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FOREWORD

Frankfurt Consensus

For too long the specter of Darwinism has haunted the narrative of Chinese literary
history. It is told as a story of “evolution,” a triumphant confluence of folk and
vernacular literature, along a chain of genre development from dynasty to dynasty.
The 1917 New Culture Movement is seen as the teleological end of this evolution.
Accordingly, vernacular literature has been taken to represent literary modernity,
hence enjoying a monopoly in academic research. Classical-style poetry that
continued to be written in the twentieth-century has been almost entirely neglected.
Generations of writers produced verse in various classical-styles and genres over
the last century. Many poets, known for their vernacular verses, turned to
traditional forms and expressions, especially in moments of hardship or distress, to
reinvent a voice or to find an emotional outlet. Little of their endeavor, however,
has been honored by literary historiography. It is true that the winner writes history.
But it is a scholar’s obligation to address selective cultural amnesia.

Therefore we, a group of scholars and students of Chinese poetry, gathered at
Goethe University Frankfurt in July 2014, to discuss the issue of classical-style
poetry in the modern era and the intellectual transformation in 20th century China.
Despite of differences in training, background, and opinion, we reached the
following consensus:

First, classical-style verse in the twentieth-century is an integral part of
modern Chinese literature and therefore should be included in its
historiography. Such an inclusion will enrich the multifaceted voice of
Chinese modernism.

Second, the study of modern Chinese literature—or, in effect, of the whole
Chinese literary history—must go beyond the teleological narrative of
evolutionism. The diversity and historicity of objective facts tell far more
complex stories that need to be (re-)written.

Third, we acknowledge that the authors’ choice of classical literary
language instead of modern vernacular for their versification was not
necessarily due to the inertia of the tradition. It rather reflected a keenly felt
need to construct a cultural/aesthetic identity in continuity with the tradition.
Therefore, twentieth-century poetry in the classical literary language,
including experimental and semi-classical contemporary verses and lyrics,
may be regarded as a form of “classicist poetry,” on a par with other styles
and schools of modern poetry.
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Fourth, the study of this body of modern classicist poetry recognizes a
continuity with late Qing and earlier literature, its dialogues with the
vernacular, its vitality, and its modernity.

Fifth, we encourage the research of this body of poetry, including
(re)editing and (re)publication, and promote interdisciplinary and
cross-cultural studies. We hope to open a field of interest to scholars from
diverse academic backgrounds and to inspire prolific discussion.

Classicist poetry is a nexus between tradition and modernity and is an entity,
just like Walter Benjamin’s “Angel of History,” that is irresistibly propelled into
the future. What we are concerned with is not only to set right the misconception
of the deterministic view regarding the development of the Chinese literary
tradition, but also to affirm its vitality, continuity, and power of rebirth. Hence we
invite all our fellow scholars to join in the project, namely the rewriting of modern
Chinese literary history.
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Appendix: Frankfurt Consensus in Chinese version
e X CEE
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