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Du Fu for our times – a CG model by Hu Zihan.
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Du Fu’s Chengdu poem ‘My Cottage is Finished’ in the calligraphy of the Song Dynasty poet Su Shi.
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Introduction


If you love literature of any kind, you will have had one of those moments when you encounter a book that opens a window onto a world you never dreamed existed. Mine was at school when I first encountered Du Fu in A. C. Graham’s wonderful Poems of the Late T’ang. The book was full of wonders: the strange love poems of Li Shangyin, the dark Baudelairean imaginings of Li He, the fabulously laconic and allusive quatrains of Du Mu. But the star was Du Fu (712-70), with whose Autumn Wastes – the ‘greatest words in the Chinese language’ according to the scholar Stephen Owen – the selection begins. The opening lines were unforgettable in their tangled imagery that seem to hint at far more than they actually say.




The autumn wastes are each day wilder:


Cold in the river the blue sky stirs.


I have moored my boat to the Well Rope Star of the barbarians,


Sited my house in a village of Ch’u…





Du Fu lived in the later Tang dynasty, the age of Beowulf in Britain. It was an epoch in China defined by huge achievements in civilization and the arts, before warfare and natural disasters caused massive societal collapse in the 750s. Tang censuses suggest over thirty million people were displaced or died during this time through famine, war and internal migration. Among the refugees, living at times on the edge of starvation, was the poet himself, who saw horrors and survived terrible privations. And like the European poets of the First World War, it was out of these huge contradictions – the lost golden age and the present nightmare – that Du Fu made his greatest art. But also, in contrast to the poets of the western world, Du Fu suffused his work with a secular philosophical vision, derived in part from the meditative practices of Zen – the Chinese transmutation of Indian Buddhism. This nature-mysticism turned even his occasional verses about the minutiae of everyday life into fragments of a vision of extraordinary artistic grandeur, an all-embracing humanism; one man’s observation of his world over a lifetime recorded with supreme intelligence and unsparing self-awareness.


Eventually, his health broken, far from home, ‘blown like a seagull on the wind’, Du Fu died in obscurity; but over the next two or three centuries he became recognised as China’s greatest poet, his works collected by the scholars in editions with elaborate textual commentaries. His strong sense of right, and his loyalty to the ideal of a just state, made him the voice of the Confucian ruling elites. His empathy with the common folk turned him into the voice of the Chinese people. Though born into the well-off upper class, he experienced the sufferings of the ordinary man and woman; he spoke for them, and they never forgot it. Since the twelfth century he has been seen as the nation’s conscience.


Despite his acknowledged greatness in China, however, Du Fu is still little known in the west. Only a handful of his poems were translated into European languages before the twentieth century, beginning with John Davis, a clerk for the East India Company who as a teenager in Canton became fascinated by Chinese poetry, and in 1829 published a short collection including Du Fu’s ‘Welcome Rain, Spring Night’. Then, in 1862, twenty poems by Du Fu were translated into French in the pioneering anthology of Hervey de Saint-Denys. Others were very loosely interpreted by the Oriental scholar and poet Judith Gautier in 1867, and Hans Bethge’s German versions of some of these (the poems by Li Bai) were the inspiration for the songs in Mahler’s song cycle Das Lied von der Erde in 1908 – and for many other European composers. The impact of Chinese verse on European modernism, however, really began during the First World War. This started with the collection of Tang poems in Ezra Pound’s Cathay, published in April 1915. But Pound’s versions were of Li Bai; nor did the great English translator Arthur Waley attempt Du Fu, though he wrote books on Li Bai and Bai Juyi. Florence Ayscough’s extraordinary Autobiography of a Chinese Poet, published in 1929 with her ‘unorthodox’, sternly literal, versions of many poems, was the real introduction to the poet in the English-speaking world. The first full translation of Du Fu in any European language was published in German between 1935 and 1939 by the Austrian diplomat and sinologist Erwin von Zach, who was tragically killed in the Second World War. Successful popular translations of Du Fu came only in the second half of the twentieth century, and the first complete translation into English appeared only in 2016. The first volumes of a richly annotated French version by Nicolas Chapuis have now appeared; when complete they will be a treasure trove of western scholarship on Du Fu.


It has taken time, then, but through these translations Du Fu is beginning to be seen as one of the supreme poets of the world. As the poet’s American translator Stephen Owen puts it: ‘There’s Shakespeare, there’s Dante, and there’s Du Fu: these are poets who created the very values by which poetry is judged; they defined the emotional vocabulary of their culture.’ Kenneth Rexroth was even higher in his estimation: ‘In my opinion, and in the opinion of a majority of those qualified to speak, Du Fu is the greatest non-epic, non-dramatic poet who has survived in any language. For me his response to the human situation is the only kind of religion likely to outlast this century.’ What a ninth-century Chinese critic said then is still true: ‘since the dawn of poetry there was no one like him’.


Unlike any great western poet – we might think of Dante’s long exiles in Rome and Ravenna or Shakespeare’s career mainly in London and Stratford – Du Fu’s life in the prime of his creativity was spent as a refugee on the road, moving from place to place. ‘My children grew up on the move,’ Du Fu wrote, ‘and I’ve left a homestead wherever I have stayed’. Plotted on the map, the epic journey of his later life in a time of war makes a huge arc round the heartland of China. As his fame grew during the Song dynasty (960-1279), his supposed track was marked by memorials in the key places, witnesses to his Chinese odyssey from which he never made it back home to his own personal Ithaca, the family estate with its garden in the hills near Luoyang.


I had been to a few of the sites in his life over the years, paying my respects in the unprepossessing backlot of a secondary school at Yanshi near Luoyang, where a gravestone in what was the family cemetery bears the inscription: ‘Du of the Public Works Department’, the highest civilian job he held. But, finally, in the rainy autumn of 2019, just as the Covid pandemic was about to break out in China, I set out on the road, following in the footsteps of China’s greatest poet. My hope, I suppose, was to see if links still exist between Du Fu’s past and our present, and, however imperfectly, to attempt to convey something of his story and his poetry to western readers.


My journey took me from the heartland of the Yellow River Plain to Xi’an, out into Gansu, down into Sichuan to Chengdu and the Yangtze Gorges (the scene of Du Fu’s greatest outpouring of poetry), downriver through Hunan to Changsha and the final point in the tiny village of Anding near Pingjiang. It turned out to be a fascinating way to discover the story of a great poet, but also in places to touch an older China, a world both seen and unseen. In our time the past is receding from us at an ever-faster rate, and that is especially so in China, where modernity seems to be triumphing everywhere, even in the deep countryside. But the traveller searching for the meaning of China’s ancient culture can still find it in China’s present. For running under the surface are deep currents still shared by Chinese people, and among them is their poetry – the great stream that has sustained the Chinese across the ages, and to which they still give such loyalty. China’s is the oldest living poetic tradition on the planet; indeed, the earliest poems in The Book of Songs, a wonderful anthology about love, work and war, are older than the Iliad and the Odyssey. Du Fu’s words are at the peak of that tradition, still by common consent expressing part of what it means to be Chinese.


My journey came at a time when the growing impact of catastrophic climate change threatens to destabilise all life on earth. In China in 2020, devastating heatwaves and droughts terrifyingly reduced the river Yangtze to a trickle. It seems to me that these existential threats make the reflections of a man of the eighth century even more relevant today. Du Fu’s themes of friendship and family, of human suffering, of the sustaining and consoling power of nature, of the secular vision of Tang poetry and the cosmic humanism of Zen, speak to a wider world. As his French translator Nicolas Chapuis puts it, his is ‘a voice that lives today with a clarity and power that cannot but astonish’. Which is why to trace his track today, and to see what it might reveal, began to take on an increasingly sharp relevance. As I journeyed, it became clear that we really do live in one world, that culture is global, and that great literature breaks across the boundaries of translation to speak to us all.
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The landscape of Sichuan crossed by Du Fu and his family in the winter of 765.













1 Birthplace: Gongyi





‘My old homeland forever in my thoughts’





Travel in today’s China is a whole new experience compared to the drab Russian-style hotels of thirty or forty years ago, with their foreign currency shops and tight restrictions on visitors. These days you can journey across China staying at boutique hotels, backpackers’ hostels and even family-run B&Bs with Italian coffee machines and WiFi. My start, though, was not especially auspicious. My quixotic adventure to trace Du Fu’s steps began in the rain at his family home near the old ‘eastern capital’, Luoyang.


That first day I had misgivings that my romantic enterprise was misguided; that his track might have been obliterated. Seeking the past anywhere in China these days can be a trial for the imagination, where the ‘new old’ is being built all around us, where the older messy reality of Chinese urban life is being wiped away by Party officials and rapacious developers (often the same people).


I stayed in Gongyi, a typical provincial city: blocks of flats, light industry, desultory ring roads full of car repair shops, truckstops and roadhouses serving basic Henan food – quick snacks for people on the move, like shaobing, flatbreads stuffed with mung beans, eggs and tofu. Having dumped my bags, I consoled myself that whatever the ongoing destructions of modernity, ‘the landscape remains’, as Du Fu himself put it. For out there was a first glimpse of the setting of his old home. From my top-floor room at the Huayu Business Hotel, I could see over the townscape and the Luo River to a rain-sodden reef of green hills stretching out to the Yellow River at its confluence with the Luo. The scene was overlooked by a steep hill topped by a fairy-tale pagoda, which now and then teasingly appeared and then disappeared in flurries of rain and cloud; holding out a promise that somehow, like a river under the ice, running below the surface, the past might, as if by magic, still rise.


Next morning, hunched against rain and wind, I walked along a long flood embankment looking over the thickets by the Luo, where waving willows were shaken and tossed by the storm. On the banks fishermen crouched patiently under umbrellas, their fishing lines, fine as single-haired brushstrokes, disappearing in the turbid flow. At the confluence, the Yellow River turns into a vast ochre flood, opening out as wide as the horizon. This is an axial place in the Chinese story. Close by to the south is Mount Song, the sacred mountain from time immemorial; the middle point of the Middle Land, the zhongyuan, the heartland of Chinese civilization which gives their country its name: zhongguo. So, a great place to think of the glories of the Chinese past, but also its tragedies: the terrible power of the Yellow River floods that on dozens of occasions have swept away whole provinces and entire cities. A place to contemplate the longevity, and the awesome creativity, of Chinese civilization, and yet also the impermanence of human achievement.


The Du clan was said to be from Xiangyang in Hubei, but under the Tang they made their home at Tulou near Shouyang mountain, close to Luoyang, though they also had an estate by the capital. They had some standing: an ancestor was a famous general of the third century; Du’s mother was the great-great-granddaughter of the emperor who founded the Tang; his father was a local administrator from a distinguished line, and his paternal grandfather, Du Shenyan, was a poet of some renown in the early years of the Tang dynasty (hence Du’s comment that ‘poetry ran in our family’s blood’). According to tradition, after the death of his mother when he was still an infant, he was raised close to Gongyi, where a brick-lined cave survives, cut into a crumbling brown cliff crowned by a tangle of trees. Fittingly for a writer, it’s known as ‘Pen Rest Peak’.
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Pen Rest Peak: site of the Du family home near Gongyi.





It was a bleak day when I visited Gongyi, heavy with cloud and persistent drizzle. There were no tourists, no school parties. As the rain pattered on plantains and pomegranate trees, the gardener swept up the wrack of last night’s storm with a besom broom. Old photos from the days of the Republic show an impoverished hamlet comprising a sprawl of low brick and thatch buildings reached by a dirt track. A poor family still lived in the cave dwelling until it was turned into a national monument in 1962. In those days, in the brave new world of Mao Zedong, at least until the Cultural Revolution, Du Fu could still be considered a national treasure because of his sympathy for the people – and, of course, his Confucian loyalty to the state. After that the derelict farm buildings were removed and the cave exposed. In front of it now is a big tourist complex, typical of the ‘new old’ you see everywhere in China these days: display halls with distressed red vermilion wooden columns, curving roof finials dripping with rain. Inside, life-size dioramas commemorate the shiny-eyed child aged seven, the precocious nine-year-old and the fourteen-year-old genius surrounded by admiring grown-ups – a story of childhood he tells in his somewhat regretful and ironical autobiographical poem, ‘Travels in My Prime’, translated here in prose by William Hung:




When I was still only in my seventh year my mind was already full of heroic deeds. My first poem was about the Phoenix, the harbinger of a sagacious reign… a new age of wisdom. When I was in my ninth year, I began to practise calligraphy in big characters. I’d already written enough poems to fill a satchel. When I was still in my fourteenth year I ventured into the arena of letters and literary masters thought that I resembled Ban Gu and Yang Xiong.





There’s a first clue. His first poem. Du Fu carefully crafted his own narrative and as he told it later, his earliest verses (which don’t survive) imagined the Phoenix, ‘the harbinger of a sagacious reign’, imagined in art with its long peacock tails curving and swishing in the light, red-gold and kingfisher blue. Some said the magical bird symbolized the five great qualities taught by Confucius: high virtue, benevolence, honesty, wisdom and civility. It was a creature that only appeared in places and times blessed with utmost peace and happiness, and – in his dreams – the impressionable young Du had seen it. It’s a theme he would return to time and again.


Let’s imagine the seven-year-old already thrilled by the idea of the imperial presence. Maybe he had even seen the emperor at the peak of his youthful glamour, wearing his dragon robes and being carried on the phoenix sedan chair in procession through the eastern capital of Luoyang. Certainly, we know that Du Fu had already experienced dazzling flashes of the court’s high culture. As we shall see, fifty years on, he tells the story of how he had been taken as a child to the house of an imperial kinsman to see a concert of the great court dancer Lady Gongsun. A little later, when he was eleven or twelve, ‘more than once’ he heard the famous musician Li Guinian, with his ‘voice like a demon’ playing his seven-stringed qin in princely mansions around the capital. From early on he had glimpsed the gilded palanquins and heard the bronze bells and the sonorous musical stones summoning the spirits. However distantly, he had felt the elation of the imperial presence and the aura of majesty, and he carried these indelible memories from Prince Qi’s mansion and Lord Cui Jiu’s hall back to the house at Gongyi.


Today, among the thickets of bamboo, peaches and pomegranates, the only truly ‘old’ thing at Du Fu’s supposed birth site is the cave: brick-lined, with a small white statue and a vase of plastic flowers. The tour guides say that he was born inside the cave, but it was perhaps only used for storage. His aunt’s house itself is long gone; presumably it stood on the flat land between the cliff and the little rivulet below. The museum display gives the orthodox view of Du Fu, developed in the Song dynasty and today pushed by the Communist Party in schools, that he was a true Confucian, ‘always thinking of the state’, that he loved his family, and had a deep sympathy with the poor during the disasters that swept China in his adult life. To an extent this is true: ‘I always followed the Confucian path’, he himself said later, though as we shall see there is another far more capacious story – one that reveals his critiques of empire, bad rulers and corruption, as well as his uncanny way of putting himself in the shoes of those who had lost everything.


Amid rumbling thunder and more rain, I took shelter in one of the exhibition halls. A big, dramatically lit diorama serves to remind us of the realism of his war poetry and the power of his political verse. In ‘The Ballad of the Army Wagon’ the poet meets a column of poor conscripts heading off on the road, most never to return. Dust swirls round the river bridge and then comes the famous Kipling-esque exchange, the young squaddie speaking to an upper-class person with the deference of the ordinary soldier the world over:
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Gongyi, the traditional site of Du Fu’s birth.







This is the way things are. From fifteen you can be sent to guard the north, and at forty you can still be working on the army farms out west… And still the war-loving emperor’s dreams of conquest are not finished. But it’s kind of you to ask, good sir, I shouldn’t express such resentment… Have you heard, out in the west on the shores of Kononor, the bones of the dead lie unburied in drifts under a sky howling with ghosts…





But let’s not anticipate the story.










2 Story of a Life





‘Poetry was my family’s business’





The year he was born here, 712, was the moment of lift-off for China’s new golden age. In the first half of his reign, the new emperor Xuanzong oversaw an era of cultural rebirth. He himself was a painter, musician, poet and a patron of libraries and orchestras; so cultured, energetic and sagacious was he that the imperial family later bestowed upon him the title ‘The Brilliant Emperor’. It was an exhilarating time: ‘Bliss it was in that dawn to be alive,’ as Wordsworth would say a thousand years later, and in very different circumstances, ‘but to be young was very heaven!’ As one whose childhood fed on dreams of peace and order, Du Fu felt much the same: ‘Those days,’ he recalled later, ‘rice was succulent… the granaries were full, and there was not a robber on the road in all the nine provinces of China’.


Of his childhood he tells us very little. His father, a provincial administrator, lived away. As his mother had died (perhaps in childbirth), he never knew her and he was brought up by his aunt, whom he adored. With her we get our first story about him, which comes from a funerary inscription he later wrote for his aunt’s grave. When he was a baby there was an outbreak of plague in Henan. A local shamaness visited the house and cast a geomantic spell while Du Fu and his baby cousin lay asleep in the same room. The spirit medium told Du Fu’s aunt that only one of these children would survive. Which one? The one lying in the corner of the room where her baby was sleeping. Then (so he says) the aunt moved her own child and put Du Fu in the corner. ‘So, my aunt’s child died, and I was spared’. An eerie tale. Did it give him a sense that he had been singled out? Predestined for greatness?


Very little verse survives from Du Fu’s youth. Of more than 1,400 surviving poems, less than a tenth were written before he was in his forties, and we have none from his first twenty years. Most of the poems we have were composed after the devastating An Lushan rebellion of 755 convulsed the country in an eight-year war in which millions died. It was then that he found his true voice. The war was the turning point of his life and everything he wrote afterwards needs to be seen in that light. For what it is worth, though, in his retrospective self-portrait, the impression he gives us of his youth paints a picture of a privileged self-centred boy from one of the well-off gentry clans, many of whom were subsequently wiped out in the wars of the eighth and ninth centuries. Of his first public readings aged fourteen, he said:




I was temperamental, and I was already over fond of wine. I needed it to soften an uncompromising hatred of wickedness and hypocrisy. I associated only with wise old greyheads. Exhilarated by wine we cast our glances over the entire universe, and all vulgar worldliness dwindled into oblivion…





As a Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, that rings true to me. He was full of himself, arrogant even, and saw his future path laid out before him. But he was also someone who, from an early age, saw the world as it ought to be, not as it is. Even in good times that can be a recipe for anguish and, worse, heartbreak.


Affectionate reminiscences of his youth, though, are scattered through his later verse:




I remember when I was fifteen, still a child at heart,


Healthy as a brown calf racing all around,


Eighth month in the garden, pears and jujubes ripe;


In one day I shinned up the trees a thousand times…





Like many Chinese literati, he had an incredible breadth of reading from an early age. He later wrote many poems on his poetics and on the source of his artistic inspiration. One major source was the Wen Xuan, the famous sixth-century anthology of belles-lettres. He had clearly memorized huge chunks of it and quoted from it many times, later urging his own son Zongwu to ‘master thoroughly the principles of the Wen Xuan’. Apart from that, he frequently mentions major poets of the Six Dynasties period (between the fall of the Han in the third century and the rise of the Sui and the Tang after 589), including poets such as Tao Yuanming, Bao Zhao and Xie Lingyun.


One extraordinarily vivid reminiscence of his youth is an important clue to his childhood sensibility, or so it seems to me at least. Fifty years later Du Fu was invited by the local governor to a concert at the old prefectural town of Kuizhou (today Baidi), at the entrance to the Yangtze Gorges, where he was then living. There he saw a dancer, Madam Li, perform the sword dance: an Iranian or Turkic dance imported along the Silk Road like many other fashions, foods and arts during the expansive days of the High Tang. The circumstances he records with the exact date (15 November 767) in his longest introduction to any of his poems – he often annotated his verses with explanations of how they came to be written – so it appears that this story had unusual significance to him. Deeply moved by her performance, he asked who had taught her, and she replied: Lady Gongsun, the most famous dancer in the golden decade of the Brilliant Emperor. Gongsun had been the greatest artist of the ‘Peach Garden’: the royal school of dance. By an amazing chance, fifty years before, as a young child not yet five, Du Fu had actually seen Gongsun herself perform, and he gives us a child’s-eye description of the dancer, taking us right into the mind and feelings of his young self:




I remember when I was still a little boy, I saw Gongsun perform the sword dance at Yancheng. For purity of technique and self-confident attack she was unrivalled in her day. From the ‘royal command performers’ and the ‘insiders’ of the Spring Garden and Pear Garden schools in the palace, down to the official ‘call dancers’ outside, there was no one during the early days of His Sagely Pacific Majesty who understood this dance as she did:







In time past there was a lovely woman called Gongsun


Her sword dance astonished the whole world.


Audiences crowded round awestruck as she danced


And to their reeling senses the world seemed to go on rising and falling long after she had finished dancing


When she bent back you saw nine suns falling, shot down by Yi the god of archers!…


When she leapt you imagined gods astride flying dragons in the clouds…


When she advanced you expected thunder and lightning from a gathering storm…


And when she stopped, you saw the cold light over a vast calm sea…





He is reproducing here the memory of precisely how he felt. For Du Fu, Gongsun presented an unforgettable image of creative freedom and passion, in which the dance became a symbol for all art, whether calligraphy, painting or poetry. Indeed, in his prose introduction to the poem, he tells us in so many words that he saw it as a metaphor; for he mentions that a famous calligrapher, Zhang Xu, had also seen Gongsun dance, ‘and after seeing her he used his brush differently, his grass writing calligraphy took flight.’ (Grass writing with its spidery tracery is one of the freest of all forms of calligraphy.) For Du Fu, then, Lady Gongsun epitomized artistic expression, with her heady, almost supernatural, combination of control, rhythm and freedom. Remembering the effect this concert had on his five-year-old self, Du Fu perhaps believed he had identified a wellspring of his own poetic sensibility, his creative imagination, and he saw, in whatever medium you worked, the need in the end to cut loose from convention.
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