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           “Nested Bowl” by Susan Burlew sburlew@hvc.rr.com

Wabi sabi refers to the tone or mood of a work of art. Sabi refers to the influence of time upon 

objects. Objects are sabi if they have on them the imprint of the natural forces of heat and cold, rain, 

sun—over time. They are flawed, irregular, asymmetrical, rough, unrefined, and variegated. Rusted, 

warped, tarnished, or cracked objects reveal that they are in a state of flux. 

Wabi is more about lifestyle—the simple, solitary way of living of the Zen monks. Objects are said to 

have wabi if they are simple, ordinary, and of natural materials and designs. Together, wabi sabi refers 

to objects or happenings that are Imperfect, Incomplete, or Impermanent. In Japanese art forms, 

these qualities impart a feeling of loneliness and appreciation for the transitory beauty of this world.



 

          “Garden Gate—Rain” by Tom Hackett http://www.tomhackettphotography.com/

http://www.tomhackettphotography.com/


 

          “from the nest” by Tom Clausen http://home.earthlink.net/~tclausen/id42.html http://tomclausen.com/2015/07/

http://tomclausen.com/2015/07/


 

            “Leaves” by Tom Hackett 

http://tomclausen.com/2015/07/


 

           “Snow Fence” by David Vickery http://www.dvickery.com/

In this next poem, “fulling” refers to a process of cleansing cloth of its impurities. In 12th-century 

Japan, when this poem was written, they used a wooden mallet and block.

When the wind passes

in the pines, autumn already

seems lonely enough—

and then a fulling block echoes    

through Tamakawa Village        Minamoto no Toshiyori (1055–1129)

the faded red barn

stands beyond the ancient oaks

a coyote calls                 Gene McGarry  



On a bare branch

a crow has settled down to roost

in autumn dusk                 Matsuo Basho (1644–1694)

steady downpour

a Forever stamp

on the condolence card               Billie Wilson  

These images and poems all convey a seasonal feeling. Even if the season is not stated outright, an 

image in the poem can convey a physical experience of the season. Clark Strand explains the 

importance of seasonal feeling in haiku in his book Seeds from a Birch Tree:

Seasonal feeling always has two aspects: the fleetingness of life and the eternal harmony of 

the natural world—in other words, the passing seasons. Seasonal feeling, then, is a way of 

realizing that all things come into being, have their lives, and pass away in the larger context of 

nature (. . . .) [The images in haiku] are meaningful only as they stand in relationship to nature 

(33).

Zen Buddhism is based on the idea that all things arise from and fade into nothingness. Just as the 

seasons form a pattern over the course of a year, birth, growth, decline, and death are the inevitable 

pattern over the course of a life cycle (Powell 146). Noticing these patterns is part of the wabi-sabi 

aesthetic.

Western cultures value old, worn objects as well. We get a special feeling in antiques stores. And many

people use Instagram to add a patina to their family pictures for Throwback Thursday. But while the 

two feelings share a certain longing, our appreciation of antiques is a feeling more like nostalgia—a 

sense of missing the past—while for wabi-sabi, the melancholy is touched by the serenity that comes 

with the acceptance of change.



 

          “A Walk into Fog” by Tom Hackett 



 

          “the learning curve” by Tom Clausen 



 

          “Ice Crystals” by Donn Critchell 



 

          “shape shifter”by Tom Clausen

On cherry petals

the rays of the setting sun

flutter a moment—

and then, before one knows it,

its glowing melts away                       Eifuku Mon-in (Empress) (1271–1342)

the star

my mother wished on . . . 

deep winter                         Susan Constable 

Clouds disappear

and the sky clears to deep blue,

but as I gaze up,

that color, too, in a while

has faded to emptiness                         Monk Tonna (1289–1372)



between hat & scarf …

have I known these eyes so long

and not known their depth?             John Stevenson 

Along with the sense of impermanence is the acceptance of that which is incomplete. Leonard Koren 

in Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & Philosophers, explains that since all things are in a 

constant, neverending state of becoming or dissolving, designating something as “finished” or 

“complete” is arbitrary. 

Once I had my college-aged students role-play being on a committee to decide which of three patients
would get a heart for a transplant: a good student in his 20s, a bad student in her 20s, or a widow in 
her late 30s with three small children. A couple of groups chose the students in their 20s. When I 
asked them for their reasons, they said “because they still have their whole lives ahead of them.” Not 
only was I surprised that they didn’t choose the woman whose death would orphan three children, 
but also that my students seemed to believe that life is complete after getting a job, marrying, and 
having children. At what point is any living being “complete?” 



 

“Icy Grip” by Donn Critchell 



           “Fishing in the Fog” by Donn Critchell 



           “Leaf” by Susan Burlew 



           “dripping fog” by Tom Clausen 

Winter wind—

bit by bit the swallow’s nest

crumbles in the barn                  Robert Spiess 

Thinking my sadness

to come from my surroundings,

I fled to this place—

to hear wild geese crying out,

“All lodgings are the same”                  Lady Ukyo Diabu (1180s)

Plum blossom—just one;

and just one plum blossom’s worth 

of welcome warmth                  Hattori Ransetsu (1654–1707) 

wood pile



on the sagging porch

unstacking itself                        Marlene Mountain 

The sea grows more dark,

with the ducks’ voices sounding faintly white   Matsuo Basho (1644–1694)

Just as it is impossible to say when a natural object is complete, it is also impossible—and not even 

desirable—to seek perfection in nature or in art. The Japanese value imperfect objects because as a 

physical manifestation of impermanence, they can be used for aesthetic contemplation (Juniper 10). 

In wabi sabi: the japanese art of impermanence, Andrew Juniper explains:

If an object is supposed to be unflawed then the eye is drawn to and inevitably offended by 

any imperfections. On the other hand, where something makes no attempt at perfection but 

yields to universal laws, then the image sits more comfortably on the eye (109).

In this way, the wabi-sabi aesthetic values not just one color but rather a nuanced blend of colors 
creating intricate patterns, or a wooden handrail worn to a subtle gleam from generations of human 
use. 

      “Untitled” by Tom Hackett 



          “Low Vessel” by Susan Burlew 



           “weathered eye” by Tom Clausen



           “Leaves Water Rock” by Tom Hackett 



           “mesabi range” by Tom Clausen 

minute of silence . . .

a single fir needle

on the hardwood floor                       Tanya McDonald  

Pure white drops of dew

blown across the autumn moor

by a steady wind

are scattered everywhere—

jewels without a string                        Fun’ya no Asayasu (late 9th century)

a cricket

where the mortar’s gone

September evening                  Burnell Lippy 



reaching for green pears—

the pull

of an old scar                      Peggy Willis Lyles 

late-winter snowstorm

a button pops off & clicks

on the wooden floor                  Clark Strand

Wabi-sabi objects remind us that “nothing is perfect, nothing lasts, and nothing is finished,” as Powell 

puts it. When we consider that all things are either emerging from or receding back into nothingness, 

we become aware of our fragility, our vulnerability. Different cultures handle this reality in different 

ways. In Buddhist belief, because everything changes, suffering arises when we become attached to 

things.  So Buddhism developed non-attachment as a spiritual practice. Zen practitioners also 

contemplate the reality of our vulnerability as a way to cultivate spiritual awareness. This tone doesn’t

lead toward sorrow, however; rather, it progresses gently to acceptance and appreciation. Through a 

wabi-sabi aesthetic, we can enjoy the blossoms knowing that they can be destroyed by wind or rain at 

any moment (Juniper 55). The reminder of impermanence can bring a sense of peace. Western 

cultures handle this vulnerability with a stiff-upper-lip stoicism; in contrast, wabi sabi has a quality of 

humility (Powell 78). Wabi-sabi art is not for our intellectual amusement but to further spiritual 

awareness and enhance our environments (Juniper 95)—and as Juniper says—“to remind us that life 

is (. . .) an intensely magical experience” (97).



      “John’s Wharf” by David Vickery 



      “Loose Boat” by Tom Hackett 



           “Kingston Sunset” by Tom Hackett 



           “Fleeting Twilight” by Donn Critchell 

In this poem, the phrase “to no longer have a heart” refers to the Buddhist principle of non-

attachment to the world:

Even one who claims

to no longer have a heart        

feels this sad beauty:

snipes flying up from a marsh

on an evening in autumn            Monk Saigyo (1118–1190)

hot rock by the stream

each of the baby’s toeprints

evaporating                           Ruth Yarrow 



graduation day—

my son & I side by side

knotting our ties                     Lee Gurga 

stone before stone buddha             Karma Tenzing Wangchuk 

Because wabi-sabi art comes from Zen, a fusion of Taosim from China and Buddhism from India, it 

took on the role of communicating profound truths and spiritual insights through such arts as 

calligraphy, archery, flower arranging, pottery, and the tea ceremony. Powell says, “Zen recognizes 

beauty as more fundamental than emotion, more expansive than any system of thought, more 

beautiful than language” (70).

Up until the 1400s, the tea ceremony had been an ostentatious display, “a pastime for the wealthy

 elite” to show their ornate tea things from China (Juniper 40–41). In the 1400s, the first-recorded

 wabi-sabi tea master Zen monk Shuko used understated, locally-produced utensils wherever possible.

 In the 1500s, Rikyu, son of a tea merchant, noticed the qualities of a locally-made roof tile and

 commissioned the tile-maker to make pots and utensils using the same low-fire technique. This style

 of pottery, called Raku, allows “the randomness of the flows of gases and ash in the kiln” to result in

 “inevitable flaws and asymmetry” in the piece (Juniper 80). Rikyu also redesigned the tea room,

 making it smaller and lowering the entrance so that even the emperor would have to bow to enter.

 He included the garden, the tearoom, the tea-preparer’s movements, and even the guests’

 conversation in the aesthetic whole of the tea ceremony (Juniper 37). The tea room went from being

 a place to forge political alliances and conduct business to “a religion of beauty” (Juniper 113). 



     “Raku 1” by Susan Burlew 



     “North Light Interior” by David Vickery 



           “Tall Vessel” Susan Burlew 



          “Bowl–Blue” by Susan Burlew 



           “Window Dressing” by Tom Hackett 

my thumbprint

on this thousand-year-old pot

fits hers                    Ruth Yarrow 

Ah, solitude—

it’s not the sort of thing

that has a color.

Mountains lined with black pine

on an evening in autumn         Monk Jakuren (1139?–1202)

Withering wind!

Reading words on a stone shaft,

one priest, alone                     Yosa Buson (1716–1783)



long winter night

I open the red cookie tin

for needle and thread                    Carl Patrick 

The union of the humble potter with the spontaneous effects of nature to create Raku pottery 
captures an important point about the manner of the wabi-sabi artist. In flower arranging, the artist 
demonstrates respect for the flowers, “allowing the artistic expression to come from nature rather 
than as a construct” (Juniper 87). In all the arts, individuality is not important. That is not to say that 
the artist is unnecessary. While we can get a feeling of wabi sabi from naturally-occurring objects, it is 
the artist who usually “brings the poignancy to the attention of others” (Juniper 107). One autumn, 
Rikyu asked his son to clean the area surrounding the tearoom before the guests arrived. His son 
scrubbed the stepping-stones three times, polished the floor, and picked up every leaf and twig. Then 
Rikyu went to a maple tree and shook a branch so its red leaves fell randomly on the ground. In this 
way, the artist works with the ways of nature (Juniper 42). 



                    “bridge works” by Tom Clausen 



           “silent melodies” by Tom Clausen 



           “Light Spill” by David Vickery 



           “Tray 3” by Susan Burlew 

she turns the child

to brush her hair

with the wind                Anita Virgil 

Blossoms appeared

on the rough-stalked bush clover

around my old home—

and since then, night after night,

the moon shimmers in my garden     Go-Kyogoku Yoshitsune (1169–1206)

He’ll be dying soon

but there’s not a hint of it

in the cicada’s voice             Matsuo Basho (1644–1694)

You can’t see where it came from—

spring in a mountain village            Monk Sogi (1421–1502)



The wabi-sabi artist aims for simplicity. Zen art is more about removing the unnecessary than adding 

in more—something good haiku writers grapple with regularly. In terms of lifestyle, Juniper describes 

the Zen idea of simplicity: “the only true way to find a state of independence from the demands of the

natural world is by ceasing to need more than is required” (155). For example, in contrast to the mass-

production of furniture in which wood is thrown out if it does not comply with the design, the wabi-

sabi carpenter values each piece of wood for its own merits and works with what is there. The wabi-

sabi lifestyle is one of sustainability and minimizing consumption. Contemplating wabi sabi objects 

and happenings can teach us about how to live well: to cultivate humility, to respect the natural world,

to acknowledge our vulnerability, to practice acceptance in the face of imperfection and loss, and to 

embrace the realities of life with gratitude and even wonder. Making art with wabi-sabi elements gives

others opportunities to do so as well.
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