
Saltaire Festival Poetry Competition 2020

Session 4 – Haiku, Tanka, Sonnet

This session is aimed at poets over 18 and looks at haiku, tanka and sonnet styles of poetry. Many 

of you will no doubt have explored these already, so this isn’t about teaching grandma to suck eggs; 

it’s about looking at basics and an introduction for those new to these forms.

If you want to enter a poem into the 2020 competition, the theme is Green Aire and judges will be 

looking for poems that explore the theme and how they link to the Aire Valley and Saltaire. You can

find full details at www.saltairefestival.co.uk. You’ll also find worksheets there that recap the videos

and have suggestions for writing activities.

Haiku

This ancient Japanese form of poem writing has become very popular in recent years. It generally 

has three lines which contain 17 syllables in a 5-7-5 pattern. It is a style that really fits the Green 

Aire theme as haikus are usually about nature, animals, and often a specific season. My effort here 

wouldn’t get any judges’ gold stars, but it gives an idea of the structure:

Saltaire seen through glass

Dawn chorus raves above river

Loud in street silence.

However, many writing haikus in English don’t always stick to the 5-7-5 pattern, for example this 

one by Joyce Clement ‘Birds Punctuate the Days’(Joyce runs an hiaku organisation in America):

Period

One blue egg all summer long

Now gone

Traditionally, lines don’t generally rhyme or have punctuation, they avoid ‘as’, ‘like’ and over-

blown description or personification; they should be simple and direct. 
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This form is much shorter than the maximum of forty-two lines you have for the 2020 

competition. However, judges will be looking at quality, not quantity. Three lines could encapsulate 

your feelings, experiences and observations linked to the Green Aire theme.

You’ll find a lot more detail at: http://britishhaikusociety.org.uk/ and examples of haikus at:

https://www.readpoetry.com/10-vivid-haikus-to-leave-you-breathless/ 

Activity:

• Write a poem on the Green Aire theme in whatever style you want

• Are there any rhymes (we tend to this a lot subconsciously)? Take them out.

• With a black marker, take out any similes, metaphors, personification, over-blown 

description

• What are you left with? Can you make a haiku from this? What needs adding, taking away 

to get to the essence?

• Rewrite as a haiku

• Do this a few times. Like all things, haiku writing gets easier with practice.

Tanka

This type of poetry is, like haiku, from Japan, it’s name means ‘short song’. Tanka begin with a 

focus, an examination on an image (‘upper poem’), then examines a personal response (‘lower 

poem’).  It uses a ‘turn’ or pivotal image which is in the third line, as below:

a sudden loud noise

all the pigeons of Venice

at once fill the sky

that is how it felt when your hand

accidentally touched mine

- Ruby Spriggs

Originally tanka was a thirty-one syllable poem, traditionally written as a single,

unbroken line. Tanka has a 5–7–5–7–7 line structure, with no punctuation, as above. 
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But many contemporary tanka break this rule; similarly, the left-justified layout is not universally 

adhered to:

Just out of earshot,

the periodic blinking

of a night airplane,

not quite far enough away

to be as close as the stars 

- Gerald St Maur

This tanka could be interpreted in many ways, as much poetry can. This could be about humans 

merely being a blink in the vastness of the cosmos; about the light being lost in the starry sky, about

migration, escape, loneliness. It shows how five lines can incorporate so much.

 Tanka has changed over the years:

‘While poets continue to experiment, the contemporary tanka in English may be described as 

typically an untitled free-verse short poem having anywhere from about twelve to thirty-one 

syllables arranged in words and phrases over five lines, crafted to stand alone as a unitary, 

aesthetic whole—a complete poem… a tanka is about two breaths in length when read aloud. 

During the last thirty years, it has emerged as a robust short form that is identifiable as a distinct 

verse type while being extremely variable in its details.’ 

You can see the whole discussion by following this link:

http://www.tankaonline.com/Notes%20on%20Form%20--%20Michael.htm 

Unlike haiku, tanks can use simile, metaphor, personification and in many contemporary poems, 

punctuation.

Activity:

• Gerald St Maur’s poem mentions an airplane. The grounding of flights has had both positive

and negative impacts on people – this could link to the Green Aire theme

• Make a list of the positives of flights being stopped

• Make a list of negatives of flights being stopped
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• Choose one of each to create the ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ poem

• Create a pivotal third line. Read the whole poem to hear if it flows

• Ask someone else to read it and comment

• Choose other Green Aire topics to create more tanka

Sonnet

Many of you will know sonnets from studying Shakespeare when at school, and be aware that the 

form uses uses iambic pentameter; a line has ten syllables in five pairs with a soft stress on the first 

syllable, and hard stress on the second syllable. For example:

Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? Sonnet 18

An English sonnet (there are other types) has fourteen lines, and the rhyme scheme is ABAB, 

CDCD, EFEF, GG.

Sonnets tell stories. Used to explore strong emotion, a specific idea or sentiment, the last two lines 

clarify the emotion, or the question posed at the start of the poem, as in Sonnet 18, above.

Here’s Sonnet 130, in which a narrator describes a woman in negative terms, but the last two lines 

illustrate what he really feels.

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;

Coral is far more red than her lips' red;

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damasked, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks;

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I grant I never saw a goddess go;

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she belied with false compare.
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This form lends itself to exploring the Green Aire theme, to reflecting on the impact of climate 

change on the Aire Valley and Saltaire, as my ‘work in progress’ hopes to show.

My valley echoes with commuter sounds;

Engines grind and rumble in car-filled streets,

Trains rattle along tracks where noise abounds,

Chattering shoppers where the Aire and Beck meets… 

… I might describe floods, and the impact of commuting/weather and conclude with two lines about

the peace of the lockdown and how I’ve appreciated that.

Wilfred Owen’s ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, although not about nature or the environment shows 

how powerful the form can be. Follow the link to read it.

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/sonnet

You’ll find more examples with this link.

https://natureofwriting.com/courses/poetry/lessons/sonnets/ 

Activity

 Decide what aspect of the Green Aire theme you want to explore (there may be more than 

one)

 Write, without interruption or editing, 14 lines of poetry on the chosen theme

 Read what you’ve written. Circle words/phrases that work for you. Are there any rhymes 

that work?

 Taking what you’ve chosen, re-work your 14 lines, remembering the couplet is a ‘pivot’

 Read aloud what you’ve written. Does it flow, make sense, have the right rhyme pattern; 

does the couplet clarify the preceding 12 lines?

 Ask someone to read it. Does it make sense to them? What comments have they got?

 Leave for a couple of days, go back and read it again. Does it still work? If not, re-work it.

 Try the same steps for other themes – some may come more easily than others.
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All of these styles of poetry - haiku, tanka, sonnet – use less then the forty-two lines 

available for a poem submitted to the 2020 competition.

However, they are styles that challenge a poet to really think about their subject and to hone, to 

distil the essence of that thinking. All three of them have been traditionally used to explore nature, 

to reflect on its impact on our mental health, which is why I have included them.

You may not want to use any of these types of poetry for a submission, which is fine.

Sessions Five looks at ballads, re-visits blank verse, and includes the winning poems from the 

2019 competition.

Sessions 1-3 are aimed at children and young people, and explore a range of different styles, 

including blank and free verse, and these are available on the website if you want to dip into them.

Remember, the closing date for the competition is 17 July and all details can be found at 

www.saltairefestival.co.uk

Happy writing!  - and good luck!

Irene Lofthouse

May 2020
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