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BONSAI POEMS 
 
Bonsai  poem  – a form of poetry similar to haiku but having no formal structure other 
than precision, simplicity and the obvious quality of a miniature. A single sentence makes 
the perfect form of a bonsai poem. Stylistically the sentence is laid out in two > four 
word blocks, however no formal structure rule exists.  
 
Types o f  Bonsai  Poetry  – observational, aphoristic, confessional, imagist (deep), witty, 
philosophic or a combination of all of these etc. 
 
Meta  – a bonsai poem, like the tree, is a work of artifice, or rather, a natural thing 
manipulated. Primarily the purpose of bonsai is contemplation for the reader and the 
rewards of ingenuity for the author. 
 
Bonsai is obviously a nod to Haiku, and it also summaries the idea nicely. Bonsai form has 
relations with not only Haiku. Bonsai has many branches and grows in many pots.  My 
device is an Oulipian constraint designed to initiate the cultivation of a sentence into a 
miniature, an aspect of visual poetry or a ‘stylistic constraint.’ No rule exists about only 
three lines or syllabic count. Kerouac made several of what I consider Bonsai but most 
of his Haiku are quite formless. See here –  
 
http://anyportinastorm.proboards.com/thread/3089/jack-kerouacs-haiku 
 
Bonsai is not only about writing a short loaded poem and ignoring syllabic count, it's 
about making that sentence fit into a precise little block.  The very act of doing so reveals 
whether or not it is an effective Bonsai poem. When I write bonsai the image/sentence 
comes first, in a flash, a natural thing not interfered with. If examination of this sentence 
reveals complex semiotic chains of connection and you find it pleasing, beautiful and 
complete in itself as a tree, then now you brutalise it into a miniature. If it won’t fit, 
prune it, rework it, manipulate it, bend it every which way.  
 
Grammatical and textual mischief is encouraged. 
 
Also, I have no problem with poetic trickery or the image that a Bonsai makes being 
difficult, gold-heavy or clumsy as John Cleese doing a stupid walk. 
 
Inspiration for Bonsai comes from this list, which will probably continue to grow. 
 
. Haiku 
. Sliding tile puzzles 
. Chinese puzzles 
. Tetris 
. Imagist and Deep Imagist poetry 
. Found poetry 
. Visual poetry 
. Kerouac’s western languages haiku 
. Dadaist poetry 
. Futurist poetry 
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. Surrealist poetry 

. The Theatre of The Absurd 

. T. S. Eliot in general 

. Typography 
 
 
Quest ions/Crit i c i sm 
 
Q. Isn’t this the same as Twitter Poetry? 
A. No character restriction exists in the rules. 
 
Q. Name Raskol 
Email raskol@*****.com 
Subject Bonsai Poetry 
Message Hey Brentley. Isn't your Bonsai Poetry just another way of saying what Kerouac 
said "Jack Kerouac - "I propose that the 'Western Haiku' simply say a lot in three short 
lines in any Western language. Above all, a Haiku must be very simple and free of all 
poetic trickery and make a little picture . . ."" I really like this though. You are right, it's a 
lot of fun. Thanks Ras 
 
A. Hello Raskol 
 
Thanks for your question. 
 
One of my students threw Kerouac's quote at me also. Here's the full quote: 
 
 “The American Haiku is not exactly the Japanese 
 Haiku. The Japanese Haiku is strictly disciplined 
 to seventeen syllables but since the language 
 structure is different I don't think American 
 Haikus (short three-line poems intended to be 
 completely packed with Void of Whole) should worry 
 about syllables because American speech is 
 something again...bursting to pop. 
 
 Above all, a Haiku must be very simple and free 
 of all poetic trickery and make a little picture 
 and yet be as airy and graceful as a Vivaldi 
 Pastorella.” ~ Jack Kerouac  
 
I considered including that quote in my definition. I said that Bonsai is related to Haiku, 
but it is different, and different from Kerouac's proposition. My device is an Oulipian 
constraint designed to initiate the cultivation of a sentence into a miniature, an aspect of 
visual poetry or a ‘stylistic constraint’ No rule exists about only three lines or syllabic 
count. Kerouac made several of what I consider Bonsai but most of his Haiku are quite 
formless. See here - http://anyportinastorm.proboards.com/thread/3089/jack-kerouacs-
haiku 
 
Bonsai is not only about writing a short loaded poem and ignoring syllabic count, it's 
about making that sentence fit into a precise little block. Also, you'll notice I crossed out 
invented, devised, formulated and simply say I propose a formalisation of the form. 
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Bonsai is obviously a nod to Haiku, but it also summaries the idea nicely.  
 
Also, I have no problem with poetic trickery or the image that a Bonsai makes being 
difficult, gold-heavy or clumsy as John Cleese doing a stupid walk. 
 
I'm happy to say that the OuLiPo accepted my definition as a legit constraint :) 
 
EXAMPLES 
 

 
 
 
 


