ESSAYS

SHINING WHEAT FIELDS: HAIKU IN UKRAINE

Nicholas Klacsanzky

kraine is a country whose haiku and haiku poets have been over-

looked. What has exacerbated this issue is that Ukrainian poets
have been largely joined at the hip with their Russian counterparts. It is
clear, certainly nowadays, that a cordial relationship between Russian and
Ukrainian poets would be a good thing. However, with Ukrainian poets
being largely published in Russian journals in the Russian language, a lot
of their local flavor has been drowned out. To this day, there is no journal
dedicated to Ukrainian haiku.

To understand why this is, we have to look at the history of haiku in
this area. Russian haiku were first written in 1917 in the year of the Great
October Socialist Revolution by Nikolay Gumilyov."! On the other hand,
the first haiku written in the Ukrainian language is difficult to pin down.
I have talked to several Ukrainian scholars of haiku and there is no clear
answer. The Ukrainian language has faced centuries of oppression which
has caused evidence to disappear. Though haiku first appeared in print
as a translation from Japanese to Ukrainian by Fedor Puschenko in the
journal Eastern World #1 in 1927,? original haiku written in Ukrainian
were, in all likelihood, composed by Volodymyr Rodionovich Kolomiiets
(1935-2017)? or Mykola Vorobyov (1941-present). Kolomiiets is noted
to have had an affinity for haiku,* but there are no records of haiku in his
books that I have looked at. Vorobyov’s first poetry collection, Bookinist,
was published in 1966 with haiku-like or haiku poetry, though.’

Haiku published in the territory of Ukraine initially was neither
Russian nor Ukrainian, but rather Soviet. However, as the history of the

Ukrainian language shows, it is resilient and has a distinct cultural back-
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ground from that of Russian—the primary language of the Soviet Union.
The Ukrainian language has endured oppression and almost erasure by
the Soviet Union, the Russian Empire, and Lithuanian, Polish, and Tatar
rule. However, the importance of the Ukrainian language and Ukrainian
identity were not prominent in their haiku until recently. To see a clear
picture of how this happened, I will break down the major events that
led to the popularity of haiku written and translated by Ukrainian poets.

After Fedor Puschenko published the first-ever translations of Japanese
haiku in Ukrainian in 1927, the next milestone happened in 1931, with
the first translations of tanka in Ukrainian called 7he Japanese Poetry of
the Feudal Epoch by Oleksander Kremen. This book included the intro-
duction "The Origin and Development of Japanese Lyrics of the Feudal
Epoch,a translation of tanka, commentary, and references. This is identi-
fied as the first literary research in Ukrainian about the history of classi-
cal Japanese literature.®

Ukrainian haiku history got sidelined during the period 1930-1970.
WWII and the mass repressions in Ukraine in the 1930s caused a
long dry spell for Japanese poetry translated into Ukrainian. However,
translated Japanese novels and Ukrainian-Japanese dictionaries were
published.”

Finally, in 1971, A Month Above Fuji: 100 Japanese Haiku, was trans-
lated by Omelyan Masykevych. The book features Japanese hokku and
haiku from the 15th to the 20th century.® In 1984, Ukrainian poet and
translator Gennadiy Turkov published another book of translations of
tanka called Poems of Ishikawa Takuboku. Tanka continued to have
importance in literary scholarship in Ukraine.

In 1990, Ukrainian translator Mykola Lukash translated forty-nine
hokku of Matsuo Basho and numerous works of hokku poets of the 17th
and 18th centuries in his book From Boccaccio to Apollinaire. One year
later, during the fall of the Soviet Union, Turkov continued his inter-
est in Japanese literature with the first book of hokku by Matsuo Basho
published in Ukrainian called Poetry of Matsuo Basho."

Entering the modern century, Ivan Bondarenko published the Anthol-
ogy of Japanese Poetry: Haiku of the 17th—19th Centuries in 2002."" And,

in 2003, a momentous event happened: the Ist International Haiku
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Festival in Ukraine, which convened haiku poets from Ukraine, Belgium,
Germany, Israel, and Russia. This can be seen as the start of a stronger
wave of interest in haiku in the land of shining wheat.

In 2005, haiku and tanka poet Mykola Vorobyov won the Taras
Shevchenko National Prize, which is the highest literary prize in Ukraine.
Though Vorobyov does not strictly see himself as a haiku or tanka poet,
he writes short poems that verge on being haiku or tanka, or that can be
said to be them. In interviews, he acknowledges his poetry as close or
being able to be called haiku. He also writes from the perspective of his
Zen practice.?

Bondarenko struck once again in 2007 by publishing Japanese Classi-
cal Poetry with in-depth commentary. His latest book was published in
2010 called Luxury and Poverty of Japanese Poetry: Japanese Poetry in the
Context of World and Ukrainian Literature." Surely, we can say that in
the realm of Ukrainian haiku scholarship, Bondarenko ranks among the
most prolific and important.

In 2009, Ukrainian poets Olha Chernykh and Sergiy Kurbatov
presented their work at the 5th World Haiku Association Conference in
Lithuania. This was the first time Ukrainian poets had visited and pre-
sented at this conference.

From 2014 to the present day, an explosion of interest in the Ukrainian
language has occurred. Since the annexation of Crimea in 2014 to the
current invasion of Ukraine by Russia, many writers and poets began to
write exclusively in Ukrainian instead of Russian. Also, with Ukraine in
the news at all times because of the war, Ukrainian haiku poets are being
featured in newspapers, journals, and other media more than ever.

I could go into much greater depth about the poets and scholars that
make up the history of haiku in Ukraine. However, I will leave the rest of
the essay to the showcasing of haiku by Ukrainian poets. If the original
Ukrainian or Russian is present, I will present it first and then an English
translation. If only the English version is present, it is either because the
poem was written in English or the original could not be found.

I will start with perhaps the oldest known Ukrainian haiku poet,
Mykola Vorobyov. All the original haiku are in Ukrainian:
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moonlit night —
and the song of a cricket
shines in the grass

and here you're lying ...
all cherished desires

under a rim of snow

HIY MICSUHA —
I NiCHA YBIPKYHA

6 mpasi banugumo

1 0Ch mu AeHwcu ...
B8CL 3an08imHi bawanus

nid cuizo8ow 2aborw

at seven in the morning, the net was pulled out:

some blue roots
and white feathers...

rustling poplars —
the silver side of wind

glows all night

0 CoOMIU PAHKY BUMA2 CIIMKY):
dexinvka cunix xoperis

i bina nipina ... '°

8imep 8 MonoNIX ULyMumy —
CpibHuil bix simpy

8HOYL 00820 ceimumuvcs '

The poet Sergiy Kurbatov stands out for not only writing fine haiku

but also for being a professor at the Department of Sociology at Kyiv

National Economic University and an adviser at the National Academy

of Educational Sciences of Ukraine. I am indebted to him for providing

the majority of the historical details in this essay. Below are some of his

selected haiku, with originals in Ukrainian, except for the second, which

was written in English:

Milky Way —
putting three dots
at the very beginning...

S0 easy to say
farewell to the past —

swallows in the sky

Dymayoxuii wargax —
CIMABAIO CROYAINKY
mpu kpanxu... "
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summer-long love affair: daunuti pomar —

only the scent of apples naxwe LO1yKamu

in an empty basket noposcrin Komux *°
someone has passed X7MOCH Ninos

on the hospital steps — HA CX00UNKAX NiKaPHT —
the first snow nepuinii cuiz >

Alexander Shitkovsky. For a biography published in Ulitka #2, a
Russian periodical, he explained: “I wrote my first haiku on the 3rd of
September, 1982. I study Zen and everything related to it. I have a degree
in psychology and work in the information department of the Zaporo-
zhskaya Nuclear Energy Plant.” Translated from Russian:

first snow
carly in the morning

the carpet beaters *

road to the cemetery
the pedestrian crossing sign

is finally erected *

workers’ bus

no one wipes

the fogged-up windows **

autumn evening ocennul sevep

the village dog leaves yx00um ¢ 6podseoi
with a drifter depesenckuii néc >

Often recommended while I was researching current Ukrainian haiku
poets, Olha Chernykh,resides in Lviv—a stronghold of the Ukrainian
language. She is also the Deputy President of Aikido Yoshinkan Lviv
Shinkikai and is an artist with her company Art Doll Lviv.



32

MoDERN HAIKU 54.3

Snow.
Do you also love
to kiss?

snowy path
the old woman smiles
to herself

father's house
apricot jam

with stones

someone else's wedding
the dahlia bulbs

so yellow

Chie.
Tu mexnc ar0bum

Llinysamucs?*

3ACHINCEHA CIMeNcKAa
cama cobi

YCMIXAEMBCS cnapenvka ™

bamuvxiscokuil 0im
3 Kicmoyxamu

abpuxocose sapenns >

Yyosce BeCIANS
MAaKi JHo6mi
KyAL ocopocun >

Sergiy Shpychenko is another major Ukrainian haiku talent. He resides

in Kyiv and has had his poems featured in such places as The Mainichi,
The Asahi Shimbun, and NHK World’s program Haiku Masters.

not a single soul

hailstones are pounding

the inflatable floats 3°

wedding photo
looking for someone

to shoot !

election campaign —
the holiday greetings

via intercom **

unfinished house
snowflakes fall

into the future nursery *
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Valeria Simonova-Cecon is an outstanding poet and member of the
international haiku community. She is highly interested and competent
in linked verse and senryu, besides haiku. She is active in several online
groups for senryu, kyoka, and haiku. Valeria has won awards for her

linked verse and has written several educational articles on senryu.

mount Matajur

on the ancient rocks, traces

of my DNA

spring field —
everything is busy
with living

pale sun —
the field shivers under

a hawk’s cry

after the rain of petals
the rain of bombs

eopa Mamarop
Ha pesHix ckeasx cAidu

moei AHK >

BeCHIHE N0AE
2emu yce 0o neboxpar
3AX0ONACHE HCUMIMMIM >

baide conye —
7104 MPEMIMUMD 710
Kpuxom scmpyba *°

nicas 00ugy 3 NEACIMOK
douwy i3 bomb >’

From Kharkiv, we have Alla Mutelika. She has been featured in journals
such as Shamrock and Ulitka. Her profession is in ayurvedic astrology.

Formerly, she was an advertising specialist and copywriter.

summer heat —
a stray cat stares
at the stone lion

sunrise
the universe is growing smaller
in the dewdrop ¥

wedding china set
for luck

smashing it alone *
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sakura sakura sakura
bloomed and faded in my garden

like there was nothing *!

After graduating with a degree in Physics, haiku poet Oleh Yourov
taught astronomy at the high school level and worked in theater. Since
1993, Oleh has worked as a meditation instructor. He wrote his first
poem in 1997 and only later realized that it was haiku. Besides being a
widely published poet, he is also a fine painter, with his paintings being
exhibited regularly in galleries.*” Translated from Russian and versions

only in English:

autumn dew
a cat tiptoeing
in the garden ©

village parish cenvckutl npuxod

even the street dog dace om d8oprszu

smells of incense Hecem aadarom
scent of violet

a spider descends

from the moon #

falling leaves Aucmonad

my hands fidget sepuy 8 pyxax
with a Rubik’s Cube Kybux Pybuxa *

An up-and-coming haiku poet, Vladislava Simonova, has won the
JAL Foundation Award in the Russian section of the 7th Japan-Russia
Haiku Contest 2018. This is an illustration of Ukrainian poets compet-
ing in Russian haiku competitions before Russia invaded Ukraine in
2022. Other Ukrainian poets received awards in the 2021 Haiku.Ru
International Haiku Contest.”” Vladislava has been featured on Japanese
websites and NHK. Most notably, there is a featured article on her haiku
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about bomb shelters in Ukraine on the website Haiku For Peace based
in Kyoto.®

will I watch the trees
through the taped windows

turn yellow ? #5°

the snowstorm is over

it’s time for a calligraphy lesson
for birds’ feet >

children fly
their paper airplanes...
bomb shelter >

with a curfew
and a blackout, I’ve never

seen so many stars >

Mikhail Yezhov is from Kharkiv. He has written three haiku books in
Russian titled ITosocka csema (Streaks of Light), Cobauuii nacmyx (Dog
Shepard), and O6raxa Had Basapom (Clouds Over the Bazaar).”* He has
won awards for his haiku, such as Third Place in the Haiku.Ru Interna-
tional Haiku Contest in 2021>° and Editor’s Choice in the specia April
2014l issue of Ershik.>® Haiku of his translated from Russian and English-
only versions:

stars of August 3663061 aszycma
[ hammered so many nails CKOABKO 5 801UA 28030€1)
into this dacha! 6 amy dauy!”’

scream in the fog
between Astrakhan and Kharkiv

Tmutarakan %5
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starry sky

stuck ... can’t push it down....

the pill in my throat ¢

all our passion
rolled into a cloud
December sunset

BECb HAUL 7lbLi
3aKamaitt 8 004axo0

dexabpockuii 3axam '

Irina Meleshkina is from Kyiv, studying theater at the Kyiv National

Institute of Theater, and now working at the Museum of Theater, Music,
and Film Arts of Ukraine. She is part of the Kyiv Haiku Club, which re-
leased a book named Red Sun. Some of her selected haiku, with Russian

and Ukrainian translations:

warming each other
the sunbeam

and the old cat

Indian summer-...
walking in doorways
colorful winds

sitting like seagulls —
we face the wind

shouting to each other

through courtyards...
dark buildings

empty eye sockets

Tperom dpyz dpyea
Coaneunvil 3a5y

H cmapouii kom

babve semo ...
B nodsopomusx 2yasiom

Pasnoysemmsie sempos

Cudum, xax vaixy —
Auyom x empy,
Iepexpuxnsasco *

HACKpi3ni 80P ...
memui 6younxis
nopowcui ounuyi

Dmitry Tashaglo is from Chornomorsk. His haiku have appeared in

journals such as Ulitka and have won awards in Russian competitions. A

sense of humor and compassion is most notable in his work. Translated

from Russian:
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costs rising
the fly rubs hands

on a price tag

dawn
our alarm clocks
echo to each other

Milky Way
the kitten licks
his mustache off

kebabs

and for us! and for us!
say the burning flies

Llodoponcaru

Ha yennuxe nomupaem ranku
Myxa

ceemaenm
nepexﬂmmmmwz

Hawu 6ydurvruxu

Mueunviii nyme
Obuusvieaem ycot

Komenox

Hlawrvixu
H wam! H nam!

Kysencam myxu @

Larisa Gorovaya (Silakova) is from the city of Izmail. Her haiku and

senryu have been well received by her peers, winning two awards in the

International Haiku Competition in the Russian Language. In her work,

you can feel the power of everyday life and sometimes its humor. Trans-

lated from Russian:

argument
telling my cat

when I’ll be back

March day
the snow woman falling apart

piece by piece

30 years later
showing off pictures
my grandchildren, her cats

ccopa
2080p1 KouLKe
k0204 sepHycy

MAPMOBCKUIL Denéx
8CE HANEPEKOCIK
y cHewcHot babor !

MPUdYams Aem cnycms
xXeacmaemcs Pomramu

2 — BHYK08, 0Ha — KOwKY ">
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thaw ommenenw
at the bottom of the snowdrift  #a due cyzpoba
awedding ring obpyuarvroe korvyo >

Stanislav Belsky livesin Kyiv but is originally from the city of Dnipro. He
is a programmer by profession but is also a poet, publisher, and translator
of Ukrainian poetry. He translated Jim Kacian’s Long After (Red Moon
Press) into Ukrainian with Marichka Stashko.” Stanislav has been pub-
lished widely in a variety of poetry journals, has had several books of his
poems published, and has contributed to many volumes of translations.
His style can range from the surreal to the ordinary. His forthcoming
collection, Quaternion, will be haiku in Ukrainian, Russian, and English.
The poems below are from this collection, with the originals in Russian,
translated by myself and Dmytro Shcherbyna.

going to a shelter cobupasico 8 yoexcuuye
habitually trying 710 NPUBLILKE NBLIMANCH
to kill moths in the corridor ~ ybume 6 xopudope moas ™

I give up laughter and algebra  omxasvisaroce om cnexa u arzebpeos

in the garden of divergent 8 cady pacxodsmuxcs
telegram channels menezpam-xanaros '
center of gravity: YEHND MSHcecms:
how little the snow needs KaK MALO HYICHO CHE2Y
to die 4mobvs ymepems "’

we will brush aside the rain with hedgehogs

OYACM OTMAXHMBATBCS OT AOXKAS €XKAMH °

Anna Viazmitinova is from Kyiv and is a copyeditor, proofreader, and
translator. She is proficient in English and Polish, besides Russian and
Ukrainian. She composes photo haiku regularly. Translated from Rus-
sian and Ukrainian:
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Hunter’s moon
the weary pitcher gathers
himself up

Carpathians
even brighter in the fog
hotel geranium

open parking lot
on the snow

stretching blue shadows

distant explosions —
a spring fly is warming up
on the balcony

Oxomnuyuvs Ayna
cobupaemcs ¢ dyxom
yemanviti numuep ”’

Kapnamuo
8 mymane euwye apue

2ocmunuunas epars

OMKPLLINAL CINOAHKA
RPOMAHYAUCH 110 CHEZ)

cunue menu S

daexi 6ubyxu —
2piemvcs Ha baiKoHi

secrana myxa >

The above poetic work is a fair sample from Ukrainian haiku poets. I
encourage readers to search for more Ukrainian talent in online journals
and print. They will be surprised at how many great poets are outside of
our vision. With the current war in Ukraine, it is important to support
these poets by sharing their work through social media and making oth-
ers aware of their significance. In addition, the Ukrainian language is be-
ing attacked via territorial invasion. This is a key time to raise your voice
for the preservation of this beautiful language. Despite Ukrainian haiku
poets being featured regularly in the media because of the war, more and
more territory is being taken by Russian forces. These regions suppress
the Ukrainian language. Russia may eventually occupy all of Ukraine and
the health of its national language will be under extreme threat. There-
fore, I encourage you to do your part, whether small or large, to support
Ukrainian haiku poets and by extension, the Ukrainian language.
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NOTES:

I would like to acknowledge the late Sergiy Kurbatov (1971-2023) for
his write-up, "A Brief History of Haiku in Ukraine," his translations, his
poems, and for being a pillar of the Ukrainian haiku community dur-
ing his illustrious life; Dmytro Shcherbyna for his extensive help with
the translations; Michael Dylan Welch for his inspiration and encour-
agement to put this essay together; and the country of Ukraine and its
people for its creativity and resilience.
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