ESSAYS

CoPYING TO CREATE: THE ROLE OF IMITATION
AND EMULATION IN DEVELOPING HAIKU CRAFT!

Michele Root-Bernstein

A good quotation can serve as a model for one’s own work, a perpetual
challenge ... Perhaps writers should begin, in fact, by inwardly uttering
again what has already been uttered, to get the feel of it and to savor its full

power ... [W]e are what we quote.

Geoftrey O’ Brien?

You should constantly try to paint like someone else. But the thing is, you
can’t! You would like to. You try. But it turns out to be a botch.... And it’s

at the very moment you make a botch of it that you're yourself.

Pablo Picasso?

Suppose it a habit of mine—or yours—to copy haiku. I commit the
poems of others to memory; I copy them down in my notebook. You
copy word for word certain phrases you admire and place them in your
own verse. We both copy the theme, structure, or atmosphere of a great
haiku and attempt to echo their spirit with our own words and images.
What are we, copycats? Oh, yes. We may feel a bit sheepish, a bit secretive
or defensive, but we do it all the same. And with good reason. As uncer-
tain and ambivalent as we may be about what it means to copy, one thing
is for sure. Copying is an important learning behavior that can be used to

advantage as a creative strategy in the writing of haiku.
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Let me be clear about how I use the word copying. According to my
dictionary, copying generally means 1) to attempt to resemble or dupli-
cate; 2) to write, paint, etc., after an original; and 3) to forge or plagiarize.
This last denotation, the deliberate passing of another’s work for one’s
own, in whole or in part, or even the unwitting repetition of poetic ideas
and phrases, is not at issue here.* My focus is on parts 1 and 2 of the
definition.

So let me change my language a bit and make some distinctions that
will help clarify the utility of attempting “to resemble or duplicate” or
otherwise learn the art of haiku by writing “after an original” As scien-
tists and social scientists interested in the mechanisms of social learning
have observed, all copying is not the same. Generally, they distinguish
between mimicry, imitation, and emulation. Mimicry involves the exact
repetition or performance of a behavior, whether or not intentions are
shared or even understood. Imitation involves reproducing qualities and
processes of a modeled behavior with the same or similar goals in mind.
And emulation involves the reproduction of purposes or goals, though
the behavioral strategies that lead to that result may differ.’

Additional observations about copying can be made. Faced with a
model poem, one may choose to copy the product itself, that is to say, the
materials or style that shape the content. Alternatively, one may choose
to copy the problem with which the model poet grappled—the ques-
tions raised about experience or “the way of haiku,”® perhaps. Then again,
one might choose to copy the processes—physical, cognitive, and/or cre-
ative—deemed necessary to the making of the modeled work.”

By and large the kind of copying we recognize on the pages of a journal,
a chapbook, or an anthology is product copy.® It is much easier to see
that this poem “looks like” that poem in explicit image, phrase, or struc-
ture than it is to “see” a similarity of implicit artistic purpose or creative
process. Indeed, any attempt to copy hidden processes or implied menta-
tions will be subject to dissimilarity, but more on that later. Suffice it to
say, at this point, that understanding different kinds of copying and copy
focus may enhance what we learn through imitation and emulation and

affect, as well, the course of our artistic growth.
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Indeed, we can now make some basic distinctions: To copy in my
notebook a haiku written by another is to mimic or “perform” it. To bor-
row certain phrases or images to use in your own haiku is to imitate the
model product. To adapt product features such as theme or atmosphere
as points of departure for a greater degree of original development is to
emulate. By shifting our focus further, from product to problem or pro-
cess, we move from adaptive copying to enactive or re-creative copying.9
This advanced form of emulation involves the re-discovery of problems
and processes inherent in, or stimulated by, the model poem. Recapitu-
lating goals and purposes as far as possible, the copycat or, in this case, the
re-creator necessarily finds his or her own path to the desired end. This
appears to be what the seventeenth century haiku master Basho had in
mind when he said, “I do not seck to follow in the footsteps of the men
of old; I seck the things they sought.”*

Whether understood as imitation or emulation, as adaptive or enactive,
copying can be a powerful tool for skill acquisition and craft training.
Consider long-standing copy practice among writers. Nineteenth-centu-
ry novelist and poet R. L. Stevenson famously described his self-study as
“playing the sedulous ape” to any number of writers he admired." Some
hundred years later, novelist and educator John Gardner observed that
it was “still instructive” to imitate old and unfamiliar masters of form.
Close, line-by-line imitation “enables the writer to learn ‘from inside’
the secrets of some great writer’s style.”'* For poet and playwright Derek
Walcott, “[Y]ou just ravage and cannibalize anything as a young poet...
The whole course of imitations and adaptations is simply a method of ap-
prenticeship. I knew I was copying and imitating and learning...”"* Short
story writer and poet Grace Paley also remarked that a “period of imita-
tion is important and shouldn’t be stopped.”** And novelist Ursula Le
Guin noted that “conscious, deliberate imitation ... can be good training,
a means towards finding one’s own voice...”"> Classroom teachers gener-
ally agree.'®

Copying to learn may also prepare the copycat for creating original
work. If this sounds paradoxical, psychologist Stevan Harnad briefly lays
out the case:



26 MoDpEeERN Ha1ku 48.1

By definition, imitation gives rise to something that is not new; hence it
is also in general not a creative activity. And yet it too has been found to
be an important precursor of creativity, especially artistic creativity. Those
who ultimately become creative innovators often start out as remarkably

astute mimics of others.”

Harnad concedes that copying has not always been universally admired—
in fact, the mid-twentieth century saw a particularly strong pedagogical
backlash against copying of any kind in favor of de novo originality.'®
The educational psychologist Seymour Sarason, for one, argued that
“[c]opying is the polar opposite of artistic... copying and creating are not
on the same continuum.”” Yet we, like Harnad, like many an artist, musi-
cian, dancer or writer, may beg to differ. Copying to learn caz connect to
originality when, in the course of achieving mastery, close copy gives way
to far copy, and adaptation of product blends into re-creation of process
and problem.

Writer and artist Austin Kleon begins to make the very point in the
title of his self-help book, Steal Like An Artist. “We learn by copying...”
he notes. “You copy your heroes. And you don’t just steal from one ... you
steal from all of them...”” He reiterates what a long line of notables, in-
cluding Pablo Picasso, are alleged to have said: “Good artists copy; great
artists steal.”*! Picasso did in fact say, on the record, “When there’s any-
thing to steal, I steal.” More recently and in another artistic medium,
Bruce Springsteen observed that “everyone steals from everyone else...
And stealing well is, there’s a genius to it... When you're playing, you
hope that somebody hears your voice, is interested in what you're doing
and then gathers whatever they think might be of value in it and then
moves it down the line.”” That is certainly what dancer-choreographer
Paul Taylor has confessed to doing: “I'm not above filching steps from
other dance makers, but only from the best... and only when I think I
can make an improvement.”* Fellow choreographer Liz Lerman openly
lists the same kind of stealing among her “Seven Ways to Be Creative™:
“Recognize that originality isn’t the whole story. Copy. Make variations.
Develop. Diversify.»
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Add to the same crowd of creative copycats poet T.S. Eliot, who really
did write, “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal.”* For Eliot, as
for Picasso and many others, originality had its start in imitation, but
not its endpoint. He did a lot of “borrowing,” “sampling,” and “quoting”
in his work, much of which he himself revealed in footnotes and essays.
By tearing the disguise of de novo creation from his poetry, he made the
case for creativity as a function of adaptation, variation, and the recom-
bination of ideas and methods. “The good poet,” he concluded, “welds
his theft into a whole of feeling which is unique, utterly different from
that from which it was torn.”?” After all, what is “stolen” must be hidden
or disguised. Adapted ideas or images or purposes, heated by association
one with the other, smelt into something unlike any one of their diverse
precedents, something original and new.

It is this forged end of the emulative process, surely, to which haiku
poet Raymond Roseliep referred when he wrote that “Creation is still
more exciting than imitation.”® To copy in order to utter meaningful
difference is the true artistic intoxication. Still, imitation and emulation
have their excitements, of which Roseliep was no doubt aware, for copy-
ing also known as allusion has a well-established role within the haiku
tradition.

A BRIEF LOOK AT HONKADORI

Haiku poet and anthologist Cor van den Heuvel is often quoted for his
succinct statement that “[t]he writing of variations on certain subjects in
haiku, sometimes using the same or similar phrases (or even changing a
few words of a previous haiku), is one of the most interesting challenges
the genre offers a poet... some of the most original voices in haiku do
not hesitate to dare seeming derivative if they see a way of reworking an
‘old’ image.”” Van den Heuvel refers here to the ancient Japanese practice
of honkadori, what Haruo Shirane has defined as “allusive variation on
a classical poem.”® Akiko Tsukamoto, in her article on modes of quot-
ing in Japanese poetry, suggests (like Eliot) that images and phrases bor-
rowed from “famous poems from earlier times” be put to new use, with

“different meaning and atmosphere,” even as they connect the imitation to
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the original poem with “reverberatory effect.”® No surprise, honkadori
gets a fair amount of press in English-language discussions of haiku. Gabi
Greve, for instance, takes a great deal of time on her website to educate
the western poet that “[w]riting honkadori is not the work of a copycat....
but a work showing respect to the masters.”

Let me remind you of a well-known set of examples assembled (and
translated) by Shirane.”® Basho made allusions to foundational poetry
before him; his poetry became fodder for the allusive variations of those

who followed him, no poem more so than this one, written in 1686:

an old pond...
a frog leaps in,

the sound of water

Almost eighty years after “an old pond,” the Bash6-admirer Yosa Buson
made an adaptive copy:

jumping in
and washing off an old poem —

a frog

According to Shirane, Buson’s allusion to Basho made the point that
Basho had ushered in a new perspective on the writing of haiku by wit-
tingly copying a common frog motif and using it in a new way. Basho
chose to ignore the frog’s song that others had typically singled out, and
emphasize instead the sound of its entry into the water. Too, he related
the frog, not to certain flowers or other sentimental associations, but to
a stagnant pond. Image, meaning, atmosphere—all set the frog in a dif-
ferent context. Bashd's fresh take on spring, suddenly bursting winter’s
stillness, offered a new twist on the poetic dimensions of haiku.**

A few generations later, the poet Shiki would have it that “old pond,
so simple and pure a poem, “is impossible to imitate.”*> Presumably he
meant that the imitation could never be disguised, but would always an-
nounce its provenance. Nevertheless, as “old pond” gained in stature, it
gained in copies or allusions. Shirane notes two. The first by the late-

cighteenth century poet Ryokan:
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anew pond
not even the sound of

a frog jumping in

and the second by the twentieth century American haiku poet, Bernard
Einbond:

frog pond....
a leaf falls in

without a sound

By borrowing the notion of no sound from Ryokan and replacing the
frog with a leaf, Einbond’s award-winning poem substantially renewed
and expanded contemporary dialogue with Bashd’s old haiku.

In “Beyond the Haiku Moment,” an essay appearing in Modern Haiku
in winter-spring of 2000, Shirane argues that allusive variation is rare in
English-language haiku, but I submit it may be more common than we
think. As associate editor of Frogpond from 2012-2015, I had the privi-
lege of reading several years’ worth of submissions. I was surprised by how
many allusions I recognized—and, of course, variations on Basho led the
pack. Over the course of ten reading periods, from autumn 2012 through
autumn 2015, Frogpond received some 258 haiku using the word “frog”
or “pond.” Ponds and frogs are common phenomena and a great many of
these poems did not necessarily call “old pond” to mind. But some did,
whether purposefully or not. Twenty-two haiku definitely invited com-
parison by using both “frog” and “pond.” An additional seventeen poems
also invited comparison, either because they used some combination of
“frog” or “pond” with “old,” “jump,” “sound,” or “silence,” or referred to
Basho directly.

What these figures mean is that, over the course of any submission pe-
riod, Frogpond was likely to receive an average of twenty-five or twenty-
six haiku imitating “old pond,” at least four of which aimed at direct al-
lusion. From autumn 2012 to summer 2013, Frogpond published three:
The first, by John Stevenson, in obvious allusion to Basho:
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without a sound
a frog
climbs out of the pond?*®

The second, by Carolyn Hall, in less obvious, even unconscious, allusion
to the classic:

a frog fills the garden of our attention®”

The third haiku, by Alison Woolpert, may be read without reference to
Basho—and yet, should the reader finger it just so, her frog, too, is ready
to hop into the “old pond” pond:

spring morning —
cach student’s paper folded

in frog position®®

Note that all three poems place Bashd’s amphibian in distinctly new wa-
ters. Successful allusions travel some distance from the original; without
sacrificing the connection, they introduce an unexpected alteration that
refreshes the imagery. Less successful imitations, those that did not make
the Frogpond cut, for instance, tend to reiterate received thought, adding
little to the poetic journey. In other words, “old pond” copies received by
Frogpond ranged the copy continuum. So, too, did poems modeled on
other iconic ku. Not only does it seem safe to say that imitation and emu-
lation are alive and well in English-language haiku, they appear to reflect

alearning and creating practice of use to both novice and seasoned haijin.

COPYING AS LEARNING/CREATING PRACTICE
A PERSONAL VIEW

Copying may be more common than we think, but it is a largely unspo-
ken practice. None of the haiku primers on my shelves (with the excep-
tion of one aimed at children®) suggest the imitation or emulation of
classic and other significant haiku. Yet I found myself doing so routinely
and only recently discovered—delightedly—that other poets do so, too.
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One of these is Scott Mason, who shared with me a few of his honka-
dori. Two imitate the well-known phrases “all that remains™ and “falls

utterly away”* from haiku by Basho:

spring peeper car door clunk
all that remains a shell of fresh snow
of yesterday’s thunder® falls utterly away™®

A third plays skillfully with one of Issa’s most admired poems* by swap-
ping out the turnip and upending the form’s habitual reverence for the
humble, in this case the lowly insect:

which way out
the exterminator points
with his spray tip®

Mason’s imitations of Basho make us laugh; they parody the serious or
bittersweet with mundane revision. In short, they add contemporary
value to the model poems and what we make of them.

As Mason remembers it, he did not set out to copy a classic haiku;
rather, “each began with some other stimulus and got to the felicitous
phraseology by some sort of free association and/or recollection.”* Oth-
er poets, however, may set out deliberately to copy old masters—Melissa

Allen, for instance, who posted the following on her blog Red Dragonfly:

I started with a list of favorite haiku by Basho... Then I tried to distill each
of these down to some universal theme or structure or atmosphere—to
figure out what it was about them that made them seem so great to me.
And then for each of them I tried to write a haiku that echoed in some way
the spirit of what Bashé wrote, while coming up with some new insight or

image that was entirely my own.”

Allen (like Mason) takes on a centuries-old challenge here. Basho was
known to advise prospective students, “Don’t imitate me; / it’s as boring
/ as the two halves of a melon.”*® Yet Allen focuses on three elements
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of the exercise guaranteed to disarm the master’s admonition: forgoing
the direct quote that was part and parcel of Mason’s modus operandi,
she singles out theme, structure, and atmosphere for adaptation or copy-
change,” in other words, for emulation. Taking a look at three of Allen’s
Basho poems (all based on translations by Makoto Ueda®®), I'll refer to
these elements as image, structure or order of experience, and mood or
insight.
In response to the following by Basho:

The daffodils
And the white paper screen

Reflecting one another’s color
Allen writes:

the forget-me-nots
and the sky —

an echo

Without mimicking, Allen closely copies image, structure of experience,
and insight. She sticks with flowers—Bashd’s daffodils become forget-
me-nots. She substitutes the sky for the paper screen. She asserts similar-
ity between reflection and echo. Grammatical structure and thus order of
experience remain the same. So does insight and mood.

In this next example, Allen pairs Bashd’s

A white chrysanthemum —
However intently I gaze,
Not a speck of dust.

with her own
no matter how long

I stare at hydrangeas —
pure blue
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In this instance, she continues to copy-change image (the “chrysanthe-
mum” becomes hydrangeas, but still a flower) and mood or insight (“not
aspeck” infers clean infers pure). However, she alters somewhat the origi-
nal structure of experience, flipping the stare and the object of that gaze.
Like the previous example, however, the copy remains quite close.

Finally, consider how Allen plays on Bashd’s

At night, quietly,
A worm in the moonlight
Digs into the chestnut.

with this adaptation:

every morning
new holes in the leaves

someone’s night shift

In this poem Allen’s adaptive imitation, at increasing distance from
the original, begins to shade into emulation and original development.
Changing night into morning, holes in chestnuts to holes in leaves, she
explores a subtle alteration in image. The structure of experience is also
altered. And an element of ambiguity is added, which affects mood.
Whose night shift? Some insect, it seems, is joined by a night worker on
a cigarette break. As Allen herself recognizes, some of her honkadori are
“different enough from what Bashé wrote that they could stand alone”—
this one certainly so. Allen generates here the excitement of creative con-
tribution.

At this point, the question poses itself: How does a learning process
that depends on copying something tried and true allow for creating
something newly effective? The short answer, I would suggest, is this:
when the poet copies not just product, but process and problem, a cer-
tain amount of ambiguity and thus ad hoc variation necessarily enters
into the composition.

Let me explain what I mean by looking at a few of my own imitations

and emulations. In this first example, I chose to work with a haiku by
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Peggy Willis Lyles:

turtle through the reeds
whispering
our secrets’!

As must be obvious, I begin with a close copy:

deer by the back door
hiding

in our stillness

There is some alteration of image and mood, but not much else. But the
exercise gets me wondering. In imitating the end-product—the poem—
one may also attempt to emulate the mental processes or existential
problems that produced it. What was the original poet thinking or ex-
periencing? What questions guided her selective attention within that
experience? How and why did she write this haiku?

Of course, one can never be certain what lies in someone else’s mind—
many aspects of the other’s perception and thought must always remain
unknown. Moreover, as one group of social scientists has noted, the more
opaque the model task, the more diflicult it is to infer the intermediate—
process or problem—steps.’* If I pursue the re-creative copy of percep-
tions and conceptions, of necessity with regard to my own experience of
the world, I must miss the mark in recapitulating Lyle’s experience—I
must, as Picasso said, “make a botch of it.” And that is precisely when I
may develop the germ of poetic difference that is mine and mine alone.
To copy-change John Stevenson, that is the moment I can be “pretty sure
my ku is not quite your ku.”>* So I ask myself: What happens in authentic
encounter to 72y relationship with wildlife? Why do 7 care? How else
might / express this?

“Deer by the backdoor” leads directly in my notebooks to a variation
that depends on my understanding of Lyle’s problem—why care about
encounter—and discovers enough of my own voice to push through

to far copy and emulation. By shifting aesthetically towards linguistic
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ambiguity, and otherwise altering artistic strategy, I come upon fresh po-
ctic expression:

evening hush
the doe and I

in one regard™*

Another way to think about and take on re-creative copy is to reverse-
engineer” the modelled poetic experience or its artistic manufacture.
To reverse-engineer means to take something apart and analyze how it
works in order to remake something similar. If T can figure out the poet’s
strategy for making, I can adapt the artistic process to my own purpos-
es. In this copy exercise, I begin by immersing myself in a poem by the
twelfth-century Japanese poet Saigyo (as translated by LaFleur*®):

All so vague:

In autumn the reasons why
All fall away

And there’s just this
Inexplicable sadness.

Saigyd’s poem “works” by conflating leaves with human purposes, season
with mood. His depressed response to the fall of leaves and approach of
winter is a familiar one, but the basic metaphor implies that leaves in bud
or in full flower may signal other moods. So I opt to displace the focus
of attention from one part of the metaphor to another. In essence, I ask
myself what is the poetic experience just before the leaves and the sadness
fall? Can I transpose that moment just before impending loss to another
season? Moreover, can I assert a different meaning to the metaphor, one

that ties loss to eventual renewal? I try my hand with the following:

dandelions
before the reasons why

all blow away”’
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As a consequence of my change in seasonal attention, I accomplish a shift
in mood and insight—and, I believe, add something of my own to the
copy of craft process.

Finally, I'll use one more example to anticipate my conclusion that imi-
tation and emulation as a learning practice can also function as creative
strategy. The exercise begins with a straightforward and close imitation of
a poem by Lee Gurga. In response to Gurga’s

cach waiting
for the other’s silence —

April birdsong®®
I write

cach waiting
for the other to speak first
spring things

Little is altered with regard to image, structure or insight, except for a
shift in focus from individual silences to a shared silence. There is a slight
change, too, in season, from spring to late winter on the cusp of spring.
Not content with this uninspired copy, however, I consider how I might
alter or otherwise subvert my naive borrowing of phrases and ideas by
altering the why and the how, the problem and the process, of the model
poem. My thinking ultimately leads me to “not waiting” and the expres-

sions we use to convey impatience:

slipping
a
season
in
edgewise
for
syth
i

a59
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From the rather polite manners of a spring already underway we come to
the rather rude announcement that winter must come to an end. From
close imitation we arrive at far emulation and re-creative copy that is, per-
sonally at least, a leap forward in learning the craft and articulating the
art of haiku.

SoME CONCLUSIONS

At last we come back to an earlier question: how does a learning practice
become a creative strategy? As I hope to have demonstrated, copying can
be an indirect and imprecise behavior. It is indirect and imprecise because
it involves not just products, but problems and processes of varying levels
of opacity. It involves, as social scientists might say, a “theory of mind”—
the supposition that you have consciousness much like mine and that I
can infer your thoughts, though I may never, really, verify them. Adding
further to the imprecision, the copycat must intuit artistic intents from
nothing more than a handful of words on a page; words that may or may
not appear in translation; words that may or may not have altered in
meaning over years, decades, or centuries of utterance. Inevitably, there
is as much opening for mistake and variation in artistic reproduction
as there is in biological replication.®® What’s more, the re-creating poet
purposefully strays from the original, secking alternative expressions and
strategies of composition.

This “decoupling of ends and means,” the severance of model poem
from the processes and problems of making, is what “gives room to
creativity in imitation.”® On an individual level, the poet has made
something personally new and meaningful. Whether that poem offers
sufficient difference and value must determine whether or not he seeks
publication and artistic recognition in the public sphere.®* Ultimately,
the novel variation that is effective in the public sphere contributes to
cultural accumulation and evolution.

That is one answer.

Another answer suggests that there are different kinds of copying for
learning and for creating. Well before the would-be poet begins to com-

pose, he or she has in all likelihood read, and read again, a number of
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haiku. To read and to recite is in essence to mimic, to copy a poem “word
for word.” To compose haiku, however, requires more sophisticated kinds
of copying, the adaptive copying of words, images, themes and so forth.
Adaptive copies may involve faithful imitation, as when selected words
or images are borrowed wholesale, without substantive change. They
may also involve emulation, when the copy-change of text becomes para-
mount. As the novice becomes increasingly familiar with the basic skills
of haiku construction, emulation may manifest at increasing distance
from the original model. Too, with increasing facility the learner poet
may deliberately focus on divining compositional processes as well as the
artistic questions and purposes of model poems. With increasing confi-
dence, she may take on the ambiguous challenge of re-creative copy. And
somewhere along the way, immersed in the rigors and, yes, excitements of
far emulation and the recapitulation of intents and purposes, a strategy
for learning shades into a strategy for creating.

The question is not shall we copy, but how shall we copy. We can count
the ways: Whether haiku poets imitate or emulate image, phrase, struc-
ture, purpose or process, the trick is to “steal like an artist,” to transform
the borrowed material, as musician Bruce Springsteen would have it, into
“something beautiful of their own...”®® When all is said and done, copy-
ing provides a powerful tool for learning poetic craft and for creating
something novel and effective that connects with something tried and

true in the “communal poem” that is haiku.
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