
Versifying Nature 
 
Why just talk about haiku when we can actually go out and write some? This past week 
you have gotten to know a particular location as a source for visual art. This week your 
task is to revisit that spot and compose a haiku. You will need to adhere to the following 
set of rules:  
 

1. The haiku must have three lines, with a syllable structure of 5-7-5.  
 
2. It should make a concrete, immediate observation from the nature around you. 

 
3. It should demonstrate “sabi,” a sense of solitude which facilitates reflection.  

 
4. It may demonstrate humor, wit, wordplay, or a sense of the unusual. 

  
In addition, you should consider the following suggestions on how best to approach this 
task.  

First, take time at it. Go to your spot and spend a good while (several minutes to 
half an hour) in meditation and contemplation, searching for unusual or interesting details 
in the nature around you. Let your mind play with the connections between them and 
your own feelings or some larger theme that resonates with what you know of Buddhism 
(from first semester) and Basho.  

Second, try to gain a sense of connectedness to the natural object that you seek to 
write about. Project your empathy into the object; try to become one with it, feel as it 
feels, as part of a continuum of all things. This also would have been a good exercise to 
do for painting, but if you didn’t try it then, please do so now.  

Third, don’t be afraid to refine your haiku. Keep it in your head a while, playing 
with the words, to make sure they feel right.  

Fourth, make sure every word counts. Don’t pad out your poem with meaningless 
words (like a, the, or short prepositions) to get the syllable count right; always seek to 
weed out words that don’t carry much weight, so that every syllable is working to enrich 
or twist the meaning to multiple interpretations. The Japanese language is much more 
dense than English, so it works better for this, but you can make English work much 
harder than it normally does.  
 
With thanks to Prof. Andrew Chittick, who used this idea in a previous WHGC class.  

 


