
Discussion Questions ● The Narrow Road to the Deep North 
1. In the introduction to The Narrow Road to the Deep North, we are told that Bashô “had 

been casting away his earthly attachments, one by one, in the years preceding the 
journey.” Why do you think that it would be necessary to do this? Can one embark on a 
journey without sacrificing “earthly attachments?”  

 
2. From your reading of the selections from Bashô, which of the following aspects do you 

feel predominates - the personal, the ethnic/national, the universal, or the aesthetic? What 
passages or recurring ideas/motifs/themes support your position?  

 
3. To what degree is Bashô’s journey also religious?  

a. “The gods seemed to have possessed my soul and turned it inside out, and 
roadside images seemed to invite me from every comer, so that it was impossible 
for me to stay idle at home” (97).  

b. “It was as if the merciful Buddha himself had taken the shape of a man to help me 
in my wandering pilgrimage” (100).  

c. “As I moved on all fours from rock to rock, bowing reverently at each shrine, I 
felt the purifying power of this holy environment pervading my whole being” 
(122).  

 
4. Consider Bashô as a model of Japanese life and thought. What does he reveal about the 

spirit of his culture? In what ways does tills spirit coincide with the one that characterizes 
your culture? How does it differ? 

 
5. What common themes do you perceive between this text and works encountered in the 

first part of Western Heritage in a Global Context? How does Bashô’s journey differ 
from those of Gilgamesh and Odysseus?  

 
6. Consider the role of nature in the text. What elements of nature does Bashô emphasize? 

What does he seek to convey about life through his depiction of nature? How is nature 
linked to history and culture?  

a. “As I sat reflecting thus ... I saw in front of me a cherry tree hardly three feet tall 
just beginning to blossom – fare behind the season of course, but victorious 
against the heavy weight of snow, which it had resisted for more than half a year. 
I immediately thought of the famous Chinese poem about ‘the plum tree fragrant 
in the blazing heat of summer’ ... and felt even more attached to the cherry tree in 
front of me” (126).  

b. “Many a feet of chivalrous valour was repeated here during the short span of the 
three generations, but both the actors and the deeds have long been dead and 
passed into oblivion. When a country is defeated, there remain only mountains 
and rivers, and on a ruined castle in spring only grasses thrive. I sat down and 
wept bitterly till I almost forgot time.  
A thicket of grass  
Is all that remains 
Of the dreams and ambitions 
Of ancient warriors. 

I caught a glimpse 
Of the frosty hair of Kanefusa* 
Wavering among 
The white blossoms of unohana. 



*Kanefusa (1127-89) was a faithful retainer servant of Yoshitsune. He fought very bravely in 
spite of his old age. Minamoto Yoshitsune (1159-1189) was a Japanese military leader and a 
tragic hero, brother of MinamotoYoritomo. Yoshitsune was placed in a monastery after his 
father’s death in an unsuccessful rising against the dictatorship of Taira Kiyomori, but he 
escaped and in 1180 joined a rebellion against the Taira clan launched by Yoritomo. His first, 
spectacularly successful campaign (1184) was against his unruly cousin Yoshinaka; later that 
year he led a surprise assault on the Taira forces camped at Ichinotani, demoralizing and 
dispersing them. In 1185 he finally annihilated the Taira in the naval battle of Dannoura, but 
Yoritomo’s suspicions, already aroused, were exacerbated by the retired Emperor Go-
Shirakawa’s attempts to use Yoshitsune against him. Yoshitsune was forced into rebellion 
against Yoritomo in late 1185, but most of his few followers died at sea as he fled north. 
Betrayed and attacked by his allies, he finally committed suicide after killing his wife and 
daughter. His story has been retold in many chronicles and plays, establishing him as the 
archetype of doomed valour.  
 

c. “I went to see the willow tree which Saigyo celebrated in his poem, when he 
wrote, ‘Spreading its shade over a crystal stream’” (105).  

d. “When I stood there in front of the tree, I felt as if I were in the midst of the deep 
mountains where the Poet Saigyo had picked nuts” (107).  

 
7. “What concept of wandering or pilgrimage does Bashô present? How do external 

circumstances and locations relate to Bashô’s inward spiritual journey?  
 
8. Toward the end of the journey, Bashô and his companion Sora, encounter two young 

women, described as “concubines from Niigata in the province of Echigo.” The life of 
these women “was such that they had to drift along even as the white froth of waters that 
beat on the shore, and having been forced to find a new companion each night, they had 
to renew their pledge of love at every turn, thus proving each time the fatal sinfulness of 
their nature" (131). Desperate, the young women ask Bashô if they can follow him.  

 
-We are forlorn travelers, complete strangers on this road. Will you be kind 

enough at least to let us follow you? If you are a priest as your black robe tells us, have 
mercy on us and help us to learn the great love of our Saviour.  

-I am greatly touched by your words, but we cannot help you. Go as other 
travelers go. If you have trust in the Saviour, you will never lack His divine protection.  

 
How do you view Bashô’s response? Does it strike you as being appropriate or 

logical, given what you know about Bashô and his journey?  
 

9. The narrative ends with a happy gathering in the city of Ogaki, where Bashô is reunited 
with Sora and several other friends. Commenting on this, Bashô jokingly says 
“everybody was overjoyed to see me as if I had returned unexpectedly from the dead” 
(142). Can his comment have an ironic or symbolic meaning?  

 



Robert Frost (1874-1963) 
DUST OF SNOW 

The way a crow  
Shook down on me  
The dust of snow 

From a hemlock tree 
Has given my heart 
A change of mood 

And saved some part  
Of a day I had rued. 

 
BLUE-BUTTERFLY DAY 

It is blue-butterfly day here in spring, 
And with these sky-flakes down in flurry on flurry 
There is more unmixed color on the wing 
Than flowers will show for days unless they hurry. 
 
But these are flowers that fly and all but sing: 
And now from having ridden out desire 
They lie closed over in the wind and cling 
Where wheels have freshly sliced the April mire. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) 
AUTUMN 

The leaves are falling, falling as from way off, 
as though far gardens withered in the skies; 
they are falling with denying gestures. 
And in the nights the heavy earth is falling  
from all the stars down into loneliness. 
We all are falling. This hand falls. 
And look at others: it is in them all. 
And yet there is one who holds this falling 
endlessly gently in his hands. 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) 
AUTUMN WITHIN 

IT is autumn; not without 
But within me is cold. 

Youth and spring are all about; 
It is I that have grown old. 

 
Birds are darting through the air,  

Singing, building without rest; 
Life is stirring everywhere, 

Save within my lonely breast. 
 

There is silence: the dead leaves 
Fall and rustle and are still; 

Beats no flail upon the sheaves, 
Comes no murmur from the mill. 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) 
MEMORIES 

OFT I remember those I have known 
In other days, to whom my heart was lead 

As by a magnet, and who are not dead, 
But absent, and their memories overgrown  

With other thoughts and troubles of my own, 
As graves with grasses are, and at their head 

The stone with moss and lichens so o’er spread, 
Nothing is legible but the name alone. 

And is it so with them? After long years. 
Do they remember me in the same way,  
And is the memory pleasant as to me? 

I fear to ask; yet wherefore are my fears? 
Pleasures, like flowers, may wither and decay, 

And yet the root perennial may be. 
 

SUNDOWN 
THE summer sun is sinking low; 
Only the tree-tops redden and glow: 
Only the weathercock on the spire 
Of the neighboring church is a flame of fire; 

All is in the shadow below. 
 
O beautiful, awful summer day,  
What hast though given, what taken away? 
Life and death, and love and hat, 
Homes made happy or desolate, 

Hearts made sad or gay! 
 
On the road of life one mile-stone more! 
In the book of life one leaf turned o’er! 
Like a read seal is the setting sin 
On the good and the evil men have done,-- 

Naught can to-day restore! 
 

 


