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A Volant Tribe of

Bards

— A Critique of the Modernist Tendencies

of Chinese Poetry

By Xu Jingya

Translated and adapted by Ng Mau-sang

I SOLEMNLY BESEECH poets and critics to remember the year 1980 in the same
way that sociologists remember the ideological thaw of 1979. 1980 was a time of
important innovation for our New Poetry, an artistic watershed. It witnessed the
disintegration of the old monolithic and monotonous way of writing poetry, a way
that had prevailed since 1949, and saw the emergence of a new richness and variety,
of a poetry with strong modernist overtones.

The first officially published poem to proclaim the new movement was Bei
Dao’ ‘The Answer’, printed in Poetry (Shikan), March 1979, at a time when the
praises of the heroes of the April 5 Incident of 1976 were still ringing in the air:

The Answer

Baseness is the password of the base,

Honour is the epitaph of the honourable.

Look how the gilded sky is covered

With the drifting, crooked shadows of the dead.

Xu Jingya is a young poet and critic who was born
in 1951 and graduated in 1982 from the Chinese
Department of Jilin University in N.E. China. In
1979 he became a member of the Jilin branch of the
Writers' Association. After graduation he was assigned
to the editorial staff of Shenhua B:{E, a magazine
devoted to popular or folk performing literature. He
is married to the poet Wang Xiaoni, and they have a
young daughter.

His controversial essay ‘A Volant Tribe of Bards’
was first published in Xinye ¥7%, a Liaoning student
magazine, early in 1982, and was reprinted in Dangdai
wenyi sichao (Contemporary Literary Trends) HfX
XEBE, 1983:1. This translation represents only
a fraction (approximately one tenth) of the lengthy
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original. Nearly all of the detailed discussion of in-
dividual poems and of poetic technique has been
omitted. Some twenty extracts are here linked to-
gether, to give the reader a general idea of Xu's
argument. ’

The English title is taken from one of Words-
worth's sonnets:

A Volant Tribe of Bards on earth are found . . .

A more literal translation—‘A body of emergent
poetry '—is given by Bonnie McDougall in the intro-
duction to Notes from the City of the Sun.

For an anthology of Misty poetry, see below,
pp. 181-270.
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The Ice Age is over now, WIKEEBET,

Why is there still ice everywhere? B EZ R Rk E?
The Cape of Good Hope has been discovered, FEABRT,

Why do a thousand sails contest the Dead Sea? BTEEIEEE TULER?
I come into this world BB EER E,
Bringing only paper, rope, a shadow, MEEEK, BERNEE.
To proclaim before the judgement BTEEFIZN,

The voices of the judged: TRALE T RS
Let me tell you, world, EFFIRAE, 15,
[—do—not—believe! 5 A~ FE

If a thousand challengers lie beneath your feet,
Count me as number one thousand and one.

MEMRETE—TABE,
HHERBEFRE—TE %

I don’t believe the sky is blue; BT ER EZD,;

I don't believe in the sound of thunder; HBTHREEREE;

I don’t believe that dreams are false, BT AEE = 2B

I don't believe that death has no revenge. T HEE FE4m B RE

If the sea is destined to breach the dikes, MBI E ERIR,

Let the brackish water pour into my heart; ST S AR A L
If the land is destined to rise, INBEEETEE L8

Let humanity choose anew a peak for our existence. st )\ SHE P RIBAFHETE,
A new juncture and glimmering stars, Frey IR RTAs B 2F,
Adorn the unobstructed sky. EEERGE R RS,
They are five thousand year old pictographs BERTFELEHTE,
The staring eyes of future generations.1 B2 SR A AP TRES ERES

By 1980, this kind of modernist poetry was being widely published and at-
tracting a lot of attention both among poets and with the public at large. It already
had a strong following among the young in China.

What was the nature of the impact which these poems had?

Feeling is the soul of poetry. The single most important characteristic of these
poems is that they vibrate with the spirit of their times. Stoical calm in the midst
of intense suffering, equanimity in the face of cold hostility, the tragedies and joys
of an epoch are here transformed into a threnody, a lament in monologue form.
Here are ordinary members of modern Chinese society, feeling and experiencing
life from a perspective that differs utterly from that of their predecessors. _

Since 1949, Chinese poets have adhered to the principle of realism, of ‘art as
representation of life’; their dogmatism has turned their poetry into mere descrip-
tion. The new poets stress the subjectivity and individuality of poetry, they stress
the dynamic role of the aesthetic subject, they call on poetry to witness an ex-
perience of the kaleidoscopic emotions of life . ... [The old poetry was] a mirror
held up to the external world. For the young poets of the 80s ‘poetry is a mirror

1Bonnie McDougall’s translation, from Notes from the City of the Sun (Cornell, 1983), p. 38. Xu himself
does not quote the poem, as he would assume that his readers knew it anyway.



Volant Tribe of Bards 61

with which to see oneself’, ‘it is the history of the human soul’; ‘the poet creates
his own world.” This is the new manifesto. ‘Poetry is a special means of communi-
cation between the human heart and the external world.’ Poetry that merely reflects
the external world is not art. This conception has distanced the new poets from the
simple and mimetic poetic practices of their predecessors. . ..

For example, when a new poet writes of the landscape, he dwells entirely on
his own personal feeling. He has immersed himself totally in the scenery he des-
cribes. One ‘reads’ therefore not only rivers and mountains, but also the unsettled
emotional world of the poet. Landscape has thus been ‘humanized’, and ‘poetry is
a mirror with which to see oneself.” Some of Gu Cheng’s poems? (many of which
focus entirely on the poet’s personal feelings) have been labelled ‘misty’; this is
because of their psychological nature. The majority of Bei Dao’s poems use external
imagery to symbolize the poet’s own psyche, and the images are organized in stark
fashion. The poetic ‘leaps’ of Jiang He and Yang Lian are even more a direct ex-
pression of the heart’s thythm . ... For these young poets poetry is a medium for
the unfolding of the soul. They merge the subjective with the objective, and fuse
a fresh and vibrant emotion with the world around them. In so doing, they have
discovered a poetic perspective quite different from that of their immediate pre-
decessors. By stressing the aesthetic quality of poetry, they have dissociated them-
selves from the mimetic description of classical poetry, or the intuitive lyricism of
romantic poetry. They strive to transcend the confines of realism, and are intent on
forming a new entity between the self and the external world. The poet turns from
external reality and looks inwards, forming his images in accordance with his own
feeling and sensibility. Such are the principles according to which Bei Dao, Shu Ting
and Jiang He create their poems . ... The result is not mere poetic imagining, but
the poet’s instantaneous response to reality. Once the door of the soul and the
door of nature have been opened, the world is no longer monotonous and drab; the
richness of the soul imbues it with a renewed splendour. One and the same stream
acquires a hundred colours, a hundred different shapes of motion. This departure
from the old pictorial aesthetic, this new merging of the temporal and spatial in art,
has taken poetry into a new and wider domain, has rekindled the very life of poetry.

Many, finding the broken images, the apparently disjointed structure, and the
seemingly end-less ending of these poems unpalatable, have cried ‘I can’t under-
stand this!” Bereft of those elements they are used to seeing in poetry—a distinct
story line, a logical sequence, whole incidents, complete images, the poet exerting
himself at the end of the poem to achieve a heightening effect—bereft of all this,
the reader is at a loss and cries out in protest, ‘This is plain bad!” This demonstrates
a divergence in the whole conception of poetry. To the young poets themseives,
poetry is a radiation of the life-force, an unbosoming of emotion. The importance
of a poem rests not with its plot or its concrete content, but with the poet’s feeling.
When a poet succeeds in communicating his feeling to the reader, he can be said to
have achieved his purpose.

2For a selection of poems by Bei Dao, Gu Cheng, Jiang He, Shu Ting and Yang Lian, see ‘Mists’, below
pp. 195-248.
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Footprints of the Younger Generation

It is precisely because Chinese society has undergone such an extraordinary
experience that its poets have produced such ‘extraordinary’ poems, poems which
have transcended the boundaries of our tradition. Looking at their poems, one can
see truthfully and distinctly the mental contours of a generation . ... As Comrade
Xie Mian aptly pointed out in his essay ‘After Losing Equanimity’, the young poets’
response to the life they have experienced can be summed up in four words: ‘I
do not believe.” Their attitude towards the future is one of yearning and aspiration,
the keynote of their poetry is one of hope and determination. What I want to say
here is that these poems are the footprints of a whole generation of young people,
of a decade, footprints of restless wandering, of depression, of defiance and passion-
ate indignation, of contemplation and aspiration. ... In these poems we see the
image of youth that has been injured and insulted, but that no amount of oppression
can crush or deceive.

Bei Dao: All —4]
All is fate — P EE
All is cloud — U REE
All is a beginning without an end — LR KRR
All is a search that dies at birth — ) HR R REEN AT B
All joy lacks smiles — DB RH R R R
All sorrow lacks tears —Y)EHEBERE
All language is repetition —YEEEHEER
All contact a first encounter — R EREDE
All love is in the heart — B EHELE
All past is in a dream — P EE RS
All hope carries annotations — R ELE
All faith carries groans — M IRy R s
All explosions have a moment of quiet — BRI A B Rl RS
All deaths have a lingering echo — YA A TR E
Shu Ting: This, Too, Is All EthZ—Y)
A reply to a young friend
. RE—YAE
Not all trees 5 & BEATE
are broken by the storm; TE—YE T,
Not all seeds IR F| AR 6 - 38,
are left rootless in the soil; TE—YEF
Not all feelings BRI S TE N -DHgI B
dry in the deserts of the heart; TE—VIEE
Not all dreams EHFEHEBE N85,
let their wings be clipped.
T, TE—Y
No, not all 1B IRB OB

Is as you say!
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Not all flames TE—YIkIE,

consume themselves alone HLAKEAD

do not shed light on others; TASER A BRZE,
Not all stars . TR—UVIEE,

point only to the dark EEIERBE

do not announce the dawn; TN
Not all singing T —9KE,

brushes past the ears HEAHEE

does not stay in the heart. MAEES ko
No, not all =, T~E—YI,
Is as you say! IR R B BER!
Not all appeals TR — YT @ BB VAR

lack reverberation; R E—YEASEERHE
Not all losses ' AR — YR RER 2

are beyond repair; ARV RESE R ER L,
Not all abysses AE—YLE

spell destruction; A LBRERT, MERE:
Not all destruction TR—V%HE

falls upon the weak;
Not all souls

HORERRMED, MAREE

can be trampled underfoot — Y BEHRETERK,

to rot in the mud; KRG —YIEE RN EHEKR.
Not all endings £, MABECEHZE,

are stained with blood and tears EIBE — VI RIERAEE Lo

and joyless faces.

All present is pregnant with the future,

All in the future grows from its yesterdays,
Hope, and the struggle for it—

Bear this all on your shoulders.

tr. Bonnie S. McDougall

Two poems, ‘All’ by Bei Dao, and “This, Too, Is All’ by Shu Ting, epitomize
this image of youth. Many see these two poems as representing two types of young
people. This is a misreading of the poems and a misunderstanding of the poets
themselves. These two poems are typical of all the works of the young poets; they
are two refractions of a unifying belief of our young people: their outright rebellion
against falsehood and ugliness, and their single-minded aspiration towards beauty,
truth and perfection. Together these two refractions form the thematic foundation
of the new poets.... Bei Dao negates the old world, while Shu Ting affirms her
belief in humanity. Theirs is clearly a different expression of a single feeling. . ..
In the hearts of the younger generation and in the works of the young poets, the
feelings of negation and aspiration are closely aligned, inseparably mingled like
milk and water. Bei Dao affirms his belief with brows tightly locked, while Shu
Ting continues her quest with a smile.. . ..
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The Expression of the Self

In their poems the young poets advocate ‘a.self with a modern character’,
believing this to be the ‘content of a modern poetry’. They consider that the self
proclaimed by the poetry and art of the past (i.e. since 1949) was a sort of non-self,
‘a grain of sand’, ‘a pebble for paving the road’, ‘a gear wheel’, or ‘a screw’—not a
human being with human feelings, thoughts and doubts. The young poets voice their
opposition to this ‘religious self-abnegation’; they firmly believe in human rights,
human free will and all the just demands of a human being; they believe that man
should be his own master, so much so that the lyrical persona in their poems is often
an individual being pure and simple . . .. Through the first person narrator, who is
a real existing entity, they recite to the world, to the reader, or to nobody in
particular, their muted interior monologues—strong yet calm, melancholy and
steadily paced . ... The poems of Bei Dao, Jiang He and Yang Lian all deal with a
common theme from the perspective of the ‘self’.... Because they stress the
relationship between the poet and the outside world, between the ‘person’ and the
‘thing in objective reality’, because they expose the internal contradictions in life,
their work constitutes a striking contrast to the poems of the past, which either
simple-mindedly illustrate life, or glorify its positive elements, or condemn its
negative aspect. The new poems reflect to a greater extent the complexity of life,
its many facets.

Complexity of Theme

The complex experiences and feelings of a generation have determined the
complexity of their poetic themes. In this they have broken away from the poetic
formula of the 50s and 60s (still widely prevalent)—namely, description at the
beginning, followed by elaboration in the middle, and elevation at the end . ... As
far as poetry is concerned, this change is sure progress.

Thus there emerges in poetry multiple meaning and indirect treatment of
theme . ... Because such modernistic poems stress expression through implication,
the theme is frequently a synthesis of several trains of thought, and creates at times
a feeling of apparent contradiction . . .. To deal adequately with such themes, the
poets have found an appropriate technique, a mode of expression based on sym-
bolism. These poems thus tend in general to show a certain abstraction, a certain
surrealism, a random association of ideas. '

Bei Dao: Life f==pr

Net i

This is the most succinct of symbolist poems. It uses the image contained in
the monosyllabic Chinese character wang (#4, net) to symbolize the disyllabic title,
shenghuo_(’t?%, life). Without going into detail as to whether this is a poem of the
first order, one can safely say that from an aesthetic point of view the associations
triggered by it exceed those of a thousand mediocre poems put together . . . .
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The Path of Poetry

A nation, in order to achieve greatness, must develop from its own foundations.
This is also true of a literary form. What then is the most immediate foundation for
modern Chinese poetry? It is not classical poetry, nor is it folk ballads; it is the fine
tradition established since the May Fourth Movement (1919), under the influence
of western poetry. This is the new poetry’s ‘own foundation’. . . . The poetic main-
stream of the future flows from the May Fourth tradition (especially as seen in
the poetry written before and during the 40s); to this can be added a modernist
technique, with an emphasis placed on critical learning from foreign modernist
poetry. On this foundation, we can build a truly diversified and pluralistic poetic
structure.

Conclusion

The young poets of today have a glorious but difficult task. The future and its
new art are largely dependent on their present efforts. Our admiration (and our
compassion) go out to them. They must continue to carve out a new path through
innumerable difficulties . . .. There is nothing ahead of them, not a single footprint.
They must continue on their journey, must turn back from time to time to explain
themselves to those behind them, must slow down because of the ‘drag’ from
behind. But nothing can stop them. Their quest is predestined. The beginning has
already been made. They will move forward to success, carrying their mission with
them . ... The earth will receive their fruits, the earth will record their names—this
Volant Tribe of Bards!

FEE BT EEMANEAF
Postscript: Xu Jingya’s Self-criticism in the People’s Daily
“Keeping the Socialist Orientation of Literature and Art Constantly in Mind”

Original editor’s note:

Comrade Xu Jingya is the author of one of
the so-called Three Volant Essays, which have
attracted much attention in poetic circles. His
long essay, ‘A Volant Tribe of Bards’, published
in Contemporary Literary Trends (1983.1),
advocated a series of erroneous ideas departing
from the socialist orientation in literature and
art. These ideas cover the relationship between
art and politics, between poetry and life, and
between poetry and the people; and some
problems of fundamental principle, such as how
to treat our country’s classical and ballad

poetry, and how to treat the revolutionary
tradition of New Poetry since the May Fourth
Movement. The essay provoked incisive criti-
cism from the general reading public and in
literary and art circles. The Jilin Provincial
Party Committee and Jilin literary and art
circles also repeatedly gave the author serious
criticism and patient assistance. Recently, Com-
rade Xu has to some extent realized the error of
theviews he advocated and has written this self-
criticism.





