
Matsuo Bashô (1644-1694): The Narrow Road to the Deep North; WHGC 2004, Brunello  
 

 The Narrow Road trip, two and a half years, beginning in 1689. 
 

 Matsuo Bashô’s (1644-1694) travels are excursions through a world where the nature people find themselves 
within is the essential subject matter. It is important to note that for the Japanese, and certainly for Bashô, this is 
not a romantic “one with nature” vision quest that has surfaced in modem popular culture in the West. The 
natural world of Bashô is touched everywhere by the human hand and experience. It is a human conditioned 
world, and in this, it has comprehensibility, value, and its intrinsic spiritual quality. One of the discoveries the 
reader makes in encountering Bashô is the dynamic quality of the relationship between space and time. Spaces, 
and the history and reasons for the creation of these spaces are the sources of meaning. Bashô creates a 
conversation with modem science because he provides an alternative view of the human being in the cosmos.  

 
 After an early life described as one filled with trial and grief, Matsuo Bashô turned to Zen Buddhism, and 

sought to find his spiritual fulfillment in a way free of material desire, and to seek as he put it, “the truth in 
beauty” and a world of true understanding. The Narrow Road to the Deep North chronicles one of the major 
journeys taken near the end of Bashô’s life.  

 
 Haiku poetry is well recognized today in its highly structured form, and the classic 5-7-5 syllables, written as 

units that convey powerful images. Haiku is descended from an earlier poetic form known as renga which was 
emergent in 13th and 14th century Japan. This form was a playful or humorous series of verses that relied on 
linking up to fifty verses in a tightly structured 5-7-5, 7-7 format. In Japanese court circles, this poetic form 
became a play at cleverness, ultimately rejected by Matsuo Bashô (1644-1694). The shortened 5-7-5 structure 
we see today was developed at the end of the 19th century. Bashô brought the haiku form to its highest 
perfection.  

 
 In The Narrow Road to the Deep North the reader is struck by the variety of places Bashô visits, and how each 

one has its own special character and reason to be remembered in some meaningful way, or as the translator 
Nobuyuki Yuasa observes, “Bashô was in possession of a magical power to enter into the spirit of place,” (29-
30). The structure of the trip and each step is carefully planned. The journey has a unity that can be overlooked 
in a casual glance that might mistake planning for simple “wandering.” Bashô intended, just as in each haiku 
poem, to follow a precise structure which would be the embodiment of the images and meanings of the journey 
itself.  
In Bashô’s trek through nature, every element of nature is to be observed:  

It was with awe 
That I beheld 
Fresh leaves  
Bright in the sun. (100) 

 
 Yet, more important, each place is manipulated by the human touch and presence. It is an ironic tension that in 

the effort to set aside earthly attachments in search of ultimate truth and beauty, Bashô looks most carefully at 
that earthly space of which he is a part.  

 The travels of Bashô are a tapestry of holy places, people and memories. In the closing story of The Narrow 
Road to the Deep North, Bashô waits specially to see the new moon from a particular vantage point. He 
describes in great detail how the sand, stones and even the very grasses in the holy shrine nearby were hand 
planted by a great bishop. In fact, the surrounding marshes had been dried to help the worshipers enjoy the 
shrine. Into this carefully human contrived space, holiness and nature are found together. On the second night of 
his watching of the new moon, Bashô encounters rain and writes:  

The changeable sky  
Of the northern districts  
Prevented me from seeing  
The full moon of autumn. (141) 

 
 Uncertainty, along with probabilities, are keys to the opening of human understanding. The holy place can 

fulfill its promise, but no matter how much human beings may seek to control the experience, ultimate insight is 
about creative imagination, not wholly predictable and about human beings finding meaning for themselves.  



The assignment for Wednesday (in addition to finishing the Bashô reading) is to write your own 
Bashô inspired travelogue, including at least ONE haiku. The Haiku must obey the “rules” of 3 
lines, 17 syllables, and also the mention of season and possess a “breaking” word (see p. 14 of 
the introduction to Bashô’s work).  
 
The “travelogue” part is that you must take a “journey” to some location on the campus –
preferably one that is meaningful to you, or that you hope will be provide a meaningful 
experience. (The location can be the “beach,” a seawall, a palm tree, a pond, etc, but NOT your 
dorm!) You must (as Bashô did) write an account of your preparations, your journey, and your 
experience – all to accompany your haiku. Basically, you need to write a “one-page” version of 
the “Narrow Road to the Deep North,” except that your version can be the “Short Stroll to the 
Eckerd Seawall” or some-such. The subject should (again, in keeping with Bashô) be some 
aspect of nature.  
 
Bring these to class on Wednesday. You will turn these in lieu of a mini-quiz, and then we will 
discuss them.  
 


