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The Absence of the Popular Standpoint:
Rereading the Studies of China’s Poetry Written in
the 1990s Through the Lens of the Turn-of-the-
Century Poetry Polemic*

Yang, Lan-Yi**

Abstract: While the Turn-of-the-Century Poetry Polemic (1998-2000) was
triggered by literary critic Cheng Guangwei’s appropriation of the notion
of poetry of the 1990s for a specific kind of poetry through his compilation
of the anthology Portrait of Years Gone By: Literature of the 1990s, Poetry
Volume, published in 1998, Cheng also acts as the literary historian firstly
granting the 1990s a place in the history of China’s contemporary poetry,
specifically, in his 4 History of China’s Contemporary Poetry, published in
2003. Cheng’s role in triggering the Polemic makes his historical narrative
of the 1990s intriguing. However, this matter is hardly considered an issue
by the authors of the studies of poetry written in the 1990s published after
Cheng’s History. Accordingly, the present study is dedicated to the
rereading of Cheng’s historical narrative of the 1990s through the lens of
the Polemic. It compares Cheng’s designation of poetry of the 1990s in

Portrait and History. Meanwhile, as previous studies’ neglection of

*Received: May 24, 2019;  Sent out for revision: August 11, 2019;
Accepted: August 20,2019
* PhD Student of Institute for Area Studies, Leiden University
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Cheng’s dual roles becomes evident, their authors’ particular emphasis on
the poets and the poetics highlighted by Cheng in the introduction to
Portrait becomes intriguing as well. Thus, the present study also
contemplates these authors’ assessments of the two rival propositions of
poetry of the 1990s in the Polemic and compares their assessments with
their representations of poetry of the 1990s. Therefore, aside from Cheng’s
History, seven other publications are included here, namely two other
histories of China’s contemporary poetry, four research monographs on
poetry written in the 1990s, and another anthology of poetry of the 1990s.
Analysis of these histories and monographs demonstrates the arrangements,
misinterpretations, and extraordinariness underlining the seemingly united

discourse on poetry of the 1990s.

Keywords: poetry of the 1990s, the history of China’s contemporary
poetry, Cheng Guangwei, the Popular camp and the

Intellectual camp, the polemic on poetry
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