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Fan, Zeng-Xiang: The New Poetics of An Old
School of Literati

Tseng, Shou-Jen®
Abtract

Fan, Zeng-Xiang (1846-1931) took office in the government of Yuan Shi-kai and
wrote a lot of poetry praising opera actors. For these reasons, he was often considered to
have lost his integrity in his later years, leading to his poetry being less highly regarded.
Furthermore, after the May 4™ Movement, this group of old-school poets was labeled as
feudal and conservative. In Fan’s case, although he was prolific and wrote poetry quickly
in various styles, his erotic and humorous poems were too conspicuous, making him stand
out awkwardly among the loyalist poets. As a result, his poetry did not receive better
interpretation or appreciation.

Writing poetry was a common pursuit for traditional scholars, and erotic poetry and
comic verse were often considered “extra” or marginal, generally difficult to elevate to an
elegant status. In my opinion, this type of “excessive” writing actually stems from a
complex psychological mechanism, which inherently reflects a production of desire. In

fact, during the transitional period of the late Qing dynasty and the Republic of China,

* Professor, Department of Chinese Language and Literature, National Chi Nan University.
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especially in the concessions where poets resided, the spiritual essence of the poets was
already marked by a sense of emptiness. Writing, therefore, became not only a record of
personal life but also a means to fill this void.

As the old political system disintegrated, “There were no borders, and all rules were
shattered.” Consequently, this “excess” in writing became rationalized, leading to an
intensification of poetic skills—writing for writing’s sake. The rush of new ideas and
concepts, these novel and strange elements, had a strong appeal. Poets not only
incorporated these new aspects into their poetry but also unconsciously infused a modern
sensibility into the logic of their poetic meaning, greatly expanding the scope of traditional
poetry.

Fan's most renowned work, “Song of rainbow cloud,” was quite popular at the time
and was compared to “Song of Yuan Yuan”. At the turn of the century, he was crowned as
a poet, but it is evident that his poetry failed to maintain a consistent lyrical voice, already
reflecting the dissonance of modern times.

If “repressed modernity” is intended to highlight the dynamics and new
developments in late Qing novels, it has always been overshadowed by the May Fourth
New Literature movement. Literary creations from the late Qing dynasty are often viewed
as merely transitional or even unappreciated. However, when it comes to the old-
fashioned poetry that was most prevalent during the late Qing period, it has long
transcended the constraints of terms like “evolution-retro” and “oral style-classical style.”

Fan's poetry, in particular, also demonstrates a modernity that is not repressed. As
Yoshikawa noted, the “multi-tone complex” in his work is filled with the “feeling of

modern times.”

Keywords: Fan, Zeng-Xiang, “Song of rainbow cloud,” the erotic poems, the funny comic

poems, mordernity.
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