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I = Interviewer, B = Biographer

I: Sophie Huxter, you’re best known for writing travel guides, but recently you’ve been writing about the Japanese poet Matsuo Basho. Can you tell us what attracted you to him?

B: Yes, it was the subject of observing nature, especially its little details – the brilliant colour of a particular flower or the way light catches the spray from a waterfall and makes a rainbow. When I started to look into it, it really struck me how much I took the natural world for granted. And I think that’s probably true for most of us: that observing nature is either a bit of a luxury, or just something that gets forgotten, because we all get rather caught up in our own busy lives. 

I: And how does that relate to Basho? 

B: Yeah, well, that’s quite interesting, because as a poet one of his preoccupations was observing nature and writing down his thoughts. But fairly late in life, he decided he needed to get away from it all and get closer to nature. You see, Basho was already quite a well-known poet in his lifetime and he wanted to escape his celebrity and live a more simple life. So at the age of 46, he set off on a journey across the island of Honshu. That journey was the background to his masterpiece in poetry, Narrow Road to a Far Province. 

I: Ah, yes, I know it … at least parts of it.

B: So, he travelled on foot through Japan’s backcountry – a distance of slightly less than 1,200 miles – and he kept a kind of diary of the things he saw in poem form as he went. So he would stop along the way to observe nature’s modest dramas: a leaf floating through reflections in a crystal clear stream, the splash of a frog as it hopped from a leaf into the water, the sunlight on an avenue of trees on an autumn evening.

I: That’s a lovely way of putting it – nature’s modest dramas.

B: Well, what I love about the poems is that the language he uses is rather plain and simple, but the overall effect is very profound. Each haiku is like a polished stone; it captures the beauty and simplicity of nature in just a few words. I’ll read you an example of one which pretty much sums this up. At one point he came across an old ruined military fort, overgrown with grass, and it upset him rather. He wrote: ‘Mound of summer grass / Are soldiers’ heroic deeds / Only dreams that pass?’ 
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