
 

Finding Beauty in Simplicity 
 

“If you will stay close to nature, to its simplicity, to the small things hardly noticeable,                                      

those things can unexpectedly become great and immeasurable.” 
― Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet 

This week’s creative theme is finding beauty in simplicity - something that artists and writers have striven for for   
millennia. Ancient and Archaic Greece come to mind, the perfect forms of classical statues and architecture or the 
simple lyricism of Sappho’s poetry.  But of all cultures the one that has sought beauty in simplicity most deter-
minedly has to be Japan. 
 
What is the simplest, most distilled form of literature? We looked at very short short stories recently and that form 
has a claim, but the aim there is rarely beauty in itself. It seems to me that the literary form that represents the 
search for beauty in simplicity best is the haiku. 
 
We have looked at haikus before so, in the interests of simplicity I won’t dwell on the history of the form.  
 

So what is it? “A traditional Japanese haiku is a three-line poem with seventeen syllables, written in a 5/7/5 

syllable count. Often focusing on images from nature, haiku emphasizes simplicity, intensity, and direct-

ness of expression.”   https://poets.org/glossary/haiku 

 

Don’t get too hung up on the syllable count as this is an approximation of a different  Japanese system. For this 
reason translations of Japanese haikus often do not conform strictly to this pattern, the translators try to convey 
the feeling and meaning rather than force the Japanese into an English straightjacket.  Also some English speaking  
poets, such as Jack Kerouac, have preferred to adapt and vary the form. However, having rules can help boost crea-
tivity and it is worth trying the  5/7/5 unrhymed syllable pattern to start with. 

Great egret, Bali.  

 
Photo Tristan  Dumlao 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1208289
https://poets.org/glossary/haiku


 

Some Examples 
 
There are many examples of haikus, including those by Japanese poets considered masters of the form, eas-
ily available online.  Good  places to start looking include: 
 
 Haiku Poetry http://www.haiku-poetry.org/what-is-haiku.html 
 
 Poets.org https://poets.org/glossary/haiku   
 
And The Poetry Foundation https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/haiku-or-hokku 

“Soon I'll find the right words, they'll be very simple” 

Jack Kerouac 

The wren 
Earns his living 
Noiselessly. 
 
Kobayahsi Issa 

An old silent pond... 
A frog jumps into the pond, 
splash! Silence again. 
 
Matsuo Bashō  

Spring ocean 

Swaying gently 

All day long. 

 
Yosa Buson, translated by 
Miura Diane and Miura 
Seiichiro 

 

 

And one that actually conforms to the        

5/7/5 syllable plan, even in translation: 

 

First autumn morning: 
the mirror I stare into 

shows my father's face. 

Murakami Kijo  

Prompts:  Haikus often take nature as a subject.  Starting points might be a lark singing, primroses on a 

bank, cold wind on a sunny day, sparrows chatter or gull on the wing, glorious gorse... 

 

Don’t worry if you are not feeling poetic. Write a description of the natural beauty that is showing itself 

again in Spring—just remember to keep it simple!  

I write, erase, rewrite 
Erase again, and then 
A poppy blooms. 
 
Katushika Hokusai 
 

 

http://www.haiku-poetry.org/what-is-haiku.html
https://poets.org/glossary/haiku
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/haiku-or-hokku

