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Nobuo Ayukawa and Shin-Ryodo (2)
Akira NAKAI

Key Words: Japanese modernist movement in the 1930's, Nobuo Ayukawa,
Shin-Ryodo (Poetry Journal), T. S. Eliot

Two months after the inauguration of “Shin-Ryodo”, the “Marco Polo
Bridge Incident” broke out in July 1937. In August the government
launched the “National Spiritual Mobilization Movement” to promote
popular support for the war and to combat domestic dissent, especially
among the intellectuals as well as on the left. Along with this movement a
contest was held for a National Song, and, after the fall of the Guomindang
capital at Nanjin, the “Patriotic March” was released in late December. The
year was closed with the general excitement over the song.

This is the backdrop for the formative period of Nobuo Ayukawa: he
began writing for the readers’ poetry column in “Wakakusa (Young Grass)”,
ajournal for would-be poets; in September became a member of “LUNA”,
a little magazine run by a young poet, Masao Nakagiri; and continued to
write for the columns in the established journas: “Bungei-Hanron (Literary
Summary)”, “Nihon-Shidan (Japan Poetical Circle)”, and “Rou-Ningyou
(Wax-Dall)". Ayukawa joined the “ Shin-Ryodo” in February the next year,
amonth before the “ National Mobilization Law” was enforced.

In this general climate, some poets had already volunteered to write war
poems, but the “Shin-Ryodo” kept a distance. In terms of political stance,
Shiro Murano, a leading poet of the group, cautiously warded off what the
British “New Country Group” held, saying, as early as November 1937, that
the poetry and criticism the journal carried in every number did not signify
its commitment to the leftist movement, but rather was an introduction to
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the new trends in literature abroad. A possible tactic to be employed by the
poets, Murano suggested, was satirical detachment, which was embodied in
his series, “Kindai-Shushin (Modern Morals)” composed from 1937 to
1938.

And yet, the “Shin-Ryodo” could not ignore the atmosphere of the times
and mere satirical distance would not suffice. On the 26th October 1938 the
“Evening for War Poems Dedicated to Wounded Soldiers” was held,
sponsored by the “Tokyo Shijin Kurabu (Poets Club)”, whose members
mainly comprised the senior poets of the “Shin-Ryodo”. Ayukawa went
there and was never to forget the occasion. The “Evening”, one of the first
organized commitments on the part of the modernist poets, would lead to
the formation of the “ Japanese Poets Association” in October 1940, which
eventually became a branch of the “Patriotic Association for Japanese
Literature” in May 1942

The “Shin-Ryodo” in the year of 1938, however, was active and
introduced something important to the Japanese poetry scene: the
tranglation of the first part of The Waste Land (August). “The Buria of the
Dead” of T. S. Eliot was aready translated by Kouchi Doi in 1933, but
Tamotsu Ueda' s version gained it wider readership, having a profound
impacts on young poets. Ayukawa, who had already shaken off the lyricism
of Sakutaro Hagiwara and now believed himself a modernist, found
something completely different from works written by the Japanese
contemporary poets, “something dark, cynical and yet contemplative.”
There also appeared Eliot’s criticism: “A Brief Introduction to the Method
of Paul Vaéry” (March); “Religion and Literature” (June); “The Pensées
of Pascal” (November). The articles by the “New Country” poets printed in
the journa were, of course, full of references to Eliot, their “ancestor.” In
addition to these, Eliot essays read in trandations by Ayukawa in the same
year include: “Modern Education and the Classics” by Yutaka Habu, a
member of “LUNA"; and “Experiment in Criticism” by Tsutomu Ichinohe
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in the “ Shi-to-Shiron” (June 1930), which he bought secondhand.

Scattered accounts in Ayukawa's diary in 1938 show the way a young
modernist accommodated Eliot in his vein. It was Eliot’s criticism rather
than his poetry that help him frame his mind. In November when under the
pressures of the times mere detachment seemed hard to maintain, Ayukawa
encounters “The Pensées of Pascal”. A passage reads. “His [Pascal’ ]
despair, hisillusion, are, however, no illustration of personal weakness; they
are perfectly objective, because they are essential moments in the progress
of the intellectual soul; and for the type of Pascal they are the analogue of
the drought, the dark night, which is an essential stage in the progress of the
Christian mystic.” He does not make any specific comment about this, but
his accounts that follow the dates reveal that a “tenacious/unyielding mind”
was being framed to establish his “raison d’étre” as well as his criteria for
poetry. Thus Eliot, the “Shin-Ryodo” introduced to Ayukawa, provided him
with a stand which could, in turn, challenge its limit.



