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NEWSLETTER

The First “Richard Wilhelm Lectures’” Held at
Goethe University Frankfurt

Richard Wilhelm (1873-1930), a German missionary and student of Chinese
philosophy known in China as Wei Lixian @&/, spent more than two
decades of his life in China, mostly in the then German colony Qingdao. In
1924, he acquired a sinology professorship at the recently founded Goethe
University Frankfurt, only the second such professorship under the Weimar
Republic. His translations of the I Ching, or Book of Changes, and Dao De Jing,
among other Chinese classics, have remained in continuous publication and
are still widely available in German bookstores.

To honor the history of its Chinese studies program, Goethe University
Frankfurt has started a Richard Wilhelm Lecture Series this year. The first
lectures, held from July 3—6, 2017, were sponsored by the Qingdao Municipal
Government to commemorate Richard Wilhelm’s contribution to Qingdao’s
modern education system. The first Wilhelm Professor is Ronald C. Egan of
Stanford University, a leading scholar in Song dynasty literature and
aesthetics. As Egan fondly recollects, his interests in classical Chinese poetry
took root in the classroom of Hellmut Wilhelm (1905—90), Richard Wilhelm’s
third son, who was born in Qingdao and would later become a great scholar
of Chinese literature and history in the United States. Clearly, the name
Wilhelm unites continents.

The four-day lecture series held this July included three academic talks and
one workshop. The inaugural talk, titled “Chinese Landscape Painting as a
Composite Art,” examines the organic relationship between poetry on
painting and the painting per se, in particular when both were composed by
the same poet/painter. Though this phenomenon itself is ubiquitous, as Egan
argues, contemporary curators generally ignore Chinese poems that exhibit
paintings, an omission that reflects the bias of the Western fine art tradition.
Egan cites a few late imperial landscape paintings on which poems serve
particular functions, including guiding the viewer’s perspective; providing a
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certain interpretation of the landscape; or, in cases when the poetic lines are
borrowed, transforming the painted landscape into a literary landscape
described by a precursor poet or at times offering a clever commentary on
the latter. Egan thus calls for greater cooperation between specialists of
Chinese poetry and art historians to fully comprehend the paintings as not
only visual, but also literary artifacts.

The second talk, “Li Qingzhao and the Question of Who Owns ‘China’s
Greatest Woman Poet,”” poses a poignant question on the possible gap
between the historical Li Qingzhao % %l (1084—-1155) and her popular
image. Ci lyrics traditionally employ a feminine voice, and because Li
Qingzhao was a woman, the distance between the authorial voice and the
author tends to collapse in the reception of her ci poems. Arguably, the
romanticization of her image as a dedicated wife was the price she had to pay
in order to be accepted by patronizing male poets of later dynasties. The
struggles she suffered in her marriage and brief second marriage were thus
swept under the rug, at least until recently. Yet the commemoration of Li
Qingzhao as a “second sex” in male ownership nonetheless persists in the
Chinese popular imagination.

The third talk, “Unspeakable Acts and Suppressed Meanings in
Twelfth-Century Chinese Supernatural Tales,” guides the audience through a
closer reading of some stories from the collection Rongzhai suibi Fﬁ)ﬁﬁ&e’iﬁ‘r by
the Southern Song literatus Hong Mai i (1123—1202). Egan asks: Why did
Hong Mai, a descendant of an honorable, scholarly family and an academician
himself, obsessively collect and publish supernatural tales throughout his life?
How should we read these tales, which often appear esoteric and elliptic?
What did they have to do with the trauma of the North’s fall and the constant
fear of conquest? Whose names are revealed, whose names are concealed,
and for what purpose? Through such close readings, tales that may appear
deceptively unsophisticated suddenly acquire layers of psychological and
sociological depth, revealing unspoken and sometimes unspeakable horror.

The fourth event was a workshop meant to help uninitiated students to
appreciate a range of relationships between painted images with inscribed
text. Egan explained the phenomenon of poetry on Chinese paintings,
including how to read and parse the lines, as well as discussing how they
bring intertextuality to the painting. This workshop was held at Confucius



Newsletter 797

Institute Frankfurt and was open to the general public.

Notably, the first three talks were held at the magnificent Westend
Campus of Goethe University, an area of great historic interest. Around the
turn of the twentieth century, the premises were home to a psychiatric clinic
in which Alois Alzheimer discovered the disease now named after him. From
1928—30, IG Farben, then the largest chemical company in Europe, built its
headquarters there, using the winning design of architect Hans Poelzig
(1869—1936). During World War I, the company collaborated with the Nazi
regime to produce the lethal gas used in concentration camps as part of the
infamous “Final Solution.” At the end of the war, the building was spared
from the carpet bombing that demolished downtown Frankfurt, and it
became the headquarters for the Supreme Allied Command and the U.S.
Army. It was then informally known as “the Pentagon of Europe.” In fact, the
second talk on Li Qingzhao took place in the Eisenhower Room, which was
once the office of then General Dwight D. Eisenhower. In 1995, after the end
of the Cold War, the U.S. Army returned the building to the German
government, and it was subsequently renovated to house Goethe
University’s humanities departments. The tragic beauty of Chinese poetry
and recent German history alike thus curiously reflected each other at this
unique event.

Zhiyi YANG
Goethe University Frankfurt
E-mail: z.yang@em.uni-frankfurt.de
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