The Long Haiku: An Alternative to Structure in Metrical English Haiku

Most students encounter Japanese haiku at some point in their school. The idea of a 5 – 7 – 5 syllable structure is pounded into students’ brains. It’s a nice little package that is easy to teach and short enough for anyone to attempt. In fact, that syllable structure is often the only detail of haiku that the general public knows. Unfortunately, ‘syllable’ in this context is an awkward translation at best. The term in Japanese for what is counted in the haiku structure is ‘on’ (音) or ‘haku’ (拍), and it has a key difference from an English syllable. It carries a timing and rhythmic function in the Japanese language. The structure of haiku is not about the units that make words, but rather the units that create time and rhythm in the language. If we think in these terms, rhythm and timing, the English haiku takes on a different nature, one that is true to the natural cadence and prosody of English, which while often inherently longer than the prosody of Japanese, and is still true to the hallmarks of haiku: the tripartite structure, the cutting word and season reference, and high semantic energy. I propose a ‘long haiku’ as a new alternative to bringing formal haiku metric structure into English language poetry.
To begin, let’s look basic poetic elements of the haiku. There is, of course, the 5 – 7 – 5 structural component. As mentioned in the introduction, this is not syllable count. The more appropriate word is ‘mora’, which carries temporal implication, essentially one beat the overall rhythm of the language. We will discuss mora in more detail in the following paragraph, but for now, let’s frame the 5 – 7 – 5 as the temporal relationship, the push and pull of phrase length, in the haiku structure. The other essential elements are the kireji (切れ字), the cutting word, and the kigo (季語), the seasonal reference. I will not go too in depth on the subcategories in these as the argument presented here focuses on metrics. It is enough here to say that the cutting word is the turning point in the poem, be it affect, emotion, perspective temporal, or otherwise and has been translated by some as the caesura of the poem. The seasonal reference is more self-explanatory, though it has very strong and deep cultural ties and figurative use. In fact, there are entire kigo dictionaries which should show deep this element is. In the evolution of the modern haiku English haiku, these two elements have shifted and adapted, but are still traditional and valued anchors of the artform. The formal metrical structure on the other hand, has simply fallen away. While I have no objection to free verse, as I write in that mode quite often, it should be an active choice, not the consequence of a poor translation we were given in grade school.
Now, let’s turn our attention back towards the mora. I have said that it is a metrical unit in Japanese, but what exactly does that mean and how does it work? To put it simply, each sound unit, typically a vowel, consonant + vowel combination, or final nasal consonant occupy about the same time as a person speaks. A basic word like red is aka. This would be two mora, a-ka, and in an English mindset, you might think of it as two syllables. White is shiroi, which can be broken down into three mora shi-ro-i. Using an English mindset, you might be tempted to consider this word as two syllables, the same size as aka. It is not. Aka is two beats and shiroi is three beats. This distinction because even more important when we look at the concept of long vowels in Japanese. In English we might stretch a vowel for emphasis. A big cat is not as big as a biiig cat. In Japanese yuki and yuuki are two completely different words. The two maru word yu-ki means snow, whereas the three maru word yu-u-ki means courage. In a metric since, yuki is two beats, and yuuki is three beats, and that difference is fundamental element of the language; it creates to meaningfully different words. This is not meant to be a Japanese lesson, my skill in the language is far too shallow to provide that, but simply to illustrate that the rhythm of the language is determined by these small units of sound that make up words. This brings us to why syllable is a poor translation in our original definition of haiku meter. Essentially, defining a syllable count is simply incorrect. The count relates to the rhythmic units of the language, but English rhythm is not determined by syllable.  
English rhythm is not found in the words themselves, but at a higher level following sentence stress. In typical speech, a sentence like ‘Cats chase mice.’ will not be significantly shorter than ‘The cats have been chasing the mice.’ because both sentences have the same stressed content words, while any function words are reduced. As with all English ‘rules’, this is not a hard fast rule, but it is generally consistent. And even though different people might stress more complex sentences differently, there is still the fact that these stresses at the sentence level are what determine the rhythmic units of English speech. So, if the 5 – 7 – 5 pattern is about metrical beats of language in Japanese, why should be it about syllables in English, which carry no metric implication? We can keep the same relationship of beats in English if we consider the relationship at the level of sentence stress. It is simply now that the beats are parts of sentences instead of parts of words. So far, this discussion has been on the natural cadence of English, but we can just as easily apply this argument to English in its classic poetic register. Just as any student learns the syllable count of haiku, at some point they learn to count feet in a Shakespearian sonnet and label them as iambs, trochees, and the like. Regardless whether a poet would prefer a more natural register or poetic register of English, either can provide the metrical beats that make up the 5 – 7 – 5 relationship of the haiku’s classical meter.
These considerations bring me to propose a long haiku as an approach to English Haiku. A formal definition would be a haiku written in English with a tripartite structure where the cadence, be it poetic feet or naturally spoken stress, follows a 5 – 7 – 5 structure and which often includes a seasonal reference and cutting word. A long haiku honors the metrical relationship and key devices of the classical Japanese Haiku while presenting them in a way that fits the nature and tradition of English language poetry. With two lines of five beats, it is easy to relate to pentameter. A cutting word is a cousin to the turn in a sonnet. The pastoral is a classic mode of writing where the seasonal reference happily sits. 
While this translation of form satisfies my own misgivings around the syllable counting version of an English haiku, there are a few arguments that can be raised against it. Foremost, is that the haiku is a form known for its brevity, and this long haiku is exactly that, too long. Against this argument, I start back on the nature of Japanese versus English. Japanese is a language that has a high tolerance for omission.  To oversimplify, it is not grammatically incorrect to leave out a subject or a copula that is understood. English, on the other hand, tends to only tolerate omission in specific situations, such as the null subject of a command, a short answer to a question, or in specific dialects such as the copula deletion in AAVE (African American vernacular English). It is simply the nature of English that it needs more words to clearly express a point, even when it is aiming for brevity. The brevity of Japanese also brings up an additional point. Brevity is also an aspect of colloquial Japanese, and one element of haiku, which made it stand out against other poetry, was that it employed a colloquial rather than a poetic register of language. English is the opposite. When English is reduced to the extreme, it loses its colloquial feeling and because unnatural and overly artsy in nature. Therefore, I feel that allowing the extra length is important in achieving a natural feel to the language. Secondly, while this structure is long compared to the Japanese haiku, it is still brief compared to other forms of English poetry. Even a quick witty limerick is 5 lines. The length though, has caused a different issue for myself as I have experimented with this form. Visually, it creates a very flat and wide poem, with a middle line that can extend far past the outer lines. Perhaps it is purely personal preference, but I find the poems can be visually unappealing. I have found myself experimenting in different ways to cut the center line while keeping the tripartite structure and playing with a 5 – 3/4 – 5 and 5 – 4/3 – 5 structures. This could arguably be destroying the form I have been claiming to follow, but I feel the tripartite structure is preserved when thought of as a single line, a couplet, and a single line. I could see others arguing that if I am twisting the count, why not shorten the count while keeping the contour of the relationship to, say, 4 – 5 – 4 or 3 – 5 – 3. It would not be my preference, but I would not be opposed to the idea, particularly if one preferred to think of a long haiku as a derivative form inspired by haiku rather than a way to present haiku in English. Finally, some might argue that stress is subjective, and therefore not an effective tool in creating formal rules. I would simply say that a poet should write in their own voice or employ the more agreed upon system of metric feet in English poetry.
Ultimately, whether this long haiku is perceived as an alternative approach to haiku in English, or a derivative form drawn from the haiku, it has several useful aspects. It offers a formal metric scaffold and enables the friction between line and sentence or utterance which can effectively manipulated when employing a meter. Organizing around stress count rather than syllables also brings the poem back into the air by intrinsically linking it to how we speak. And finally, by having a defined set of rules to follow, breaking the rules becomes possible in new and interesting ways.
