FIVE JAPANESE POEMS
SHIKI

(1867-1902)

What a wonderful day 

day!  No one in the village 

is doing anything.


 -translated by Harry Behn

ISSA

(1763-1829)

Wild goose, wild goose,

At what age

Did you make your first journey?


-translated by Kenneth Rexroth

RYOTA

(1718-1787)

No one spoke,

The host, the guest

The white chrysanthemums.


-translated by Kenneth Rexroth

BASHO

(1644-164)

The old pond;

A frog jumps in-

the sound of the water.


-translated by R H. Blyth

With what voice,

And what song would you sing, spider,

In this autumn breeze?


-translatedby R H. Blyth

From Rose Where did you get that red? by Kenneth Koch

Writing very short poems is like making a drawing with only three or four lines.  If you choose the right lines or words, you can get some very pleasant and strange effects.  These five haiku show various ways of writing very short poems.

"What a wonderful day . . ." Begin with a general statement, then give a surprising reason for it.  "How happy I am I couldn't go to sleep last night'; "New York is beautiful Fireplugs gleaming in the sunlight"

"Wild goose...." Ask a bird or animal a question which could seem silly but which you really might want to ask anyway "Brown squirrel, brown squirrel, are you happier running up or running down the street' "Goldfish, as you grow older, do you feel you know more than you did before

--No one spoke.  Make a list with one surprising thing in it (in this list the surprising thing is the chrysanthemums since no one would expect them to speak anyway) and make it secretly some kind of comparison between people and some. thing in nature. "I have three friends- Jane, Sarah, and a maple tree."

"The old pond ... " Describe something one way, then have something happen, and describe the same thing another way -"The large brick school building.  Three o'clock comes.  The sound of screaming and of bells."

"With what voice. . . ." Begin with a regular question you might ask a person, but ask it of something surprising, such as an insect-"If you had all the money in the world, what would you buy with it, mosquito?"

I suggest ignoring syllable count when teaching children haiku.  Like rhyme, it restricts them in a bad way.  The inspiring thing here is shortness and quickness, making a whole poem out of only a few words, which these haiku show various ways to do.  Children may wish to write their poems as one line or to divide them into two or three lines.  They might enjoy writing a number of haiku in one class.
