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Basho for Oct 10th Monday Meeting 
Prepared by Stephen Weppner and Jason Sears 

 

Our Moodle site has 14 different documents, a wealth of material. Basho has been taught 
in WHGC almost consistently since the mid 1990's.  So we propose two ideas, some 
discussion questions, and then point you to a few ideas from past resources on the 
permanent Moodle site.  We have two days to cover the Narrow Road to the Deep North so 
you may wish to utilize our Haiku exercise and consider how it is that Basho perceives the 
natural world on day one and make a smooth transition to the value of nature and the 
discussion questions we provide on day two.     
 

Analysis of Haiku's using writing prompts 

We have used writing prompts to start discussions in class successfully, here we have 
applied it to the Haiku: 
 

Have a haiku read out loud at least twice then have the students write for two minutes on 
one of the two prompts 

 When I read this haiku I see a connection between..... 
 When I read this haiku I reflect upon ….. 

 

Have the students discuss what they wrote. You can repeat this assignment two or three 
times. I am partial to the haikus on pgs , 40-42,45-46 of the introduction (be careful I do 
not think these are linked verse, each haiku is independent) and from The Narrow Road to 
the Deep North: 
pg 108 

The chestnut by the eaves 

In magnificent bloom 

Passes unnoticed 

By men of this world 

pg 132:  
Under the same roof 
We all slept together, 
Concubines and I - 
Bush-clovers and the moon 

Pg 137: 
I hope to have gathered 

To repay your kindness 

The Willow leaves  
Scattered in the garden 

 
Zen and Basho’s Perception of Nature 
This exercise may lead students to question the purpose of Basho’s use of Haiku.  The 
answer may lie in his view of nature, which is grounded in his experience with Zen 
Buddhism.  Zen finds its derivation in the Sanskrit dhyana, pronounced in Chinese “ch’an” 
and in Japanese “zen,” and literally means meditation.  The transmission of the term in 
these three cultures is enlightening because meditation in the Indian sense typically 
denoted rigorous concentration to the point of ignoring the external world.  In China 
meditation took on the Taoist sense of conserving vital energy, reducing desire and 
preserving nature.  The Japanese sense of zen is directly influenced by the Chinese and 
came to mean neither sitting in meditation nor mental concentration but simply the direct 
enlightenment of the mind.  The Chinese southern school of Zen, originated by Hui-neng 
(638-713) and his pupil Shen-hui (670-762), had the most direct influence on Japanese 
schools of Zen and preached that Nirvana (enlightenment) is identical with Buddha-mind 
and Buddha-mind is in all humans; thus all can become Buddhas.  But Buddha-mind is not 
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relegated to the human mind.   Buddha-mind is everywhere and any experience can serve 
as an occasion for its realization.  It is out of this belief in the unity of all that is that the 
peculiar methods of Zen have evolved.  These methods include: absence of thought so that 
the mind returns to its original state of tranquility, forgetting our emotions in order to 
remove selfish clingings and wicked desires, and letting thoughts flow freely so they can 
be at ease.  (See Wing-Tsit Chan’s A Sourcebook in Chinese Philosophy 425-430)  
 
We find glimpses of all of these methods in the writings of Basho but he is most deeply 
influenced by some of the novel and unconventional Zen methods developed from the 
ninth to the eleventh century.   One method was the use of travel in order to deepen 
insight.  By broadening one’s experience the Zen practitioner can intuit the basic truths in 
the rustling of the leaves, the sound of the wind, or the difficulty of a mountain path.  A 
second method is the koan, wherein an earnest question receives an enigmatic, often 
illogical answer.  For instance, the reply to the question “What is the nature of the 
Buddha?” is “Three pounds of flax.”  The reason for these seemingly silly answers is that 
the truth of all things cannot be discovered via serious mental discernment.  Rather, one 
discovers truth by returning to the spontaneity of thought and experience.  Finally Zen 
masters often employ the methods of shouting and beating in order to shock their 
students out of the sleep of their preconceived notions and habits of mind in order to 
awaken them to the wonder of everyday experience.  They believe this leads to the 
heightening of sensation, focus of mind, and honing of imagination that allows one to 
instantly grasp the truth in any situation.  Unlike Indian meditation, Zen relies on external 
influence and the guidance of the material world to keep practitioners on a path that 
leads to insight and self-realization.   
 
Each of these methods can be found in the writings of Basho but if we consider the Zen 
notion of the unity of all things, we may come closer to an understanding of his view of 
nature.  Consider the western scientist who must attempt to leave behind her 
preconceived notions, opinions, and preferences in order to study nature in an objective 
fashion.  This bird’s eye view of the world separates the inquirer from the world putting 
her in a position outside of her object of inquiry.  Oddly enough, we see this as akin to 
relinquishing the ego by putting subjectivity aside, the Zen practitioner sees this as 
reifying the ego by asserting the separation of oneself from nature and thus denying unity 
of all that is. Basho, on the other hand, utterly immerses himself in his experience on the 
Narrow Road.  He neither distinguishes his thoughts, impressions, or preferences from 
what he experiences, nor does he distinguish the natural world from the social world.  He 
sees as unified his mind, his experience, historical events, and natural occurrences.  By 
accepting what is, he ascertains the truth that lies beneath.  His position is one of 
immersion rather than alienation.  If we consider the categories that Professor Chittick 
presented in his plenary, Basho has both a Spiritual and Romantic view of the natural 
world.  Spiritual in that he is concerned with the ground of being, wherein lies the truth, 
and Romantic in that he is concerned with the unity of all being.  Note that Basho’s view of 
the spiritual, which Professor Chittick also referred to as Theistic, is radically distinct 
from most occidental views of the spiritual wherein spirit is cast as separate and above 
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what is natural.  Basho’s spiritualism lies in his immersion in and unity with the natural 
world. 
 
Basho’s choice to head out on the Narrow Road to the Deep North was not made lightly.  
As Yuasa mentions on page 29 of the introduction, no one travelled this road for pleasure 
because it was a dangerous path.  Basho had spent some time casting away earthly 
attachments and now he sees the Narrow Road as a way to finally cast away his ego in 
order to “…restore his true identity what he calls the ‘everlasting self which is poetry’.”  
By letting go of his ego he can become one with the unity of all things.  As a poet, Basho 
may believe that the truth of this unity can lie in the poetic arts.  Haiku is a way of 
capturing experience as it is without analysis or judgment.  The vividness of its depiction 
of nature, specifically its simplicity and beauty, seems to present the poet as utterly 
immersed in his experience of the world around him: 
      Breaking the silence 
      Of an ancient pond 
      A frog jumped into water- 
      A deep resonance. (9)              
 

The Perceived Value of Nature 

E.O. Wilson looks at nature as a utilitarian, it has instrumental value to our species. In his 
book “What is Life” (2002), he puts the value of all of nature at 33 trillion dollars per year! 
He talks of nature's value to us: food, medicine, a place to explore our evolutionary 
heritage. In his Florida Keys Experiment travelogue he recalls how he implicitly destroyed 
nature for the greater scientific good. Our own Greg Gerdeman has stated in a previous 
Monday meeting that he has killed mice to increase scientific knowledge for the benefit of 
human society. This instrumental, utilitarian viewpoint is the impetus behind a good 
amount of scientific research. 
 

The deep ecological movement counteracts this instrumental approach by arguing that all 
of non-human nature has an intrinsic or inherent value, a value not derived from human 
needs, but nature is valuable in it of itself. The diversity and richness of nature contribute 
to the realization of this intrinsic value. If you look at the three haiku examples above they 
show nature on par with human actions/interactions. On pages 37-40 of the introduction, 
the translator Yuasa writes of Basho: “[Basho was] seeking a vision of eternity in the 
things that are, by their own very nature, destined to perish.” The people, places, 
geography, fauna and flora were all given distinctive character and he achieved unity of 
purpose through the richness of variety, given his particular form of Zen. 
 
Further the social ecology movement subverts the common conception of the natural 
world as separate from the social world.  Social ecologists see environmental problems, 
such as pollution, global warming, and deforestation, as human problems and argue that 
“environmental ethics” is a misnomer because it’s all just ethics.  Basho’s experience of 
nature is testament to a lack of distinction between the natural and social world.  He visits 
temples, historical sites, battlefields, and graveyards on the Narrow Road.  Each of these 
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contemporary environmental perspectives may help in presenting Basho’s particular 
view of nature and his possible views of its treatment by humans.     
 

Discussion Question: Compare the travelogue of E.O. Wilson to the travelogue of 
Basho.  
More specifically: [1] Describe the different approaches that each writer takes to nature. 
[2] How does each writer view humanity in relation to nature? 

[3] What “worth” does E. O. Wilson attach to nature, what “worth” does Basho attach to 
nature? 
 
Discussion Question: Compare Darwin’s analysis of the Natural World to that of 
Basho. 
More specifically: [1] How does Darwin conceive of the natural world?  What relation 
does it have to the social world? 
[2] How does Basho conceive of the natural world?  Is it separate and distinct from the 
social world? 
[3] Conceive of the perspective of each author in terms of positionality.  That is, where do 
you see Darwin and Basho standing in relation to the natural world that they observe, 
study, and attempt to characterize? 

Discussion Question: Given our description of Basho s particular form of Zen and 
Barthes analogy of the western and eastern mirror (see page 5 of this document);  
If the western mirror contains oneself and the traditional eastern mirror contains 
infinite empty mirrors, what would Basho s mirror contain?   
 
A National Geographic Link to Basho 

In February of 2008 National Geographic published an article by Howard Norman in 
which he retraces Basho's Journey. The website includes the article, an interactive map 
and many photographs of the journey. The author also includes a travelogue, with haikus 
of his own. 
 http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/02/bashos-trail/howard-norman-text 
 

 

Previous Resources on the Permanent Moodle Site 
 We found the 3rd Moodle document under the Basho folder excellent, “Basho Notes - with 
suggested assignments”, the author is anonymous. There is a lost-in-translation exercise, 
a write your own travelogue assignment (originally by Tony Brunello), and some 
excellent discussion questions including comparing Basho with Frost and Emerson. There 
are also more comparisons to western poetry in the 5th document down, “Discussion 
Questions on the Narrow Road”. If you want your students to write Haikus, the 11th 
document down, “Versifying Nature” (originally by Andrew Chittick) has some excellent 
suggestions. 
 

http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2008/02/bashos-trail/howard-norman-text
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The comparison between west and east poetry is an interesting one, Jarred Stark (in the 
14th document on Moodle) gives us some advice from Roland Barthes, The Empire of 
Signs, Farrar Strauss Giroux 1982: 69-84. 
 

The brevity of the haiku is not formal; the haiku is not a rich thought reduced to a brief form, 
but a brief event which immediately finds its proper form. 
 

Western art transforms the “impression” into description. The haiku never describes; its art 
is counter-descriptive, to the degree that each state of the thing is immediately, stubbornly, 
victoriously converted into a fragile essence of appearance. 
 

In the West, the mirror is an essentially narcissistic object: man conceives a mirror only in 
order to look at himself in it; but in the Orient, apparently, the mirror is empty; it is the 
symbol of the very emptiness of symbols (“The mind of the perfect man,” says one Tao master, 
“is like a mirror. It grasps nothing but repulses nothing. It receives but does not retain”): the 
mirror intercepts only other mirrors, and this infinite reflection is emptiness itself.... Hence 
the hiaku reminds us of what has never happened to us: in it we recognize a repetition 
without origin, an event without cause, a memory without person, a language without 
moorings. 
 

An anonymous reading Haiku tip from the Haiku document, 7th resource down: 
If you feel that you need help with poetry, we think that the above discussion would be 
most helpful to you if you were to abstract a format from it in order to help you help the 
students approach the poems. Such approach might have the following steps:  

1) Choose one image from a poem and discuss its implications. 
2)  Read the poem out loud.  
3) Discuss the implications of the image in the context of the poem.  
4) Discuss other implications of the image that the poem might want us to consider. 
5) Relate the poem to the surrounding prose text. What other images emerge 

from the prose as relating to the experience that the poem is describing? Where the 
speaker on his is journey and is this significant? 
 

 


