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Senryu as an Art Form
by Joseph Earner
Foreword
Seer Ox: American Senryu Magazine, WHICH ) ESTABLISHED AND EDITED
IN THE MID S WAS INTENDED TO SHOWCASE SOME OF WHAT COULD BE
accomplished with senryu in English. Joseph Earner’s essay, reprinted
here from Seer Ox   n, reflects the direction Seer Ox pur
sued, seeing senryu as capable of a tragicomic vision relating to the
human condition, informed by the deeper roots of human psychology
as then understood vis–à–vis Jung, et al. We found no artistic or com
pelling philosophical reasons to limit senryu to vulgar humor, cheap
shots, shallow satire, or what passed for wit on the school playground.
/UR ESTIMATION OF SENRYU WAS ) THINK ESSENTIALLY IN PARALLEL TO THAT OF
R.H. Blyth. At that time, we also kept our eyes open for opportuni
ties offered by tanka in English (via kyoka AND THE PROSE POETRY OF
an emerging haibun literature, to apply these same approaches and
thematic expectations.
— Michael McClintock
Clovis, Calif.
Oct. 13, 2012

T

he hPROBLEMv OF THE SENRYU IS AN INTERESTING ONE AND FOR OUR PUR
poses in English, would seem to involve, at its very center, two
qualities that people who carry themselves rather flatulently would
DO WELL TO RECOGNIZE VICIOUS SELF PARODY AND EVIL NATURED FUN &OR THE
senryu does not look at man and say: that’s what you ARE BUT ) STILL LOVE
YOU )T LOOKS ON HIM AND SAYS THATS WHAT YOU ARE AND IF THAT INCLUDES
me too, buddy, then god help us all.



Essays



The senryu in English seems to have gotten watered down (via our
!NGON 3AXEL INABILITY TO SEE A DOG AS A REALLY SHAMELESS STUPID BEAST
a cat as his more intelligent, vicious obverse, and man as a composite
OF THE TWO INTO A GENTLE FUN PROVOKING PICTURE OF OUR MORE DELIGHTFUL
FOIBLES )T ISNT REALLY )TS PRETTY NASTY WHEN YOU COME DOWN TO IT AND
was recognized to be such by the Japanese, who kept it well apart from
what they considered poetry.
3ENRYU IN FACT STANDS MUCH CLOSER IN TONE TO THE 'REEK AND 2OMAN
epigram than it ever did to the haiku (despite the easy tendency of the
latter, depending on where its stress is placed, to swerve from nature
toward man at his worst). Take this one, for example, written by one of
our editors during a particularly senryuish period:
her eyes spoke volumes,
most of them
pornographic
.OW that’s NASTY 7HETHER AN ACTUAL OBSERVATION OR WISH FULlLLMENT
WHO CAN VENTURE TO SAY #ATULLUS IN ANY CASE WOULD HAVE LIKED IT
AS WELL PERHAPS THE &IRST 3ENRYû HIMSELF )TS HUMAN DETESTABLE AND
DOWNRIGHT GROINISH &OR LET US EVER RECALL BRETHREN THAT IN THE SUB SUB
basement of most senryu there lurks the bobbing green head (or is it
PURPLE AND HAIRY RED BODY OF ,UST 4HIS IS WHY OF COURSE SENRYU ARE
so interesting and why kulchured Japanese, for centuries, have been
sneaking into bookstores to peep at them.
The senryu, then, sees man holding a particularly, though naturally
repellent position in the scheme of things, under the aspect of com
EDY 4HE REAL hPROBLEMv SETS IN HOWEVER WHEN THE EXERCISE AS HOR
ribly funny as it can get, starts getting unFUNNY 9ET EVEN HERE CRUELTY
and pathos may combine to bring about the sort of laughter one hears
sometimes in the deepest core of things, a chuckle not of our making,
true, but the sort Lear (so we are told) picked up out there in his foolish
stage, and we now and again may in our daily lives catch just enough
of to dismiss at once for fear of it ripping us apart, but recognize and
RETAIN SOMEWHERE WITHIN US AS PROPERLY ATTUNED RECORDING DEVICES OF
the gods.
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she is so homely
he talks women’s lib
,ETS BE OBJECTIVE NOW POETICAL IF WE CAN AND NOT POLITICAL 4HERE
is humor here — not the sort, perhaps, we would rather hear, but hu
MOR STILL 7HO IS IT THAT CAN SMILE AT THIS .OT THE POLITICIAN CERTAINLY
NOT THE SOCIOLOGIST NOT THE LEADERS OF hSERIOUSv REVOLUTIONS &OR THESE
must of necessity carry their blinkers always with them, and march
UNERRINGLY LIGHT LIPPED AND STRAIGHT "UT THE POET  DELAYS STAYS BACK
steps off the shiny asphalt occasionally to investigate less shimmering
(and sometimes quite pungent) things, sees the gentleman slip on the
banana, or the banana slip on the gentleman, the decorous matron
pick her nose, or the nose her matron, or most cruelly and comically
of all, the child born without a nose wear colorful, pretty dresses on
the chance that no one will notice, or imagine he noticed, as noticed
.ATHANIEL 7EST
The last case would seem to take senryu beyond humor as it is com
monly understood into something much deeper and more remote, and
few of us there are who would be so unwise as to journey with it. We
want the laughs that are true, but not too true, that hurt but not too
much. And this is perhaps what the senryu can give us more readily
than any other form of humor, even the terse epigram: the extrapola
tion of our sad evility presented in itself and without comment, a mir
ror in a room carefully locked, with the blinds drawn, watching.

