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Donald Keene ● Shinchô and University Professor Emeritus ● Columbia University 
 
Bashô is known to the Japanese today not only because of his haiku, but because of the prose 
compositions he wrote.  
 
The most famous of his travel accounts is his journey to the north of Japan which, prior to this time, was 
considered to be a very unromantic place. It was a cold and desolate place. But, because of Bashô, it is 
now the most popular object of pilgrimages, films and so on.  
 

Haruo Shirane ● Professor of Japanese Literature ● Columbia University 
 

What’s interesting about this is that Bashô at a certain point in his career started to take on the poetic 
persona of the traveler, of a particular kind of traveler and that was the traveling priest in the Noh plays. 
 
And what happens in Oku No Hosomichi or Narrow Road to the Deep North, which is his great 
masterpiece, is that Bashô the traveler not only travels around Japan composing poetry and composing on 
everyday life, but he takes the pose of the traveling priest and encounters the spirits of the past, so he’s 
traveling both geographically around Japan as well as traveling back into the past.  

Donald Keene 
But, for him, going to these places was a stimulus for composing new poetry. It was an excitement at 
being in places which he had heard about but had never seen, and it was an occasion for composing some 
of his greatest poems. I think if you were to choose Bashô’s ten greatest poems, assuming there are ten 
greatest ones, I think at least six or seven of them would be ones that were composed on this journey. 
 
The Narrow Road to the Deep North is the most famous of Bashô’s travel accounts and details his 
journey to the then remote reaches of northern Japan. In this diary, Bashô through his highly 
accomplished mixture of poetry and prose not only takes readers through the details of his actual journey 
but also takes them on a spiritual journey as well.  
 

Travel as Metaphor 
Haruo Shirane ● Professor of Japanese Literature ● Columbia University 

In Narrow Road to the Deep North, the journey becomes the great metaphor. Travel is life. Life is travel. 
There’s no end to travel, you die on the road, you’re born on the road, and the road takes on several kinds 
of meanings. But it’s a difficult journey, that’s the narrow road. It’s not an easy road, and the traveler is 
not just someone who’s going sightseeing. He’s someone who has cast aside all his belongings and 
basically becomes a beggar. And it’s through that journey that he produces poetry.  
 

Donald Keene, Shinchô and University Professor Emeritus, Columbia University 
 

The account of the narrow road of Oku is short. It’s only about thirty-five pages, and most is text, but it 
took him five years to write. What this means, of course, is endless polishing, endless manipulation of the 
imagery until he was satisfied that he achieved it. And, as a result, it is the most popular work of Japanese 
classical literature. More people know this work than any other in Japanese literature. I don’t think you 
can find a Japanese who has not at least had some exposure to it because of its peculiar attraction, the 
beauty of the poetry, the sensitivity to the different landscapes that he traveled across, and the atmosphere 
engendered by Bashô the man himself.  
 



Bashô as Symbol of Spiritual Freedom in Tokugawa Japan 
Haruo Shirane 

Professor of Japanese Literature, Columbia University 
 
One of the reasons why Bashô becomes so fascinating for the Japanese is because he is someone who 
represents spiritual freedom in an era in which society is so hierarchical. We have society where the 
samurai are the elite and the four classes, a Confucian hierarchy in extremely tight control over the 
population. But Bashô is someone, at least the image he creates, who is able to leave society. The recluse 
and the traveler become images of spiritual freedom. 
  

Donald Keene ● Shinchô and University Professor Emeritus ● Columbia University 
 
An almost saintly person living in an age, when saintliness was not at a great premium, but at the same 
time being a part of that age, and yet transcending it by his poetry. In 1993, which was the 300th 
anniversary of Bashô’s journey to the north, the narrow road of Oku journey, there were millions of 
people, literally, who went to the same places. It was hard to get on a train. Everyone wished in some way 
to participate in this experience.  
 

Seasonal Word and Cutting Word in Haiku 
Haruo Shirane ● Professor of Japanese Literature ● Columbia University 

 
The opening verse, the hokku, has to have a seasonal word. Let’s say it anchors that opening verse in a 
particular moment in time. So, if there’s the word hototogisu, the cuckoo, it means that this is being 
composed in summer. 
Haiku Poem 
a cuckoo— 
through a vast bamboo forest 
moonlight seeping 1  
 

Robert Oxnam – President Emeritus, Asia Society 
 

Every haiku has two parts to it. It’s divided in the middle by what’s called a “cutting word.” It’s a 
structure that is designed to engage the reader and it permits multiple interpretations to this potent poetic 
form.  
Haiku Poem  
on a bare branch  
a crow has alighted 
autumn evening 2  
 

Haruo Shirane 
The kigo, or seasonal word, is very obvious: it’s the autumn. And there’s what’s called a kireji, or cutting 
word, in the middle and it comes right after “has alighted,” “tomarikeri.” So we have two parts to what’s 
now called the haiku, but what was then called the hokku. “On a bare branch a crow has alighted” and 
then there’s a break, and the second half is “autumn night fall” or “end of autumn.”  
 
Now, the important part about the cut, the kireji, which cuts the two parts of the haiku is that it leaves the 
poem open for the reader to complete. So, it’s like the 1inked verse. You have one verse, the verse is 
basically unfinished. The next person has to complete that by adding a verse. The same thing happens 
within the bounds of the haiku, or the hokku. The two parts are sliced in half and there’s an open space 
which the reader, the audience, is supposed to enter into.  
 



Writing Haikai (Linked Verse) 
Haruo Shirane ● Professor of Japanese Literature ● Columbia University 

 
Haikai meant that people got together, perhaps three people, four, five--it could be any number 
of people--and one person would compose the opening verse referred to as hokku, and that was 
seventeen syllables, and that later became what is now called haiku, but in Bashô’s time was 
referred to as hokku. Hokku means opening verse. And then the second person would then add a 
verse, he would link to that hokku and then that would be a fourteen syllable verse. So we start 
out with seventeen, five-seven-five, that’s seventeen. I would add fourteen, that’s seven-seven.  
 
Then we get another five-seven-five. Now there’s seven-seven. So, seventeen, fourteen, 
seventeen, fourteen, etc.  
 
Each verse simply requires that the next verse take some part of it. The two verses come together 
to form a new poem. And then the next verse creates yet another poem. So you’re moving away 
from the previous poem by linking. You can only have two verses together from one poem, so 
you’re constantly moving away and kind of jumping by leaps and bounds from one association 
to another.  
 
This was a great hit among commoners, among the new urban popular audience, and this 
painting here shows commoners enjoying themselves underneath the cherry blossoms, drinking, 
eating, as they compose these verses.  
Excerpt from the Haikai “Beneath the Boughs” 
beneath the boughs  
the soup with fish and vegetables 
flecked with cherry petals 
-- Bashô 
 
beneath the boughs  
the soup with fish and vegetables 
flecked with cherry petals 
the sun goes gently to the west 
extending the day’s fine weather 
--Chinseki 

the sun goes gently to the west  
extending the day’s fine weather  
the single traveler  
walks on scratching where the lice bit him 
as spring comes to a close 
-- Kyokusui 
 
the single traveler  
walks on scratching where the lice bit him 
as spring comes to a close 
not yet grown used to wearing 
his sword in a protective case 
-- Bashô1

 
1 Earl Miner and Hiroko Odagiri, trans., The Monkey’s Straw Raincoat And Other Poetry of the 
Bashô School (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), p. 82. 
 



Website on Appreciating, Understanding, and Creating Haiku poetry. 
http://www.haiku.insouthsea.co.uk/index.htm 

 
This website offers teachers and students an introduction to writing haiku poems, a chance to study 
the history and nature of haiku poetry and an introduction to the fundamental principles of creative 
writing. It is free and non-profit making. If you are a teacher, you may download the lesson plans and 
photocopiable poem sheets and use them with your classes.  
 
If you would like to teach yourself how to write haiku, or would like to study haiku, or to learn the 
most fundamental poetry lesson ever, you are welcome to use the self-study units and the reference 
section. 
 
The reference section contains articles on aspects of haiku poetry. 
Form 
Seasons and the Season Word 
Metaphor 
Zen and Haiku 

Thing, Moment, Spirit 
The Two-Image Haiku 
The Nature of English Haiku 
Interviews with Haiku Masters 

 
 

WRITE 
Now write some haiku. You know enough now to get launched. Some suggestions:  
 

 Write about some perception that has stuck in your memory as a vivid picture or a significant 
moment associated with a particular place.  

 Go for a walk and observe the weather, the trees, the birds and anything else. Do it by 
yourself, with serious attention, taking care to look closely in the spirit of Master Bashô. 
Make notes.  

 Look at familiar little things through a magnifying glass: the movement of an insect or worm, 
earth, wood, the skin of your hand etc. 

 Write a haiku structured on two smells, two sounds, or any combination of two sense 
impressions.  

 See if you get an idea about a contrast of big and small, rising and falling, delicate and 
unyielding etc. – but don’t try too hard! If it is not based on an observation or experience it 
will sound contrived.  

 
Don’t write about an idea or a thought. Don’t use any abstract nouns. Keep it simple and concrete. 
Stick to accurate observations. You may use seventeen syllables exactly, or, as in many of the 
examples quoted in this lesson, fewer than seventeen syllables. Have fun!  
 
Japanese haiku have seventeen syllables in three lines of 5, 7 and 5 syllables. Some English 
translators stick to this same syllable pattern in English, and this is called in English strict-form 
haiku. Many translators, however, feel free to use any short verse, usually shorter than seventeen 
syllables, and this is called free-form haiku.  
 
Bashô told his followers that the experience the poem was based on was more important than fancy 
or clever language. The poet should be absorbed in nature. The poet should not show off in the poem. 
He told them to aim for simplicity with elegance in expressing the “haiku moment,” the truth of the 
original noticing.  


