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Abstract

The following study investigates the impact of the secular processes present in Early Modern Japan
on  Matsuo  Bashō's  prose.  The  theoretical  basis  for  exploring  this  development  is  found  in
Durkheim’s  distinction  between  the  transcendent  and  the  immanent,  as  well  as  the  theoretical
framework for secularism. The exploration of Bashō's writings is conducted through several key
themes:  self-presentation,  people,  religious  concepts,  nature  and  aestheticisms.  From  these
categories a complex pattern emerges. It illustrates the enduring nature of the contemporary world-
views through numerous references  to and descriptions  of existing systems of thought.  Bashō's
response  to  the  dynamic  societal  changes  of  his  time  is  an  outright  rejection  of  the  new
developments; instead he turns to nature and romanticism steeped in existing tradition.
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1. Introduction and Scope

1.1 Introduction
Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694) has played a  significant  role  in shaping the Japanese cultural
identity, both as a poet but also as an author of numerous travel accounts and wielder of a
strong sense of aestheticism.  In time, he  has  become  a Japanese icon due to his enduring
popularity.1 Over the course of Bashō’s life there were various political, cultural and religious
changes  which  shaped  the  environment  which  his  works  were  circulated  in.  Politically
speaking,  the country was united under the military  rulership of the Tokugawa-shogunate
(1603–1867), which resulted in a lengthy period of peace and relative centralisation.2 The
stability which the government provided gave rise to a number of cultural changes – a new
urban consumer  base  emerged in the  rapidly  growing cities.3 Meanwhile,  the old warrior
caste, the samurai, faced an identity crisis with the transition from soldiers to bureaucrats due
to the  extended period of  peace.4 From a literary  and philosophical  perspective  this  shift
created an expansive market for literature.5 This cultural flourishing reached its peak during
the Genroku period (1688–1704) which saw a feverish production of literature and art.6 From
a spiritual perspective, these developments marked a turning towards the sensual, psychical
world as opposed transcendent values.7 It is clear that Bashō had to conform to, or contend
against, these developments in his works. This means that he is well positioned, being active
during the cultural high points of the Tokugawa shogunate, to provide the prospective reader
with insights regarding the contemporary spiritual and physical climate. His works intersect a
wide array of fields: religion, culture, aesthetics, history and literature all of which function as
possible fruitful areas of investigation.

1.2 Purpose and Scientific Questions
The purpose of this study is to investigate Matsuo Bashō’s perception of the transcendent
through his written prose. It operates under the assertion that Bashō’s prose can form the
basis for diverse readings and interpretations,  which  can provide insight into his personal
world-view. From these interpretations a window into the religious life during the Edo period
may be opened. As such, the results found may serve as a point of comparison to the greater
trends during his  lifetime.  By studying his works one may thus  understand a part  of  the
formation of a common Japanese cultural and religious identity, and how these have shifted
over time.

1Matsuo, Basho, Bashô: blommornas, fåglarnas och månens poet, trans. Lars Vargö, Stockholm: Carlsson Bok-
förlag, 2018, p. 8.
2Hall, John Whitney, “Introduction”, in The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Modern Japan, Hall,
John Whitney & McClain, James L.. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp.1–3.
3Nakai, Nubohiko, & McClain, James L., “Commercial Change and Urban Growth in Early Modern Japan”, in
The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Modern Japan, Hall, John Whitney. & McClain, James L..
(eds.), Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp. 519.
4Ekholm, Thomas & Ottosson, Ingemar, Japans Historia, Falun: Historiska media, 2019, p. 149.
5Katō, Shūichi, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, New abridged edition,
Richmond, Surrey: Japan Library, 1997, pp. 130–131.
6Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 138.
7Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, pp. 152–153.
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In  order  to  clarify  the  scope  of  the  investigation  a  scientific  question  must  be
formulated.  How does  Bashō  utilise  transcendent  imagery  in  his  prose  and  how does  it
compare to the spiritual trends of the Genroku period? To compartmentalise the investigation
and to provide  tangible  ways  to  approach  the  source  material a  number  of  detailed  sub-
questions need to be outlined: 

-  How does  Bashō portray himself?  How does  he  use  descriptions  of  symbolism,  
behaviour and physical features in regard to himself?
- How are people and religious structures sites described? What functions do they fulfil
in the written accounts?
- How does Bashō use aestheticism? How does he portray the act of creating art?
- What language is used to describe nature? How does it compare to other depictions?

These questions represent various forms of hermeneutic readings that can be undertaken on
the material in question. The areas outlined above are the most productive aspects of Bashō’s
prose for an interpretive approach as they interconnect with the philosophical, religious and
social aspects of his world-view. 
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2. Bashō’s World

2.1 Japan during the Early Tokugawa Period 
The Tokugawa Shogunate  was  a  dynastic,  military  dictatorship  established  by Tokugawa
Ieyasu in 1603, representing an end to decades of bloodshed.8 The new regime attempted to
create a stable, bureaucratic and centralised state in order to maintain the peace and power
structure which had emerged after the lengthy struggle for supremacy. This was attained on a
government level through developing the existing feudal system into a more centralised form:
the bakuhan. It was a system in which the feudal lords, daimyo, were granted the right to rule
their  domains  by  the  military  government.  Through  threats,  such  as  loss  of  land,  or  the
promise of government positions the local warlords were kept in check.9 As a result of these
policies a lengthy period of relative peace ensued, setting the stage for rapid economic, social
and cultural change in Japanese society.

From  an  economic  and  social  perspective  the  17th century  was  characterized  by
urbanisation, a growing middle class and an economic boom. The period of relative stability,
and  the  introduction  of  new  agricultural  techniques,  resulted  in  a  significant  increase  in
farming yields. Consequently, the economic base grew to a point where it was able to support
a larger population and a higher overall prosperity. Another result of the population spurt was
a group of landless who, lacking prospects in rural areas, migrated to the cities leading to a
rise in urbanisation.10 The urban centres saw rapid development, transforming the Japanese
economy  from  one  mainly  based  on  rural  farming  to  a  unified,  city-based  and  highly
commercialised system.11 The process was further underpinned by the laws demanding that
the daimyo were present in the capital: Edo (current day Tokyo), for half the year. Through
these constant  journeys a  flow of  wealth was created,  from the countryside  to  the  urban
areas.12 This paradigm shift in how society was organised had far-reaching implications not
just for the rural groups but also for the samurai and the city dwellers. For the samurai the
period saw a transition into urban life, often with a decrease in wealth and status.13 Meanwhile
a new urban middle class  with expendable income - the  Chōnin – left  their  mark on the
ideological framework of the time.14

From a cultural standpoint the end of the 17th century in particular represented a shift
from the spiritual or eternal to the immanent, physical world.15 The samurai caste and the new
middle class created their own response to the spiritual and intellectual needs of their time.
Within  the  samurai  caste  works  like  Hidden  by  the  Leaves (Hagakure)  illustrate  the
ideological struggles which plagued the group during the era: it promotes a self-sacrificing

8Hall, John Whitney, “The Bakuhan System”, in The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Modern Ja -
pan, Hall, John Whitney & McClain, James L.. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, p. 145.
9Ekholm & Ottosson, Japans Historia, pp. 136–138.
10Nakai & McClain, “Commercial Change and Urban Growth in Early Modern Japan”, pp. 538–539. 
11Nakai & McClain, “Commercial Change and Urban Growth in Early Modern Japan”, p. 568.
12Braw, Monica & Lompolo, Juhani, Samurajerna: deras historia och ideal, Stockholm: Atlantis 2006, pp. 61–
62.
13Shively, Donald H., “Popular Culture”, in The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Modern Japan,
Hall, John Whitney & McClain, James L.. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, p. 711.
14Ekholm & Ottosson, Japans Historia, p. 164.
15Bitō, Masahide, “Thought and Religion 1550–1700”, in  The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early
Modern Japan, Hall, John Whitney & McClain, James L.. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991,
p. 375.
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warrior mentality which was no longer needed. Followers of bushidō, the way of the warrior,
had little purpose in the new, more peaceful world.16 Meanwhile the emerging middle class
also turned their attention to the world at hand. Unburdened by the strict moral demands put
on the upper classes they turned to pleasure and sensuality. A phenomenon which reached its
peak during the  Genroku period which in accordance with Japanese historical periodization
roughly corresponding  to the reign of the emperor Higarashiyama (1675–1710).17 This era
saw a feverish production of literary works and plays; a cultural development which Bashō
was part of.18 Much like the Samurai who struggled to find their place in the current world,
the urban population demonstrated a tendency to turn to the immanent.19 

The cultural and social trends came to affect the religious output of the time. Shuichi
Katō argues  that  the  cultural  products  of  the  Genroku period  show  signs  of  a  proto-
secularisation:  the  religious  or  philosophical  discourse  focused  on  the  physical  world  as
opposed to the transcendental. There was also a significant lack of new religious schools or
texts produced at the time.20 Furthermore, the Tokugawa shogunate had previously integrated
Buddhist temples into the state bureaucracy through a system which required the population
to be registered at local temples. Combined with a suppression of reform movements this
created  a  situation  where  Buddhism  was  irrevocably  tied  to  the  government.21 Neo-
Confucianism, on the other hand, followed a different trajectory: at the turn of the new era:
the central leadership identified it as a threat and, over the course of a couple of decades, had
its teachings suppressed.22 Relatively soon, however, it became reintegrated into the general
discourse due to its ability to detail the individual’s role in society. Unlike Buddhism which
was tied to the temple institutions, it assumed a less structured, urban focus – being tied to the
emerging middle class.23 It is therefore clear that the space in which spiritual thought operated
changed during the Genroku-era: both by the demand of the capital rich classes and by the
intervention  of the government.  It  is  consequently important  to  note that  Bashō could be
affected by these trends in his works to some degree. 

2.2 Matsuo Bashō
Relatively little is known about Matsuo Bashō’s life prior to him starting to produce literary
works. He was born into a samurai family of humble means in Ueno in the Iga province, close
to Nara. After a brief career as an assistant to a local lord who passed away suddenly, Bashō
left his old life behind, endeavouring to pursue literature instead.24 For the next couple of
decades he established himself as a prominent author of  haikai poetry – a form of concise,
stylised and collaboratively composed verses. Over time, he obtained a following of students,
who gifted him a plantain tree (Musa Basjoo) from which he derived his pen name.25 The tree
had large leaves which tended to move and become ruptured by the wind, appealing to the
poet’s sense of fleeting artistry.26

16Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, pp. 141–143.
17“Emperors and Empresses Regnant of Japan", in Britannica Academic [electronic resource], Chicago, IL: En-
cyclopædia Britannica, 4 Jan. 2012.
18Ekholm & Ottosson, Japans Historia, p. 164. 
19Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, pp. 139–140. 
20Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 139.
21Paramore, Kiri, "Premodern Secularism" Japan Review, vol. 30, 2017, p. 27. 
22Paramore, Kiri, "Premodern Secularism" Japan Review, vol. 30, 2017, p. 28.
23Paramore, "Premodern Secularism", pp. 28–29.
24Matsuo, Bashô: blommornas, fåglarnas och månens poet, pp. 9–10.
25Gill, Stephen Henry, “Introduction – Shepherd’s Purse: A Weed for Basho” , in Rediscovering Basho: a 300th
anniversary celebration, Gill, Stephen Henry & Gerstle, C. Andrew (eds.), Folkestone: Global Oriental, 1999,
pp. 3–4
26Matsuo, Bashō, The Narrow Road to Oku, trans. Donald Keene, Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1996, p. 5.
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At age forty Bashō entered a new literary phase: he started travelling. During these
travels he criss-crossed the Japanese countryside while keeping records of his observations,
texts which were publicised and released to the contemporary market.  Travels during this
period were  difficult  and  time-consuming;  to  leave  the urban areas  was to  enter  a  world
fraught  with  danger,  yet  Bashō persevered  –  making  several  tours  on  foot.27 In  1694 he
embarked on his last journey, back to his home from the capital, Edo, where he had resided
previously. He fell ill shortly after reaching his destination and died in Osaka at the age of
50.28

2.2.1 Bashō’s Works

Today, Matsuo Bashō is widely considered to be one of the most iconic historical Japanese
authors.29 He is most prominently remembered for the creation of the Shōfu-style, a form of
poetry which evolved haikai from wordplay into a lyrical school of its own. The style adopted
the combination of the 5–7–5 syllables, which were typically employed in the introductory
parts of classic renga-poetry. Today this style is commonly referred to as haiku.30 Traditional
haiku  poetry  concerns  itself  with  nature  and  onomatopoetic  representations  thereof:  the
reading of the words should reflect the natural scenery described: hard letters for harsh wind,
for example. Another central aspect is attempting to capture a singular moment. Haiku poetry
was  consequently  also  an  expression  of  the  poet’s  observational  and  emotional  state,
condensed into a few lines.31 

 Bashō also produced two main forms of written prose: haibun and his travel diaries.
The haibun are short texts reminiscent of his poetry in which he covered a limited topic, such
as  sending  his  regards  to  a  friend.  The  accounts  from  his  journeys  are,  on  the  whole,
significantly longer texts.  These works contain both poetry and prose,  and are  filled with
Bashō’s  thoughts  and  strong  inclination  towards  studying  nature.  Furthermore,  they  are
heavily stylized; intending to evoke certain  emotions depending on the  described scenery.32

Despite the artistic freedom Bashō may have taken in regards to how he portrays his journeys,
they remain an important window into the world-view of a Genroku-era writer.

27Matsuo, Bashô: blommornas, fåglarnas och månens poet, pp. 11–13.
28Gill, “Introduction – Shepherd’s Purse: A Weed for Basho”, pp. 6–7.
29Matsuo, Bashô: blommornas, fåglarnas och månens poet, p. 15.
30Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 153. 
31Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, pp. 157–159. 
32Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 156.
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3. Theoretical Framework

3.1 Religious Traditions in Japan
In order to relate the findings of this study to a greater empirical context they must be tied to
an existing theoretical language. The scientific basis for this investigation will be outlined in
four steps. First, a discussion regarding the challenges of describing religion in the Japanese
setting will be outlined. This is followed by a description of the secular, the processes which
impact  it  and how it  can  be implemented  in  a  historical  East  Asian context.  Further  on,
Durkheim’s  transcendent-immanent  dichotomy  is  detailed.  Lastly,  the  empirical  research
within this field is presented.

It is instrumental when conducting an investigation into spirituality from a historical
perspective to  discuss religion. This is complicated by the fact that the term is steeped in
Western connotations, which makes it difficult to apply to the complex religious interplay of
the early modern Japanese society.33 Shintoism and Buddhism do not fall easily into Western
religious definitions. For example, within Shintoism there is no founder or central doctrine,
instead it operates in a highly localised manner, with shrines catering to the needs of their
communities.34 Buddhism, on the other hand, empathizes the cessation of suffering through
knowledge and practice. The two traditions  existed symbiotically, trading ideas and giving
rise to composite world-views.35 

Furthermore,  the  religious  landscape was  not  static.  Mark  Teeuwen  notes  that  the
spiritual discourse during Bashō's lifetime was characterised by the government’s need for
stability, either through persecution of the Christians or through suppressing local disputes
between temples.36 Additionally, with the previously noted focus on the physical world during
the  Genroku-era  there  was  hence  a  veering  towards  the  immanent.37 It  is  important  to
acknowledge that this investigation is undertaken in a setting where the lines between what is
religious, and what is not, are hard to define. The intention is not to simplify or reduce these
spiritual  expressions  but  rather  to  offer  insight  into  the  processes  at  play  between  the
individual, religious tradition and society during the studied period.38 The term religious will
hence  be  defined  as  a  language  or  behaviour  which  references the  spiritual  traditions  of
Bashō's time whether it takes the guise as government ideology, philosophical discourse or
popular beliefs.

3.2 The Secular Process
As noted the historical processes during the Genroku period caused rapid changes in Japanese
society,  with a correspondent shift  in attitude to the established traditions.  It  follows that
utilising  secular  theory  may offer  a  productive  way of  analysing  subsequent  results.  José
Casanova’s  “The  Secular,  Secularizations,  Secularism” and  Richard  Madsen’s  “Religious

33Teeuwen, Mark, "Clashing Models: Ritual Unity vs Religious Diversity." Japan Review, vol. 30, 2017, p. 39. 
34Kamata, Tōji & Sekimori, Gaynor, Myth and deity in Japan: the interplay of Kami and Buddhas, Tokyo: Japan
Publishing Industry Foundation for Culture, 2017, pp.  35–36.
35Kamata & Sekimori,  Myth and deity in Japan: the interplay of Kami and Buddhas, pp. 42–44.
36Teeuwen,  "Clashing Models: Ritual Unity vs Religious Diversity.", pp. 42–43. 
37Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 139.
38McCutcheon, Russell T., Studying religion: an introduction, Second edition., London: Routledge, 2019, p. 64.
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Change and Social  Conflict  in Asia” have been selected as the framework for the current
investigation.

Casanova  argues  that  the  theoretical  models  employed  for  describing  the  secular
processes  must  be  adapted  to  the  studied  context.  He  proposes  that  the  terms  secular,
secularism and secularisation must be diversified in order to capture and describe a wider
array  of  activities.39 As  the  terms  secularism  and  secularisation  are  connected  to  the
relationship between state  and religion they  are less useful to  this  investigation.40 Bashō's
singular  perspective  is  too  limited  to  provide  a  detailed  view  of  interplay  between  the
Tokugawa  government and  the  religious  traditions.  Casanova’s  discussion  regarding  how
secular and  secularity  may  be  explained  does,  however,  remain relevant  for  this  study.
Secular is regarded as “devoid of religion and closed to any form of transcendence beyond the
purely secular immanent frame.”41 Similarly,  secularity is defined as being separated from
religion, and it being the default state of being. In both of these definitions, the author notes
that religion should no longer be seen as paired with the state but rather as its own separate
entity.42 The driving force for these  processes to  emerge, or even become the default,  has
traditionally been explained through modernisation.43 

Modernisation is an umbrella term  describing a great range of societal changes. At its
core it  represents a transformation during which old values,  social  systems and economic
production shift to newer forms. In a religious discourse these processes have been tied to the
secularisation and industrialisation of the 19th and 20th centuries.44 Much of  the discussion
regarding the term has been done with a Western setting in mind.45  As has been noted, the
Genroku era offers interesting traits in terms of urbanization and a technological upswing –
and a correspondent rise in immanent thought.46 

In  order  to  adopt  the  study of  secular  to  a  historical  Japanese  frame  of  reference
Madsen’s theory regarding cultural secularisation and Durkheim’s theory regarding the sacred
will be employed. Cultural secularisation entails the process in which previously communal
religious  expressions  lose their  importance.  This  process is  driven by urbanisation,  social
mobility and the disintegration of the previous social order. These radical changes opens up
the individual to new ideas and world-views, breaking up existing precognitions. This pattern
has  been  observed  in  modern  day  Asian  countries  when  labourers  move  from  rural
communities to the cities.47 It would hence be scientifically interesting to explore whether the
same trend can be observed in the 17th century setting of the Genroku period. In East Asia the
distinction between transcendent and immanent was fleeting due to the symbiotic relationship
between the religious traditions present. It stands then, that some measure of secularity can be
expected in Bashō's works. The cultural  impact, which these rapid changes bring,  does not
have to  result  in  a purely secular  perspective  though.  Madsen argues that  the changes  in
attitude among people differed depending on the context, with some tending to look for newer
forms of religious expression. These new systems of thought tend to look towards the past for

39Casanova, José,  “The Secular,  Secularizations,   Secularisms“, in  Rethinking secularism,  Calhoun, Craig J.,
Juergensmeyer, Mark & Van Antwerpen, Jonathan (eds.), New York: Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 54.
40Iversen H.R. “Secularization, Secularity, Secularism”. in Encyclopedia of Sciences and Religions. Runehov 
A.L.C. & Oviedo L. (eds). Dordrecht: Springer, 2013.
41Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations,  Secularisms“, p. 57.
42Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations,  Secularisms“,  p. 58.
43Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations,  Secularisms“, p. 55.
44Wilson, J. F.. “Modernity”, in Encyclopedia of Religion, L. Jones (Ed.), 2nd ed. Vol. 9, Detroit, MI: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2005, pp. 6108–6110.
45Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations,  Secularisms“, p. 73.
46Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 139. 
47Madsen, Richard, “Secularism, Religious Change, and Social Conflict in Asia“, in Rethinking secularism, Cal-
houn, Craig J., Juergensmeyer, Mark & Van Antwerpen, Jonathan (eds.), New York: Oxford University Press,
2011, p. 255.
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spiritual  guidance,  seeking what  they  perceive  to  be a truer  form of  spirituality  than  the
existent institutions.48 

To summarise, the theoretical models cited above provide this investigation with the
means to analyse the results found from Bashō’s texts. Casanova’s definitions of the central
terms and his discussion regarding the connection between modernity and the secular can be
used as analytical tools. Madsen, on the other hand, provides a model for understanding a
wider range of faith beyond just the secular as a result of said modernisation and a way to tie
the secular processes to Bashō's setting. 

3.3 Durkheim and Transcendence-Immanence
With the various expressions of the secular defined above it becomes clear that there are two
primary  issues  with  applying  the  term to  the  Genroku  period.  First,  the  term  secular  is
inherently linked with the concept of religious tradition – a concept which is difficult to utilise
to the historical Japanese context. Furthermore, secularisation has traditionally been applied to
the process of Western modernisation.49 

Emile  Durkheim’s  (1858–1917)  theoretical  framework  regarding  religion  offers  a
fruitful perspective with which to understand both Bashō's written accounts and contemporary
trends. Durkheim subscribed to a functionalistic interpretation of religion: it is connected to
the ever developing norms and ideals which permeate society at large. As such religion offers
a lens through which one may understand individual choices, and how they are positioned
versus the greater collective.50 This investigation will adopt his categorisation on the sacred
and the  profane  as  tools  with  which  the  religious  theming,  or  lack  thereof,  in  the  travel
accounts can be understood. Durkheim proposed that the notions of the sacred is tied to the
needs of society; that which is communally desired or essential  becomes endowed with a
sense  of  transcendence  or  holiness.  Contrarily,  the  individual’s  own  will  and  goals  are
considered  worldly,  impure  or  undesirable.  It  is  important  to  further  empathize  that  this
categorisation  does  not  operate  based  on  moral  grounds,  nor  does  it  attempt  to  explain
religious  expressions  as  founded  on  intellectual  endeavours  by  the  individual.  It  purely
considers  spirituality  a  product  of  the  greater  context  in  which  it  was  created.51 In  the
following investigation these two terms have been labelled  transcendent and  immanent in
order to avoid the strong Western connotations with sacred and profane. Transcendence, is
here referring to the world beyond the physical experience, whereas immanence is concerned
with the physical, material world. 

There  are  some advantages  in  utilising  the  distinction  between  transcendent  and
immanent  to  process  historical  documents.  First,  as  previously  noted,  a  functionalistic
perspective allows this investigation to carry out the comparison between Bashō's texts and
the  trends  observed  in  literature  or  religion  of  his  time  with  relative  ease.  Durkheim’s
distinction between the transcendent-communal and the immanent-individual also provides an
instrument  through  which  the  social  changes  of  the  Genroku  era  may  be  studied.  The
distinctions  he makes  between what  is  desirable  and not  can  be seen as  a  delineation  of
general trends and thus representative of society at large.  Lastly, the weight placed on the
communal  and the individual  rather than morals allows for an easier incorporation of the
terms transcendent and immanent into a Japanese context. That perspective does not have as
strong connotations to Western religious hierarchy or concepts. 

48Madsen, “Secularism, Religious Change, and Social Conflict in Asia“, pp. 266–267.
49Paramore, “Premodern Secularism", p. 22.
50McCutcheon, Studying religion: an introduction, p. 57.
51Pals, Daniel L., Nine theories of religion, Third Edition, New York: Oxford University Press, 2014, p. 92.
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Lastly, it should be recognised that there have been a number of criticisms levied at
Durkheim’s theoretical model. It has traditionally been accused of an excessive emphasis on
measurable  data  and  a  tendency  to  create  reaching  narratives  regarding  the  creation  of
religion.52 As a result  there is a demonstrable  risk of trading nuance for an empirical  but
shallow results – to characterise religion as something it is not.53 This investigation avoids
these potential pitfalls as it relies on a qualitative reading as opposed to pursuing a data driven
approach. Furthermore, it does not claim to explain the origins of religion; instead it attempts
to analyse how secular processes can impact the religious outlook of a single individual.

3.4 The Scientific Foundation
Matsuo Bashō has provided generations of researchers with a rich material to analyse, as such
there is no lack of relevant  research to consider. The study selected to work as a model to
weight the consequent results against is David L. Barnhill’s “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms” and
Kiri Paramore’s “Premodern Secularisms.” 

Barnhill  notes  that  Bashō  has  typically  been  understood  through  the  lens  of  Zen
Buddhism.54 He objects, however, to attributing purely Zen thought to Bashō as he sees it as
being too limiting. Instead, he argues, one must account for the fact that there were multiple
modes through which Buddhists perceived the world. In “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms” Barnhill
considers popular Buddhism to be central to understanding Bashō's world-view. This is done
through considering three main categories: Pure Land School, the portrayal of Bashō as living
a Buddha life (hijiri) and non-dualistic thinking.55 The results yield several insights into how
Bashō was influenced by popular Buddhism.  For instance, there are references to the Pure
Land school included with the descriptions of the various landscapes. One should be careful
not to  draw too far-reaching conclusions from such occurrences – Barnhill empathizes that
there  is  no  evidence  that  Bashō  belonged  to  the  Pure  Land  tradition.  It  does,  however,
demonstrate  the  value  of  taking  more  holistic  approaches  when  analysing  historical
expressions of faith, or lack thereof.56 In this investigation, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms” will
be used as a point of reference for how to analyse Matsuo Bashō’s world-view. It offers a
great deal of insight into how popular Buddhism seeped into his consciousness in different
ways. 

To complement  Barnhill’s  singular  focus  on  Bashō this  investigation  will  also  use
Paramore’s holistic approach to secularisation in the Japanese context. The central thesis in
“Premodern  Secularisms” is  predicated  on  the  assertion that  secularism  is  not  a  strictly
Western  phenomenon.  Rather  than  being an  evolutionary,  linear  progression  it  should be
viewed  as  a  cyclical  development  -  a  response  to  societal  change.  It  should  be  further
empathized that the thesis, much like the current investigation, is not equating secularism with
a  society  devoid  from religious  institutions  but  rather  as  a  way to  describe  how religion
interplays  with  power  structures  within  society.57 Paramore argues  that  these  periods  of
growing secularism coincide with significant upheavals. Using long durée historical theory he
explains  that  the  time  period  between  the  Heian  era  (794–1185)  and  the  14 th century  is
emblematic of relatively strong religious institutions. This was brought to an end during the

52McCutcheon, Studying religion: an introduction, pp. 61–62. 
53Pals, Nine Theories of Religion, p. 108.
54Barnhill, David Landis, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms” The Eastern Buddhist, vol. 32, no. 2, 2000, p. 170. This
school of Buddhism is defined by shift from strict doctrines and formalities of Indian Buddhism to a freer, indi-
vidualistic approach. Enlightenment can be achieved through the person’s own insight, either through experience
or through the surrounding world. See Earhart, H. Byron. Religion in Japan: Unity and Diversity, 5th ed., Bo-
ston, MA.: Wadsworth Cengage Learning  2014, p. 141.
55Barnhill, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms”, pp. 170–171.
56Barnhill, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms”, pp. 199–201.
57Paramore, “Premodern Secularism", p. 23.
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14th century due to an era of reformism and religious uprisings.58 The Tokugawa shogunate is
typically associated with state Buddhism, a form of government control over the Buddhist
institutions. Paramore notes, however, that this situation was relatively brief and gave way to
a more normalized relationship over the course of the 17th century.59 Such historiography also
fails  to  account  for  non-Buddhist  religious  movements  such  as  Confucianism which  saw
strong religious connotations when interacting with the state. It did, however, also assume a
less structured form – due to being tied to an urban middle-class context as opposed to the
Buddhist establishments.60 

Paramore’s perspective on secularism complements the current investigation in various
ways. While the secularisation noted during the Genroku era is less drastic than the periods
invoked in “Premodern Secularisms” it did put a significant strain on the existing societal
structures, such as the samurai caste system.61 As such it is reasonable to assume that signs of
secularisation  may  be  exhibited  in  Bashō's  works.  Through  the  explanations  detailed  in
Paramore’s work the connection between these developments and the religious consequences
can be  understood more completely. Additionally,  much like Barnhill’s  work,  it  offers an
insight  into  the  shifting  spiritual  landscape  of  the  poet’s  time  with  expression  of  faith
becoming less rigid and tied to popular notions and a growing urban population. 

58Paramore, “Premodern Secularism", p. pp. 24–26.
59Paramore, “Premodern Secularism", p. 27.
60Paramore, “Premodern Secularism", pp. 28–29.
61Ekholm & Ottosson, Japans Historia, p. 150.
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4. Method and Material

4.1 The Hermeneutic Model
In  the  following  section  the  fundamentals of  Hermeneutic  method  will  be  discussed.
Subsequently, the key challenges of undertaking such a study will be evaluated with a basis in
the  insider-outsider  dichotomy.  Thereafter,  the  source  material  is  outlined  along  with  its
unique set of challenges.  Finally, a methodology is to be adopted from these considerations,
and its limitations discussed further.

Hermeneutics is, in essence, a process to interpret remains of human communication
through a form of  structured reading.  In  the study of  Religion  this  implies  analysing  the
source material with the purpose of gaining an understanding of the religious context it was
created in. While hermeneutics has traditionally been connected to the reading of texts, its use
today  is  more  general  and  can  be  applied  to  various  forms  of  communication.62 What
separates  this  method  from  a  qualitative  analysis  of  text  is  the  way  the  reading  entails
different layers of understanding. In practical terms hermeneutic interpretation involves two
processes: the changing precognitions of the reader and a shifting focus between the singular
part and the text as a whole.63 The processes are commonly described as hermeneutic cycles –
they represent a continuous refinement of a previous state. The change in precognition can be
summarised as follows: when a reader approaches a text he or she does so with their own
baggage  of  assumptions  about  it.  However,  having  processed  the  material  the  reader’s
knowledge has changed – new knowledge has been attained and new precognitions formed.
This opens up new ways of interpreting the text, starting the cycle of re-evaluation over.64

Additionally,  a  similar  process takes place during the practical  reading of the source:  the
person reading shifts constantly from reading parts of the text to considering the great whole,
and the reverse. This too, adds new possible interpretations as new lines of inquiry appears.65

Due  to  the  cyclical  nature  of  the  hermeneutic  process  it  stands  that  the  act  of
interpretation could go on indefinitely.  It thus becomes essential  to establish guidelines to
maintain  the  empirical worth of  the  interpreted  results  and to  prevent  incorrect  readings.
Ingvild Sœlid Gilhus presents a number of considerations which could act as scientific pillars
in this study: first,  the sources should be read carefully and repeatedly while all  parts are
considered. Furthermore, the context must be considered when interpreting the material as all
texts  are  reflections  of  the  time  they  emerged  in.  The  reader  must  also  realise  that  the
interpretations change over time depending on who reads them, and whose interest they serve.
Lastly,  new  questions  must  continuously  be  asked  in  relation  to  the  source  material  to
ascertain the scientific relevance.66 

In  order  to  account  for  these  considerations this study  adapts  the  methodology  in
several ways. For instance, an effort has been made to present and take into consideration the
nature of the material as well as the  social and philosophical developments of the Tokugawa
shogunate. As the hermeneutic process relies heavily on the reader’s ability, or readiness, to

62Sœlid Gilhus, Ingvild, “Hermeneutics”, in The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the Study of Reli-
gion, Stausberg, Michael & Engler, Steven (eds.), Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2011, p. 275.
63Sœlid Gilhus, “Hermeneutics”, p. 276.
64Sœlid Gilhus, “Hermeneutics”, pp. 276–277.
65Sœlid Gilhus, “Hermeneutics”, pp. 275–279.
66Sœlid Gilhus, “Hermeneutics”, pp. 276–278
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engage with the texts it  is important to evaluate one’s precognitions.  There are numerous
interpretive barriers between modern Western readers and Bashō’s travel accounts: historical,
linguistic  and  cultural.  Russel  T.  McCutcheon  discusses  these  inherent  difficulties  in
approaching belief systems beyond one’s own in “Religion and the Insider/Outsider Problem”
as follows: “the insider/outsider problem – phrased simply, the question whether, and if so,
then  to  what  extent,  non-participants  can  study  others.”67 He  proceeds  to  note  that  the
grouping of insiders and outsiders is far more complex and fluid than the initial question may
have reflected: one religion may house many differing opinions. It is therefore difficult to any
single perspective to represent the greater whole.68 The solution, McCutcheon argues, is to
view the studied phenomenon as a part of a larger discourse and accept the fact that insiders
and outsiders are going to  reach very different conclusions.69 Ultimately,  it  infers that this
study should be considered to be from an outside perspective, yet it can still offer insight with
which one could understand the Genroku setting. It further shows the importance of reflecting
over one’s own place in the interpretive process – and to approach the material with a great
deal of openness and humility.

4.2 Bashō’s Prose
This investigation is  based on five written  travel  accounts  in prose by  Bashō:  Journal of
Bleached Bones in a Field  (Nozarashi Kiko),  Kashima Journal (Kashima Kiko),  Knapsack
Notebook (Oi no Kobumi), Sarashina Journal (Sarashina Kiko), and The Narrow road to Oku
(Oku no Hosomichi). It also includes Saga Diary (Saga Nikki) which while not strictly being
travel literature, composed during a visit to a follower’s house.70 There are numerous reasons
for why this selection has been made. First, the material was recorded between 1684 and 1691
which makes it contemporary with the cultural flourishing of the Genroku-period.71 From a
literary standpoint this era encompasses the pinnacle of the urban culture giving birth to a
comprehensive body of works such as including theatre (such as kabuki), poetry and novels -
Ihara Saikaku’s (1642–1693) works serve as a significant example. It should be noted that this
high cultural water mark was not just reflected in popular culture but also saw a significant
production of high arts for the elite.72 This allows for a productive comparison between the
results found in the texts, and the trends in the historical setting as a whole. Moreover, by
focusing the selection of the material on a clearly defined genre, travel literature in this case,
it steers the investigation to maintain a clear scope in terms of theoretical and methodological
framework. Lastly, the collected body of the material spans roughly 80 pages in its English
translation – an adequate amount for a study of this limited scope.

The translation to English are Basho’s Journey – the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho
by David L. Barnhill for all texts with the exceptions of The Narrow Road to Oku, in which
case Donald Keene’s translation will be utilised. The reason for this selection is that both of
the  respective  translations  contain  different  ways  in  which  the  prospective  reader  can
approach  the  material  without  being  left  to  the  hurdles  of  translation.  Basho’s  Journey
contains a section clearly outlining how the translation was done.73  The reason for why a
secondary version of The Narrow Road to Oku, translated by Keene, has been selected is to

67McCutcheon, Studying religion: an introduction. p. 100.
68McCutcheon, Studying religion: an introduction, p. 101.
69McCutcheon, Studying religion: an introduction, p. 104.
70Matsuo, Bashō,  Basho's Journey:  the Literary Prose of  Matsuo Basho,  trans.  David Landis Barnhill,  New
York: State University of New York Press, 2005, p. 4.
71Matsuo,  Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, pp. 1–4.
72Shively, “Popular Culture”, p. 707.
73Matsuo,  Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, pp 11–12.
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allow for comparisons during the interpretive process. By having multiple translations at hand
one may query the supplementary sources should questions arise with one of the texts. 

There are further, general limitations related to the chosen material. Bashō is but one
voice from the Genroku era;  one must therefore be careful not to derive too far-reaching
conclusions from the results. The source material presents a window into the studied setting,
but cannot claim to speak for it in its totality. Additionally, hermeneutic method is grounded
in interpretation; the same process which grants it its scientific value, the researcher’s own
understanding, is also a potential pitfall. In order for the conclusions to be empirically sound
they must be based on an extensive contextual and methodological knowledge. Inevitably,
however, the results will be coloured by the reader’s disposition towards the subject. 

4.3 Practical Application 
In order to apply the hermeneutic method effectively the disposition will take a similar form
factor to the sub-questions formulated previously. Consequently, the investigative section of
this study will be partitioned into two parts: the first covers Bashō himself, the people he
encounters, the sites and the transcendent concepts. The second section covers Bashō's artistic
ideals. It consists of two subsections: nature and aestheticism. Nature encompasses the natural
scenery, plants and animals which appear in his prose. Aestheticism is  considered to be  his
sense of beauty and creativity in said texts.  This application correspond to the research sub-
questions outlined previously. In situations where a significant overlap can be identified; such
as when Bashō discusses the spiritual in conjunction with nature, the phenomenon will be
outlined in the most pertinent section.

The purpose of these themed readings is to capture Bashō’s spiritual attitude in various
matters and to categorise it as transcendent, immanent or secular. Through these observations,
comparisons can be made to the existing body of scientific work. For instance, in A History of
Japanese Literature  Shūichi Katō refers to the Genroku period as largely secular, or turned
towards  the  immanent,74 while  Barnhill  points  at  Bashō’s  complex  relationship  with
Buddhism.75 The  results  gained  through  this  investigation  will  consequently  be  able  to
contribute to a greater narrative about the religion and the secular in that Japanese historical
context. The source material is reliably available in English, however, a significant amount of
Swedish scientific literature has also been used throughout this study. In cases such as this the
texts have been translated into English by the author to correspond as closely as possible to
their original meaning.

Lastly, it must be acknowledged that there are several limitations to the results which
this study can yield. First there are some challenges connected to the source material. Bashō’s
poetry will not be studied further, such an analysis would rely on a specialised methodology
to parse successfully, which falls outside the scope of the current investigation. Also, as many
of his poems were terse and followed a set pattern guided by a set pattern, there are limits to
what  repeated  hermeneutic  reading could  meaningfully  extract  from them.76 Lastly,  using
translated material also limits the approach somewhat. Certain meanings and wordplay may
not be conveyed in an accurate manner. As such the source material will be read as it is, with
the support of contextual information to provide further insight.

74Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 139.
75Barnhill ,“Of Bashōs and Buddhisms”, pp. 170–171.
76Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 157.
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5. Religious Expressions

Expressions  of  religious  thought  appear  throughout  Bashō’s  various  travel  diaries.  In  the
following presentation these accounts are categorised in four sections: Bashō, people, places
and ideas. The section for people contain individuals – including the poet himself -  both
living and dead, who are either framed with a religious language or are actively part of a
religious context. Religious places include temples, graves or historical sites. Lastly, ideas
refer to religious, or secular, concepts being encountered.

5.1 Bashō's Portrayal
Over the course of his journeys Bashō encounters a number of people who are presented with
religious language. Interestingly, the texts also contain amble information regarding how he
wished to portray himself. While he spends little time outlining his own appearance or role
during  the  process  of  travelling,  one  may  extract  some  pieces  of  information  through
hermeneutic  readings.  There  are  several  noteworthy  themes  present  in  these  sections:
indications of being caught outside the established societal structure and the assumption of
transcendent themes. One particularly illuminating example is from the opening  section of
Kashima Journal:

I was accompanied by two men, a masterless samurai and an itinerant monk. The monk was
dressed in robes black as a crow, with a pouch for sacred objects hanging from his neck and an
image of the Buddha descending the mountain placed reverently in a portable shrine on his back.
Off he strutted, thumping his staff, alone in the universe, no barrier between him and the Gateless
Gate. I, however, am neither a monk, nor a man of the world; I could be called a bat – in between
a bird and a mouse.77

There are several noteworthy aspects in this extract. Bashō was a member of the samurai caste
from birth but opted to diverge from that path. This quotation also underlines how he was
never able to fully commit to the path of a monk, although, as we shall see, he did regularly
invoke that imagery. By referring to himself as a bat he underlines the amalgamated nature of
his  being  –  he  is  a  combination  of  two  worlds.  The  second  point  of  interest  is  the
characterisation of the monk; carrying religious items while strutting he is depicted as both
confident and haughty – yet connected to the Gateless Gate, the path to enlightenment. The
imagery  regarding  Buddha  descending  the  mountain  is  in  reference  to  the  spreading  of
Buddhist teachings.78 It is clear that the religious imagery in the extract is complex, depicting
both transcendent concepts like enlightenment and symbolic representations of faith. Bashō’s
statement regarding an existence between the worldly and the spiritual also empathizes this
duality of religious thought. This sensibility is further expanded upon in Journal of Bleached
Bones in a Field:

I wear no sword on my hip but dangle an alms wallet from my neck and hold a rosary of eighteen
beads in my hand. I resemble a priest, but the dust of the world is on me; I resemble a layperson

77Matsuo,  Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 23.
78Matsuo,  Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 149.
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but my head is shaven. Although I am no priest, here those with shaven heads are considered to
be Buddhist friars, and I was not allowed to go before the shrine.79 

Yet again there is a clear implication of Bashō existing between the societal categories. Even
leading to situations where he is identified as a member of the Buddhist clergy. 

Furthermore,  Bashō  presents  his  personal  history  at  the  beginning  of  Knapsack
Notebook. He states: “For a while it [Bashō] yearned for worldly success, but poetry thwarted
that […] without talent or skill, it simply follows along this one line.”80 It is clear that Bashō
identifies – or at least wishes to portray himself – as caught between the spiritual and physical
realms. What sets this passage aside from the ones presented above is that a creative, aesthetic
dimension has been factored in and, in Bashō's case, superseded the other two: poetry.

There are also purely physical depictions of Bashō within the texts; these sections tend
to centre on mortal, frail or humble aspects. In the initial parts of the Narrow Road to Oku he
refers to himself as “scrawny” when detailing how the weight of his belongings weighted him
down during the travels.81 He also describes himself as a collection of “hundred bones and
nine  orifices.”82 Later  on,  there  are  several  instances  where  he  mentions  the  great  strain
travelling put on him: “The condition of the road had become extremely bad because of the
recent rains, and I was also very tired.”83 Upon arriving in the Mino province after months of
traversing the Japanese countryside he notes that he is going to need ample time to recover.84

Lastly,  he  remains  frank  about  his  own  physical  and  psychological  health.  Following  a
particularly harrowing part of his travels he notes that “During these nine days of travel I was
worn out and depressed by the heat and the rain. I had a bout of illness and wrote nothing.”85

The  image  of  Bashō  presented  in  the  source  material  is  consequently  sympathetic;  it
underscores the central aspects that the author wished to impart on the reader. He wants to be
perceived as a simple traveller and artist while simultaneously wielding Buddhist attributes.

Lastly, Bashō's views on his possessions are also indicative of his greater world-view.
Being a ubiquitous traveller he places scant value on wealth. Before heading out to the North
he recounts the items in his possession:  “I had intended when I set out to carry nothing at all,
but I needed paper clothes to protect me from the cold of night […] as well as parting gifts I
could not very well refuse or throw away.” Other possessions include the tools necessary for
composing poems, such as writing implements. He then proceeds to note that the presents
proved troublesome to bring along.86 A similar sentiment is displayed in Knapsack Notebook
where he yet again mentions how unnecessary items only serve to weight him down.”All the
paraphernalia  of  a  journey  can  be  such  a  hindrance,  so  I  discarded  most  everything”.87

Interestingly, Bashō still places a value on beauty, even in these bare essentials.88 When he is
gifted a pair of sandals, he comments on how the blue cords reveal the giver to be a man of
“exceptional taste” and proceeds to compose a poem about them.89

As noted the sources offer insight into the ways in which Bashō wanted to present
himself. It is consequently difficult to make a distinction between the image of Bashō created
by the reader and the actual man himself. This separation is largely meaningless though, as an

79Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 15. NB: This comment was recorded at Ise, a
shrine for the Kami worship tied to the Imperial family. Buddhists were restricted from entering the premises.
See Earhart, Religion in Japan: Unity and Diversity, pp. 118–120.
80Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho,, p. 29.
81Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 23.
82Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 29.
83Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 63.
84Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 175.
85Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 127.
86Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 23.
87Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 36.
88Rustic beauty is typically referred to as wabi-sabi (subdued elegance) in Japan. The concepts has roots dating
back to early Zen Buddhism. See Ekholm & Ottosson, Japans Historia, p. 74.
89Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 71.
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idealised depiction still functions as a legitimate empirical foundation for analysis. It is clear
that  there  is  an  utilisation  of  transcendent  language  and  symbolisms.  This  is  largely  in
accordance with Barnhill’s findings regarding Bashō's use of Buddhist iconography.90 

5.2 The People in Bashō's Works
There is a broad category of people featured in the texts who are followers or co-travellers on
the road. One of the most prominently featured companions in The Narrow Road to Oku is
Sora  who is  present  for  most  of  the  journey.  Bashō descriptions  of  Sora  are  sometimes
coloured by a notably religious language; upon departing Sora undertakes a transformation:
“he shaved his head and changed to sombre robes of black. He also changed the characters
used in writing his name to others with Buddhist overtones.”91 Yet again we see how Buddhist
iconography is use to frame narrative; the act of setting off is done under a clearly religious
pretext. Sora’s relationship with Bashō also exhibit Confucian ethics: he has previously lived
next to the master, helping him with menial tasks. Furthermore, when the Bashō declares that
he intends to leave he offers to follow in order to “spare me [Bashō] the hardships of travel.”92

This  echoes  the central  Confucian precepts  regarding hierarchy;  loyalty  was considered a
virtue in the social order.93 

During the trip each separate entry serves as a vignette of a particular location and the
people met there. Many of these people were framed in immanent, religious descriptions. One
clear such example is encountered is Buddha Gozaemon in Nikkō. When arriving in the area,
Bashō is told that there is a man of tremendous kindness and generosity residing nearby. Due
to these fine traits Gozaemon was compared to a Buddha. After having paid the man a visit
there is a note in the diary: “although he was ignorant and clumsy, he was honesty himself,
one of those described by Confucius as being ‘strong, simple, and slow to speak – such a one
is near to Goodness.’ His purity of heart was indeed most admirable.”94 Once more it is clear
that there is a continuing merging of religious doctrines, Confucianism and Buddhism both
feature as important frames of reference in the texts, illustrating their historical coexistence.95

There is consequently a demonstrable willingness to translate positive traits into a religious
terms.

Another  prominent  category  of  people  encountered  are  members  of  the  religious
institutions. In Sarashina Journal there are two instances of Bashō encountering members of
the clergy - interestingly neither one of them is depicted in particularly  positive terms. The
first is “dreary and humorless” while the other is portrayed as interrupting Bashō as he was
struggling with writer’s block by regaling him with stories of “the pilgrimages of his youth.”96

There is measure of playful irreverence in these descriptions, empathizing the earthly aspects
of  these characters as opposed to an idealised depiction.  Another religious group which is
represented in the writing are the yamabushi, groups of mountain dwelling ascetics.97 Bashō
pays them a great deal of respect, worshipping in their shrines and before their statues.98 His
respect for them is reflected in the limited information he shares: “It is forbidden by the rules
of the ascetics’ order to disclose details of this mountain to other people. I will therefore lay
down my pen.”99 He also acknowledge that he, by doing these journeys, is partaking a greater

90Barnhill, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms”, p. 177.
91Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 31. 
92Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 31.
93Earhart, Religion in Japan: Unity and Diversity, p. 71.
94Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 27. 
95Bitō, “Thought and Religion 1550–1700”, pp. 399–401.
96Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, pp. 45–46.
97Earhart, Religion in Japan: Unity and Diversity, p. 121.
98Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 35.
99Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 115.
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tradition.  In  Knapsack  Notebook he  writes:  “I  followed  the  traces  of  pilgrims  freed  of
attachments.”100 

Bashō's  relationship  with  the  people  encountered  along  the  path  is  portrayed  as
somewhat passive. The characters appearing in the accounts  function as sources for artistic
expression, or emotion, rather than complex individuals. This is illustrated in two particularly
gripping episodes:  the two prostitutes  at  the inn in  Echigo and the child  along the  road.
Having arrived at an inn in the Narrow Road to Oku, he and his follower were approached by
a pair of prostitutes. The two women expressed dread at the idea of travelling alone on these
dangerous roads: “we would like to follow behind you, even if out of sight. Grant us this great
favor, you who wear the habit of priests. And help us to attain the way of the Buddha.”101

Bashō declines,  citing  the circuitous  route he intends to  follow. He later  notes,  however:
“Those were my parting words, but for a time I could not shake off my pity for them.”102 He is
clearly unwilling to engage with the individuals further despite their need for help. This is
shown  further  in  Journal  of  Bleached  Bones  in  a  Field when  he  comes  upon  a  small
abandoned child: 

I was walking along the Fuji River when I saw an abandoned child, barely two, weeping pitifully.
Had his  parents  been unable to  endure this floating world which is  as wave-tossed as  these
rapids, and so left him here to wait out a life brief as dew? He seemed like a bush clover in
autumn’s winds that might scatter in the evening or wither in the morning. I tossed him some
food from my sleeve […] Why did this happen? Were you hated by your father or neglected by
your mother? Your father did not hate you, your mother did not neglect you. This simply is from
heaven, and you can only grieve over your fate.103

This section offers insight into how Bashō perceives notions of injustice or flaws in the world.
While he is notably unsettled by the situations he processes them in accordance with existing
world-views – and with his  sense of  poetry.  There is  a reliance  on a  transcendent  set  of
explanations  –  a  sense  of  that  the  current  situation  is  a  result  of  fate  or  some  form of
providence.  The concept  of  Heaven is  heavily  ingrained in  Chinese  religious  cosmology:
being present in creation myths, Taoist teachings and even as a way to justify the emperors’
position of power.104 It is an indicator of the enduring strength of said world-view, and also,
perhaps, of the state of the secular process during the Genroku period. It shows how ingrained
the existing system of beliefs is. Interestingly, Bashō continues to use a language coloured by
natural  phenomenon  to  describe  his  emotional  responses:  comparing  the  child  to  a  bush
clover. 

The final category of characters which emerge in the source material can be broadly
categorized as sources of authority, through historical, cultural or religious references. Bashō
regularly invokes the works or events of other people to explain the religious significance of
certain locations. For instant, while worshipping at Kei Shrine he noted the white sand in front
of the building. He then retells the story of how one of the priests used to remove grass while
adding rocks and sand to the area as a way to gain favour with the gods. The tradition had
persisted since then with the current priests distributing sand in front of the building.105 He
also references specific historical events; when close to an old imperial castle at Ichinotani he
recounts a part of the Tale of the Heike. The retelling encompasses the demise of the young
Emperor at sea, following Yoshitsune’s rebellion. Bashō treats the story with  respect, noting
how the location still echoes of events long gone: “The sorrow of a thousand years lingers on
this beach. In the sound of the insensate, white waves is deep grief.”106 The location of this
100Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 39.
101Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 131.
102Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 131.
103Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 14.
104Earhart, Religion in Japan: unity and diversity, pp. 38, 64, 70–71.
105Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 167.
106Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 43.
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ancient tragedy is evoking a distinct sense of sadness for Bashō, indicating that historical
locations convey spiritually charged sentiments. This, in turn, is expressed through immanent
means; nature too is showing reverence for this mass-grave. As has been demonstrated, there
is a strong tendency to invoke a rich overarching set of beliefs when describing the people
encountered in the texts. Similarly, they are given a great deal of respect even if Bashō's sense
of humour shines through. 

5.3 The Religious Sites
Bashō interacts with places with spiritual meaning in different ways. They may function as
the destination for the journey at hand or as interesting stops along the way; which makes
texts like the Narrow Road to Oku seem almost as a guidebook for the urban readers in Kyoto
or Edo. In the following presentation the religious framing will be explored further.

Overall  the  religious  concepts  presented  in  conjunction  with  these  sites  are  fairly
limited and the descriptions of the locations themselves are somewhat terse.  When Bashō is
visiting the great Buddhist temple complex at Nara he notes: “Worshipping at various temples
in Nara on the celebration of the Buddha’s birthday,  we happened to see a fawn born,  a
remarkable event given the day.”107 There is a consequently a sense of providence presented.
Similarly,  during  a  visit  to  the  shrine  at  Ise  the  wind and  the  aesthetics  of  the  moment
encompass  most  of his  writings:  ”With  shadows draped across the First  Torii  and sacred
lanterns lit here and there, the ‘pine wind from the high peak’ pierced my flesh and struck
deep into my heart.”108 Rather than detailing the place further these sections are combined
with haiku poetry,  demonstrating  how the poet  is  attempting  to capture the moment with
poetry.109 Lastly, these accounts also incorporate descriptions of the physical appearance of
the sites. A clear illustration of this is how Bashō expresses admiration at the state of Myōjin
Shrine: “[It] has imposing pillars, brightly painted rafters, and flight upon flight of stone steps.
The morning sun was shining brightly on the vermilion lacquered fence around the shrine.”110

Despite  the  relative  brevity  of  the  texts,  however,  there  are  numerous  religious  sites
mentioned throughout the writings: further examples include Ise, Nikkō and Kei.111 We are
therefore left with a complex set of evidence; it is notable that these places of worship are
valued highly by Bashō. After all, he makes an effort to visit and depict this type of location
along the way.

Another central theme is a state of decay or the passing of time. During his journey to
the  North  Bashō comes  upon the  location  of  a  ruined  castle  at  Maruyama.  The  location
inspires a great deal of sadness, as he reminisces about the historical events that led to its
downfall. The nearby grave site of the Satō clan, who once owned the castle is painted with a
particularly gloomy description: “[…] I wetted my sleeves with tears.”112  Shrines are likewise
covered in detail; Bashō later comes upon a dilapidated temple in Atsuta which he describes
as follows: 

The grounds of  the shrine were  utterly  in  ruin,  the earthen  wall  collapsed and covered  with
clumps of weed. In one place a rope marked the remains of a smaller shrine, in another was a

107Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 40.
108Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 15.
109Katō, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, p. 159.
110Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 77.
111Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 27, 167, 175; Ise is a prominent Shinto shrine which is closely tied to the
Imperial family, Breen, John & Teeuwen, Mark, A New History of Shinto, Malden, MA:Wiley-Blackwell, 2010,
pp. 57–58. Nikkō housed a kami shrine dedicated to Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543–1616) and additional Buddhist in-
stitutions, Ekholm & Ottosson, Japans Historia, p. 158.
112Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 59.
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stone with a name of a god now unworshipped. All around, mugwort and longing fern grew wild.
Somehow the place drew my heart, more than if it had been splendidly maintained.113

Bashō empathizes the way the natural order is replacing the man-made structure and notes
how  this  is  evoking  an  emotional  response  beyond  what  a  functional  site  would  have.
Curiously, a similar response was evoked at a shrine which is still maintained. At the Chūson
Temple the main halls were still in use even though some of the doors and decorations had
been damaged by wind and snow. Bashō continues by pointing out that the only reason the
building is still  standing is because of the recent restoration: “A monument of a thousand
years has been preserved a while longer.”114 The link between past and present, nature and the
eternal keeps unfolding in his writings.

Another expression of transcendent thought is the references to other religious sites.
From a Chinese perspective, one site which is brought up  is Mount Lu. The mountain can be
considered holding a spiritual meaning due to its connotation with monks and poets.115 Bashō
uses Mount Lu to tie his own experiences with that of an overarching system of thought: “It’s
said that in China there is a view that takes in a thousand leagues, and here we too gazed far
off into the distance. Mount Tsukba soared into the sky, the two peaks rising side by side.
And so also in China there are the Twin Sword Peaks, part of Mount Lu.”116 It is clear that
these  references  also  attempt  to  frame the  local  with  that  of  a  greater  cultural  tradition.
Notable  Japanese  mountains  like  Mount  Fuji,  Arashi,  Utsu  and  Obasute  are  likewise
mentioned.117 The constant references to these peaks are not just an indicator of the rough
Japanese interior. Mountains carry a connection to religiosity, dating back to ascetic practises
conducted by yamabushi – mountain ascetics.118 

Lastly  the  vignette-like  theming  observed  with  individuals  also  persists  with  the
locations, many of which have kernels of faith-related content.  For instant, in  the Narrow
Road to Oku Bashō passes the location of a pattern-rubbing stone and retells the story of how
it once was located at a different location but the local peasants moved it as travellers kept
stepping in their fields to get there.119 Later, he notes how a shrine in Komatsu is hosting the
possessions of a local samurai who had perished and proceeds to describe the circumstances
of his death.120 Bashō also references a gazetteer which implies that he was following a travel
canon of his time. Yet again he provides a background for the reader, elaborating on how a
temple in Dewa is connected to a significant temple in the capital.121 There is consequently a
strong tendency to convey the religious locations of note along the path of the journey. The
question then becomes to what extent the addition of these sections speak to Bashō's world-
view or if they represent the expectations of the audience for whom these texts were made. It
is clear, however, that the writings heavily tap into an existing system of beliefs rather than
challenging it directly. The focus on immanent religiosity is arguably part of a trend towards
secularity.

113Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 18.
114Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 87.
115Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 149.
116Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 24.
117Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 23; Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 45,
79, 86.
118Earhart, Religion in Japan: unity and diversity, pp. 120–121.
119Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 55.
120Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 143.
121Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 107.
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5.4 Religious Concepts
In order to further elucidate how Bashō's world-view is positioned within the Genroku-era
one must also address the references made to religious thought present in his writing. While
the prose is fairly concise it  still  offers quotations from other works as well as numerous
religious  concepts.  The  purpose  of  this  section  is  therefore  to  present  and  dissect  these
categories of religious connections.

The most  common reference  to  transcendent  concepts  is  through quotes  which  are
scattered  throughout  the  travel  accounts.  There  is  a  considerable  breadth  to  the  material
featuring numerous Chinese and Japanese thinkers, poets and historical people of note. Bashō
cites  the  Chinese  Confucian  thinker  Han  Yu  (768–824)  after  having  described  how  a
noteworthy  samurai  once  acted:  “A  man  should  practice  the  way  and  maintain  his
righteousness. Fame will follow of itself.”122 Furthermore it is clear that there is a ubiquitous
set of morals which he draws from, particularly Confucianism. This influence is also apparent
when he quotes from the Zhuangzi in Knapsack Notebook by referring to himself – or rather
his body: “Among these hundred bones and nine orifices.”123 The reference to that particular
work is  significant:  the  Zhuangzi is  a  central  text  within  Daoism, outlining  key concepts
including cosmology and the nature of the Way.124 

Another central religious concept is impermanence. Within Buddhism the process of
living and becoming reborn after death is a constant cycle which one needs to break free from.
The constant rebirth is painful due to the physical aspects of living, such as growing old or
becoming ill. However, the suffering is also due to the transitory nature of joy or success: all
forms of satisfaction will pass into unhappiness.125 This idea is clearly demonstrated in the
Sarashina  Journal:  “Gazing  upon  the  sentient  beings  of  this  transitory  world,  the  Lord
Buddha must feel the same. When we reflect upon the unremitting swiftness of change.”126

The  reflections  regarding  the  impermanence  of  things  can  be  found  throughout  Bashō's
works. Upon returning home he notes the white hair on his brothers and sisters, and proclaims
that “Everything from the past had changed.”127 The same sentiment can be seen in regards to
man-made structures. Curiously, the slow decay of a country house which he was staying at
evoked a sense of attachment: “The melancholy of its condition draws my heart more than if
it were new.”128 Bashō clearly processes the world through an ephemeral perspective.

Lastly, there are many occasions where theoretical, transcendent ideas are presented in
Bashō's texts. Notably, these expressions remain varied and rooted in the spiritual world of his
day. Daoist and Chinese folk religion is featured prominently: 

Whenever spirits commune, dreams come. When yin is exhausted, there are dreams of fire; when
yang withers away,  one dreams of water.  When a bird in flight  carries  hair in its  beak; one
dreams  of  flying;  if  you  sleep  on  your  sash,  you  dream  of  snakes.  The  famous  dreams  of
Shui-zhen Ji, Huai-an Guo, and Zhuang Zhou accorded with principle; there is nothing strange
about them.129

The concepts of yin and yang are mentioned and a wider system of belief is touched upon. It
is clear that the Bashō believes in the cause and effect of Daoism teachings regarding the
elements. He also refers to a number of classic Daoist mystics to underscore the validity of his
conclusions.
122Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 77.
123Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 29.
124Roth, Harold D., "Zhuangzi." in Encyclopedia of Religion, edited by Lindsay Jones, 2nd ed. Vol. 14, Detroit:
Macmillan Reference USA, 2005, p. 9968.
125Strong, John S., Buddhisms: an introduction, London: Oneworld Publications, 2015, p. 157.
126Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 46.
127Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 16.
128Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 80.
129Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 87.
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As  has  been  demonstrated  throughout  these  sections  Bashō  clearly  draws  upon
numerous aspects of the wider East Asian and Japanese cosmology and philosophy. There is a
strong tendency to refer to Buddhist  and Confucian concepts  which is  in accord with the
previously detailed research. The results are furthermore affirming Barnhill’s conclusions in
regard  to  Bashō's  use  Buddhist  imagery  when  describing  himself.130 The  presence  of
Confucianism in the source material also points to its renewed vigour during the Tokugawa
period. As far as the poet’s personal world-view is concerned there is also a tendency to blend
the physical spiritual and artistic, this becomes increasingly clear as we look to how the poet
describes nature and utilises aesthetics.

130Barnhill, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms”, p. 171.
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6. Nature and the Creative

6.1 Divine Nature

As I sat on a rock resting for a while, I noticed a cherry tree, barely three feet high with buds just
opened. To think that even when they were buried under snow drifts these late-blooming cherry
blossoms had not forgotten the spring! How charming of them! It was like catching the fragrance
of plum blossoms on a burning summer’s day.131

Matsuo Bashō's works are heavily steeped in the language of nature. His reverence for the
natural world is expressed in different ways: through a direct form of connection with existing
belief systems, through aesthetic expressions and normative statements. In the following the
links between nature and the transcendent will be explored further. 

One of the most substantive measures of Bashō's application for nature is found when
the poet reached his destination in the North: Matsushima. The mountainous bay, located in
modern day Miyagi prefecture, consists of hundreds of pine covered islands. It has historically
been considered a place of great natural beauty.132 The reputation of the site can be illustrated
through the poet’s own works: he had previously obtained sketches of Matsushima as a gift.133

There are  several  interesting  passages in relation  to  this  location  worth exploring further.
First, much like the religious sites presented above, there is a connection to a Sino-centric
cultural frame of reference. Bashō compares the area to Chinese locations: Lake Dongting, the
Western Lake and Zhe River., noting that it is “in no way inferior [...].”134 

Furthermore,  there  are  several  noteworthy  expressions  of  the  transcendent  in  this
particular passage. Upon arriving at the site, he was stricken by the beauty of the landscape:
“The  scene  had  the  mysterious  charm  of  the  face  of  a  beautiful  woman.  I  wonder  if
Matsushima was created by the God of the Mountains in the Age of the Gods? What man
could capture in a painting or a poem the wonder of this masterpiece of nature?”135 There is an
obvious reference to the divine which contains both a direct connection to a deity as well as a
mythical  era of creation.  Additionally,  there is a sense of distinction between the creative
power which created Matsushima and what is possible through human means. Bashō clearly
states that some feats of creativity which are reserved for the transcendent realm. One can
therefore conclude that there is a form a sacred creativity imbued in nature, which sets it apart
from the man-made world. 

There  are  other  examples  of  religious  phrasing  used  in  conjunction  with  natural
scenery.  Upon  having  mentioned  the  chestnut  tree  Bashō  starts  discussing  its  religious
significance. One of the early Buddhist missionaries, Gyōgi (668–749), was said to have used
“wood from this tree for his walking-stick and house.” He proceeds to outline how the kanji
characters for the tree consist of “west and tree” – explaining that it is tied to the Western
Paradise.136 The Paradise of the West is traditionally  attributed to Buddha Amida, who is

131Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 115.
132“Miyagi”, in Britannica Academic [electronic resource]. Chicago, IL: Encyclopædia Britannica, 2020.
133Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 71.
134Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 79.
135Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 79.
136Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 51. For an account on Gyōgi, see Earhart, Religion in Japan: Unity and
Diversity, p. 131.
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connected with salvation from the cycle of rebirth.137 In Pure Land Buddhism the chanting of
Amida’s  name  may  set  the  individual  on  the  path  to  enlightenment,  a  promise  which
popularized  the  movement  throughout  Japan.138 Another  example  of  nature  being  valued
beyond the immanent world can be found in a discussion in conjunction with a ruined castle.
As previously noted, Bashō occasionally describes man-made structures in a state of decay.
Following such a description he adds the following quote: “Countries fall, but their rivers and
mountains remain; when spring comes to the ruined castle, the grass is green again.”139 The
precept is derived from a poem by Tu Fu (712–770). While Bashō himself consequently did
not produce the poem its inclusion is still representative of his sensibilities. To describe nature
as eternal contrasts it with the perishable nature of man, previously represented by ruined
castle. This further illustrates the author’s stance towards nature, as a creation of something
beyond the immanent world.

6.2 Aestheticism
Bashō  also  uses  aesthetic  sensibilities  to  blur  the  limits  between  the  immanent  and  the
transcendent.  In the following presentation his views on creativity will be explored further.
Due to the artistic nature of the works there is a substantive amount of texts to reference: in
the following a selection of these themes will be explored further.

First, the value Bashō relates to beauty should be explored. It is clear that Bashō is
highly partial to what he considers good art or poetry – he persistently seeks out individuals or
places who meet his criteria. He clarifies his attitude to the classical arts and to the nature as
such:

Saigyō’s  waka,  Sōgi’s  renga,  Sesshū’s  painting,  Rikyū’s  tea  ceremony  —  one  thread  runs
through the artistic Ways. And this aesthetic spirit is to follow the Creative, to be a companion to
the turning of the four seasons. Nothing one sees is not a flower, nothing one imagines is not the
moon. If what is seen is not a flower, one is like a barbarian; if what is imagined is not a flower,
one is like a beast. Depart from the barbarian, break away from the beast, follow the Creative,
return to the Creative.140 

This passage details his relationship with the pre-existing cultural cannon and ties it to his
own particular attitude regarding poetry and the creation of art. He acknowledges four persons
of cultural significance:  Saigyō (1118–1190), Sōgi (1421–1502), Sesshū (1420–1506) and
Rikyū (1520–1591). The creative spirit, however, is portrayed as guiding them all. Barnhill
explains that for Bashō, nature is not just a superficial, tangible thing – it harbours a creative
force  driving  the  shape  of  the  world.141 This  tendency  can  be  seen  it  the  passage  above
through the use of nature-based language to outline the creative process. Furthermore,  the
author’s relationship with nature is on display: to be creative is to be in connection with the
universe. It also validates his wandering spirit; true beauty can only be experienced to the one
who desires to live life following the shifting seasons. As such it also places him outside the
confines of the purely immanent or transcendent. This inclination can be further illustrated
through the  Journal of Bleached Bones in a Field: “From of old many who abandoned the

137Strong, Buddhisms: an introduction, p. 17.
138Earhart, Religion in Japan: Unity and Diversity, p. 131.
139Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 87.
140Barnhill, p. 29.  Sōgi was a traveller and a poet, Sesshū a painter monk while Rikyū is connected to the art of
tea drinking (chadō). See Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, pp. 150–151.  Saigyō
was a poet monk. See Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 147.
141Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 151.
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world and entered these mountains fled into Chinese poetry, took refuge in Japanese verse.”142

In this singular sentence we see yet again how the abandonment all things worldly leads to a
connection to the artistic. Lastly, it contains a reference to a historical source of authority –
Bashō relies on an established canon to justify his artistic position. 

Despite Bashō's arguably iconoclastic attitude towards the separation between nature
and immanent societal constructs he upholds strict norms regarding what is considered high
art. An example of this is when he quotes a poem by Saigyō about the Tide-Crossing Pines, he
adds that  “[The author]  said everything that  could be said about  the various sites.  If  one
attempted to add a single word, it would be as futile as putting and extra finger on a man’s
hand.”143 These aesthetic judgments persist throughout the source material. For instant, Bashō
was pleased by the sandals he was given, noting that the giver was “of excellent taste.”144 This
is  further  exemplified  in  Kashima  Journal where  he  recalls  how  the  poet  Tachibana
Tamenaka (d. 1085)145 brought bush clover to the gardens to the then capital, Kyōto: “Clearly
he  had  no  lack  of  aesthetic  sensitivity.”146 The  need  to  empathize  what is  worthy  to  be
considered good art is reflected in the descriptions of people too: “When I met someone with
the slightest aesthetic sensitivity, my joy knew no bounds. […] it was like finding a jewel
among junk or discovering gold amid mud. To jot down such things and relate them to others
is one of the true treasures of the journey.”147 An obvious sense of elitism permeates  the
passage, which places people who are able in the arts above the masses. Such an interpretation
is  complicated  by  Bashō's  relationship  with  the  conventional  high  art  of  his  time.  When
drinking with some  rough implements he notes “The cultured elite from the capital would
think them tasteless, […] but I was surprisingly delighted, as if they were jasper bowls or
jeweled cups.”148 Furthermore, he appears to appreciate local tastes in art – when he hears a
musician chant songs from the North he writes: “The sound of high-pitched countrified voice
close  to  my pillow  was  distressing,  but  it  gave  me  special  satisfaction  to  think  that  the
traditional way of reciting the old ballads had not been forgotten.”149 

Beyond the statements regarding the nature of art, Bashō also uses a palette of emotive
words  to  frame  the  narrative.  He  is  profoundly  affected  by  the  vistas  and  people  he
encounters. When reflecting on the sceneries he had encountered he notes: “I had been so
captivated by the view, so profoundly moved by memories of the past it awakened, that I had
been unable to formulate my thoughts.”150 It is clear that aestheticism drives his travels: when
visiting a mountain shrine in Yamagata he motivates the visit by explaining that the place was
known for its calm. He later affirms this by explaining that the scenery at the temple moved
him: “I felt a wonderful peace penetrate my heart.”151 These feelings of joy are contrasted by
an  occasional  sense  of  sadness.  Upon  sailing  to  a  beach  to  pick  shells  he  states:  “The
loneliness at dust was overpowering.”152 As Sora, his companion in The Narrow Road to Oku,
falls ill whereupon they decide to separate: “The grief of the one who went ahead, the regret
of the one who remained behind – we were like two wild ducklings parting and losing their
way in the clouds.”153 In both these cases we can see how nature and emotion intertwines.
Interestingly, there is an instance where Bashō imbues nature with its own feelings: “Kisakata
resembles  Matsushima,  but  thee  is  a  difference.  Matsushima,  seems  to  be  smiling,  but

142Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 17.
143Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 159.
144Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 71. 
145Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 150.
146Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 24.
147Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 40.
148Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 46.
149Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 75.
150Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 51. 
151Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 99.
152Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku , p. 171.
153Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 155.
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Kisakata  wears  a  look  of  grief.  There  is  a  sadness  mingled  with  the  silent  calm,  a
configuration to trouble the soul.”154 There is  consequently a strong sense of romanticism
found throughout his accounts; beauty and sensitivity are the lodestars of his physical journey,
and guides his perception of the transcendent world.

154Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 123.
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7. Conclusion

7.1 Summary
The  purpose  of  this  investigation  was  to,  through  a  hermeneutic  approach  examine  how
Matsuo Bashō view the transcendent and the immanent. Through these interpretive readings
light may be shed on how the historical and social setting impacted his world view. In the
following presentation the results from the investigation will be summarised, and additionally
the research questions posed initially will be weighed against said answers. 

The results paint a complex image of the processes at play in Bashō's written prose.
Through the  written  accounts  such as  The Narrow Road to  Oku it  is  clear  that  the  poet
continuously references to a wider system of contemporary and historical Japanese thought.
This is expressed in several ways: such as through the worship at holy places, references to a
greater body of thought and through historical  recitation.155 Furthermore, it is clear from the
interpretive readings that the poet himself is portrayed as caught between two worlds. This is
demonstrated in practical terms, such as in his descriptions of himself.156 Lastly, there is a
blurring  between  the  transcendent  and  immanent  realms;  in  the  prose  the  transcendent
imposes on the immanent,  and the immanent becomes charged with the transcendent.  The
trend can be illustrated by the way nature serves as a fluid vehicle for creativity and how it is
being incorporated into the representations of religious sites.157 Bashō therefore serves as an
fascinating window into the historical and spiritual processes of his time.  

With the findings established previously, the question then becomes how they relate to
the  general  purpose  of  this  investigation  and  the  questions  directed toward  the  source
material. Interestingly, while Bashō refuses to adhere to the same societal norms by electing
to walk a path outside the established castes. He carries, primarily, Buddhist attributes and
paints himself as driven by the pursuit of art through travel and observations. He employs a
wide range of historical, cultural and religious traditions in order to frame or contextualise his
works. This is apparent in how he portrays the people and religious sites he encounters. On
one hand he functions as a guide, imparting not just the physical locations, but also ushers the
reader through a system of history and religious thought. This is exemplified in his multitude
of references to  spiritually charged material,  like the  Zhuangzi,  or people,  such as  Gyōgi.
Conversely, there is a strong sense of playful irreverence. Bashō does not hesitate to depict
members of the clergy in less than flattering light, nor does he shy away from championing
his own sense of beauty. To him, nature has superseded the demands of society; as a poet he
must  leave  a  structured  life  behind.  Nature  is  consequently  a  carrier  of  creativity  and  a
language  in  which  he  may  describe  people  and  places.  It  follows  that  Bashō's  aesthetic
outlook  serves  as  a  carrier  of  both  revolutionary  and  traditional  ideals.  His  emotive
sensibilities are applied to explain and frame his works, but they also steeped in the cultural
and religious traditions of his day. 

The main question posed was  How does  Bashō utilise  transcendent  imagery in his
prose  and  how  does  it compare  to  the  spiritual  trends of  the  Genroku  period? As
demonstrated, Bashō's views on the transcendent and immanent are complicated. He balances

155Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 40; Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 77,
167.
156Matsuo, Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho, p. 15.
157Matsuo, The Narrow Road to Oku, p. 79, 87.
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between the established religious traditions and that of a creator of art. Much like he identifies
as neither  priest  nor samurai,  his  art  and philosophical  outlook are coloured by the same
tendency: the transcendent is fluid and may appear in the works of old or in the pine covered
isles of Matsushima. He still, however, maintains a great level of respect for the established
canon of religious and philosophical thought. The question then becomes how these results
may  be compared  to the historical setting, and how it can be viewed in a greater empirical
context.

7.2 Discussion
The interpretations made throughout this study are largely in line with the established body of
scientific works. In “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms” Barnhill explores a broad range of religious
tradition in relation to the poet’s work. This study too, agrees that Bashō adheres to a world-
view which is considerably more multifaceted than a singular system of thought. The results
presented  previously  also  enforce  Barnhill’s  results  in  regard  to  the  use  of  Buddhist
iconography in conjunction with the poet’s self-descriptions. He plainly speaks about leaving
the material behind. It also underscores how the poet walks a curious line between worldly
and spiritual ideals: indeed he chose not to apply himself to any single category. Furthermore,
the investigations adds a possible layer of cultural response to the secular processes which
Kiri Paramore propose in “Premodern Secularisms.” As society undergoes rapid change there
is  a  philosophical  response.  Bashō's  answer  to  the  sensual,  urban  society  is  to  reject  it
completely in his works and instead turn to nature and capturing the moment. His response
therefore seems to be tending towards some form of romanticism, though heavily coloured by
his context and frame of reference.

It  is  necessary  then,  to  apply  these  conclusions  to  Durkheim’s  views  on  the
transcendent and the immanent. In general, the poet interacts with this dichotomy in numerous
ways. It is clear that  Bashō is seeking inspiration and transcendence beyond the communal,
urban centres. This is exemplified by him visiting the islands of Matsushima rather than the
urban  centres  of  his  day.  Simultaneously,  he  appeals  to  an  established  body  of  art  and
literature,  making  sure  to  worship  at  the  temples  such  as  the  complex  in  Nara.  Bashō,
therefore, complicates matters by adopting a system of thought which incorporates the pursuit
of creativity which is exemplified in the self-image presented in Knapsack Notebook.  It does
not fall cleanly within the patterns of Durkheim’s framework. The distinction between the
transcendent and the immanent is fluid in the Japanese historical setting. The question then
becomes to what extent these interpretations can be extrapolated to the Genroku setting at
large.

Compared to the secular trends observed during Bashō time, he clearly deviates from
the norms connected to the urban culture. Whereas the zeitgeist of his time was focused on the
cities, Bashō sought the rural. It was concerned with sensuality, while Bashō, at least in his
prose, was concerned with nature. It is important to note, however, that the processes which
drive modernisation do not have to translate into a world-view which is devoid of religion. As
established by Richard  Madsen in  “Secularism,  Religious  Change,  and Social  Conflict  in
Asia“ the model for secularisation allows for a wider range of outcomes. Madsen points out
some groups may search the past for a pure form of religion as opposed to, what they consider
to be, the sullied contemporary faiths. This tendency can be observed in Bashō's prose to
some extent: he often points to history as a form of authority, such as citing  poets like Tu Fu
or Confucian thinkers like Han Yu. Meanwhile, there are exceptionally few names of thinkers
or poets who were active during his time. This would infer that while Bashō was avoiding
many of the central aspects of contemporary culture, he was still affected by it.
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As  demonstrated  it  is  difficult  to  categorise  the  presented  results  into  an  existing
theoretical framework. This should, naturally, be prefaced by the fact that it is impossible to
deduce a wider trend from a single individual. Of course, it is also hard to extract what is a
literary tool and what is the poet’s own point of view. It would seem that the language Bashō
is utilising is founded on a desire to reinvent an existing system of thought rather than to
discard it outright. When the old societal structures, of which he was part as a samurai, starts
to change his answer is to look to nature and to impart it with a aesthetic force. Interestingly,
this point of view does not claim to be a universal path; instead it is focused on Bashō or a
limited number of individuals of good taste. Only those willing to give up on the worldly
pursuits  can  follow  the  arts.  Perhaps  this  represents  the  enduring  nature  of  the  societal
structures,  that  even  in  Bashō  creative  search  for  natural  scenery  or  beauty,  hierarchical
structures remain.

To conclude, there are a number of questions raised in relation  to the results. First,
there is the issue of how representative Bashō is of the Genroku era. It is also difficult to paint
a more extensive picture of the secularisation, after all, the source material was written within
a  short  timespan.  It  is  hence  fruitful  to  discuss  how  future  research  may  enhance  our
understanding of the processes at play during the time period in question. One possible option
is to extend the time period studied to cover how the relationship between the immanent and
the  transcendent  changes  over  time,  with  additional  societal  changes.  It  may  also  be
productive to investigate the similarities between secularisation in different historical settings.
It  may  open  the  door  to  a  further  understanding  of  how  the  individual  is  affected by
modernisation,  and how that impacts the religious landscape. A  direct continuation of the
current investigation would be to study the decades following the Genroku period in Japan.
Such hypothetical study could add valuable information about the longevity of the secular
processes and any potential long-term consequences in an early modern setting.   Lastly, a
study with a wider scope may include a greater number of sources beyond just Bashō to add
further credence to the results.

28



References

Printed Sources
Matsuo, Bashō,  Basho's Journey: the Literary Prose of Matsuo Basho. Translated by David Landis Barnhill,

New York: State University of New York Press, 2005.

Matsuo, Bashō, The Narrow Road to Oku. Translated by Donald Keene, Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1996.

Literature
Barnhill, David Landis, “Of Bashōs and Buddhisms” The Eastern Buddhist, vol. 32, no. 2, 2000, pp. 170–201.

www.jstor.org/stable/44362262. Accessed 19 May 2020.

Bitō, Masahide, “Thought and Religion 1550–1700”, in The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Mod-
ern Japan, Hall, John Whitney & McClain, James L.. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991,
pp. 373–424.

Braw, Monica & Lompolo, Juhani, Samurajerna: deras historia och ideal, Stockholm: Atlantis, 2006. 

Breen, John & Teeuwen, Mark, A New History of Shinto, Malden, MA:Wiley-Blackwell, 2010.

Casanova, José, “The Secular, Secularizations,  Secularisms“, in Rethinking secularism, Calhoun, Craig J., Juer-
gensmeyer, Mark & Van Antwerpen, Jonathan (eds.), New York: Oxford University Press, 2011, pp. 54–74.

Earhart, H. Byron. Religion in Japan: Unity and Diversity, 5th ed., Boston, MA.: Wadsworth Cengage Learning
2014.

Ekholm, Thomas & Ottosson, Ingemar, Japans historia, Falun: Historiska media, 2019.

“Emperors and Empresses Regnant of Japan", in Britannica Academic [electronic resource], Chicago, IL: En-
cyclopædia Britannica, 4 Jan. 2012. Available: academic-eb-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/levels/collegiate/article/
Emperors-and-Empresses-Regnant-of-Japan/574139, Accessed 18 May 2020. 

Gill, Stephen Henry, “Introduction – Shepherd’s Purse: A Weed for Basho” , in Rediscovering Basho: a 300th
Anniversary Celebration, Gill, Stephen Henry & Gerstle, C. Andrew (eds.), Folkestone: Global Oriental,
1999, pp. 1–12.

Hall, John Whitney, “The Bakuhan System”, in The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Modern Ja-
pan, Hall, John Whitney & McClain, James L. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp.
128–182.

Hall, John Whitney, “Introduction”, in The Cambridge History of Japan  Volume 4. Early Modern Japan, Hall,
John Whitney & McClain, James L. (eds.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp. 1–39.

Iversen  H.R.  “Secularization,  Secularity,  Secularism”  in  Encyclopedia  of  Sciences  and Religions. Runehov
A.L.C.  &  Oviedo  L.  (eds). Dordrecht:  Springer,  2013.  Available:  https://doi-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/
10.1007/978-1-4020-8265-8_1024, Accessed 18 May 2020.

Kamata, Tōji & Sekimori, Gaynor, Myth and Deity in Japan: the Interplay of Kami and Buddhas, Tokyo: Japan
Publishing Industry Foundation for Culture, 2017.

29



Katō, Shūichi, A History of Japanese Literature: from the Man'yōshū to Modern Times, New abridged edition,
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