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Rationale 

I have been having my students write Zuihitsu since I first started 

teaching creative writing as a young adjunct at a college in upstate 

New York. I had been introduced to the form by Kimiko Hahn, who 

visited a graduate class I was taking to conduct a guest seminar on 

the 10th-century Japanese poet Sei Shonagon. I love this exercise 

because it works for everyone, from beginning creative writing 

students to experienced writers. Reading Shonagon’s Zuihitsu 

reminds us of the beauty of ordinary language and imagery, and the 

power of specificity. The poems are one thousand years old and yet 

they plainly demonstrate many of the stylistic features of contemporary 

poetry that are difficult to teach: associative leaps, rejection of closure, 

and syntactical variation, to name a few. Plus they’re just fun to write.  
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The Exercise 

Read and analyze several Zuihitsu by Sei Shonagon and Kimiko Hahn. Then, 

choose one of Shonagon’s titles and write a Zuihitsu of your own. You may also wish 

to come up with your own title.   

 

There are many links to excerpts from Sei Shonagon’s The Pillow Book online, 

but some of the poems I’ve often used are excerpted here: 

https://guerrillasemiotics.com/2013/05/sei-shonagons-lists/ 

Two poems by Kimiko Hahn that I’ve used for this exercise are here: 

http://www.washingtonsquarereview.com/new-page/ 
 

Note to Teachers 

 If you use this exercise in your classes, make sure you begin by reading and talking 

about some of the poems. On the surface, what makes these poems work for students 

is the seemingly simple task of writing a list on a theme. But the potential for art comes 

from playing with sequence, level of detail and intimacy, and creating texture by 

varying levels of specificity, sentence length, and syntax. It’s worth taking the time to 

have students talk about these aspects of the work before they start writing. 
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