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Haiku: Snapshot of Life 

 “Photography is an art of observation. It's about finding something interesting in an 

ordinary place. . . I've found it has little to do with the things you see and everything to do with 

the way you see them.” Elliott Erwitt 

 Humans have been endeavoring to understand, appreciate, and manipulate the world 

around them since they have been able. From the warm hues of a sunset on a summer evening 

rendered on canvas to the science behind lightening striking the earth in the middle of a storm, 

we try to accomplish understanding of ourselves and the world around us by recording what we 

observe, thus capturing a moment in time. Artists of a variety of mediums have been depicting 

scenes of nature for centuries, and in that practice they create a dialogue and discussion of what 

nature is and the interaction we have with it as humans. In this essay, I will discuss similarities 

between Matsuo Basho’s travel journal, The Narrow Road to the Deep North, and the Genesis 

project of the world renowned photographer Sebastião Salgado, thus bridging the gap between 

literature and photography by showing how each practice attempts to capture a moment in time. 

 Matsuo Basho was born in 1644 in Iga Province near Kyoto, Japan to a minor samurai 

and his wife. At a young age, Basho came to serve Todo Yoshitada, the lord of Ueno castle. 

Yoshitada nurtured Basho’s literary and poetic interests and encouraged him to take part in 

composing haikai no renga, which was a form of linked verses composed in collaboration. In 

1662, Basho’s first poem was published, and two years later his first collection of hokku, the 



Jennings 2 
 

opening verse of a renga structured as three unrhymed lines of five, seven, and five syllables 

which is now known as haiku, was released. After the death of his master in 1666, Basho left the 

castle and moved to Kyoto where he studied with a distinguished local poet by the name of 

Kigin. During this time, Basho’s studies focused on Chinese poetry and Taoism as he continued 

to write haikai no renga and hokku. In 1672, Basho moved to Edo to continue his studies of 

poetry and made a reputation for himself in the literary community, eventually establishing 

himself as a haikai master and making a living from teaching poetry.  

In 1680, Basho began to move away from the literary public. He relocated his home to 

Fukagawa where his students had constructed a home and planted a banana tree for him. In 

honor of this, he adopted the name Matsuo Basho, which means banana tree. Around 1682, 

Basho began the months-long journeys on foot that would become the material for a new poetic 

form he created, called haibun. This new form jumped between passages of prose and haiku to 

outline and share an expedition. Haibun imagery uses the external images observed along the 

way and the internal images of the traveler’s mind throughout the journey. Basho composed 

several of these works including Travelogue of Weather-Beaten Bones, The Knapsack Notebook, 

Sarashina Travelogue, and The Narrow Road to the Deep North, which is the most famous of the 

bunch (“Basho”, "Matsuo Basho - Biography", Puchner 616-617).  

The journey which resulted in The Narrow Road to the Deep North was 1,200 miles 

covered over five months through nature and famous poetic sites from Edo to Ogaki. Basho 

undertook this journey with his disciple Sora and spent many of his evenings writing and 

socializing with students and friends who lived along their route. Throughout the piece, Basho’s 

use of prose gives greater detail of his activities and surroundings while the haikus interspersed 

throughout the work often serve to capture a moment mentioned in the larger passages. These 
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haikus often include either a seasonal word like spring or summer or include images that suggest 

a certain season. One example of this: “Spring going–/ birds crying and tears/ in the eyes of the 

fish” (Basho 618). This haiku follows one of the first passages and not only elaborates on 

Basho’s farewell to his friends while looking on to the next part of his journey, but it captures 

that moment and the mood or emotions that fill it. Just as spring must say goodbye and give way 

to summer, we must say goodbye to people as we journey to the next point on our travels both 

literally or metaphorically as in the journey of life. Throughout the piece it seems Basho uses 

nature as a tool to understand the journey of a human life. 

Throughout The Narrow Road to the Deep North, there is also an underlying theme of 

spirituality and the quest to reach enlightenment. Specifically, enlightenment as outlined by Zen 

Buddhist practices as a state of being in harmony with nature and existence. This implies that a 

person must become one with nature in order to reach a state of enlightenment. It seems that this 

is exactly what Basho is attempting in this journey and through the different sublime descriptions 

of nature in his journal (Klimczak). One of these moments is at the sacred mountain of Nikko 

whose name means “Light of the Sun” (Basho 619). Basho contemplates the knowledge of the 

Priest Kukai that established the temple there and focuses on the light that now shines down 

upon the land and its inhabitants. This moment with the haiku that follows “Awe inspiring!/ on 

the green leaves, budding leaves/ light of the sun,” is a point in Basho’s journey where he seems 

to have reached the “transcendent center of his spiritual journey” (Basho 619, Klimczak). Once 

again nature is a key component in understanding and reaching enlightenment. 

On the other hand, Sebastião Salgado, one of the world’s most respected photojournalists 

still working today, uses the medium of photography to capture the world around him. Born in 

Aimorés, Brazil on February 8th, 1944 Salgado was raised on his father’s cattle ranch with his 
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seven sisters. Salgado attended school in his hometown and then went to the city of Vitoria on 

the coast. After finishing his college experience there, he moved on to the University of São 

Paulo in order to earn a master’s degree in economics. It was not until the age of twenty-six that 

Salgado became interested in photography and left his pursuits in economics to become a 

photojournalist. His first book, Other Americas, was published in 1986 almost a decade after he 

began the project of photographing the rural peasants of Latin America. He published two more 

books after this as he worked with Doctors Without Borders documenting the effects of famine 

in Africa at the time. The next six years were spent visiting manual laborers dispersed over 

twenty-three countries working in large industrial and agricultural sites, which resulted in his 

book, Workers. Salgado’s next work focused on the immigration or relocation of large groups of 

people often from rural areas to cities and was aptly given the name Migrations ("Sebastião 

Salgado"). 

His most recent project began in 2004 and was published in 2013. In this work, Genesis, 

Salgado’s attention shifts from people to nature and wildlife. It was the result of an epic eight-

year expedition to rediscover landscapes, animals, and people so far removed from modern 

society that they are in the pristine condition they would have been at the beginning or genesis of 

our world. This book contains the very best moments of Salgado’s thirty trips captured in black 

and white compositions that rival the legendary nature photographer Ansel Adams. It is clear 

through Salgado’s work that he is dedicated to showing the beauty of the planet, reversing the 

damage done to it, and preserving it for the future (“Earth Eternal”). Just as Basho believed in 

the power of nature and the wisdom nature has to offer, Salgado believes that nature has a great 

deal to say if we just take the time and care to listen. 
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In the collection of photographs from the project Genesis, there is a diverse mix of 

landscapes and creatures. The collection boasts striking compositions of African lions and 

elephants, the Zo’é tribe deep in the Amazon jungle, the icebergs of the Antarctic, the ravines of 

the Grand Canyon, and much more. To experience these places and obtain these shots, Salgado 

had to brave through dangerous conditions and extreme weather. Just like the journey Basho 

undertook, there was much danger involved as travel during Basho’s time was not safe; however, 

both men did not let this stop them. As Basho puts it, “I wanted to view those places that I had 

heard of but never seen and placed my faith in an uncertain future, not knowing if I would return 

alive” (618). Also, each kept some form of travel journal to help them remember and understand 

their journey. Basho kept a written journal while Salgado kept a journal or record through his 

photographs. Each important stop or moment on both Basho and Salgado’s journeys was 

recorded through their preferred medium for later use. 

As seen in with the work of Basho and Salgado, contemplation and revision are very 

important in understanding what nature has to say in the moment captured. Basho revised The 

Narrow Road to the Deep North until shortly before his death in 1694, which would be nearly 

four years of revision. Salgado did something very similar in editing his photographs during and 

after his thirty expeditions were complete. Both artists would cut parts out, possibly add 

additional things, and tweak their works until they reflected or sent the message that they 

wanted. This extended process of revision may seem like a distortion of truth to some and in this 

there is no right answer – only opinion. Some would say these revised pieces reflect idealized 

versions the artists had in their minds, while others would say it makes the work deeper or richer 

in understanding because the artists had more time to meditate over the work. Regardless of 
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personal opinion, revision is a necessary part of most artistic practices especially writing and 

often photography.  

Another similarity between Basho and Salgado’s work is the attention to light. In Basho’s 

work there are many references to the sun and moon and the way their light interacts with the 

landscape. Often, these moments dedicated to light represent the struggle to reach enlightenment. 

In Salgado’s work light is paramount. Without light, there is no photograph. In many of 

Salgado’s photographs as shown on The International Center of Photography’s website, the 

source of light or he way light affects the rest of the composition is very dramatic. One of these 

photographs is the cover for Genesis in which the light source is at the back of the photo 

streaming through looming clouds. The sun illuminates the mountains revealing strong lines and 

rough textures while the river below is electrified (Vertical composition). Another photo that 

illustrates the importance of light is of two people paddling a slender boat on a body of water as 

fog blankets everything. The sun or moon lights up the body of water and silhouettes the people 

present in the shot. Without the light source there would be no contrast or photo at all (Two 

people paddling).   

  In both the case of Matsuo Basho with The Narrow Road to the Deep North and 

Sebastião Salgado with Genesis, there is an emphasis on capturing nature in the moment and 

letting that moment speak wisdom to the viewer. Though Basho uses prose and poetry to record, 

understand, and share his experience where Salgado utilizes photography, there are many 

similarities between the two. In the aforementioned examples, we can see that the focus is on 

light and reaching some sort of understanding by contemplating and working with whichever 

medium is preferred. As Jillian Pattinson said in an interview, “It’s about showing rather than 

telling. What we realised is that both the photograph and the poem are trying to capture 



Jennings 7 
 

ephemera, and fix a moment—in a word and in an image. It could be something quite fleeting 

and transient, yet you try to pin that down” (qtd. In Harkins-Cross). 
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