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WHGC 
Teaching notes for Basho, The Narrow Road to the Deep North, Day 2 

J. Stark 
 
If you did not have a chance to have students write, read, and discuss their own haikus, I suggest 
devoting most of day 2 to this activity. Two excellent lesson plans/instructions for haiku-writing 
exercises are available on the WHGC faculty guide web site: “Versifying Nature” (Chittick) and 
“Basho Background and Assignment” (Brunello; the last pages of this document are the 
assignment part). These can be assigned between classes or adapted for use during a single class 
meeting. If you’ve already practiced haiku writing, then you might consider the following 
 

Nature in Basho compared to nature in Romantic poetry 
 
I. Theoretical musings 
 
 In a highly conceptual and somewhat idiosyncratic essay on Japanese culture, French 
semiotician Roland Barthes provides several points of contrast between Western poetic traditions 
and the haiku. I quote several intriguing moments below, with commentary, that may prompt 
discussion. (All 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 
counterdescriptive, 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 remins 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. 
 
The haiku’s task is to achieve exemption from meaning.... it makes impossible the most ordinary exercise of 
our language, which is commentary. What are we to say of this: 
 Spring breeze: 
 The boatman chews his grass stem. 
or this: 
 Full moon 
 And on the matting 
 The shadow of a pine tree. 
or of this: 
 In the fisherman’s house 
 The smell of dried fish 
 And heat. 
or again (but not finally, for the examples are countless) of this: 
 The winter wind blows. 
 The cats’ eyes 
 Blink. 
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Such traces (the word suits the haiku, a kind of faint gash inscribed on time) establish what we have been 
able to call “the vision without commentary.” 
 
What disappears in the haiku are the two basic functions of our (age-old) classical writing: on the one hand, 
description (the boatman’s grass stem, the pine tree’s shadow, the smell of fish, the winter wind are not 
described, i.e. embellished with significations, with moralities, committed as indices to the revelation of a 
truth or a sentimen....); and on the other hand, definition.... 
 
Here meaning is only a flash, a slash of light: When the light of sense goes out, but with a flash that 
has revealed the invisible world, Shakespeare wrote; but the haiku’s flash illumines, reveals nothing; it 
is the flash of a photograph one takes very carefully (in the Japanese manner) but having neglected to load 
the camera with film. Or again,: haiku reproduces the designating gesture of the child pointing at whatever 
it is (the haiku shows no partiality for the subject), merely saying: that! with a movement so 
immediate...that what is designated is the very inanity of any classification of the object.... 
 
II. A comparison exercise 
 
Begin with two images, perhaps the two images on p. 215 of Sayre (Rembrant, A Sleeping 
Woman” and Liang Kai The Poet Li Bo Walking and Chanting a Poem), or two landscapes from 
the Art and Nature section, such as Bierstadt, The Rocky Mountains (p. 11 of Sayre) and Wu 
Chen, The Central Mountain. Recall key points of difference between Western ideas of art and 
artistic conventions and Chinese painting. 
 
Then compare and contrast the different relationships to nature embodied in Basho’s poetry 
versus a Romantic poem, such as Wordworth’s “I Wandered Lonely as a Crowd” (1815) (There 
are also several suggestions for American poems to compare with Basho in the Faculty Guide 
document “Discussion Questions on Narrow Road”): 
 
I wandered lonely as a Cloud 
That floats on high o'er Vales and Hills, 
When all at once I saw a crowd, 
A host of golden daffodils; 
Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 
 
Continuous as the stars that shine 
And twinkle on the milky way, 
They stretched in never-ending line 
Along the margin of a bay: 
Ten thousand saw I at a glance, 
Tossing their heads in sprightly dance. 
 
The waves beside them danced, but they 
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee:- 
A poet could not but be gay 
In such a jocund company: 
I gazed-and gazed-but little thought 
What wealth the show to me had brought: 
 
For oft when on my couch I lie 
In vacant or in pensive mood, 
They flash upon that inward eye 
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Which is the bliss of solitude, 
And then my heart with pleasure fills, 
And dances with the Daffodils. 

 
First, note the similarities in situation between Basho and Wordsworth (e.g. both wandering, 
both struck by sudden perception of nature, both seeking to render particular moment in time, 
etc.), then examine differences. Wordsworth’s poem is retrospective: why, and to what effect? 
How does the contrast between Wordsworth and Basho show the difference between Western 
poetry that describes versus the haiku’s “exemption from meaning” (see Barthes, above)? What 
similarities and differences do you see in the poet’s relationship to nature in the two poems? 


