
Sabbatical Report: 

Robert Epstein, Haiku, and the Poetics of Well-Being 

 

Introduction 

My project involved researching the ways in which Robert Epstein’s haiku create a 

poetics that can help people reestablish well-being when facing illness, aging, grief, and 

mortality. The goal for the project was to write a book-length manuscript with a chapter on 

each of the forementioned subjects. 

Methodology 

To complete the project, I read several critical surveys on poetry and wellness in the 

broadest sense to establish an existing foundation for poetry and wellness. Next, I 

conducted a full literature review specifically on haiku and wellness. I then read all of 

Epstein’s books, essays, interviews, introductions, and prefaces that involved haiku and 

any aspect of well-being. I analyzed the ways in which his haiku reflected or diverged from 

the claims he made about haiku’s relationship to illness, aging, grief, and mortality. During 

my analysis, I realized that my initial proposal for the project, which focused on a haiku 

poetics of healing, was too limited. I changed the focus to well-being because it more 

accurately described the scope of Epstein’s work. 

My next step was to define well-being, which was problematical because, while 

many disciplines were interested in well-being, no universally accepted definition existed. 

Instead, I found several different lenses through which one could describe well-being 



experiences and/or find actions and perspectives to support these experiences. I chose a 

different approach to well-being for each chapter. I then read the relevant studies regarding 

these approaches. 

Finally, I conducted close readings of Epstein’s haiku. I analyzed them to determine 

the extent to which Epstein’s haiku met the criteria of the well-being perspective being 

applied. I also highlighted the formal choices Epstein consistently made when constructing 

the haiku. These choices formed his poetics. 

Description of Chapters 

Chapter One considered haiku and healing, drawing an important distinction 

between healing and curing. It analyzed haiku’s ability to restore well-being in the face of 

illness by using Epstein’s enumeration of healing qualities within nature-based haiku. The 

chapter demonstrated how Epstein incorporates Japanese aesthetics and characteristics 

from R. H. Blyth’s description of the haiku state of mind to create experiences that provide 

these healing qualities. 

Chapter Two focused on haiku and aging. By approaching haiku through the lens of 

positive psychology’s PERMA construct, the chapter revealed how Epstein’s haiku create 

positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, meaning, and achievement 

(PERMA), each of which contributes to a sense of wellness. 

Chapter Three concerned haiku and grief. It set out specific types of well-being 

experiences as outlined by Kathleen T. Galvin and Les Todres in their article, “Eighteen 



Kinds of Well-Being.” It then analyzed Epstein’s haiku in the context of the types of well-

being experiences they support. 

Chapter Four addressed haiku and mortality. It examined Epstein’s death awareness 

haiku, revealing that they express what existential positive psychology terms “neutral death 

acceptance,” one of three types of death acceptance which, as opposed to death 

avoidance, support well-being.  

Findings 

The first finding was that Epstein’s approach to haiku supported well-being 

regardless of the lens through which the poems were analyzed. 

The second finding was the discovery and description of his haiku poetics of well-

being. He used two images, one of which was a nature image while the other depicted an 

experience that either interfered with well-being or reestablished it. He juxtaposed these 

images to create an internal comparison that suggested one or more relationships between 

them. Through line breaks, punctuation, and/or white space, he incorporated a cut or break 

within the poem. The cut contributed to a moment of sometimes humorous surprise and 

often profound insight at the poem’s conclusion that raised the writer’s and reader’s 

awareness of their place within the larger natural world. 

Reflection 

What I learned on my sabbatical will impact my work at Lane Community College in 

ways I find exciting and inspiring. I have taught haiku in my poetry classes and shared it 



with students in the poetry club. Knowing now that this form can help people during 

difficult times motivates me to continue sharing this form with a focus on its relationship to 

well-being. I plan to offer workshops through the poetry club to engage the larger campus 

community in writing this form of poetry and connecting it to each person’s individual 

circumstances. 

I am also excited about the contribution this project makes to the larger field of 

poetry studies and the more focused field of haiku studies. While there is ample evidence 

that poetry in general can help support well-being, the emphasis in the scholarly evidence 

is almost entirely on the narrative function of poetry. Haiku is not a narrative form, and it is 

precisely its non-narrative aspect, when combined with Epstein’s poetics, that allows it to 

contribute to well-being. My project will advance the understanding of poetry’s relationship 

to wellness and contribute to the growing body of work on English-language haiku. I am 

grateful to have had the opportunity to write a book that can do this work. 


