure boat they share, and her inability to cut loose and go live with him in the city. The sensuality of the subject and the images is a strong foil for her fears.

A Lyric of Sluggish River

Spring waters      float plum blossoms 

south flowing       Vine meets Sluggish 

brocade hawser      do not loosen it

rapid stream      the boat like lightning

Vine Water       meets Sluggish Water 

flowing together       like one body 

in the boat       wishing to sleep with you 

and be forever       people of Naniwa

You are like a plum tree on the water 


the blossoms on the water floating 


      leaving       swift 

I am like a willow on the riverbank 


the shadow in the water sinking


      following      impossible

Today these wonderful verses by Buson are not very well known to the Japanese. Buson is remembered mainly for his haiku and his paintings. But it is important to remember that Buson tried his hand at just about every kind of writing done in his day, and went well beyond others in his development of form. To all his work he brought a painter's love of shape, color, and movement. He also had a humorous eye for the human condition, and a great love of the literature and art of the past. In Chapter 14, Haiku Prose, we will find more of Buson's haiku in a setting that further illustrates the range of his artistry, humanity, and knowledge of earlier literature.

KOBAYASHI ISSA

The third Great Master of Haiku, Kobayashi Issa (1762‑1826), was a country bumpkin compared to ascetic, priestly Bashô and worldly, sophisticated Buson. The majority of Japanese who like traditional haiku probably know and like Issa better than any other poet. Since he grew up in the country with a cruel step​mother and was banished from his home to city poverty in his mid‑teens, Issa had a rather pessimistic view of human nature

He came to prefer the company of small, seemingly insignificant creatures, and wrote many haiku on such topics as grasshoppers, flies and bugs, sparrows, and other less‑than‑glamorous beings.

One of Issa's best known verses shows his empathy with those who are often not appreciated:

oh, don't swat!

fly rubs hands

rubs feet

The fly prays twice as much as most humans.

However, Issa. was a much more complex person than the standard fare of English language haiku books would lead us to believe. And his relative calm in accepting his difficult life is often obscured by excessively melodramatic and wordy translations of his poems. Professor Emiko Sakurai, of the University of Hawaii, has helped me select and translate the rest of the examples of Issa's haiku in this chapter. We have selected them with an eye toward correcting the imbalance in the popular view of Issa, and have translated them in ways that parallel the originals' lean, unself‑pitying language as nearly as possible.

Issa, though a child of the rural village, began his career as a poet in the city. Here are a few of Issa's views of life in the poorer quarters of Edo (modem Tokyo):

autumn night ...

a traveling man's

needlework

In the lamplight we see a figure bent over, a needle every now and then gleaming. We realize it is a man, alone, womanless. He has no mother, wife, or girl friend to dam his socks, sew up the split seam of a worn robe. Remember, we are dealing with a time almost two hundred years ago, and a culture where men did not do these things. A womanless man was undoubtedly poor. Certainly Issa was poor.

drizzling ...

tapping a large rice bowl

deaf‑mute beggar

But some were worse off than he.

withering wind— 

in the falling dusk

a street minstrel

The bitter wind drives off those who might otherwise stand and listen to the minstrel, as he laughs and sings, bringing joy to himself and the crowd. Kogarashi means literally "tree‑witherer" here not only a tree has been withered.

Like Bashô, Issa feels how one time penetrates another in the mixture of memory and present moment:

heat shimmer ...

lingering in the eye

a laughing face

The rippling view through the rising heat brings to mind someone's rippling laughter, some other time. For Issa the laughing face is that of one of his children who died in infancy.

While we do not think of Issa as a sensualist, like Buson he can be very Romantic:

the woman

leads into the mist​

low tide beach

This is not a bathing beauty, but a fully clothed woman who, barefoot, leads the way to see what treasures the tide has left. The appearance of shells, both empty and full of life, on the beach after the tide goes out has its opposite in the woman, who disappears into the mist. The sea reveals at least a small part of itself as the mist envelops one of those who come to see that revelation.

Issa had to fight for everything throughout his life: Mother love was denied him by his stepmother, who later tried to take away the property that was his birthright. He worked many years in the desolation of city poverty to make a name for himself as a poet. All of his children born during his lifetime died in infancy; the young wives who bore those children died before he did. (One child did survive to inherit his property; she was born to Issa's last wife after he died.) Through it all Issa seemed to draw strength from those small creatures whose lives are so fleeting, who seem so overwhelmed by the elements that we feel they need our encouragement:

cool breeze ...

with all his might

the katydid

It is easy to sentimentalize, and thereby trivialize, the life and poetry of Issa. Japanese, as well as Western translators, have often been guilty of doing so. But Issa's verses are usually clear of such sentimentality, the few popularly remembered exceptions notwithstanding. We must not mistake the sympathy, the empathy Issa feels for those who seem to be "underdogs" as pity. People who have not experienced such hardship feel pity for those who have. Issa himself lived through many hardships; when he encourages even grasshoppers and frogs in the face of their adversities, he encourages himself.

Issa is also capable of lovely serenity and aesthetic sensibility, and of seeing the humor that constantly plays about human concerns:

coolness ...

the half‑moon shifts


puddles

morning‑dewed

morning glories he sells,

rough fellow

We should remember Issa as a complex person, capable of mixing humor and pathos, and sensitive to the beauty and mystery of life and our perceptions of it. A reading of his masterful autobiographical haibun, Ora ga haru, literally My Spring, gives a good idea of his range, and of his appreciation for poems by many poets in both the haiku and tanka modes. (See Resources at the end of this handbook.)

MASAOKA SHIKI

By the time the last of the Four Great Masters of Haiku, Masaoka Shiki (1867‑1902), rose to dominate the world of traditional Japanese poetry, the renga had all but died out as a serious art form. Bashô was the last truly great master of renga, and though haiku was still thought of as hokku, the starting verse of a renga, none of the masters who followed Bashô devoted as much of their efforts to perfecting the renga as Bashô had. Buson struggled to establish a new style of painting during his lifetime. Hokku and renga were a diversion for him, although a very important one. Poetry parties over which he presided tended to become contests in composing hokku, rather than collaborative efforts at making a renga. And by the time of Issa poets made their reputations almost entirely on the basis of their individual poems rather than their ability to orchestrate a renga.

just as Bashô became the pivot between the renga and the more independent hokku later developed by two centuries of disciples and new masters, so Shiki is at the same time the last of the Great Masters of Haiku and the first poet of modem haiku. He was the first to use the word "haiku", a term originally meaning a verse of haikai‑no‑renga (and previously seldom used), for the independent hokku. Some scholars and critics feel that Shiki destroyed the hokku/haiku by decreeing the end of renga. Actually, the independence of the hokku had been well established by Shiki's time, and it remained for a major critic to acknowledge the fact. Shiki was that critic, and his adoption of the word "haiku" for the short verses previously called "hokku" simply completed a process that had begun a century or more earlier.
However, Shiki was not concerned with only the haiku. He was also an innovator in the tanka, the other main type of traditional poem in Japanese. Before his death at the age of thirty‑five he had established new schools of writing in both genres, an unusual feat. Japanese poets tend to concentrate on one or another of the main poetic genres, though they may occasionally dabble in another mode.

Shiki was seriously ill with spinal tuberculosis almost all of his adult life. While his strongly Worded essays ranged forth across most of the Japanese literature of past and present, much of his poetry concerns the minutiae of sick‑room life. The following tanka gives an impression of his clean, direct style, most unusual for his own day:

stuck in a vase

clusters of wisteria

blossoms hanging,

in the sick‑bed

spring begins to darken

There is a harmony between the purple of the wisteria flowers hanging down from the vase and the darkening spring. By using "spring begins to darken" Shiki brings an autumnal feeling into his tanka. This effect deepens as a Japanese reader notes that tarete, which means "drooping" or "hanging", also means "leaving behind", as in "He died, leaving behind just a bed and a table."

Perhaps only as we read the last line of Shiki's tanka do we begin to realize that this is a poem, a crafted piece of literature, and not just a picture in words. The haiku, even more than the tanka, often comes close to being merely a word‑picture. Many failed haiku are just that. But if we are sensitive to the symbolic value which things and events have for us, then even simple word‑pictures can mean a great deal to us, both as writers and as readers.

We share by means of words. But words that are too concerned with how I respond prevent you from responding freely to the object or event that caused my response. For this reason, Shiki demanded that the language of haiku be objective. He fought against the decadent haiku poets of his time who patterned their haiku after some of the more subjective verses of Bashô. Shiki believed that Buson was more objective than, and as great a poet as, Bashô, and he shocked the haiku world by saying so.

Shiki also insisted that verses on the actual objects and events of our lives are better than those made up in the imagination, though he did not prohibit the latter. The following poems point up this contrast between the subjectivity of Bashô and the objectivity of Shiki.

Bashô, in a famous passage of Narrow Roads of the Interior, lingers over the field where a long‑past, historic battle was fought. He writes this haiku, one of his best known:

summer grass ...

those mighty warriors'

dream‑tracks

Shiki, during a brief time in China as a war correspondent, also writes a battlefield haiku:

the pear blossoming ... 
after the battle this

ruined house

In both poems there is a pun on the word ato, which may be written any of three ways: as a character meaning "track"; as a character meaning "after"; or in phonetic script which leaves the choice up to the reader according to the context. Bashô chooses "track" and Shiki writes the word in ambiguous phonetics. Though Shiki's ato is part of a phrase where it will be taken to mean "after" rather than "track", there are enough echoes of Bashô to suggest that his choice of ambiguity is not accidental. The entire middle line of Shiki's haiku is written in phonetic script. This would not be unusual, except that Shiki tends to write most of the words in his haiku in the less ambiguous characters, and since he was a war correspondent it is highly unlikely that he did not know the character for ikusa, "battle". More likely, he intends the reader to recall Bashô's poem, which begins with the kusa, "grass", of natsugusa, and ends with ato.

Thus Shiki writes a poem that gives us a vision of human nature and the rest of nature intertwined in contemporary battle ruins and pear blossoms, and at the same time he pokes a kind of fun at the naive veneration of ancient warriors expressed in Bashô's haiku. He contrasts the broad landscape of a battlefield, suggested in Bashô's poem, with the remains of a house, probably the home of some family now refugees, or worse. The bravery of legendary heroes, with the commonness of everyday living, both destroyed by war. By including a ruined house, rather than a ruined castle or fort, and writing at the scene of a recent battle, rather than of some long‑ago event, Shiki has modernized the haiku, brought it into the present tense, and made the cruelty of war, rather than its grandeur, a fit subject for haiku.

There is a haiku by Itô Shôu, a well known haiku master of Shiki's day, which has the preface "Sekigahara Remembrance":

under this,

heroes' bones ...

left‑over snow

This modern image, coupling the scraps of melting snow with the whiteness (in the mind) of the bones beneath it, is indeed striking. However, this poem is clearly closer to the poem of Bashô in feeling. Compare this patriotism that stands on the location of an old battle (fought in 1600) and alludes to Bashô's model poem for such an occasion, and the mixed feelings of one who stands in the smoking ruins of a battle just over, wondering why poets eulogize such insanity. Both are excellent poems, but they expose quite different sorts of consciousness.

Yet Shiki is not so different from Bashô, Buson, Issa, or the rest of us. Consider this poem of his in comparison with the woman Issa saw leading the way into the mist at the low‑tide beach:

rowing through

out of the mist

the wide sea

Shiki, who stayed pretty well within the confines of traditional formal restrictions, was willing to stray to catch the lumbering awkwardness of a horse:

summer river ...

there's a bridge, but the horse

goes through water

This haiku is practically a story, while the next is a mystery, one which we contemplate with mild curiosity:

autumn clear​

the smoke of something

goes into the sky

In the next chapter we will look at some of the major figure who came into prominence after 1900, with just a few poems by each so we can get a feel for their styles and concerns—and how they continue the basic tradition of sharing that is the real core haiku. 

—William J. Higginson

