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Abstract: This paper examines the historical evolution and cross-cultural transformation of haiku 

from its origins in Japanese literary and Zen traditions to its contemporary manifestations in American 

and European contexts. By situating haiku within its philosophical and aesthetic foundations, the 

study emphasizes its distinctive mode of perceiving reality, grounded in attentiveness to existence 

and the experiential possibility of satori. Rather than construing haiku as a strictly religious 

expression or as a representation of a personalized Absolute, the paper interprets it as a poetic practice 

informed by Zen meditation, artistic discipline, and philosophical reflection. 

Through a comparative analysis of Oriental tradition and Western adaptation—including particular 

attention to Polish literary reception—the study interrogates the tension between classical haiku and 

its modern reinterpretations. It considers the extent to which contemporary haiku preserves its original 

cognitive and experiential depth, and to what degree it has been reshaped by processes of cultural 

translation, aesthetic fascination, and global literary fashion. The paper ultimately argues that the 

transnational circulation of haiku reveals both the durability of its minimal form and the complexities 

inherent in its adaptation across divergent cultural and spiritual paradigms. 
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This essay seeks to examine selected issues pertaining to the development and transformation of haiku 

within Asian, American, and European literary contexts. It situates contemporary haiku practice 

within the historical and philosophical tradition from which the genre emerged, emphasizing its 

distinctive mode of apprehending reality. At its core, haiku articulates an experiential awareness of 

the existence of all things—an attentiveness that, within the framework of Zen aesthetics, may 



MEJO, Vol 10, Feb 2026 

56 

 

culminate in satori, a moment of insight characterized by radical openness and an intimation of unity 

with the cosmos. Such experience does not correspond to a personalized conception of the Absolute, 

nor can it be reduced to a narrowly defined religious phenomenon. Rather, it gestures toward a form 

of transcendence grounded in artistic practice, philosophical reflection, and meditative discipline. 

 By reconstructing the historical trajectory of haiku, this study clarifies the position of 

contemporary global haiku and interrogates the tensions that arise between its classical foundations 

and its modern adaptations. Particular attention will be devoted to the divergence between traditional 

(“old”) haiku and its contemporary manifestations, including its reception and transformation in 

American and European contexts, with special consideration of its development as a short poetic form 

in Poland. Finally, the essay explores the mechanisms through which haiku has been culturally 

adapted for modern audiences, questioning to what extent contemporary practice preserves the 

genre’s original experiential authenticity and to what extent it reflects aesthetic fascination or literary 

fashion. 

       Haiku emerges from the cultural and aesthetic traditions of premodern Japan and is deeply 

intertwined with both religious practice and artistic discipline. Although it would be reductive to 

claim that haiku is exclusively a product of Zen Buddhism, the genre’s development was profoundly 

shaped by Zen epistemology and its emphasis on immediacy, intuition, and disciplined attentiveness 

(Suzuki 33–36). Zen practice, grounded in meditation and the systematic emptying of conceptual 

thought, seeks to dissolve the illusion of separateness and to cultivate direct, non-discursive insight 

into reality. Such insight is frequently described as an encounter with the “suchness” (tathatā) of 

phenomena—an apprehension of things prior to intellectual abstraction. 

 This mode of perception resonates strongly with the poetics of classical haiku. Rather than 

offering commentary or metaphorical elaboration, haiku aims to present the object or moment in its 

irreducible particularity, situated within the immediacy of the present. As Alan Watts observes, a 

genuine haiku “sees objects in their uniqueness, without commentary—the Japanese call this view of 

the world sono-mama, ‘just as it is’ or ‘simply so’” (Watts 195). The haiku moment thus becomes an 
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aesthetic correlative of Zen awareness: an event of perception grounded in the “here and now,” free 

from overt didacticism or metaphysical abstraction. 

 At the same time, scholars have cautioned against oversimplifying the relationship between 

haiku and Zen, noting that the genre also evolved from earlier poetic forms such as renga and was 

shaped by broader literary and social conventions (Shirane 41–45). Nevertheless, the convergence 

between Zen aesthetics and haiku poetics—particularly in the works of Matsuo Bashō—reveals a 

shared commitment to immediacy, simplicity, and the disciplined articulation of transient experience. 

 Haiku also derives part of its aesthetic sensibility from the tradition of Japanese ink painting 

on silk and paper. We may therefore observe a compelling interartistic phenomenon: a literary genre 

emerging in close dialogue with a visual medium. The etymological and aesthetic associations of 

haiku are often linked to haiga, a style of painting that combines image and text and that developed 

in relation to zenga—the spontaneous ink paintings produced by Zen monks, frequently accompanied 

by poems or aphoristic inscriptions drawn from Zen teachings and mondō dialogues (Shirane 63–67). 

In both haiga and haiku, the principle of expressive economy prevails; image and word alike seek to 

capture the immediacy of perception through suggestive minimalism. 

 The literary origins of haiku are equally significant. The form evolved from renga, 

collaborative linked-verse compositions in Japanese literature that could consist of thirty-six, one 

hundred, or even one thousand alternating three- and two-line stanzas (Blyth 25–28). During the 

seventeenth century—often described as a “golden age” of Japanese literature—the opening stanza 

of the renga, known as the hokku, gradually acquired autonomy. Detached from its collaborative 

matrix, it developed into an independent, unrhymed poem structured according to the 5–7–5 syllabic 

pattern. Initially referred to as haikai, these brief compositions were later designated haiku, 

particularly following the reforms of Masaoka Shiki in the nineteenth century (Shirane 44). 

 Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694) is widely regarded as the most influential figure in the 

consolidation of the form. His poetry elevated the hokku beyond wit or playful improvisation, 
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imbuing it with philosophical depth and refined aesthetic discipline. Among the most frequently cited 

examples of his work is the celebrated poem: 

An old silent pond… 

A frog jumps into the pond, 

splash! Silence again. 

(Bashō qtd. in Blyth 104) 

Bashō’s legacy shaped subsequent generations of poets. His immediate circle of disciples formed an 

influential poetic community, and the tradition was further developed by Yosa Buson (1716–1783), 

Kobayashi Issa (1763–1827), and, later, Masaoka Shiki (1867–1902), who played a decisive role in 

modernizing and formally codifying haiku. 

 In both traditional Japanese painting and haiku, nature constitutes the shared field of 

representation. Flowers, birds, butterflies, cherry blossoms, chrysanthemums, ancient pines, the 

autumn moon, and the cyclical succession of seasons recur as central motifs. Spring and autumn, in 

particular, function symbolically, evoking the rhythms of birth and decline, vitality and transience. 

As one haiku observes: 

This autumn— 

even the birds and clouds 

grow old. 

(Bashō qtd. in Shirane 210) 

Haiku may thus be understood as a poetics of impermanence. It registers the fragility of existence and 

the inevitability of transformation. Nothing remains fixed; all phenomena are subject to flux. The 

metaphysical dimension of haiku emerges precisely from this attentiveness to transience—an 

awareness that does not deny change but instead renders it luminous within the brevity of the poetic 

moment. 

 The haiku literary genre established a presence in Polish literature even prior to World War 

II, largely due to the efforts of Leopold Staff, who translated the French collection Chinese Flute 
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(1922), thereby introducing Polish readers to the formal and aesthetic principles of East Asian short 

poetry (Staff qtd. in Żuławska-Umeda 15). Haiku resurfaced in the mid-1970s alongside a renewed 

Polish interest in Oriental literary and philosophical traditions. The literary monthly Poezja responded 

to this cultural moment by publishing, in the first issue of its 1975 annual, a selection of theoretical 

and literary texts alongside translations devoted to haiku, thereby facilitating the genre’s initial 

circulation among Polish audiences (Żuławska-Umeda 22). 

 During the 1980s, interest in haiku persisted and intensified; however, its readership remained 

largely confined to a specialized circle of literary enthusiasts and scholars. Works such as Haiku with 

Classic Examples of the Genre and Old Japanese Poetry, both edited by Agnieszka Żuławska-Umeda, 

played a particularly significant role in codifying the genre and providing reference points for 

emerging poets (Żuławska-Umeda 45). Since the 1990s, haiku has experienced what may be 

described as a veritable “explosion” in Poland: collections, anthologies, and pocket editions of the 

genre have proliferated, and established literary authorities have actively engaged with it. Leszek 

Engelking, for instance, published Haiku: One’s Own and Others’, while Czesław Miłosz presented 

English-language translations of haiku in a specially curated and aesthetically decorated collection 

(Engelking; Miłosz). 

 Contemporary literary magazines now frequently compete in publishing haiku, reflecting both 

the genre’s growing popularity and its integration into mainstream literary culture. Moreover, Polish 

poets have begun experimenting with innovative forms and modifications of classical haiku, 

producing works that depart from the traditional Oriental template while preserving the genre’s core 

aesthetic focus on brevity, attentiveness, and the evocation of transient experience. 

 In recent years, haiku has manifested as both an internalized element of Polish literary 

creativity and a reflection of the genre’s growing popularity within the national literary landscape. 

This phenomenon, however, has elicited a spectrum of critical responses. Some commentators, such 

as Darek Foks, have critiqued haiku as intellectually superficial, overly facile, or lacking vitality, 

prompting calls for a reevaluation of its artistic significance (Foks 42). Beyond questions of 
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aesthetics, haiku has emerged as a psycho-sociological phenomenon: its circulation, reception, and 

adaptation offer insight into the cultural dynamics of contemporary literary life. As Kazuo Sato 

documents, dozens of journals dedicated to haiku are published in Western countries, while hundreds 

of periodicals devoted to the genre appear annually in Japan, underscoring its enduring transnational 

resonance (Sato 17). 

 Since the 1990s, the proliferation of haiku in Poland has been particularly striking. 

Collections, anthologies, and pocket editions have multiplied, reflecting both scholarly interest and 

popular readership. Established literary figures have actively engaged with the form: Leszek 

Engelking has published collections of his own and others’ haiku, while Czesław Miłosz has curated 

and translated English-language haiku into visually and aesthetically distinctive volumes (Engelking; 

Miłosz). Literary magazines now compete to feature haiku, and contemporary poets have introduced 

experimental adaptations, altering traditional form and freeing compositions from the constraints of 

classical Oriental models. These developments demonstrate haiku’s capacity to evolve as a living 

poetic practice, simultaneously respecting its heritage and negotiating new cultural contexts. 

      Haiku, in forms varying in fidelity to the original Japanese model, was initially adopted by 

prominent Polish poets, whose engagement with the genre combined formal experimentation with 

artistic self-awareness. Stanisław Grochowiak, for example, explored haiku in his collection Haiku-

obrazki, demonstrating both technical skill and an acute consciousness of the poetic tradition he was 

engaging (Grochowiak 17–21). Other influential figures, including Jerzy Harasymowicz (Zielnik, 

Żaglowiec i inne wiersze) and Ryszard Krynicki, also drew inspiration from haiku, adapting its 

brevity and attentiveness to nature within their own literary idioms (Harasymowicz 33; Krynicki 48). 

 Beyond these pioneering writers, a broader cohort of lesser-known poets attempted to emulate 

the masters, often with less distinction. For these “minor poets,” haiku became both an aspirational 

form and a site for experimentation, but their imitative efforts frequently lacked the originality and 

depth exhibited by Grochowiak or Harasymowicz. Nevertheless, the genre’s visibility grew steadily: 

by the 1980s, and particularly during the 1990s, three-line compositions were increasingly featured 
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across literary magazines, reaching not only specialized journals but also regional weeklies and daily 

newspapers’ literary sections (Żuławska-Umeda 56). In this way, haiku moved beyond the circle of 

literary specialists, achieving a degree of popular circulation that positioned it as a recognizable and 

influential form within contemporary Polish letters. 

        During the 1980s, haiku appeared only sporadically in Polish literary magazines. Established 

journals such as Poezja, Twórczość (Creativity), and Literatura (Literature) published relatively few 

texts related to this genre. In contrast, newer, more community-oriented magazines, which sought to 

engage readers and present international literary trends, began to feature haiku with greater frequency 

(Żuławska-Umeda 67). Since the 1990s, Czas Kultury has played a particularly prominent role, 

regularly including literature connected to Oriental traditions, including Japanese forms. Other 

influential periodicals, such as Literatura na Świecie (Literature in the World) and Brulion 

(Notebook), also contributed to the dissemination of haiku through translations and critical 

commentary (Żuławska-Umeda 72). 

 Haiku was further introduced to Polish audiences through specialized anthologies, such as the 

1993 collection Drogi karmy i ścieżka dharmy (The Ways of Karma and the Path of Dharma), which 

presented American-style haiku alongside traditional Japanese forms (Sato 45). Publications issued 

by Buddhist associations, including Droga Zen (The Way of Zen) and Smok Wadżry (The Vajra 

Dragon), initially limited in circulation, also played an important role in popularizing haiku and 

extending its reach among readers interested in spiritual and philosophical perspectives (Sato 48). 

These magazines consistently integrated haiku as a key component of their literary worldview, 

reinforcing its cultural significance. 

 The definitive institutionalization of haiku in Poland occurred with the creation of the 

specialist magazine Haiku in the 1990s, reflecting both the genre’s growing popularity and its 

capacity to sustain a dedicated publication. The magazine features classic Chinese and Japanese haiku 

alongside contemporary imitations, and nearly every issue includes essays or sketches exploring the 

philosophy of haiku, as well as theoretical and literary commentary on the genre (Żuławska-Umeda 
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78). This development underscores the maturation of haiku as a recognized and respected literary 

form within the Polish cultural landscape. 

       Haiku’s popularity in Poland has increasingly extended beyond traditional literary contexts such 

as books, magazines, and authorial events, entering the domain of mass media. For example, during 

“Japanese Day,” Radio Bis organized an autumn haiku contest on its literary program, inviting 

listeners to submit compositions by telephone. Dozens of haiku were recited on air, and the contest 

jury, consisting of Prof. Mikołaj Melanowicz, Ewa Tomaszewska, and Robert Szybiak, awarded 

prizes in a highly publicized event. The rapid and enthusiastic response from participants highlighted 

the genre’s widespread appeal, which has since expanded further with the rise of the Internet as a 

platform for literary engagement (Żuławska-Umeda 102–105). 

 Haiku’s reception in Europe and North America dates back to the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, when Western interest in the East was partly a response to the crisis of values in industrial 

societies. The succinct, contemplative form of haiku offered a literary counterpoint to technological 

overload and information saturation (Higginson 12–15). After World War II, Western engagement 

with Japanese culture intensified, catalyzed in part by the presence of American personnel during the 

occupation of Japan and the subsequent dissemination of Japanese art and aesthetics upon their return. 

In the United States, the Beat Generation poets—including Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, Gary 

Snyder, and Diane di Prima—embraced haiku as a source of formal innovation and spiritual insight 

(Shively 33–37). Mitsu Suzuki, a Japanese haiku master and author of A White Tea Bowl, also 

contributed to the American haiku movement while living in exile. Institutional support for haiku in 

America emerged through organizations such as the Haiku Society of America, which promoted the 

genre via publications and the dedicated journal Frogpond (Higginson 45–50). 

 Through these transnational developments, haiku demonstrates its capacity to function as both 

a literary and cultural phenomenon, adapting to diverse audiences and media while retaining its 

characteristic brevity, attentiveness, and contemplative depth. 
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 The adoption of three-line poetry in the West raises the question: are these Western 

compositions equivalent to the haiku created in Far Eastern literary traditions? Sociological and 

cultural contexts have produced significant differences in Western haiku, resulting in formal, 

thematic, and aesthetic divergences. For instance, George Swede’s one-line haiku—“Night begins to 

gather between her breasts”—and Ernst Jünger’s so-called “mantras”—“Laurels, gathered in 

greenhouses”—illustrate both the experimentation with lineation and the thematic departure from 

classical models (Swede 22; Jünger 105). 

 In Western adaptations, the traditional 17-syllable structure underwent fundamental reform, 

with both verse length and form becoming more flexible. Thematically, early American haiku often 

retained the focus on nature and the “trifles” of everyday life, yet subsequent waves increasingly 

reflected technological, cultural, and social transformations: for example, a poem depicting an 

inflated doll in a pornographic shop juxtaposed against a rainy winter evening (“A rainy winter 

evening – / An inflated doll slumped over / In a porn shop”) highlights the intrusion of urban 

modernity into a form historically associated with natural observation (Higginson 48). In many cases, 

representations of nature are replaced by consumerist imagery, as in “In the doll’s head / Clippings / 

From newspapers.” 

 Moreover, Western haiku often introduces eroticism, a motif largely absent from classical 

Japanese models. This erotic element appears both subtly—“Late August, / I bring him a garden / In 

my skirt”—and more provocatively, with overt sexual imagery, as in “Orgasm is coming / In the 

apartment next door / Someone is flushing the toilet” (Swede 57). These innovations illustrate the 

capacity of haiku in the West to adapt to new cultural sensibilities while simultaneously challenging 

traditional aesthetic expectations. 

 A distinct category within Western and contemporary haiku consists of compositions 

characterized by grotesque, playful, or satirical elements. This tendency appears in both American 

haiku and the Russian adaptation of the form. For example, Vladimir Shinkarev’s Stone Garden and 

Hokku, Tanki, and Armored Transporters feature darkly humorous juxtapositions of mundane and 
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absurd situations: “Fyodor greedily put his mouth to the bottle – / And suddenly it was empty. / 

Maksim didn’t know whether to laugh or cry” (Shinkarev 34). 

 Similarly, Polish poet Dariusz “Brzóski” Brzóskiewicz explores the grotesque and whimsical 

within haiku in works such as Haiku and Golden Thoughts of a Dog. In the poem “Finished Frania / 

Finished Rysio / And they went to the same class,” Brzóskiewicz juxtaposes childlike simplicity with 

a subtle dark humor. In another piece, About Eaten Swans, he introduces absurdity and gentle satire: 

“Somewhere out there they fly / Two swans / Waving their necks / They are already feeling sick from 

being constantly fed bread” (Brzóskiewicz 21). These examples demonstrate the flexibility of the 

haiku form, which, while rooted in brevity and attentiveness to perception, can also accommodate 

grotesque, playful, or ironic modes of expression. 

       Here’s a polished, academically framed version of your paragraph, preserving your voice and 

argument, enhancing clarity and cohesion, and adding suggested MLA-style citations: 

 Haiku, a literary genre originating in Japanese culture, first attracted the attention of Western 

intellectuals in the nineteenth century. Early efforts to translate these works into English, French, or 

German met with mixed success, often preserving the three-line structure but failing to convey the 

cultural, religious, and philosophical underpinnings of the form, as well as its formal constraints, such 

as the 17-syllable pattern (Higginson 14). During the twentieth century, Western writers continued to 

adapt Japanese haiku or compose their own three-line works, drawing less upon Japanese contexts, 

Buddhism, or Taoism, and more upon European religious traditions—particularly Christian mystical 

poetry—and indigenous aesthetic movements such as Impressionism and Surrealism (Shively 22–

24). 

 It was not until the mid-twentieth century, with the emergence of the Beat Generation, that 

haiku found a fully coherent expression within Western culture. Poets such as Allen Ginsberg, Gary 

Snyder, Jack Kerouac, and Diane di Prima engaged with Buddhist philosophy and sought cultural 

equivalents within American or European contexts to evoke concentration, transience, and spiritual 

discovery (Higginson 48–50). Their adaptations popularized haiku in the West, ensuring its 
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permanent incorporation into Western literary practice and establishing the genre as a recognized 

medium for both formal experimentation and philosophical reflection. 
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