REPORT OF THE H5A EENEU CONTEST COMMITTEE
INTRODUCTION

Why “renku”? Renku (linked verse) is the type of mnga which came inko
prominence among Japanese poets associated with Matsuo Bash (1644-
94}, and continues loday o be the primary style of renga composition in
Japan. The majosity of renga 50 far composed in English are more or less
loosely based on renku, while the term "renga” (linked poem) in Japanese
notmally refers to a mvuch broader range of styles and forms. “Renga™ first
appears as the name for anka (short poems of 31 sounds, aranged 5-7-5-
7-7) composed by two people. Later, “renga” refers to linked poems of 50
of 100—some even M0} —short stanzas (alternating 5-7-5 and 7-7 sounds)
l,'.l:l.rl'lPl;-.-d brmhﬂdrtpwuﬂlpaﬂ}-ﬂrhtl:ﬂrnuluﬂinﬁ arsd feav-
ily based on a detailed knowledge of the impartant works of much earlier
Japanese literature,

Bashd and others of his time brought the composition of renga to the
common people, redsced the usual number of stanzas to 36, and shifted
the focus to real or imaginable experience. Thus, following Basho, com-
position involves mainly the ability of the participants o relate creatively
tor the work of others, instead of depending heavily on a knowledge of an-
cient leratures. Allusion cam still be used, but it is not the main point of the
gamie, This fresh style of renga, dominant for the last 300 years or so, is now
usually called “renku”

Since writing renkyd in English is quite recent, we offer the following
puidelines for renky composition and provide a bibliography of English-
language resources, as well as suggesting some administrative procedures
and providing rubes for the first annual Haiku Society of America Renku
Contest,

It should be understood that the following discussion reflects what we
feel to be the best practice current in English, based on the [apanese tradi-
tion, Some variation fnom that tradithon i essential bo avaid a stilbed exobi-
cism. Where we recommend such a variation, we have explained owr
reas0ons,

We hope and anticspate that contest entries will vary considerably, but

that these aspects be among the feahures which the judges will con-
sider in thelr evaluation.

ASPECTS OF REMEL

Form: Rhythen amd Strucfure

The best English lpptmimlthﬂ of the verss -rh}rlhrn nf Japanese renku
seems o be a poem written in thirty-six stanzas, beginning with a three-
lime stanza, followed by a two-line stanea, and alternating three - and two-
line stanzas thereafier. This parallels the Eenl:le ]l;lq'lgq-'rl'sl'u;rlerl'lunger
rhythmms basic to rerka in apanese, which is controlled by well-understood



metrics similar bo the 3-line/2-linef3-line format in English.

We do not advocate a rigid sdherence o any particular stanzaic form, but
suggest that staying close to a norm of twelve to fifleen syllables in three-
line stanzas and nine to ten syllables in two-line stanzas will help maintain
the sense of stancaic rhythm typical of renku. A finer point would be striv-
ing 1o keep the middle lines of three-line stanzas and bath lines of two-line
stanzas close to the same length throughout, with the first and third lines
of three-line stanzas shorter. This last has often been ignored by those at-
tempting renku in English recently, and might bring a refreshing sense of
metrical fiorm bo new work,

Basho and his followers established thirty-six stancas, or the kasen form,
as the common length for a complete renku, However, other lengths do
exist, most notably the hankesen (half-kasen) of eighteen stanzas, and the
fifty stanza form. It is tempting to experiment with varying the length of
renku, but changing the length intraduces problems in the overall structure
and in the placement of special stanzas. Since the thirty-six stanza pattern
ta most widely used and well documented with published examples, we
suggest that those attempting renku stay with it until they have a good un-
derstanding of the structure of renku in the kasen foom.

The traditional renku has a three- part overall structure consisting of a
“preface” (o), “development” (ha), and “fast close” (kyH). These three
parts usually consist of &, 24, and & stanzas respectively.

The first six stanzas (normally the preface) occupy page 1. Here poets
avobd unuisual images or negative language —no death, violence, dlness, re-
lighon, love, personal, or gaudy material —observing a decorum not unlike
the way the opening minutes of a party are dominated by introductions and
polite conversation.

The next twenty -four stanzas (usually the development section) appear
twelve each on pages 2 and 3. Here the poets become more playful, cover
a wider range of experience, and admit unusual and entertaining subject
matter.

The last page contains the final six stanzas (the fast close), and depends
omn clear images and direct linking to give the impression of speed, much
the way a party ends with brief, more formal speech, before people move
quickly for the doos,

Linking and Composthion

Renku participants link one stanza to another in a variety of ways. (See
the billiography, below.) The main principle to keep in mind is that in any

wence of three stanzas, there will be oo direct connection bebween the

first and thied, thowgh each will be connected to the middle. In other words,
any two consecutive stanzas form a connected poetical unit, but three ina

row do nob. Benku is not narrative verse.

One of the most important aspects of renku is spontaneity and improvi-
gatbom in composition. While most English-language reniku so far have been
written in comespondence, most Japanese renku poets compose together



face-to-face, is a very different experience from doing one through the
mails, and produces more spontanesus, less self-conscious work. The live-
liness of an informal Japanese renku party, or the serious, performing as-
pect of a formal Japanese renku session, have rarely been experienced by
poets writing in English.

English-language renku poets kend to be distant from one another, A rale
requiring all renk, or all renku contest entries, to be written in face-lo-face
renku seasions might quickly kill most of the renku activity that does exist
here. In any case, such a rule could not be enforced. But the joy of writing
renku logether, in close contact, and with the encouragement of felbow
poets waiting for your work, should not be missed by any who are serhous
about the genre.

The Seasons, Variety and Balance

A major point of renku writing is to mowve forward, from stanza to stanza,
through a great variety of time, weather, environment, activity, fauna, and
flora. Time includes seasons and Hme of day, undersiood as cyclical
Weather imvolves everything from utter calm to violent storm, from temper-
ature variations to precipitation. Environment includes the heavens, seas,
and landscapes, from the wildest to the most urban. Activity embraces all
the things that humans do, from work and religious obligations to holidays
and leisure pursuits. Animals and plants appear, not only as objects, but
a5 active elements that can be the main focus of stanzas,

Many renku stanzas relate to the seasons by including season words—
names of phenomena and objects traditionally associated with specific sea-
sons. To promote variety and keep things moving forward, there are limits
a3 bo the number off stanzas in a row which may or must reflect the same
seasan before moving on to another. If a series of stanzas refer to spring or
awtumn, i must be sk least three stanzas long but not more than five.
Stanzas of summer or winter may appear singly, or up to thres in & row.

Mon-seasonal, or “miscellaneous” (20) stanzas may appear between
groups of seasonal stanzas, but a renku may move directly from one sea-
som to another, and even skip seasons, a3 long as all four seasons ane in-
cluded in the ome renku.

Within a specific seasonal run good renku practice avoids “backing up”.
For example, “spring snow” is typical of early spring, and should not fol-
low the “horsefly” of labe spring in the same run or spring verses,

In & renku it is important not bo repeat related images, siluations, or
phrases. For example: the word or words for “doll” should not eccur more
than once in a renku, nor should images reflecting office lifie, or vacation
timee, and soon,

Stanzas focused on human activities and concerns should be balanced
throughout with stancas concentrating on landscapes, animal and plant
life, and other subject matter. Too many stanzas in a row concerned with
peopla, for mample, will become a narmative, something to be avoided be-
yord bwo stanzas in renky. However, humans and their activities are a



dominant feature of our lives, and should not be exdoded from b many
wverses in sequence, Hiroaki Sato gives good advice on variety in human
and other subject matter in renku (see That First Time in the bibliography,
below)

Specini Shamzos

Certain stanzas of a renda have speial funcions. Some of these are struc-
tural, others refer to subject matter.

The first, or “starting verse” of a renbo (hokki) must relate to the time of
year and place of compaosition. Usually it names an animal, plant, or abject
commonly associated with the season of composition (or in which compo-
sition begins), and often alludes to the location by naming something bypi-
cal of that place. In keeping with the decorum of renku, the starting verse
iz normially written by the senior guest present, and indirectly compliments
the host of the renku gathering. If not obviously complimentary, the first
gtanea af beast will have a pleasant, slightly elevated fone,

Mote that the starting verse of a renku is what evolved into the “haiku”™
as we know it, with its emphasis on the here and now. The remaining
stanzas of a renku usually do not have the fullness typical of a haiku, but
shauld connect well with their preceding stanzas and provide opportunity
for movement in a new direction for those following, The inner stanzas of
a renku are not haiku.

The second stanza, called the “side verse™ {wakiby), usually is written by
the host, and politely responds to the guest's compliment. As with the
starting verse, this returned compliment is indirect, but the tone remains
pleasant and elevated.

The third stanza {daisan) moves away from the sulsject matter of the first
two, and provides an opening for the following poet to move even further
away, thus starting the rich variety that typifies renkou.

The “final stanza" {ageku) ends the renku on an upbest, with a positive
image, almost ahways connected with spring.

Stanzas not in one of these four fieed positions are called “regular” or “or-
dinary verses” (Fimku).

In traditional fapanese renku, two topics out-weigh all others in popular-
ity- the {autumn) moon, and the blossoms (of spring). To avoid over-use
of these topics, they may appear only in specific positions within a renku.

A “moon verse™ [ksuki no ki) normally oocurs s the fifth stanza of page
I, the seventh of page 2, and the eleventh of page 3. The position on page
1 usually does not vary, unless the renku starts in autumn, in which case
the moon verse may appear earlier. Those on pages 2 and 3 can move a3
much 2% three or four verses away from their normal positions, as long as
they stay on their respective pages.

While the word “moon’™ {tsuks), by itsell, refers to the full moon of au-
tumn, any mention of the moon makes its Stanza a Moon verse. For exam-
ple, “hazy moon” (abomeuki) indicates spring, and may be used in a moon
verse, So while most moon verses will be set in autumn, they need not be.



Similarly, ihe Japanese word for “blossom™ or “Aoswer” (hana), by itself, is
always taken as meaning the blossoms of the cherry tree. This, of course,
implies spring in every instance.

A renku will have only two “blossom verses™ (kana noku ), and their po-
sitions are relatively fixed as the eleventh stanza on page 2 and the fifth
stanza on page 4, the next-lo-last in each case.

We feed that mentioning cherry blossoms twice in every renku composed
outside of Japan would become tiresome and precious. Therefore, we pro-
pose that the traditicnal blossom verses in English refer to one of a variety
of spring-blossoming trees, including fruit trees and ornamaentals, As in
Japanese renku, this gives spring a special edge.

Since these blossom stanzas specifically indicate spring and moon verses
usually mean autumn, spring and autumn dominate a renba, no matter
when it s written. Seasonally neutral (20) stanzas normally take up from
one-third to nearly one-half of a renku, so summer and winter show up
only occasionally. But note that all four seasons should appear in a com-
plete renku.

Also, other flowers —such as wild and garden varieties —may appear
elsewhere in their normal seasonal contexts, as they do in Japanese renku.
There is no conflict in having a blossoming tnee in the approximate posithon,
with a dandelion in another spring verse (not a designated “blossom
stanza"}, Such Mlowers as zinnias and cosmos are typical of summer, while
chrysanthemums imply autumn.

Finally, the topic of “love” —typically understood as longing for ome's ab-
sent lover—occupies a special place in renku. Usually a rendou will have a
pair of love verses each on pages 2 and 3; love verses rarely appear singly:
Comclusion

We propose these guidelines as a starting place for thase who wish to
enter the Haiku Society of America Benku Contest, and offer them fo those
who wish to pursue writing renku for their own pleasure. We do not intend
them io be overly restrictive, though they may seem that way ko those who
have casually attempted writing renku with a few of their haiku friends. [n
fact, this is only a sketch of the technicalities of Japanese renku, adapting
the major aspects to our English- language, miostly Morth American situ-
ation. It is a game, with rules. We do not insist that all who play abide by
these particular rules, but hope we have adequately described the main fea-
tures so that those who wish to do so can play something resembling
renku. We hope thal every group of poets writing renku with these guide-
limes in mdnd will dizcuss them and make adjustments bo suit their own in-
terests and objectives.

The following biblingraphy is annotated to help readers find more infor-
mation on renga and renku generaily, and on specific aspects of renku, a5
well as examples,
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EestgalRenku History and Descriphion

Higginson, William )., with Peniny Harter. The Haiku Hamdbook: Fow fo Wrile,
Share, and Trach M. Mew York: MoGraw-Hill, 1985; Tokyo: Kodansha
Intérnational, 1985, Chapter “Before Hailw™ has description of renku
and example. Largest season-word list in English,

Kondo, Tadashi. Presentation st the February 1576 meeting of the HSA;
transcript of talk and discussion in Misutes and Proceadings of the Haiky
Society of Americe, 19 February 1976 and 18 March 106 Discusses the or-
ganization and linking in four varied examples of BashB-school renku.
Copies available for a business-sized s.a 5.2 with 45¢ postage, from From
Here Press, Box 219, Fanwood. N] 07023 USA. Request “HSA Renku
Talk"

Matsuo Bashn, Movikey's Ramooat: Linked Poetry of the Basho School with Haik
Selections. Lenore Mayhew, ranslator. Rutland, VT, and Tokyo: Tuttle,
1988, Very readable translations, with notes and transliteration, of four
kasen, plus several haiku from the same collection.

Miner, Earl, and Hiroko Odagiri, translators. The Monkey's Strmnr Saurooat
ard Ohther Poetry of the Bashn School. Princeton, N): Princeton Univ. Press,
1981, Based on the same text as the previous item. The renku are pre-
senbed as a succession of pairs of linked stanzas, making it impossible
10 get a sense of the movement over a series of verses. Highly technical
discussion and transliteration.

Sato, Hiroaki. Ore Hundred Frogs: From Renga ta Haiku o English. New ‘ork:
Veeatherhill, 1983 A deas, concise, and enjoyable introduction o the es-
sentials of renga composition. Includes over 3 hundred translations and
adaptations in English of Basht's famous frog poem, and Sato's
thoughts on translating renga and haike. Includes an anthology of
haiku, linked stanzas, and renga composed in English by several poets.

Sato, Hiroaki, and Burton Watson, editors and translators. From the Coun-
try of Eight Islends: An Anthology of lepanese Foetry. Garden Cily: An-
char ! Doubleday, 1981, (Several other editions since; latest by Columbia
Univ. Press.) Includes several renga and renku, many not otherwise
available in English. Sato's translations, in one line per stanza, ane very
readable,

Ueda, Makoto. Matsuoe Bash, New York: Twayne, 1970; Tokyo: Kodansha
International, 1982, Extensive chapter on Basho's renku, with transla-
tions and detailed analyses of two renku. Excellent comments on
linking,

Examples of Remgat/Renku in English

Frogpond, official magazine of the Hailou Society of America, various ssues,
vanious editors. Most Bsues of Frogpond include renku or renga, as do
many other hailku magazines, most notably Dmponfly and back issues of
Wind Chimes (no longer published).



. William |, edstor. Hlatku Msperine, Spocial Haibun & Renga
Issue, 63 (1976), pages 14-33. Section on renga/renku in English, with
articles by Hﬁhwnmd Kondo, sxamples of work by American haika

Resichhold, Jane, ot al. N Road fo Rege. Gualala, CA: AHA Books, 1989,
Several renga of varying lengths and formats, with limaled commentary

Sato, Hirnaki, That First Time: Six Renga on Love and Other Poems. Laurinburg,
MC: St Andrews Press, 1988 Six kasen, writhen by Sato alone. Al-
though virtually all “lowe stanzas,” these renka observe most of the nice-
ties mentioned in the guidelines above. A helphul discussion of reni
follows. A tour de force,

RENEU CONTEST ADMIMNISTRATION

We suggpest that the renda contest be judged by three or more judges, and
that al Jeast one of each succeeding year's judges have been a judge in one
of the two immiediately previous years, whenever possible. Care should be
taken that not all judges in a given year regularly compose renku together.
This will help to establish a continuity of practice from year to year, while
allowing lor & variety of peripectives each year,

We also suggest thal no single group of rénku poets receive two or more
prizes in the same year or the lop prize bwo years running. By “group™ we
mean two or theee renku poets who consistently work together, with or
without one or more other poets from renku to renku—or a number of
pocts obrdousty colledting arcund one o two leaders. This definition must
be somewhat flexible; we do not mean that the same poet cannol partici-
pate in two different renku entered in a particular yeas, as this could cause
the entry of one group to disqualify ancther, Bul we do caution judges to
avoid allowing any ane aspect of renku or group of renku poets o dominate
the conbest resalls in any given year, or from year lo year.

While we propose one grand prize in the lollowing noles, we sugpest that
the judges, in conference with the H5A president, agree on a number of
prize categories, which may vary from year to year depending on the num-
ber, variety, and quality of entries. Categories might inchade: best classical
forem, most innovative, best use of season words, best linking technique,
and so on. In each case, the judges should give category prizes only for
work of high guality, and not feel compelled 1o give a prize because prizes
were given in some category previously

Traditionally, Amencan organizatons offering substantial prives (HSA,
Poetry Society of America, eic.) do not give out judges’ names until awards
are anmounoed. However, it may be valuable o keep in mind that Japanese
practice typically provides the names of judges in the rules.

Judging a renku contest will be quile shrenuous, because many factors
mask be evaluated and weighed sgaina one another. Therciore we suggest
that esch year's judges be comimitied o mesting face- bo-face o make Hheir
final selection(s), as the free give-and-take which that encourages seems



essential o resolving differences.
Renku in English i in its infancy. Properly conducted, an Annual Haiku
Society of America Renku Contest can help establish the “rules of the

game” and promote the growth of interest and expertise in the genre.

Rﬂprctfuﬂrmlhmimd.

The H5A Renku Contest Commitiee
Dee Evetts, Penny Harter, and
william J. Higginson

Mote: Special thanks o members Kristine and Tadashi Eondo and Hiroaki
Salo, each of whom read a draft of this report, and o renku Master Byokan
Miyoshi who assisted the Kondos. We have adopted a number of their sug-
pestions; remaining ermors ane ours.



