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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to analyse a specifically Japanese type of poem, namely the
haiku poem, based on the way it can be so adaptable not only to other cultures, but to various
personalities of its authors, resulting in distinct styles. While we can consider the haiku poem to be
too small and too much bound by rules to be creative with it, we can be surprised at the rich variety of
such poems, next to its depth of meanings, which can be drawn based on concrete reality elements,
starting from free associations as in psychoanalysis. We put together the key elements present in the
haiku poems and arrive, as its readers, to unexpected, deep, abstract, philosophical meanings. The
author of the present paper will analyse from the point of view of reader response criticism, based on
her own experience with the haiku community led by Corneliu Traian Atanasiu, a selection of his
poems. She will also rely on her knowledge of Japanese culture mindset and traditions. It can be
surprising to see how, from concrete, literal images present in haiku poems we can build
philosophical, deep meaning.
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Corneliu Traian Atanasiu is known, in the haiku communities, as the leader of the
Romanian Kukai group, which he founded in 2007. Ever since his group started, he has
organized a wide range of online and face to face activities, as well as publishing activities,
which can be seen on the blog called the imaginary haiku bookshop. His activity includes a
meeting on Zoom, which is practiced currently, a weekly and monthly contest, a Facebook
discussion group for activities, as well as functioning as workshop activities regarding haiku
poems members are currently working on, publishing a yearly anthology, as well as
members’ author volumes, etc. The author of the present paper is a member of the online
community and has also taken part in book launching activities in 2023 and 2024 at the
National Museum of Literature in Bucharest, Romania. She can start, therefore, from a
participant observation method through a netnographic approach (Kozinets, 2012), since
everything started off on the Internet. She began participating in August 2014, when she
discovered this online haiku authors community.

Corneliu Traian Atanasiu is both a haiku teacher and a haiku writer in his own right.
The present paper will analyse, from the author of the present paper’s reader response
criticism, a few selected haiku poems. Most of them were selected by herself, and others by
other haiku authors and members of this group, as well as contributors to the Haiku of the
Day blog, where authors from this community, as well as from others, or independent
authors, have their names on display and some haiku poems which were considered good by
those asked to post for a while.

In what follows, a selection of his poems, visible on his online community’s blog
Haikuul zilei (Haiku of the Day, 2024) will be translated by the author of the present paper
from Romanian into English, and then analysed. The Romanian version, which is the original
version in which Atanasiu wrote his haiku poems, will also be present.

While haiku poems are governed by rules such as visual imagery, imagery related to
the five senses, to a seasonal reference, showing us a clue as to what season it is or what
moment of the day, as well as the structure being based on juxtaposition (Trumbull, 2012), or
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two different parts working together through concrete images to reach a figurative, abstract
level of meaning, they can also differ, to some extent, in style, from author to author. For
example, we can refer to modern times, to technology, to life in the city, to life in nature or in
rural areas, and even include specific elements and traditions to certain cultures other than the
original Japanese culture where the haiku poem originated.

The first haiku poem below draws a parallel between the actions of human beings and
the world of nature. Drinking coffee very early in the morning, we may witness the dew in
the grass, in our garden, or somewhere else, where we are on holidays. It is a moment when
we can be together with ourselves, and relax. We attribute our human beings’ emotions and
state of mind to nature, as we literally witness the sun sipping the dew as we are sipping our
coffee:

cafeaua din zori —
soarele soarbe-n tihna
roua din ierburi (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, August 21, 2023)

coffee at dawn —
the sun sips quietly
dew from the herbs (my translation)

We can consider ourselves, as the Japanese do, part of nature, and not situated above
it. While this idea is specific to Japanese culture, and particularly to Shintoism, or the native
religion of Japan, we can have across all cultures such moments, when we are aware of how
much we can be in touch with nature and in harmony with our surroundings. Zen Buddhist
belief (Duval, 1991), which is present in haiku poems, refers to moments of intense
awareness of the present moment and of what is going on around us. Such moments of
revelation or enlightenment need not be very complicated and abstract in ideas. In fact, Zen
Buddhism is the belief that all we have is the moment here and now, as everything in this
world is ephemeral, and subject to change and decay, as well as to loss.

The intense aroma of the tea is not restricted to our tea cup or even to our tea pot:

plicul oparit —
pe geam navala flori de
tei in clocot (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, May 19, 2023 )

boiling tea bag —
through the open window the attack of
steaming hot linden flowers (my translation)

In the poem above, the tea’s aroma spreads all around us, throughout the entire
environment. It can be so since we are influenced by our extreme perception of it that we
attribute it to everywhere we look. The details chosen make it seem that the tea’s aroma and
the linden tree flowers’ strong scent come together and grow even stronger. At a deeper level
of meaning, we can say that the moment of enlightenment or revelation in this case comes
from the strong connection between ourselves and the surroundings, prompted, inevitably, by
the merging of the two very strong aromas, making us live in the here and now. The sense of
smell is stimulated to a maximal degree.

The following poem, about a small Buddha statuette, introduces us to an imaginary
Japanese world we create ourselves, based on what we have been reading about the Japanese
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mindset. When we study haiku, we also read about the emphasis of the here and now, the
ephemeral, as well as the increased awareness by choosing the details that matter for the
setting in our poem. The empty shelf, likely, contained many books before our experience
with Zen Buddhism:

un Buda mic
Zimbind senin pe raftul gol —
tacere sacra (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, May 18, 2023)

a small Buddha
smiling serenely on the empty shelf —
sacred silence (my translation)

We may be drawn to imagine that, before going deeper into understanding the haiku
poem and the Zen Buddhist mindset at its core, the poetic persona had plenty of objects
around which were no longer relevant to the poetic persona’s present-day life and
preoccupations. The mindset of minimalism and the influence of books such as Goodbye,
Things: The New Japanese Minimalism by Fumio Sasaki popularize the introspection going
on in the process of ordering what we currently want in life and getting rid of things around
us which are no longer of interest to us. The poetic persona seems to have gone through a
process of reflection, and of understanding how everything is ephemeral and that the empty
space can be considered beneficial for creativity, and not considered to be something
negative, just as the Japanese think. The Japanese believe that it is good to have enough space
to move in their homes, not to have the space cluttered by furniture items and by too many
objects. The poem seems to reflect the idea that the poetic persona wishes to start anew, in a
new stage in life.

Zen Buddhist meditation is known for its breathing exercises. Deep breathing is
currently promoted by mindfulness (Black, 2011) meditation practices, which are taught
during workshops for various professions, starting from corporate workers to teaching and
administrative staff in schools and universities. Such mindfulness meditation techniques are
believed to help relieve stress and to help be careful to the needs of the other person, be they
another work colleague, boss, team we are leading or managing, students we teach, or parents
of the students we teach. We can also connect better with ourselves and focus better on our
work, putting the passion we need into it in order to keep us motivated. Such can be the
message we readers can draw out based on this background which we share today when we
read the following poem about Sisyphus breathing deeply as he is doing his job with lots of
effort:

respirind profund
pe povirnisul abrupt —
Sisif fericit (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, May 17, 2023)

breathing deeply
on the steep slope —
happy Sisyphus (my translation)

The satisfaction of a work well done, or at least where we put all our effort into it can
make Sisyphus feel satisfied. However, we generally refer to the story of Sisyphus and his
rock as useless activities which need to be done over and over again with no result. However,
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even repetitive work we come to see as routine can give meaning to our lives. We cannot live
without a sense of purpose and without having activity.

The following poem starts from what we can notice in nature, before us, and then it
move to a deep, reflective level:

printre crengi goale —
tot mai clare de-acum
perspectivele (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, May 16, 2023)

among bare branches —
more and more clear from now on
our perspectives (my translation)

While it is the autumn season, changes such as falling leaves are visible, and, while
we may be tempted to look at this with regret, we can realize that we have an advantage.
Before, the rich leaves of the trees would cover anything else in sight, starting from the sky,
and then going on with urban landscapes, buildings, and so on. We may have had a closer
view of the rich leaves, yet we may have not noticed what was lying beyond. Now we have
an outline of what lies beyond those green leaves, and we can reach a deeper understanding,
by extension, regarding the ephemeral nature of everything in this life. Seasons come and go,
nature changes, we and our wishes change as well, and we need to consider ourselves as part
of a larger scheme. We are only a small part of nature, as human beings, and the changes in
nature are all beyond our control. Our lives are limited, just as the duration of each season is.

The following poem resonates with the same mood of reflecting about the end of life:

soarele-n urma -
pe drum catre niciunde
cu ochii inchisi (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, May 15, 2023)

the sun behind —
on my way to nowhere
with closed eyes (my translation)

By leaving the sun behind, we can think that the moment of day is that of its end, of
the sunset. In our location, the sun sets, and we realize that we can feel so confused once a
life stage ends and another one begins. During the passage between life stages, we can feel
confused, as we need to redefine ourselves and our purpose in life. The poem above reflects
this state of transition, of indecision, as we lie in-between two ages in our life, or simply as
we are faced with various changes.

The following poem draws a parallel through a linguistic suggestion which is related
to sound, the noise of the street and the asphalt that is being cracked in silent by the silence of
the grass:

vacarmul strazii —
crapand domol asfaltul
tacerea ierbii (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 16, 2020)

street noise —
slowly cracking the asphalt
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the silence of the grass (my translation)

It is a contrast between noise and silence, yet the cracking of the asphalt may be
considered to include allusion to an actual noise, that of the construction sites frequently
present in the city everywhere. There, the noise of breaking the asphalt in order to fix various
conducts for water or heating is well-known to the inhabitants of the city. At the same time,
we notice a playful, fantasy-like connection between the noise of the street and an imaginary
result, that of the cracks in the asphalt through which grass can grow, a familiar sight in parks
and on sidewalks.

Another haiku having the city as a setting and the asphalts with its insertions of
elements from nature is the one below:

asfalt retusat —
fisurile umplute
cu praful teilor (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 13, 2020)

retouched asphalt —
the cracks filled with
linden flowers dust (my translation)

This time, the asphalt is fixed figuratively with the dust of fallen linden tree flowers.
We can see this as a wabi-sabi (lannelli, 2021; Juniper, 2011) moment, when we witness, in
nature, the so-called perfection of imperfection. The Japanese do not consider that human
beings need to intervene in nature, in gardening, to the extent to which Western culture
members consider. At the same time, we can notice that this moment of beauty can be
involuntary, and possible only through very careful observation of the accidental details.
Human beings do not fixed the cracked asphalt, while nature makes it more beautiful. We can
think, as knowledgeable readers of Japanese culture traditions and practices, of the art of
kintsugi (Santini, 2019), which originally meant fixing a bowl, a cup or a saucer made from
porcelain with a paste looking like gold. The sticking would not try at all to hide the fact that
the bowl or other piece of ceramics had been fixed. Then it would be considered to have a
story and to have emotional significance all the more because of it. Since the dust of linden
flowers is also yellow, and even gold like if we see it in bright sunlight, it can lead us to think
of Kintsugi.

Nature reflects and underlines the state of mind of the poetic persona. In the case of
the poem below, it is related to thinking, and to disparate thoughts, waiting to be put together:

vant toata ziua —
o gramada de ganduri
nelalocul lor (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 15, 2020)

wind all day —
a bunch of thoughts
misplaced (my translation)

The poetic persona may be facing a dilemma, or a psychological conflict or crisis. The
poetic persona may be faced with a difficult decision or choice. The wind, which is a
concrete, physical images, whose force and actions we are all familiar with, does not
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dissipate leaves, but thoughts. It is a concrete element dissipating abstract notions, or
thoughts. This combination is an unusual one, which clearly draws our attention. We realize
that here we deal with a contrast meant to draw our attention through both clear opposition,
as well as similarities. Thoughts can be seen as light as leaves, and easy to be dispersed, once
they are not very clear or once the poetic persona is still facing a dilemma that has not yet
been solved. The image we arrive at through combining the wind, a concrete notion and
reality, and the thoughts, which are abstract, is a special one. What goes on concretely, in the
external reality, may truly disperse our concentration, and we feel that the wind has mixed or
dispersed our thoughts all over. We cannot think in a coherent way, we are suggested by this
poem and its imagery.

The sky and the earth are drawn close together by natural phenomena such as rain. In
puddles, the sky literally lies, through its reflection, as in a mirror, at our feet:

cer acoperit —
afland mereu Tnaltul
adancit 1n balti (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 14, 2020)

overcast sky —
always finding the heights
deep in puddles

What is high can be interpreted both literally and figuratively, meaning, literally, the
mirroring of the sky in a puddle after rain, and, figuratively, a spiritual experience or a
moment of enlightenment which can be experiences in the otherwise common everyday life.
We need not go through dramatic moments in order to become aware of the depth or
spirituality hidden, apparently, in everyday, routine-like existence.

The following poem refers to an optical illusion, where the sky is covered by the
seagulls’ wings, and also the sky looks vaulted, in the perception of the person watching the
scene:

cer acoperit —
zborul pescarusilor
boltind plafonul (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 12, 2020)

overcast sky —
the flight of seagulls
vaulting the ceiling (my translation)

Here, in the poem above, we witness the discovery of a completely different
perspective on reality which is not based on its modification through usual Western culture
figures of speech, but instead it is done through careful observation of details. These details
can be noticed in reality, yet they are simply part of optical illusions. The creativity of the
poem lies in the way it combines the selected elements, and in the way through their
combination these elements create a certain idea or story, as well as image, in the minds of
the readers.

A natural hazard which has occurred in the city or another area where people live is
presented in the haiku poem below:

dupa cutremur —
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peste praful de moloz
puf de papadii (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 11, 2020)

after the earthquake —
over the rubble dust
dandelion fluff (my translation)

The earthquake is considered, in the language of dream interpretation in
psychoanalysis as meaning change. Indeed, we notice a change in the aspect of the city. The
rubble dust suggests the image of a construction site, which clearly brings about some
changes. The dandelion fluff contrasts, in its lightness and fragility, with the heaviness and
roughness of the rubble dust. The dandelion fluff is what brings about a touch of beauty to an
otherwise destroyed area by an earthquake. Once again we can see perfection, or beauty, in
imperfection, or wabi-sabi.

Natural phenomena can be an occasion for human beings’ creativity, as we witness in
the poem below:

abur pe geamuri —
ispita desenului
n orice deget (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, February 10, 2020)

foggy windows —
the temptation of drawing
in any finger (my translation)

We realize that the poetic persona makes an allusion to a common experience to
adults and children when, on the window of a bus, car, or train, or of a home, school,
workplace, we are tempted to start drawing with our fingers on the foggy windows. We can
all become playful daydreamers, from this point of view. Drawing on foggy windows can
show that we all enjoy playing with our imagination and fantasizing.

The poem below makes a fantasy-like reference to the fact that some watches are
covered, and worn as necklaces nowadays or as pocket-watches tied to a chain in the pockets
of gentlemen in the past:

ceas cu capac -
oricit le-ai zavori
clipele zboara (Atanasiu, in Haikuul zilei, September 16, 2019)

covered watch —
no matter how you lock them
moments fly by (my translation)

We notice how, from a concrete meaning, we reach a figurative, philosophical
meaning. The watch, once we cover it, can make us believe it is magic and that it can stop
time to go on. Since the sound of ticking may not get out, we can believe that, once we have
no clue that the watch keeps on going, then we can stop the seconds from moving on and
time from passing away. This is just a fantasy and, most of all, a humorous remark. It does,
however, refer to an age-old, unsolvable philosophical question, namely if we can ever stop
time and enjoy it, or whether we cannot even hope to do so.
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We can notice, therefore, that the haiku poems written by Corneliu Traian Atanasiu,
based on the selection done by the author of the present paper, rely on philosophical
reflections and moments of high awareness of the present moment, which are prompted by
the concrete reality level elements which are selected from the setting observed by the poetic
persona. They show the way haiku poems are not simple descriptions of nature, and are not
even simple related to their meaning. They do not mean simple joy at watching nature.
Instead, through free associations (Lothane, 2012) suggested by the elements present in these
poems’ settings, the readers can work actively their way towards building a new level of
meaning, the abstract, philosophical, or figurative one. This is why a reader-response
approach (Mart, 2019) can be the best to understand such poems. Readers react to the
contents of the poem and build its meaning based on the suggestions created by the common
experiences we all associate certain elements with and on the personal readings, such as the
ones about Japanese culture mindset, rituals, and practices.
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