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human nature, namely that corpses are
much braver than most people walking
around.

Senryu can have moments of ten-
derness and compassion, as we can see
in this verse by Hakyo:

In the policeman's arms
the lost child points
toward the sweet-shop

-tr. Bownas and Thwaite
The truth in senryu can be told in

many different tones and in many dif-
ferent ways. While haiku may be too
puritanical and poetic to look directly at
the incongruities around us, senryu is
courageous and records things just as
they occur. One need not apologize for
being human, says the senryu writer;
just be aware of your humanity.
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W~~ki~g'CiissHaiku
Senryu celebrates the humor of the ordinary.

By Alexis Rotella

Mostpeople have some familiarity
with haiku poetry, which deals

mainly with nature subjects. But, unlike
haiku, senryu (pronounced "seng-yu")
does not focus on beauty or Oneness,
but instead zeroes in on people and their'
foibles. Senryu reveals our paradoxical
and humorous side.

Senryu developed in Japan along-
side haiku as a seventeen-syllable poetic
form. But while haiku relied heavily on
the use of season words (kigo, such as
spring, morning-glory, hollyhock),
senryu did away with them. Senryu was
not restricted in subject matter or style,
as long as people were included in the
observations. Senryu was written main-
ly by lower-middle class Japanese men
and has been referred to as "the poetry
of the common people." The senryu
poet was just as skillful as the haiku
writer, but after a different manner. By
closely observing human nature, the
senryu poet reveals the whole truth.

Many intellectuals and members of
the upper classes found senryu to be
vulgar. They turned up their noses at this
art form. Consider this humorous verse
by the haiku/senryu poet and play-
wright, Chikamatsu Monzaemon
(1653-1725):

A horse breaks wind:
a handful oj people suffer
on the Jerry

Senryu focuses on day-to-day reality. It
uncovers what most people frequently
try to conceal. Human behavior, then, is
the raw material of senryu.

Senryu, in its very power to make
us laugh, can restore us to wholeness.

Zen priest,
Meditation finished,
looking for fleas

-tr. Bownas and Thwaite
(Penguin Book oj Japanese Verse)

Monzaemon reveals the zen priest
as an ordinary man. Senryu doesn't
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bother idealizing the religious life, per
se. The religion of the senryuist is the
mundane world. All human beings are
equal in the eyes of the universe, the
only difference being the roles and
beliefs we adhere to.

Sometimes a fine line divides
senryu from haiku, as in this verse by
Hakyo (1913-69):

spring storm-
a corpse courageously
leaves the hospital

-tr. Makoto Veda
Although Prof. Veda, author of
Modern Japanese Haiku, considers
"spring storm" to be haiku (because of
the kigo, "spring"), this verse might be
closer to senryu because its strength lies
in the fact that it tells us more about



Paradoxically, humanity has al-
ways hidden from itself. People have
always taken refuge behind their masks.
Senryu breaks down these distinctions
yet doesn't try to change them. "The
more we try to prevent others from
Knowing our true self," writes Blyth,
"the more we reveal, for in life as in art,
to hide is to show." Senryu looks upon
life itself as the highest form of art.
Nature is the backdrop while human
behavior gives nature her meaning and
her color.

I kill an ant
and realize my three children
have been watching

-Shuson (1905- )
tr. Makoto Ueda

o

Wheat harvesting time-
a man who looks like a robber
passes by .

-Hekigodo (1873-1937)
tr. Makoto Ueda

While senryu tells it like it is, it
doesn't suffer from a sense of superior-
ity. If anything, the tone of senryu is
often humble and child-like. The writer
doesn't divorce him- or herself from the
family of humanity while pointing to the
faults of others. The senryu poet
embraces the tragicomedy of life, expe-
riencing it as a highly tuned unit.

R.H. Blyth in his 630-page opus,
Japanese Life and Character in Senryu
(Hokuseido Press), writes that the eye of
the senryu poet is more perspicacious
than that of the haiku writer. "If senryu
writers had chosen natural phenomena
for their subjects," he says, "they would
have portrayed them far more minutely
and faithfully than the haiku writers."
Not for a second does a senryu poet let
up on a close scrutiny of the world. Yet
he or she manages to write in a good-
natured, polite manner:

Wrestlersare aboard
the Jerry; why has it become
stormy weather?

-Hekigodo
tr. Makoto Ueda
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