
 
 

Haiku began as a tribute. What we know today as haiku derives from the hokku, the opening 

verse of a collaborative linked form of Japanese poetry known as renga. In a gathering of 

poets—like this one—an honored guest would be invited to compose that opening verse. The 

resulting hokku would be expected to praise the host of the gathering, often with a poetic nod to 

the particular season or setting. 

 

Since I’m honored to speak with you on this first morning of Haiku North America, I’d like to 

open my remarks in the same spirit. I’ll be speaking later of a different state, but let us first 

praise the remarkable state where we’ve gathered this week. 

 

And how might one go about composing a one-breath verse to New Mexico? Maybe we’d start 

by going online to learn some basic facts. For instance: 

 
- New Mexico covers 121,412 square miles of the American Southwest making it our fifth largest 

state. 

- With an average of around 280 sunny days a year it’s the second sunniest state after neighboring 

Arizona. 

- Its population in 2016 was around 2.1 million. 

- And it was the 47
th

 state admitted into the union. 

 

Now, almost by definition, there’s nothing “wrong” with facts. But while facts may give us 

something of the map as they do here, they do very little to help us truly understand and 

appreciate the territory at some deeper, more meaningful level. 

 



All of which brings us to a second possible way of describing, and praising, this state. Just look 

around outside and you’ll see that the license plate on nearly every vehicle includes three words: 

“Land of Enchantment.”   

 
In fact, that’s been the case for three-quarters of a century now. I can’t tell you exactly where 

that phrase came from…but I could make a guess. Perhaps some state agency was looking for a 

way to build up New Mexico’s tourist trade—and maybe to attract new residents and 

businesses—all in order to boost the state’s economy. And they probably began by brainstorming 

about what sorts of things set New Mexico apart in a positive way from most other states. 

 

Well, for one thing, magical landscapes abound… 

 

 
 

…from mountain to valley to desert. For another, New Mexico is the product of a long and rich 

human history…  

 
 



…going all the way back to ancient cultures, of which we still can see some tantalizing traces. 

And in more modern times New Mexico represents a unique and vibrant confluence of three 

cultural currents…  

 
 

…Hispanic, Native American and Anglo. 

 

Now, I have to make a disclosure here. Over the course of my professional career I’ve worked in 

advertising, marketing and brand consulting—so my thinking naturally gravitates to slogans and 

such marketing concepts as “positioning” and psychographics as well as branding. Even so, it 

seems to me that an admittedly fanciful phrase like “Land of Enchantment” speaks to a deeper 

truth about New Mexico than any single, dry factoid ever could. “Land of Enchantment” 

represents what I consider a more faithful rendering of the essence and the fascination of New 

Mexico. I suspect many of you might agree. 

 

We could go through much the same exercise for the city hosting this conference. Yes, Santa Fe 

happens to be a U.S. state capitol. But what distinguishes Santa Fe from the 49 other cities 

sharing that same distinction? Well, as it happens, quite a lot. In fact, Santa Fe is something of a 

one-off. For starters, it looks different from what we normally think of as an American city.   

 

 
 

Here we find human-scaled structures of adobe, not towers of glass and steel. Its colorful history 

is different. Its exciting ethnic mix is different. And if you happen to be an art lover, this can be 

both a thrilling and dangerous place…as my wife and I have discovered in prior visits! Tiny 

Santa Fe represents the third largest art market in the entire United States. 

 



So what does Santa Fe call itself?   

 
“The City Different”…of course! 

 

For the last fifteen years or so I’ve lived in a different state. I was born and still reside in New 

York…but since it may be obvious I’m more than 15, that’s not the state I have in mind. The 

state I’ve come to occupy increasingly—and the state that’s increasingly come to occupy me—

is… 

 
…the State of Haiku Poetry. 

 

I’ve found the State of Haiku to be a more-than-congenial place to spend a good bit of my time. 

In fact, it’s been much more than just congenial: it’s the place where, at times, I’ve found myself 

feeling most happy and most alive. 

 

Just stop and think about that! How strange is it that small clusters of words arranged in a 

particular way should have such a profound effect?  And how utterly amazing is it that they 

should motivate hundreds of people to spend their time and money to travel hundreds or even 

thousands of miles to discuss and celebrate those words? But here we are! 

 

The question I’ve asked myself so many times over these last fifteen years is: “Why?” Why does 

haiku move me—and, evidently, so many others—in such a positive way? That’s the territory I’d 

like to explore with you this morning. 

 

I’m certainly not the first to think about or ask this question. Three years ago several members 

from the British Haiku Society went so far as to survey their fellow members about what they 

perceived to be the purposes and benefits of their involvement with haiku. That led the next year 



to the publication of a fairly free-ranging collection of personal essays and other responses to the 

survey results. It’s called: the wind that blows through us… exploring the world of haiku and 

well-being. 

 
This booklet offers many intriguing glimpses and a number of useful insights. Yet after reading it 

I felt that I needed something more…or, perhaps better put, something different—something to 

make sense of what I was feeling in a more coherent or cohesive way. Perhaps I was yearning for 

some “Unified Theory of Haiku.” So I decided to venture out on my own. 

 

It turns out I didn’t have far to go. As many of you know, I serve as an editor with The Heron’s 

Nest.   

 
 

It just so happens that The Heron’s Nest website contains an archive of all eight-thousand-plus 

poems that our journal has published over its nineteen years. So I decided to take a somewhat 

empirical approach to my question and read every single Heron’s Nest poem from the very 

beginning. My fellow editors and I had gone through this same exercise a few years ago in 

developing our celebratory fifteenth-anniversary anthology, called Nest Feathers. So I was well 

aware of the richness of this resource. But this time I had a different purpose. I wanted to see if I 

could find some common clues as to why the haiku poems that so moved me…so moved me! I 

also hoped that, in the process, I might come to a better understanding of what it is that makes 

haiku such a positive and vivifying force overall. What makes it such a source of what the British 

Haiku Society survey commentators called “well-being?” 

 

As I made my way through the archive, certain patterns began to emerge. The poems that most 

positively affected me tended to sort themselves into five groups, with each group having a 



predominant defining quality. Beyond that, each of those five groups also seemed to respond, 

implicitly, to a particular guiding imperative. 

 

In a few moments I’ll begin to discuss with you the five haiku groups or friendly “tribes” that I 

found on my haiku exploratory. But first I’d like to tell you about what struck me as an equally 

significant discovery. As I spent more and more time with those five haiku groups it began to 

dawn on me that, as different as they are, there’s one big thing they have in common. That 

common link, in a single word, is…  

 
Wonder can be both a noun and a verb, and both apply here. The poems in my five piles all 

revealed something wondrous, whether that wondrous “thing” happened to be some physical 

entity, some physical characteristic or some physical sensation. But in the process of revealing 

something wondrous those poems also triggered a sense of active wonder on my part as I read 

them and as I reflected on them. So they not only brought me to wonder; they caused me to 

wonder. 

 

All of us here know that haiku is a participatory sport: it takes both a poet and a reader or 

listener. But my new realization was this: that haiku is played in the stadium of wonder. 

 

If Santa Fe is “The City Different” and New Mexico is “The Land of Enchantment,” why can’t 

the State of Haiku Poetry be thought of as a state of wonder? For me, “a state of wonder” speaks 

to a deeper truth about haiku than any more clinical discussion of the form or its components 

ever could. 

 

As I spent even more time with my five now-quite-sizable piles of haiku I was struck by 

something else that I found utterly astonishing. For each of these five groups, the defining 

quality and the guiding imperative of the poems in each group was the exact opposite of some 

prevailing tendency in our culture or our time. 

 

Let me put that a little differently. All of the poems in a given group shared one specific, 

definable quality that impelled me to wonder. In all five cases, that very quality is one that our 

culture or our time tends to devalue or even suppress. And in so doing, our culture and times tend 

to distance us or even estrange us from wonder. So in a sense, these tiny poems, in very 

particular ways, help to bring wonder back into our lives. 

 

All of a sudden I had the makings of an answer to my most basic question: why can haiku so 

move me? Why do they make me happy! 



 

I was so excited by this discovery, and by what I’m about to share with you, that I had to 

somehow document it. The result is a book called The Wonder Code: Discover the Way of 

Haiku and See the World with New Eyes. 

 
So let’s turn now to my five groups of “wonder-infused” haiku. I’ve chosen to label each group 

by its guiding imperative.  So the first one I call…  

 
I can think of no better expression of this particular imperative than a declaration made by 

Virginia Woolf in one of her essays: 

 
Of course the underlying premise here is that most people lavish their greatest attention and 

respect on the so-called big things rather than the so-called small things around them. By the 

way, this is principally a characteristic of Western culture as I’ll discuss in a moment, and 

Woolf’s premise probably applies as much today as it did when she wrote these words almost a 



century ago. As for the U.S. in particular, the expression “bigger is better” could serve admirably 

as our national credo. To cite just three examples, our homes, our automobiles and our restaurant 

portions tend to dwarf their counterparts elsewhere. 

 

But this bias towards bigness can end up rewarding us with a giant blind spot in our day-to-day 

existence: it occludes a world of wonder right before our very eyes. 

 

Someone once remarked that God must be inordinately fond of beetles because he created so 

many of them. If a fondness for small forms of life is one way to curry divine favor, then there 

must be a place in heaven for most haiku poets. Maybe Issa stands beside St. Peter at the Pearly 

Gates. 

 

Here are just a few of the “Think Small” poems appearing in the book: 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

The Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki wrote of “the Japanese sensitivity for the small things of Nature 

generally neglected by people of the West, and the fact that these insignificant and ignoble 

creatures are in intimate relationship with the grand totality of the cosmic scheme.” I believe that 

these next two poems—even though they don’t mention any creatures—still offer up to us small 

things in their own “intimate relationship to the grand totality of the cosmic scheme.” 



 
 

 
 

The haiku I’ve categorized here as “Think Small” poems stand in stark contrast to one of the 

prevailing values of Western, and especially American, culture: namely, the perceived need to 

“Think Big.” As such, I believe that they can serve as a gentle corrective or counter-balance, if 

not as an antidote, to that prevailing cultural bias. 

 

The next category I’d like to discuss is one containing poems aligned against a prevailing 

tendency of our time rather than, strictly speaking, our culture. To label it I use the imperative…  

 

 
 

…and by “senses” I mean our five physical senses rather than our sense of reason. 

 

Right now you might be thinking, “I use my senses all the time!” And that’s doubtless true…sort 

of.  How often have you witnessed—or been a part of—any of these kinds of scenes? 

 



 
 

Today’s technology can help us reach out to others and experience new things in ways never 

before thought possible…but it can also act to isolate us from our most immediate surroundings. 

Sometimes, in fact, that seems to be the very point—when I occasionally ride the subway in New 

York City, just as often as not I will be the only one in my subway car not wearing earphones or 

earbuds. If I were a regular rider, maybe I would too. Much more concerning is the fact that an 

estimated one in every four automobile accidents in this country is the result of cell phone use. 

And last year Nielsen found that American adults spend on average more than half of their 

waking time peering at a screen… 

 

 
 

…whether attached to a smartphone, tablet, computer, television or other device. 

 

Now that’s just an average, so you might say, “I spend much less time than that in front of a 

screen.” But, chances are, you spend more time in front of a screen than you used to… 

 

I’m certainly not here to bash technology; in countless ways it can, and often does, make life 

better. But it also can, and often does, remove us from “what’s happening right here, right now,” 

to paraphrase Bashō. The world constantly sends life-enriching dispatches to our senses; but so 

often we’ve closed what the poet William Blake called our “doors of perception.” We may be at 

home, but we’re not answering the doorbell. 



 

R. H. Blyth called haiku “a door half-opened, a mirror wiped clean.” As such, haiku can help us 

“come to our senses” once again. 

 

Now, that may sound a bit far-reaching if not downright improbable. After all, a haiku consists 

merely of words—and words are symbols, by definition at least one level removed from reality. 

 

But that would be to look at a haiku in the wrong way: for what it is rather than what it does. 

What it does, at its best, is to encapsulate an instant of keen perception in a form that can be 

released and experienced anew by the receptive reader. When the record of such an instant 

includes a vivid sensory impression, the reader will often feel an “I am there” surge of sensed 

experience. These sensed experiences offer their own immediate rewards, but they also 

encourage our greater ongoing attention to the sensory wonders all around us. In just this way 

they guide us back to what’s real and alive. 

 

Years before the widespread use of the Internet and most other “virtual” platforms, American 

haiku pioneer Nick Virgilio declared that his haiku practice helped him to “get in touch with the 

real.” Haiku can do as much for us today—and probably more. 

 

Here are some “Come to Your Senses” haiku from the book, a pair for each of our five senses. 

See if you too don’t experience something of an “I am there” sensation from each of these. 

 

We begin with the sense of sound. 

 

 
 

 
 

Here are two “touch” haiku: 



 
 

 

 
 

Now a couple for the sense of smell: 

 

 
 

 



The next two poems both use the word “heat” but I consider them principally visual or sense of 

sight haiku: 

 
 

 
 

Finally a pair for our sense of taste: 

 

 
 

 



 

 

The poems in our third category also run counter to a prevailing tendency of our time—in this 

case not only our collective time but also our personal time. The imperative I use to label this 

group of poems is… 

 

 
 

In modern societies, life has generally become less physically arduous but also more mentally 

and emotionally demanding. Our world is just more complex. Despite advances in technology—

or, in some instances, because of them—our lives have tended to become more busy, rather than 

less so. Although “multi-tasking” has now been largely discredited by assorted scholars and 

experts as a “myth” or even a physical impossibility, I suspect that news of this verdict has not 

made its way to the general populace, and that multitasking remains in the vocabulary, and still 

shapes expectations, in our personal as well as our business lives. When we’re not in the process 

of trying to get multiple things accomplished for some uncertain future payoff, we may spend 

what limited downtime we have reminiscing about a simpler past. Either way, by focusing 

principally on the future or the past, we’re siphoning the present moment—where we actually 

live—of much of its emotional life. 

 

This may have a lot—or maybe everything—to do with what appears to be a growing counter-

trend. Let me quote from Fortune magazine eighteen months ago: 

 

In 2015 the meditation and mindfulness industry raked in nearly $1 billion …  

But even that doesn’t count the revenue from the nearly 1000 mindfulness  

apps now available…or the burgeoning category of wearable gadgets designed  

to help people Zen out. 

 

The article went on to report that 22% of employers would be offering mindfulness training, a 

percentage that the reporter thought could double by this current year. 

 

As a rough definition for mindfulness, we might use the Bashō paraphrase I quoted a few 

minutes ago: “what’s happening right here, right now.”  Of course, this is haiku poetry’s stock-

in-trade… 

 

 

 



 
 

Such poems may allow us to not only “see into the life of things,” as Wordsworth put it, but also 

to examine the role those things play in our lives. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 



When we inhabit the present moment, we can also be more fully in the present season—and see 

into the seasons of our own lives. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 

Our fourth category includes many of those haiku that, in a manner of speaking, throw us a 

curve…oftentimes leading us to what’s been described as an “aha moment.” I’ve labeled these 

poems with the imperative… 

 

 
This group of haiku also operates counter to a prevailing tendency of our time. 

 

Much of what I’ll have to say about these poems has been informed by a book published within 

the last two years called (unsurprisingly!) Surprise… 

 

 
 

…with the subtitle Embrace the Unpredictable and Engineer the Unexpected. Its co-authors, 

Tania Luna and LeeAnn Renninger, consult with companies and other organizations, and they 

describe themselves as professional “surprisologists.” Let me quote one of their research 

findings: 

 

Before age six, kids use the word surprise almost exclusively to describe positive  

events. As we get older, surprise takes on a more negative association. Why? One  

reason is that surprise makes us vulnerable, and as we get older, we associate 

vulnerability with embarrassment and shame. 

 

Of course we feel most vulnerable when we feel a lack of personal control or competence. Such 

feelings arise quite naturally in unfamiliar circumstances and in times of great change. These 

very conditions prevail in contemporary life. 

 



I’ve mentioned technology before, and it applies here as well. Our latest advances in technology 

are taking place at an exponential rather than at a linear rate. And while a great many benefits 

accompany these advances, so too do increased uncertainty and dislocations in once-stable 

careers, belief systems, communities and relationships. As Luna and Renninger observe . . . 

 

today we are surprised more often than ever before. We are also more acutely  

aware of the unpredictability of tomorrow. 

 

And what we cannot predict or control we often try to avoid. In the process we stigmatize 

surprise. 

 

The principal motivation behind Luna and Renninger’s work is to raise awareness about and to 

promote what they call “the positive consequences of surprise: delight, excitement, adventure, 

curiosity, wonder, and serendipity.” These also happen to be the operative qualities of many fine 

haiku. 

 

 
 

 
 

We might add to the roster of positive consequences of surprise the quality of “insight.” Haiku 

can spark insights on matters ranging from the ephemeral to the eternal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

Our old friend R. H. Blyth offers this insight: 

 

The aim of haiku is not beauty; it is something much deeper and wider. It is  

significance, a poetical significance, “a shock of mild surprise”, that the poet  

receives when the haiku is born, and the reader where it is born in his mind. 

 

Little by little, haiku may help us to de-stigmatize surprise and restore it to its proper and often 

healthy role in our lives. 

 

In the fifth and last group of haiku, as in the first, we find a set of poems aligned against a 

particular tendency—in this case, a prevailing mindset—endemic to our culture. I’ve chosen to 

label these poems with the imperative… 

 



 
 

In a certain sense, this is a meta-category, or perhaps not even a category at all, because it speaks 

to something that all effective haiku allow us to do on some level. But the particular poems in 

this group stand as exemplars in that respect. 

 

In my discussion of the prior group of poems I mentioned and quoted from a book I found 

especially illuminating. The same applies but even moreso here.  In this case, the book is called 

The Geography of Thought…  

 

 
 

…and its subtitle gets right to the heart of my discussion here: How Asians and Westerners 

Think Differently…and Why. It’s based on the research and written by academic psychologist 

Richard Nisbett. 

 

I’d like to share two brief excerpts with you.  Here’s the first: 

 

Modern Westerners, like the ancient Greeks, see the world in analytic, atomistic  

terms; they see objects as discrete and separate from their environments; they 

see events as moving in linear fashion when they move at all; and they feel  

themselves to be personally in control of events when they are not. 

 

Here I have to admit that my own identification of five categories of wonder-infused haiku is a 

typically Western mental construct in the sense of seeing the world in what Nisbett calls 

“analytic, atomistic terms.” Mea culpa! 

 



Now here’s the second excerpt: 

 

. . . modern Asians, like the ancient Chinese, view the world in holistic terms:  

They see a great deal of the field, especially background events; they are skilled  

in observing relationships between events; they regard the world as complex and  

highly changeable and its components as interrelated; they see events as moving 

in cycles between extremes; and they feel that control over events requires  

coordination with others. 

 

What I’d especially like to tease out here is that the Western mindset tends to be analytical and 

reductive while the Asian mindset tends to be holistic and integrative. Although both modes of 

thinking have their strengths and weaknesses, what we’ve learned in the last century about 

humanity and reality from both the social and physical sciences seems to indicate that the 

Eastern mindset offers a better match. Indeed, Nisbett’s description of Western “atomistic” 

thinking suggests something of a cultural neurosis: it reveals a worldview premised on our 

separation from the world and from the basic fabric of reality. 

 

In keeping with the holistic thinking of the East, haiku can offer Westerners a corrective to their 

almost automatic sense of dissociation—and resulting estrangement—from the world. As usual, 

Blyth has something relevant to say… 

 

 
 

Haiku offer us not only the product but also, far more significantly, the process of a holistic 

practice:  the usual two-part fragment/phrase structure of each haiku challenges each of us to find 

or make a connection between those very two components. In just this way, an engaged reader 

supplies the thread that will stitch the poem and give it fresh life. 

 

And in return, this practice rewards and vivifies the reader. Spending time with haiku cannot 

help but activate a greater sense of personal participation, and ultimately a greater actual 

engagement, in the world around us. 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

And here are a half dozen more of what I consider “Only Connect” haiku: 

 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

I’d like to close these remarks with something of an invocation that I used to conclude the book: 



 
 

Come see and experience the world with haiku eyes. Behold marvels small as  

well as large. Partake in a feast for all the senses. Come scale the peaks and 

plumb the depths of our truest feelings. Meet and even befriend the unexpected.   

And connect with the ultimate essence of which we are part. 

 

Life awaits…may its wonder be with you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


