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Haiku began as a social opening. For centuries, Japanese poets built linked verse in sequence, a chain of stanzas. The first stanza had a job: to set the place, the tone, the season for everything that followed. That opening verse was called the hokku. By the seventeenth century it had begun to stand apart, a doorway that became a room.




Matsuo Bashō made it a room you could live in: a poem that could hold a complete moment without the chain. The name ‘haiku’ came later, in the nineteenth century, from Masaoka Shiki. He renamed the standalone hokku, and we’ve applied that newer word backwards. This matters. The form was sharpened, then labelled.




The Western rule (three lines, five-seven-five syllables) is a misreading. In Japanese, it’s 17 on. Sound units, roughly morae, in a 5–7–5 rhythm. These units don’t match English syllables. An English syllable often carries more weight. A strict 17-syllable English poem can feel leaden. The three-line layout is an English printing habit, a visual aid for readers who expect line breaks to mean something. In Japanese, haiku are often written in a single line. The three parts are felt, not seen.




The count is just discipline. The work is done by two older disciplines: the season word and the cut.




Kigo is the season word. It’s a shared calendar: weather, labour, festival, hunger, migration, light. A blossom is spring arriving with its social meaning attached. A cicada is the noise of heat, a specific fatigue, a certain evening. Kigo anchors the poem in time. The charge comes from the anchor.




Then the cut: kire. In Japanese, a cutting word (kireji) often marks it, a verbal punctuation that creates a turn, a hinge. English has no exact equivalent. So we use a line break, a dash, a space. The cut is where the poem stops describing and starts relating. One part leans against another. The meaning happens in the space between them.




Take one translation of Bashō’s old pond:





An old pond—
a frog jumps in,
the sound of water.






Stillness, then action. Silence, then sound. The poem doesn’t explain the relation. It places the two parts side by side and lets the alignment occur.




A contemporary example, from George Swede:





bitter cold—
my neighbor’s child
practising scales






Seasonal placement: bitter cold. The cut lands straight after. What follows is juxtaposition, not metaphor. The cold, the child, the repetitive sound. It trusts you to notice the texture.




When it travelled West, it was translation, literary currents, an early twentieth-century appetite for the stripped-down image. Paul-Louis Couchoud travelled in Japan and brought back notes. A small 1905 pamphlet is one often-cited point of entry in French. From there it became a tool. Modernists saw in it a way to reduce language to bone without losing resonance.




In Japan, the practice keeps splitting. Some hold to the old norms: season, cut, the 5–7–5 rhythm. Others write gendai: modern haiku. Urban isolation, industrial landscapes, psychological states. The form has widened.




English-language haiku has its own built-in argument. Our syllables aren’t their on. Many editors and poets prefer fewer than seventeen syllables. Aiming for one breath, for clean juxtaposition. And yet good poems still use 5–7–5 when the count is a choice, not a rule. Breath and juxtaposition come first. The count is a corollary, not the main event.




Its cousin is senryū. Similar structure, but focused on human behaviour, irony, social observation. Less season, more people. The distinction clarifies the pressure: seasonal time versus social time, the world outside the window versus the world inside the room.




Bashō suggested a haiku revealing seventy percent of its subject is good. One revealing fifty percent is better. We don’t tire of returning to it. That’s the craft truth. The poem must leave room for the reader’s mind to move. A haiku that fills in everything closes itself. A haiku that leaves space stays alive.




The form has changed across centuries and languages. It will keep changing because it fits in the pocket of any language where a person can notice something and feel the edge of a thought. What remains is the mechanism: a small frame, a cut, a moment placed in time, a discipline of omission. Its durability lies in restraint. It offers the moment and steps back.
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