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On the Classical Poetry of Xiao Jun and Nie Gannu:
With a Focus on Tragic and Comic
Consciousnesses

Nicholas L. Chan -

The founding of the new communist regime in 1949 was supposed to be the end
of the ‘old China’, and tragedies and satirical comedies should have henceforth been no
longer applicable in modern literary and artistic creation. Battered by political waves in
the following three decades, however, quite a number of intellectuals found the writing
of classical poetry not only a way to express their resistance and sarcasm, but also a
method to relieve the sufferings of mind. In this article, I try to explore the tragic and
comic consciousnesses in two poetry anthologies composed in the 1960s, Qiu ting yin
cao by Xiao Jun (1907-1988) and Bei huang cao by Nie Gan-nu (1903-1986). Xiao
Jun’s tragic consciousness can be described in two parts: 1) endurance and introspection,
and 2) resistance and scepticism. Contradictory to prevailing collectivism, Xiao’s intense
personal heroism was the origin of his own tragedy. The comic consciousness of Nie, in
contrast, can also be summarized in two parts: 1) sarcasm and criticism, and 2) optimism
and detachment. Unlike Xiao's lifelong loyalty to the CCP, Nie’s deep despair was hard
to be directly revealed in verses, and comical writing became an alternative. Xiao was
never arrested on current counter-revolutionary charges as Nie was, whose classical poetry
works with a multilayer structure made possible the interpretations of whistleblowers and
generated the censors’ doubts as well. From different angles, these two poetry anthologies
demonstrate how the intellectuals wrote their own spiritual histories in China in the 1960s.
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