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Many years ago there went wandering through Japan, sometimes on the back of a horse, 
sometimes afoot, in poor pilgrim’s clothes, the kindest, most simple hearted of men … Bashô, friend of 
moon and winds. Though Bashô was born of one of the noblest classes in Japan, and might have been 
welcome in palaces, he chose to wander, and to be comrade and teacher of men and women, boys and 
girls in all different stations of life, from the lowest to the highest. Bashô bathed in the running brooks, 
rested in shady valleys, sought shelter from sudden rains under some tree on the moor, and sighed with 
the country folk as he watched the cherry blossoms in their last pink shower, fluttering down from the 
trees. Now he slept at some country inn, stumbling in at its door at nightfall, wearied from long hours of 
traveling, yet never too tired to note the lovely wisteria vine, drooping its delicate lavender blossoms over 
the veranda. Sometimes he slept in the poor hut of a peasant, but most often his bed was out-of -doors, 
and his pillow a stone.  

 
When Bashô came upon a little violet hiding shyly in the grass on a mountain pathway, it 

whispered its secret to him. “Modesty, gentleness, and simplicity!” it said. “These are the truly beautiful 
things.”  

 
Glistening drops of dew on the petal of a flower had voice and a song for him likewise. “Purity,” 

they sang, “is the loveliest thing in life.” 
 
The pine tree, fresh and ever green amid winter’s harshest storms, spoke staunchly of hardy 

manhood; the mountains had their message of patience, the moon its song of glory! Rivers, forests, 
waterfalls, all told their secrets to Bashô, and these secrets that Nature revealed to him, he loved to show 
to others, for the whole of living of life was to him one great poem, as of some holy service in the shadow 
of a temple.  

 
“Real poetry,” said Bashô, “is to lead a beautiful life. To live poetry is better than to write it.” 

And whenever he saw one of his young students being rude, in a fit of anger, or otherwise acting 
unworthily, he would gently lay his hand on the arm of the youth and say; “But this is not poetry! This is 
not poetry.” 

 
 
The Records of a Travel-Worn Satchel, by Bashô, from a translation by Nobuyuki Yuasa. 
 

I am including this paragraph from this particular journal because I believe it provides real 
insights in to Bashô’s motives and motivations, and allows us to see him as a man and a poet:  

 
“In this mortal frame of mine which is made of a hundred bones and nine orifices there is 

something, and this something is called a wind-swept spirit for lack of a better name, for it is much like a 
thin drapery that is tom and swept away at the slightest stir of the wind. This something in me took to 
writing poetry years ago, merely to amuse itself at first, but finally making it its lifelong business. It must 
be admitted, however, that there were times when it sank into such dejection that it was almost ready to 
drop its pursuit, or again times when it was so puffed up with pride that it exulted in vain victories over 
the others. Indeed, ever since it began to write poetry, it has never found peace with itself, always 
wavering between doubts of one kind and another. At one time it wanted to gain security by entering the 
service of a court, and at another it wished to measure the depth of its ignorance by trying to be a scholar, 
but it was prevented from either because of its unquenchable love of poetry. The fact is, it knows no other 
art than the art of writing poetry, and therefore, it hangs on to it more or less blindly.” 


