Learning English through Poems and Songs


Haiku

Learning Activity 1
Identifying characteristics

The two poems below are called haiku. Read them and complete the summary about haiku that follows.

	Puzzled; pause for thought –

	Clock hands move ever forward –

	Examination.
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	Soothing music plays

	Homework’s done and all is well

	Smile of contentment


A haiku usually consists of __________ lines, with __________ syllables in the first line, __________ in the second and __________ in the third, making a total of seventeen. It tries to __________ a situation and __________ a mood. The third line __________ the first two.
Learning Activity 2

Understanding haiku 
1. Since haiku are concise, good choice of words creates a vivid picture of the moment described and contributes to the mood. Here is an attempt at translating a haiku by Matsuo Basho, one of the great Japanese haiku masters. 
	First snow of winter –

	But it is heavy enough

	To lower branches.


In the original haiku, a type of beautiful tree is mentioned to increase the sense of the changes and beauty winter both ends and brings. Perhaps “lower” is not very clear as it is more common as an adjective than as a verb so one can try to find another two-syllable expression:

	First snow of winter –

	But it is heavy enough

	To weigh down branches.


The inclusion of the words “weigh down” seems a better choice as its meaning adds to the feeling that even this first snow is powerful. Later on in winter the snow is going to get (weigh) far worse. “Weigh down” is also a “heavier” expression than “lower” – it has more letters and is more consonantal (“lower” is almost all vowels). 

2. Poems often reveal the background against which they are written. Read another haiku by Basho:

	Not a single one

	About, just solitary me –

	This cold autumn night.


The autumn depicted above is “cold”, unlike the usually cool and attractive season in Hong Kong. So, we have to use our imagination to think of the feelings people in colder areas might have about the end of summer and the beginning of a very hard time of the year. 
3. In some haiku, a contrast in mood is created as in the one by Basho below:
	New Year’s Day has come.

	Sad lonely thoughts and regrets.

	The night falls quickly.


The usually happy day fills the poet’s mind with sad thoughts. Then comes the break in the poem. The shortness of the day, so close to the Winter Solstice, follows and adds to the sense of loss and the shortness of life and joy.

4. Some haiku may have religious themes. The one below adapted from Kobayashi Issa’s  (http://thegreenleaf.co.uk/hp/Issa/00haiku.htm) is an example:

	A bright butterfly

	Flies here, flies there, up and down 

	And it has gone.


Apart from describing the action of a butterfly, this haiku seems to focus on the restlessness and shortness of life, which is a Buddhist theme. 

5. Now, read the following haiku by Murakami Kijo and answer the questions that follow.

	Autumn is starting.

	I look into a mirror.

	My father looks back.


(a) In which line does the shocking moment come?

___________________________________________________________________________
(b) What does the poet mean by saying his father looks back?

___________________________________________________________________________
(c) Why is the season mentioned?

___________________________________________________________________________
(d) What do you like/not like about this haiku?
___________________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 3
Appreciating haiku

We could ask ourselves the following questions when we read a haiku:

· What is the main theme?

· How does the poet make us understand the theme (e.g. through the use of contrast, alliteration, personification, images)? 
· Why has the poet chosen the words s/he did?
· Are there better alternatives to some of the words/expressions used?
· Is the poem effective? Why/Why not?

· What do I like/not like about the poem?
In groups, read the following haiku and discuss what you think about them with the help of the questions above.
	Taking out rubbish 

	I go out into the dark –

	Moonlight falls like pearls.


______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

	The night is freezing.

	Who’s that in the swimming pool?

	It’s the crazy Moon!


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

	Prawn in my chopsticks

	Wasn’t it alive just before?

	One bite gone. Tasty!


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

	Blank sheet of paper  

	Blank mind too. What can I write?

	The haiku pours out.


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

	Sudden leap with ball.

	It hangs above the basket.

	Relief – it goes through!     


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
	Scarlet strawberry

	Mouth-watering. Lips open.

	Taste of paradise.


_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

Learning Activity 4

Writing haiku

Write three haiku. Then keep on coming back to them and see how you can improve them. The following are some suggestions on how to write your haiku.

Choosing themes

You can choose themes which interest you, or think of special emotions you sometimes feel and find ways to express them. 
Brainstorming ideas and vocabulary

After identifying one or more subjects you would like to write about, one way to help you to brainstorm relevant ideas and vocabulary for writing is to jot notes in a table with headings about different aspects of the subject(s). See below for an example:
	Subject
	Sounds
	Tastes
	Feelings*

	Smells
	Images
	Moods/

Emotions*
	Actions

	Winter
	Wind

howling

Leaves rustling
	Snow on my tongue

Hot pot
Hot cocoa


	Freezing cold

Damp surfaces

Cold wind on the skin
	Delicious

Heavenly

Like melted cheese
	People wrapped up in warm clothes


	
	Hands in pockets

	Queuing
	Complain-ing 
	Soft drinks

Dry throat/
mouth
	Tired feet
	People around me

Exhaust fumes
	Tapping my feet

Chewing gum

Looking at my watch

Sighing
	Annoyance

Boredom

Frustration
	Drinking a cola

Trying to look down the road for  a bus

Calling friends 

	Failing a test
	“You have failed”
	Acid in throat

Sour/bitter taste

	Cold sweat

Hot flush
	
	Hiding from friends/

parents
	Depression
Disappoint-ment
Fright
	Sweating 

Nervous fiddling and fidgeting


*Feelings here refer to physical sensations whereas moods/emotions refer to strong psychological experiences.
Evaluating your haiku

Read over the haiku you have written and use the following criteria to evaluate your poems. Make changes to your work if necessary. 

· Are there three lines?
· Are there approximately 17 syllables?

· Are the syllables approximately divided in a 5/7/5 split?

· Are all the images, actions, emotions and feelings happening at the same time? 

· Do the words capture what you want to convey?

· Are there any unnecessary words you should omit? 

Then exchange your poems with a classmate and evaluate each other’s work using these criteria. 

Illustrating your haiku

Develop a photo/picture display that complements one or a group of your haiku. You may take some photos, use photos you have previously taken or draw some pictures.
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The night is freezing.

Who’s that in the swimming pool?

It’s the crazy Moon!
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