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Chapter ten

not at FaCe Value:  
Xi Chuan’s eXpliCit poetiCs

the previous case studies have by and large focused on text, with large 
metatextual and contextual components in chapters three and Four. 
starting with the present chapter, the next three shift to metatext. this 
chapter and chapter eleven look into the explicit poetics of individual 
poets, meaning their view of literature and specifically of poetry, as 
expounded in so many words. Chapter twelve examines the popular-
intellectual polemic.
 explicit poetics can include creative writing, or “primary” texts, as 
well as verse-external, critical discourse, or “secondary” texts, for one 
can speak of poetry in poetry as well as in essays, interviews and so on. 
one’s verse-external poetics, then, is a subset of one’s explicit poetics. 
i have cast my net wider than the verse-external, in order to extend 
the analysis to a text by Xi Chuan that is difficult to classify as either 
primary ≈ creative or secondary ≈ critical, and that is neither a poem 
nor an essay.
 Good clean curiosity aside, why would we want to know about po-
ets’ explicit poetics, verse-external or otherwise? as far as i am con-
cerned, with reference to what i have said about authorial intent, 
research such as this is not to test practice against theory or to ask 
whether poets are reliable readers of their own work, much less to 
check whether they keep their promises or realize their professed ide-
als. the answers to such questions may tell us that a given author’s 
poetry and their poetics match or that they don’t, but this doesn’t nec-
essarily add much to our appreciation of either. as noted in the previ-
ous chapter, there is no law according to which an individual’s poetry 
and their poetics must be consistent in order to be interesting. Con-
versely, if someone’s explicit poetics turns out to be indispensable for 
a successful reading of their poetry, it arguably takes on the status of 
text rather than metatext—but again, these things can overlap. More 
generally, we may wish to view a given author’s explicit poetics in part 
or in whole as extensions of their poetry, because there is a difference 
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chapter ten346

between poets and other artists talking about their art. For painters, 
musicians and so on, the language in which they speak of their work 
is a truly secondary medium. For poets, however—and of course for 
fiction writers and dramatists—language is the shared medium of both 
primary and secondary texts, of both creative writing and critical dis-
course, and the boundaries are easily blurred. this is most obvious 
when poetical statements are couched in metaphor. We shall see that 
in the case of Xi Chuan, the conventional relationship of primary and 
secondary texts is occasionally inverted, when his poetry clarifies his 
poetics instead of the other way around.
 My attention to metatext is also motivated by the scope and inten-
sity of metatextual activity in contemporary China. there are frankly 
stunning amounts of metatext by avant-garde poets, foregrounding 
what Bourdieu calls the specific principle of legitimacy, or consecra-
tion of artists by other artists: a large number of Chinese poets whose 
work constitutes a canon in the making have also published on poetry.1 
From among them, i have chosen to write about Xi Chuan in the 
present chapter, and about han Dong and Yu Jian in the next. as 
poets, all three have exerted a palpable influence on the development 
of the avant-garde beyond its initial stages, and they have some of 
the most interesting metatextual writing to their names. Furthermore, 
Xi Chuan is widely seen as a leading representative of the elevated 
aesthetic, and han and Yu count as quintessentially earthly authors. 
While this is understandable, it is important to note—as elsewhere in 
this study—that neither Xi Chuan nor han and Yu are anything like 
“pure” in this respect.
 if this chapter is shorter and ranges less widely than the next, this is 
because Xi Chuan has produced much less metatext than han Dong 
and especially Yu Jian. in addition, contentwise, han’s and Yu’s 
metatexts contain much more commentary on the actualities of the 
avant-garde scene than Xi Chuan’s. as regards the organization of this 
chapter and the next, although there is considerable overlap between 
the topics explored in Xi Chuan’s poetics on the one hand and in 
han’s and Yu’s on the other, their differences are substantial enough 
to justify structuring each chapter according to its own material rath-
er than adhering to exactly the same subdivisions. in both chapters,  
i have opted for thematic discussions that move back and forth 

1 Bourdieu 1993: 50-51.
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through time and include much literal citation so as to give the reader 
an immediate sense of the discourse. My aim has been to outline Xi 
 Chuan’s, han Dong’s and Yu Jian’s poetics and reflect on this material 
mostly from within its self-assigned frames of reference, rather than set 
it off against other possible conceptualizations of poetry or against the 
practice of poetry in contemporary China. Yet, the selection of what i 
perceive as significant topics and representative passages is in itself of 
course an act of interpretation.
 Below, in section 1, i consider three substantial explicit-poetical 
pieces by Xi Chuan (using in-text references to avoid inordinate num-
bers of near-identical footnotes), with occasional reference to other 
sources. in section 2, i offer a brief classification of Xi Chuan’s poet-
ics with reference to M h abrams’ typology of theories of poetry and  
a l sötemann’s application thereof to the explicit poetics of individual 
poets, followed by tentative remarks on Xi Chuan’s representativeness 
for the avant-garde at large. as in chapter one, my generalization 
of masculine pronouns for the poet reflects the near-exclusive male 
dominance of the metatextual arena, all the more remarkable in light 
of women poets’ important contributions in the textual dimension.

1. Explanations, Issues and Alchemy 

a medicinal prescription may be expected to be clear, unambiguous 
and meaningful in the sense of being useful, and is to be taken at face 
value. at the other extreme lies poetry, with the prerogative of the 
enigma, ambiguity and indeed—in the terminology of Jan de roder, 
cited in chapter eight—an inclination toward the unmeaning; and of 
being “useless,” although not meaningless. as such, it is not to be taken 
at face value, and may give rise to a strong interpretive impulse in-
stead. Xi Chuan’s metatexts underscore this feature of poetry. in addi-
tion, just like his poetry, his metatexts are themselves of the kind that 
triggers the urge to interpret.
 My analysis revolves around three texts: a short piece called “the 
author’s explanation of his art” (艺术自释, 1986), included in Xu 
Jingya’s 1988 Overview of Chinese Modernist Poetry Groups 1986-1988, 
the long article “on nine issues in poetics” (关于诗学中的九个问
题, 1995), first published in the literary journal Mountain Flower (山
花), and a remarkable series of poeti cal statements called “the al-
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chemy of poetry” (诗歌炼金术), written in 1992-1993 and published 
in Poetry Exploration in 1994 but substantially revised and expanded in 
1999 for publication in one of Xi Chuan’s books, entitled Water Stains 
(水渍, 2001).2 the former two (“explanation” and “issues” for short) 
are straightforward expository discourse about poetry. the latter (“al-
chemy 1” / “alchemy 2”) is something between a secondary and a 
primary text, between critical and creative writing. i wouldn’t confi-
dently call it verse-external, if only because it somehow borders on the 
poetic mode, visible in things like the use of imagery and a language 
usage that may be called affected in the neutral sense, or at least self-
conscious. as such it is the least “reliable” of the three—if we were to 
look for the reliability associated with medicinal prescriptions, that is.
 i will examine Xi Chuan’s poetics according to the subject matter 
that is covered in these three pieces, in the following order: poethood, 
inspiration, poetry’s relation to reality, technique, form, and poetic 
language and poetry itself. as for the final item, the fact that in Xi 
 Chuan’s metatextual writing poetic language and poetry itself are dif-
ficult to disentangle can be taken as a resonance of his textual produc-
tion, especially with regard to the issues reviewed in chapter Five; but 
in light of the preceding paragraphs, the reader won’t be surprised if  
i refrain from drawing any conclusions from this observation—say, on 
the consistency of his texts and his metatexts.

The Poet

in Xi Chuan’s explicit poetics, the poet features but isn’t terribly im-
portant. an early description in “explanation” endows him with su-
pernatural powers in religious terms:

the poet is both God and Devil.

“alchemy 1” (1-2)3 contains a more down-to-earth and modest claim:

2 Xi Chuan 1988, 1995, 1994b and 2001: 223-228.
3 parenthesized numbers following “Issues”, “Alchemy 1” and “Alchemy 2” refer to 

the numbered entries in the texts. after “Alchemy 2,” the abbreviation prev, meaning 
‘previously,’ indicates that the passage in question also occurs in “alchemy 1.” e.g. 
“Alchemy 2” (46 prev 31) means ‘entry 46 in “alchemy 2,” previously found as entry 
31 in “alchemy 1”.’
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the poet is neither a commoner nor a noble; the poet is an intellectual, 
a thinking person.

the poet is a laborer.

this is revised to read more cautiously in “alchemy 2” (1-2):

the poet is neither a commoner nor a noble, but one affected [感受] by 
thought and expression.

the poet is one type of intellectual, an alternative laborer.

this change may have been informed by renewed sensitivities sur-
rounding the notion of the intellectual (知识分子), to whose painful 
history under Maoism was added a quirky chapter in the late 1990s 
during the popular-intellectual polemic. the importance of the intel-
lectual side to poetry is further toned down by Xi Chuan’s emphasis 
on its affective complement.
 Xi Chuan isn’t the first poet from China or elsewhere to celebrate 
poetry’s undefinability, or to call the definition—by poets—of poetry 
undesirable. in “alchemy 2” (87), he writes:

if at all possible, the poet should avoid defining poetry.

as an utterance that is part of his explicit poetics, this is a conspicu-
ous instance of irony, more specifically of self-subversion. in practice, 
Xi Chuan happily fails to heed his own warning against the dangers 
of definition: not just for poethood, inspiration, the writing process 
and so on but also for the phenomenon of poetry itself, as we shall see 
below.
 in “alchemy 2” (65), the poet’s divine qualities as asserted in “ex-
planation” are superseded by the magical:

When the strong poet touches iron, it turns to gold.

Both the poet as God and the Devil and his successor, the poet as al-
chemist, possess special powers. however, the following admonitions 
in “issues” (4) and “alchemy 2” (5) critically address the cult of poetry 
in contemporary China as identified by Michelle Yeh, of which i have 
observed that it is in many ways a cult of poet-hood:

there are even those who announce that although they do not write 
poetry, they are poets.

in the writing of poetry, do not be concerned with your poet status.
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Inspiration

in accordance with the above injunction, Xi Chuan has more to say 
about various aspects of the writing process than about poethood. let’s 
first look at his ideas about inspiration, in “alchemy 2” (46 prev 31):

inspiration is the same thing as discovery. penetrating discovery.

Discovering something that already exists—even if discovery triggers 
an act of creation—is notably different from a concept of “pure” cre-
ation from nothing. Xi Chuan makes only one reference to another, 
less easily grasped type of inspiration, in “issues” (9):

since [“Why i Write”] is a mysterious question, all we can do is to an-
swer it in mysterious fashion.

here, in what is an expository essay on poetry with much room for 
rational argumentation and linkage to concrete literary practice, he 
likens the drive to write to the mythical messenger that knocked on 
Mozart’s door to request the writing of a requiem—Mozart’s own?—
that the sickly, impoverished composer would never finish. Xi Chuan 
refers to the messenger as “the man in black”:

some venture that he is God, some that he is the Devil, some that he is 
death [死神, literally ‘the god of death’], but i would venture that he is 
poetry [诗神, ‘the god of poetry’].

this mysterious, somewhat overbearing fellow is not the same as the 
nine Muses on the olympus as we know them. those girls, idle and 
unoccupied, both dignified and generous, both wise and clever and deft, 
have as their special task to fan cool air to sophisticated natural talents. 
But the one that truly compels us to write is this man, whose identity is 
unclear. he represents the myriad things in the universe, history, hu-
manity and that blind force carried by each of us as individuals, a force 
of dying and living, a force of song and silence. Face covered, he appears 
at our side, stunning us out of our wits, leaving us at a loss with our hands 
thrown in the air. to calm down, all we can do is lay out the writing 
paper in front of us.
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Poetry’s Relation to Reality

another aspect of the writing process is poetry’s relation to reality. in 
“alchemy 2” (61, 22), Xi Chuan highlights two distinct roles for real-
ity, or the world outside the poem. that of a frame of reference:

. . . Make nature and human life the frame of reference for writing

and that of raw material to be processed:

Knowledge that constitutes the resources for writing is reformed in writ-
ing.

reality’s latter role is supported by several other statements (11, 35 
prev  21, 86):

as regards the transmission of culture, people attach too much impor-
tance to the relation of poet (poem) and poet (poem), overlooking that of 
poet (poem) and non-poet (non-poem).

First, one must love life; then, one must scorn life. to love life makes 
poetry plentiful, to scorn life makes poetry refined.

there exists no poetry in isolation from myth, history and existence, 
just as there exists no language in isolation from myth, history and ex-
istence.

and most succinctly, in a 1997 essay called “on the road” (在路
上):4

literature doesn’t have to reflect life, but certainly has its source in life.

similarly, “issues” (5) states that in order to discover poetic sentiment 
in all things—that is, in order to be inspired—the poet must

cut into life, and be in touch with all things.

all of the above stress the importance of reality as indispensable raw 
material for poetry.
 By contrast, as noted in chapter Five, the early Xi Chuan advocates 
a “pure” poetry that stands aloof from reality. “explanation,” for ex-
ample, makes no reference whatsoever to poetry’s relation to reality. 
the radical change in his views on the matter in 1989 and the early 
1990s can be gleaned from both editions of “alchemy” (42 prev 27):

pure poetry excludes [拒绝], humane poetry includes [包容].

4 Xi Chuan 1997e: 69.
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according to “alchemy 2” (62), reality may be indispensable raw ma-
terial, but it isn’t poetry: it needs to be transformed in order for poetry 
to emerge. the following statement still leaves reality intact, and can 
mean that the distinction of reality and poetry is simply one of perspec-
tive:

the language of poetry is not everyday language; even if the poet uses 
everyday language, it is not in the everyday sense.

But Xi Chuan also presents the distinction of reality and poetry as an 
opposition, so that the one can flourish only to the detriment of the 
other (61 prev 39):

let language test its strength against nature, let language test its strength 
against human life . . .

in the same vein, with a rare, politically impassioned cry from the 
heart in “alchemy 1” (60), Xi Chuan declares that

poetry will never bow its head to any non-poetic force

and in “alchemy 2” (98) he adds that

this is to reaffirm the independence of writing.

in late 1990s China, the need to assert the independence of writing 
brings several things to mind. First, a Maoist vision that has in many 
ways become an anachronism but continues to inform official cultural 
policy, and that sees literature as accountable for its social effect and 
as subordinate to politics. second, a traditional poetics summed up as 
literature to convey the Way in the broadest sense, with the Way de-
noting dominant socio-political ideology in a given historical situation. 
third, and perhaps most urgently, the sweeping commercialization of 
cultural life in China as a force threatening the integrity of literature 
and art—although here, we should bear in mind that things are less 
simple than quick dichotomies of the spiritual and the material sug-
gest, as noted in chapters one and Five.

Technique

poetic technique is another part of the writing process. Xi Chuan has 
clear ideas about technique, with equally clear implications for his 
view of poethood. if we take things like (scholarly) knowledge (知识, 
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as in 知识分子 ‘intellectual’) and erudition as components of poetic 
technique, our attention is drawn to this entry in “alchemy 2” (21):

to respect ignorance as power is the greatest ignorance.

this statement—which recalls lan Dizhi’s defense of learning in his 
comments on Xi Chuan’s poetry—is likely inspired by the popular-
intellectual polemic, and perhaps by anti-intellectual trends of the 
Mao era. But Xi Chuan has consistently emphasized the importance 
of other aspects of technique as well. early on, in “explanation” he 
writes of

. . . the pursuit of perfection in structure, sound, imagery

and evaluates poetry according to

how consummate are the poem’s internal structure and its technique.

Form

Closely related to this proposition is of course the matter of poetic 
form. as we have seen, Xi Chuan’s regard for form in his poetry is 
audible and visible in several ways: rhythm and rhyme, and more gen-
erally, his idiosyncratic “stanzas” or paragraphs of prose poetry. as for 
his explicit poetics, in “alchemy 2” (68 prev 43, 73) he writes:

the poem’s form is the same thing as its music.

one type of poetic quality: sound effects, wild with joy, attained by lan-
guage at its highest.

another remark on form leaves the reader, characteristically, with 
more questions than answers (69 prev 44):

the poem’s external form can be used time and again, but each poem’s 
internal form can be used only once.

external form probably means objectifiable formal features. internal 
form might mean something like the poem’s unique individual dy-
namics within these features.

Poetic Language and Poetry Itself

in light of several of his comments examined so far, it need not sur-
prise us that Xi Chuan’s view of poetry is not one of spontaneous, 
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uncontrollable outbursts of creativity or emotion, not even in the early 
“explanation”:

please let me practice moderation.

note the prayer-like formula please let me, repeated several times in this 
short piece: to the early Xi Chuan, poetry is like religion. the later Xi 
Chuan holds that powerful feelings can, in fact, damage poetry. “is-
sues” (4) contains this passage:

i do not believe in writing without practice . . . But in China, under the 
mistaken guidance of “poetry verbalizes emotion,” many people think 
that for good poetry, all you need to do is verbalize emotion, that to be 
a poet, all you need is passion [激情] . . . Writing poetry is first of all a 
skill, and only then an art . . . i have never believed things like “li Bai 
drinking to his heart’s content, poems by the score” [李白斗酒诗百篇], 
i have never believed that poethood comes from a poetic way of life.

in chapter one, i cited both stephen owen’s and Zhang longxi’s 
english renditions of 诗言志 (poetry articulates what is on the mind intently 
and poetry verbalizes emotion, respectively). in the above passage i follow 
Zhang, in light of Xi Chuan’s interpretation of 志 as passion.
 “alchemy 2” (43 prev 28) shows that it is not that Xi Chuan has no 
time for passion, but that he is particular about its uses:

one must foster the passion of imagination, to produce not an outpour-
ing of it but a sculpture.

then there is Xi Chuan’s denunciation of “pretty literature,” meaning 
writing that is characterized by frivolousness rather than authenticity, 
made in “issues” (6) and earlier cited in chapter Five:

pretty literature is opposed to creativity, imagination, irony, metaphor, 
the spirit of experiment and of doubt: it is opposed to the difficulty of 
writing.

this passage points to important if abstract components of Xi Chuan’s 
normative view of poetry: everything that pretty literature is said to 
oppose. it is on poetry itself, rather than on poethood or the writing 
process, that Xi Chuan has produced the most abundant, ramified 
and original discourse, and that his development over time is most 
profound. initially, in “explanation,” he writes that

Facing poetry is like facing religion

and
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Different classes of poetry occur in three dimensions: (1) resourcefulness, 
(2) wisdom, and (3) truth. But what i call truth is surmise: its source lies 
in wise thought and resourceful expression.

the early Xi Chuan does little more than reaffirm well-behaved canon-
ical values and conceptualizations of poetry, in his above-mentioned 
“pursuit of perfection.” a poem’s success, for instance, is measured 
against four criteria, the first of which is the most striking example of 
his views at the time:

. . . how close it gets to eternal truth.

his views change considerably in the early 1990s, as we have seen. 
Further to Xi Chuan’s dislike of pretty literature, let’s first look at 
what, according to “alchemy 2” (48), poetry is not.

that which can be subsumed under one’s attitude—things like anger, 
reverence, eulogy, scorn and so on—is not where the power of poetry 
resides.

as for what poetry is, “alchemy 1” (29) contains the following ques-
tionable dichotomy according to which female poet-alchemists pro-
duce one thing and male poet-alchemists another:

let women express their mood, let men express their wisdom.

this doesn’t reappear in “alchemy 2.” What does reappear is Xi 
Chuan’s categorization of poetic language (54 prev 36):

as to its language, poetry is divided into three kinds: songlike poetry, 
theatrical poetry, and narrative poetry. one who is able to synthesize 
these three may be said to have gathered all that is good.

incidentally, Xi Chuan’s prose poetry of the 1990s and beyond goes 
some way toward such synthesis. We could simply take his categori-
zation as evidence for the fact that—perhaps primarily for his own 
writing—he is not overly concerned with divisions into literary genres 
such as poetry versus prose or fiction and so on,5 and rather with liter-
ary modes like narrative and song. While the differentiation of song, 
theater and narrative is not in itself remarkable or original, through its 
presentation of the poem as a “made thing,” as artifice, it does aid the 
interpretation of this piece of advice to poets in “alchemy 2” (53):

5 Cf Yang Changzheng 1994: 48.
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Do not declare that you have attained “authenticity”; “authenticity” is 
the poet’s nightmare, brought on by theory.

this is a prime example of profound development in Xi Chuan’s poet-
ics, not just from his 1980s “purity” to a much more complex vision in 
the 1990s, but also from “alchemy 1” to “alchemy 2.”
 Within the broad subject matter that is poetry itself, Xi Chuan dis-
cusses an “i,” a “self,” that should probably be taken not as a protago-
nist in the usual sense but rather as a songlike / theatrical / narrative 
perspective embodied by the speaker. here, my reading of Xi Chuan’s 
poetics is informed by his poetry rather than the other way around, 
specifically by stanzas 56, 58, 64, 88 and 99 of «What the eagle says», 
cited in chapter Five, where i called the speaker a mental-linguistic 
agency, autonomous but without a home of its own. in “alchemy 2” 
(16-17-18) Xi Chuan offers an explanation of the composition of this 
“i,” and by extension of the words that it produces and by which it is 
produced itself—that is, the poem:

“i” is composed of “external i” and “internal i.”

“internal i” is composed of “i of logic,” “i of experience,” and “i of 
dreams.”

inevitable self-contradiction.

these statements bring to mind the contrast in «salute» of night-time 
poetry and dreams with daytime reality and rationality, even though 
these cannot be separate worlds and the poem subverts their easy op-
position.
 in “alchemy 2,” the passage on “i” is followed by one on its maker, 
the poet (19). Yet, this claim is not so much about poethood as about 
poetry itself:

the poet believes to be inspiring and secretly transmitting truth. rather 
than philosophy and religion, the poet needs pseudo-philosophy and 
pseudo-religion.

this passage and its subsequent explanation (20):

pseudo-philosophy discovers cracks in thought, pseudo-religion points 
out the aesthetic value of faith

are central to Xi Chuan’s explicit poetics of later years, and indeed 
helpful for interpreting his poetry, as we have seen in chapter Five. 
they are playfully supported by these two remarks (59 prev 7, 44):
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in the best possible case, if the poet talks nonsense, that is good poetry 
too.

Baloney is permitted.

one more of Xi Chuan’s comments in “alchemy 2” on poetry itself 
deserves mention here (28 prev 16):

poetry is a winged animal.

this is one of several passages in Xi Chuan’s explicit poetics that are 
couched in metaphor. other examples include the central image of 
poetry as alchemy. We are faced with a conceptually recursive situa-
tion when Xi Chuan uses metaphor to discuss metaphor or, in light 
of metaphor’s centrality to the poetic experience, poetry to discuss 
poetry. there is a striking parallel, here and throughout large por-
tions of “alchemy,” with traditional Chinese criticism’s predilection 
for poetic diction that is closely related to notions of citation as an 
art in itself, meaning the ability to highlight the operative passage in 
a given text so as capture its essence in the most direct manner pos-
sible. according to Zhang longxi, the explanation of this aspect of 
traditional criticism lies in radical doubt concerning the adequacy of 
(expository) language, which he calls a deep-seated cultural notion in 
the Chinese mind. Zhang duly notes that such doubt—bespoken by 
both Xi  Chuan’s poetry and his poetics—is not unique to premodern 
traditions in China or elsewhere.6

 let’s take a closer look at the winged animal (飞翔的动物) in Xi 
Chuan’s poetics. in an interview with Canadian poet Fred Wah, he 
says:7

. . . birds are animals that i love. now the highest animals i can see with 
the naked eye are birds. on the face of the earth roams the monster, 
above the earth fly birds. stars i cannot see birds can see, the God i can-
not see birds can see. so, birds are an intermediary [中介] between me 
and the stars, the universe, God.

Most clearly in the notion of the intermediary, the above passage tallies 
with Xi Chuan’s views on matters like the origin of poetry, inspiration 
and so on; the birds and the monster allude, of course, to «salute». in 
comparison to a view of the poet as an intermediary between divinity 

6 Zhang longxi 1992: 55.
7 Xi Chuan 1997b: 284.
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in the broadest sense—wisdom, beauty, truth, mystery—and its repre-
sentation as human language, Xi Chuan adds another layer. poetry 
still originates in the divine, but passes through two media, bird and 
poet, before becoming text.
 “alchemy 1” (62) concludes with a final, metaphorical entry:

i have always tried to describe a mirage.

in “alchemy 2” (104), the final entry reads

i once exerted myself to view, from afar, a mirage. i once tried to travel 
through utopia. i once tried to enter the tower of Babel. 

these recollections are clarified in a speech Xi Chuan delivered when 
he received the aiwen award for literature in February 1999. these 
were his closing words:8

i once tried like a blind man to describe a mirage, like a traveler to pass 
through utopia, like a sleuth to enter the tower of Babel.

rather than reminding us of blind poets like homer or hettinga, the 
blind man, in a handicapped, powerless capacity, adds to the impli-
cations of the words once, exerted and tried. Description of the mirage, 
travel through utopia and bringing to clarity what goes on inside the 
tower of Babel—that is, ending a confusion of tongues or restoring a 
non-arbitrary, uniform relation of language to the world, of signifier to 
signified—have failed, and may be inherently futile.
 this additional conclusion to Xi Chuan’s richest and most interest-
ing explicit-poetical text reaffirms and deepens a disillusionment with 
the utopian that has been part of his poetics ever since its transforma-
tion in 1989 and the early 1990s. thus, it opens up new perspectives 
on poetry, poethood and so on. one such perspective emerges in scat-
tered comments connected by their contempt for things that are real, 
true, sincere, sensible and unconcealed—or, to return to the opening 
paragraphs of the present chapter, for what can be taken at face value. 
in “explanation,” Xi Chuan still advocates truthfulness, sincerity and 
so on:

i am opposed to the faces of phony sages on the present-day Chinese 
poetry scene, and their deliberately mystifying pseudo-truths.

8 Xi Chuan 2001: 221-222.
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later, however, the notion of poetry as religion from his early days 
is replaced by that of pseudo-religion coupled with pseudo-philosophy, 
for a poet who now believes to be secretly transmitting truth. “truth” 
almost appears to be a slip of the pen, if we consider this entry in “al-
chemy 2” (51 prev 34):

only the insincere need to discuss sincerity; don’t let sincerity harm the 
poem.

in plain words, never let facts get in the way of a good story—baloney 
is permitted, and Xi Chuan’s attitude toward truth has been compli-
cated from the start. in “explanation” he writes:

. . . what i call truth is surmise.

But perhaps truth is alright as long as it is secret, for in “alchemy 2” 
(23 prev 11) we read:

a literature without secrets will not travel far through time [不能传之
久远].

Xi Chuan’s original phrasing is closer to classical than to modern Chi-
nese. the passage is reminiscent of a statement ascribed to Confucius 
in the Zuozhuan (左传), which holds that “if the language lacks pattern-
ing, it will not go far” (言之无文, 行而不远), in owen’s rendition. 
What is on the mind (志) is complemented by language (言), which 
is in turn complemented by patterning or “literature” (文). Beneath 
the outer shell of Confucius’ written patterning lie language and in-
nermost ethical disposition, inevitably visible to the one who knows 
how to read the poet; but beneath Xi Chuan’s outer shell of literature 
(文学) lie secrets.9 in light of the indeterminate nature of “deep mean-
ing” below the surface of his poetry, discussed in chapter Five, one is 
tempted to ask how real these secrets are envisaged to be—if one can 
get to them to begin with.
 in poetical discourse, that which cannot be taken at face value leads 
to association with the phenomenon of imagery and specifically meta-
phor, which is central to Xi Chuan’s art. For instance, the metaphor 
of turning iron into gold in both editions of “alchemy” (25 prev 13):

Between faith and superstition, the poet is an alchemist.

9 owen 1992: 29-30.
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2. A Bigger Picture

in The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition, 
M h abrams presents his typology of literary theories as comprised 
of reflection on four key elements: the universe—that is, reality or the 
world outside the poem—the audience, the artist and, centrally, the 
work of art. Depending on their primary orientation toward each of 
these coordinates, abrams distinguishes mimetic or world-oriented, 
pragmatic or reader-oriented, expressive or artist-oriented and objec-
tive or work-oriented theories. his model has been influential across 
cultural traditions, as evidenced by its adaptation in James liu’s Chi-
nese Theories of Literature. explicit poetics of the kind we encounter in this 
chapter and the next are not theories of poetry, but they do constitute 
a type of metatext to which abrams’ categories can be applied. this is 
precisely what a l sötemann does in “Four poetics” (Vier poetica’s), 
an essay on the poetics of various nineteenth-century and twentieth-
century authors. sötemann employs a typology similar to that of 
abrams, albeit with some adjustments and in different terminology.10 
he speaks of romantic rather than expressive, symbolist rather than ob-
jective, realist rather than mimetic and classicist rather than pragmatic.
 With some qualification, abrams puts forth a more or less linear 
“historic progression”: mimetic → pragmatic → expressive → objec-
tive. sötemann, however, shows that typologies such as abrams’ and 
his own are conceptually powerful, but that no clear-cut chronologi-
cal periodization of literary history necessarily follows from them and 
that, as time goes by, their constituent categories are in fact ever more 
likely to co-occur. he first pairs off realist and classicist poetics to one 
side, and romantic and symbolist poetics to another. the former two 
are characterized as down to earth, rational, imitative, generalizing, 
moral, direct and concrete, the latter two as metaphysical, anti-ratio-
nal, creative, strictly individual and suggestive. From a different angle, 
he contrasts the romantic and the realist with the symbolist and the 
classicist. here, the first two set great store by carefree spontaneity 
and impulsiveness, and the latter two by consciously acquired skill and 
clarity. sötemann rightly notes that authors of different types of po-
etry may subscribe to remarkably similar poetics, and that, conversely, 
contemporaries subscribing to different types of poetics may display 

10 abrams 1971: 3-29, liu (James) 1975: 9-13, sötemann 1985.
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remarkable stylistic affinity in their poetry. he also points out that in-
dividual poetics often belong in more than one of the four categories, 
and that they are subject to change during individual literary careers. 
his observations very much apply to the contemporary Chinese avant-
garde, with Xi Chuan’s writings as a case in point.
 Xi Chuan’s poetry requires an active, imaginative and indeed cre-
ative reader, but his explicit poetics rarely discusses the reader or po-
etry’s interaction with its audience. as such, his poetics cannot count 
as pragmatic—or classicist, in sötemann’s terms—in any sense. there 
is a mimetic, or realist, side to his poetics in that it portrays reality or 
the world outside the poem as indispensable. Xi Chuan does not, how-
ever, see poetry as a straightforward reflection of life, and stresses that 
for life to yield poetry a profound transformation is required. hence 
his low regard for authenticity and his fascination with its subversion 
through pseudo-religion, pseudo-philosophy, pseudo-reason and in-
deed pseudo-truth, that is, surmise. also, his recognition of the world 
outside the poem as having a direct bearing on poetry occasionally 
comes across as an abstraction at best and lip service at worst, and 
comes nowhere near the intense engagement of this issue by authors 
such as han Dong and particularly Yu Jian. While Xi Chuan’s po-
etics questions the self-importance of poethood, it is expressive—or 
romantic—in its presentation of the poet as a deity and an alchemist, 
and in its emphatic portrayal of the writing process as an elaborate act 
of creation. Finally, his poetics is objective, or symbolist, inasmuch as 
its overarching orientation is toward poetry itself. notably, however, 
he frequently focuses on poetry’s process of becoming, rather than on 
what it is once it has become.

*

Before we move on to the next, more extensive chapter on han Dong’s 
and Yu Jian’s poetics, a few remarks to situate Xi Chuan’s poetics in 
a larger discourse are in order. First of all, as a product of the avant-
garde, Xi Chuan’s poetics differs fundamentally from traditional Chi-
nese and Maoist poetics, both of which attach considerable value to 
poets’ lived-through experience, their intention, their truthfulness and 
authenticity, their social responsibility and literature’s subordination 
to affairs of state. Xi Chuan’s assertion of the independence of writing 
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and his declaration of the futility of travel through utopia offer ad-
ditional points of contrast with Maoist and more generally politicizing 
poetics. the latter point, however, presents an ambiguity in that what 
he calls utopia should perhaps primarily be taken as a reference to 
the 1980s avant-garde notion of “pure” poetry from which he turned 
away in 1989 and the early 1990s. these two readings are not mutu-
ally exclusive but rather bring to mind what Yeh has called the subtle 
complicity of certain 1980s avant-garde texts with Maoist orthodoxy, 
discussed at several points earlier in this study. Conversely, Xi Chuan’s 
metatext exhibits notable interfaces with (modern) Western poetics: 
not least in his central metaphor of poetry and especially the making 
of poetry as alchemy, which brings to mind Mallarmé and rimbaud, 
among others.11

 traditional Chinese poetics, Maoism and foreign literatures aside, 
are Xi Chuan’s ideas representative of the contemporary Chinese 
avant-garde? First, we should caution ourselves in light of the sheer 
abundance and pluriformity of metatext-by-poets. in addition, the 
question of representativeness becomes especially difficult if we take 
into account ongoing, far-reaching changes in the metatextual dimen-
sion brought about by the internet since roughly 2000.
 With these two caveats, Xi Chuan’s poetics may be called represen-
tative in its high regard for the individual Writing that characterizes 
much poetic practice of the 1990s, which was not controlled by col-
lective agendas of the socio-political or literary kind. his statements 
to this effect can be seen to reflect the recent memory of China’s de-
cades-long history of active political interference with literature—and, 
as suggested above, vexation and anxiety over the commercialization 
of literature in the 1990s and beyond. another feature that his poet-
ics has in common with that of many other avant-garde authors is a 
conspicuous lack of reader-oriented discourse on things like the actual 
realization of the poem at the moment of the text’s unique encounter 
with its individual reader.
 as regards Xi Chuan’s disapproval of the self-importance of poet-
hood, one can only call his poetics representative of significant trends 
in the avant-garde with some qualifications. to be sure, the decon-
struction of high-blown images of poethood has been a regular feature 
of metatext-by-poets ever since the colloquializing and vulgarizing 

11 e.g. Michaud 1953: 67-72, Coelho 1995: 121-122, 127-132.
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trends of the early 1980s, especially on the earthly side of the spec-
trum. on the whole, however, while neither Xi Chuan’s poetry nor 
his explicit poetics are unequivocal in this respect, he shows greater 
affinity with the elevated aesthetic, according to which the poet self-
evidently enjoys some sort of extraordinary status, and his comments 
on poethood warn against extreme self-aggrandizement rather than 
reducing the poet to humble, average proportions. the matter is com-
plicated further by the fact that in practice, champions of the earthly 
who claim to assume no more than such proportions for the poet have 
simultaneously produced metatexts that belie this position.
 We shall shortly encounter the latter, in chapters eleven and twelve. 
if Xi Chuan is less loud, prolific, activist and generally “heavy” in his 
metatextual production than han Dong and certainly than Yu Jian, 
his original contribution lies in his exploration of the border areas be-
tween creative and critical writing.
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