
Teaching Ideas for Matsuo Bashô, the Narrow Road to the Deep North 
 

A. Notes on Introduction:  
 
pp. 9-19 are a history of haiku. Points to highlight – “breaking word” (14), ways of 
linking verses together (12-16), and metaphor (18)  
pp. 19-48 comprise a biographical sketch of Bashô’s life along with a literary history of 
his work. Points to highlight—Bashô’s early life (19-22), changing his name (26), 
practice of Zen (27), and discussion of Narrow Road (37-44).  
 

B. A good website: <http://www.uoregon.edu/%7Ekohl/basho>  
This site has the entire text broken up into links that correspond to the places Bashô 
traveled. It includes art work and photographs with each chapter. It also has a discussion 
of each section by Kohl. Includes a good biographical sketch of Bashô.  
 

C. Teaching Idea #1:  
Most of the faculty material (and most work on Bashô in general) focuses on the 

haiku. I will probably look at haiku for one session, but I also want to explore the work as 
a travel narrative in the following manner:  

a. Ask students if they have ever taken a journey on their own. Discuss the goals of 
the journey and the means, timeframe, etc.  

b. If question A yields nothing, ask them to come up with examples from literature, 
legend, movies, etc. Maybe bring up Gilgamesh.  

c. What do travelers do to remember journeys? What do you do to remember 
vacations? (I’m expecting that many students will say photographs; some may 
mention diaries.)  

d. Why does Bashô decide to travel? What does he expect to find? (Read the 
prologue carefully here-he says that “the gods seem to have possessed my soul” 
and that “it was impossible for me to stay idle at home.” 

e. How does Bashô remember each place on the journey? (Easy answer: by writing 
haikus, some of which stay in those places.)  

f. Discuss in depth some of the places Bashô visits and the relationship between 
place, prose description, and poetic description. (This could be done in small 
groups, with each group assigned a particular episode)  

 
For example, on pp. 99-101, he and Sora visit Mount Nikko, a shrine. In this section, 

he describes an innkeeper, the history of the shrine, a mountain in the distance, Sora’s 
decision to travel with him, and a waterfall. Why include these details at this point in the 
journey? What do you think Mount Nikko looks like? (Perhaps include a real photo if I 
can find one.) What seems to be the religious significance of this spot? What is the 
relationship between this particular spot and these particular haikus? 

 
D. Come back to a general discussion of “place” and the human signification we give to 

places/shrines/memories. 
 
E. Teaching Idea # 2: 



 
Along with David’s idea for an assignment, I have in the past asked students to describe 
nature in prose, poetry, visual art, and scientific language as we go through the readings 
in this particular section. So along with having the students write about nature, I keep 
their haikus and then have them go back to the same spot to write about the place as 
Wilson might, to sketch it as an artist might, and to ponder its significance in the cosmos 
as Hawking might. This forms a good basis for the Section Day on 4/28. 

 
F. Coda. I can’t help including these… 
 

REDNECK HAIKU 
 
BEAUTY 
Naked in repose 
Silvery silhouette girls 
Adorn my mudflaps 
 
REMORSE 
A painful sadness 
Can’t fit big screen TV through 
Double-wide’s front door 
 
OPTIONS  
Unemployment’s out 
Hey, maybe I can get on 
Disability 
 
BLAZE 
Distant siren screams 
Dumb-ass Verne’s been playing 
With Gasoline again 
 
A NEW MOON 
Flashlights pierce darkness 
No nightcrawlers to be found 
Guess we’ll gig some frogs 
 
ALONE 
Seeking solitude 
Carl’s ex-wife Tammy files for  
Restraining order 
 
DESIRE 
Damn, in that tube-top 
You make me almost forget 
That you are my cousin 
 
HATRED 
I curse the rainbow 
Emblazoned upon his hood 
Gol’ durn Jeff Gordon 

OFFERINGS 
Tonight we hunger 
Grandma sent grocery money 
To Jimmy Swaggert 
 
DRAMA 
Set the VCR 
Dukes of Hazzard Marathon 
At 9 O’Clock 
 
DEPRIVED 
In WalMart toy aisle 
Wailing boy wants wrestling toy 
Mama whups his ass 
 
NO SIGNAL 
White noise, buzzing static 
Call Earl; satellite dish  
Need new descrambler 
 
IMPOUNDED 
Sixty-five dollars 
And cyclone fence keeps me from 
My El Camino 
 
GATHERING 
In early morning mist 
Mama searches Circle K for 
Moon Pies and Red Man 
 
PRIDE 
Grinning, he displays  
The nine hundred beer cans 
Filling pickup bed 


