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Modernity in Classical-style Verse: Fan Zengxiang’s ‘Song of Rainbow
Cloud’ and the Popular Legend of Sai Jinhua, Cross-cultural Courtesan of
the Late Qing Era
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On hearing the name of Sai Jinhua, most readers think of the 1905 novel Niehai
hua [A Flower in the Sea of Sin], conceived and started by Jin Tianyu (pseud. “Lover of
Freedom,” 1874-1947) but written for the most part by Zeng Pu (pseud. “The Sick Man
of East Asia,” 1872-1935), a sophisticated roman-a-clef which Jin Tianyu first billed as a
zhengzhi xiaoshuo (political novel), Zeng Pu called a lishi xiaoshuo or “ historical
novel,” and which presents Sai Jinhua in a less-than-favorable light. But the earliest
treatment of Sai Jinhua in turn-of-the-century Chinese lettres was not in vernacular fiction;
rather it came in the form of a long heptasyllabic ancient-style poem (giyan gushi) entitled
Caiyun qu (The Song [or Ballad] of Rainbow Cloud) by the Hubei literatus and jinshi Fan
Zengxiang (alt. Fanshan, 1846-1931) written entirely in the classical language. In addition,
although Fan was a whole generation older than Zeng Pu and has been characterized as a

“poet of the ‘old school’” (jiu pai shiren), his classical-style verse depiction, given the
constraints of the form, presents a portrayal of its female protagonist which is clearly more
than one-dimensional.



