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W. H. Auden is undoubtedly the most interesting mind in the ‘New Country’ group,
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precisely as they are. (John Lehmann, “Some Revolutionary Trend in English Poetry
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Nobuo Ayukawa and Shin-Ryodo (1)
AkiraNAKAI
Key words: Japanese modernist movement in the 1930's, Nobuo Avukawa, Shin-Ryodo (Poetry Journal)

The modernist movement in Japanese poetry began with the quarterly
journal, “Shi-to-Shiron (Poetry and Criticism)” (1928-1931) followed by
“Bungaku (Literature)” (1932-1933), calling for an intellectual approach to
poetry rather than mere lyrical self-expression. Its original core members
inaugurated “Shiho (Art of Poetry)” in August 1934 along with newly
enrolled younger poets; some of them, in addition to contributing to it, set
out “Niju-Seiki (20th Century)” in December of the same year, arguing for
the contemporary quality in poetry.

In May 1937, “Shiho” and “Niju-Seiki” merged together to publish “ Shin-
Ryodo (New Country),” the members of which comprised the leading poets
in their mid-thirties and the younger mostly in their twenties, and stood as
the only forum for modernist poetry, coming to its close in May 1941. The
period of publication coincides with that period from the “Marco Polo
Bridge Incident” in June 1937, which lead to the Sino-Japanese War, to the
“Pacific War” declared in December 1941.

“Shin-Ryodo” was named after its English counterpart published in 1933,
a collection of poetry and literary criticism by Day-Lewis, Spender and
Auden, among others. Their communistic approach to poetry, however,
was a theme to be discussed discreetly, since the political pressure was
weighing heavily on the terms such as “communism,” “socialism,” and even
“democracy.” And yet its literary impact was kept alive as a part of “kodo-
shugi-bungaku (activism in literature),” coined after the French “humanisme
del’action” in 1934, and remained in currency for sometime among literary
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circles.

Thus, “Shin-Ryodo” shared the social concern with new English poets
from the “New Country/Auden Group,” but the scope for “activism” in
1937 was left only for the active awareness of a society in a state of flux,
and poetry meant its domain where the corresponding sensibility was
cultivated. It should be noted, however, that there was a hidden gap, at the
very outset, between the “école” of the original intellectual modernists and
the urge for contemporary poetry on the part of the younger poets. All the
same, circumscribed by pressing censorship other than the militarist
government, the poets were, more or less, forced to be committed to the
age. All that mattered was their “sincerity,” but some began, and continued
during the wartime “involuntarily” as they said later, to write for the
establishment.

In February 1938, Nobuo Ayukawa (1920-1986), from yet another young
generation, became a member of “Shin-Ryodo,” and was to witness in his
formative years its gradual deterioration and the final defeat of prewar
modernism. In the postwar period, Ayukawa, as aleading poet and literary
critic, endeavoured to fill up the vacuum in the modernist movement
brought by the nationalistic rage and also by the poets themselves. When he
found the poets who had once written praising the war in an anthology
(1954) of protest poems against the American testing of the hydrogen bomb,
Ayukawa began his most fierce battle against them, demanding that if they
were sincere in writing for peace, then they should also have been sincere
and must have written “voluntarily” for the war, and that there was no
excuse for defending their poems saying that they had been forced.

The papers that follow the present three chapters will examine
Ayukawa s formative period in the context of “ Shin-Ryodo” to demonstrate
that the literary weapon in his postwar years was being prepared through the
translated poems and criticism, particularly by T. S. Eliot and the Auden
Group, which the journal itself introduced to him. What he learned was that
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without the active sense of the time poets live in, their poetry becomes a
mere display of intellectual feats.



