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PENGUIN CLASSICS

Li Po and Tu Fu

Li Po (or Li T’ai–Po) and Tu Fu are seen by the Chinese as the two greatest poets of an age that to them, like our Renaissance, links the ancient with the modern world. The two poets were contemporaries and friends and shared a deep love of the poetry of the past, but were widely different in their own character and work. Yet they complemented one another so well that they came often to be spoken of as one, ‘Li-Tu’, who, more than any single poet, covered the whole range of human nature.

Li Po (A.D.701–62) was born in the far west of China, and probably had some knowledge of Central Asian languages and cultures. But to his contemporaries his talent was almost supernatural, so that he hardly seemed of earthly origin at all; his verses seemed to originate in something other than the human consciousness, yet speak directly and simply to the human mind.

Tu Fu (A.D. 712–70) was born near the capital, of a family distinguished for service to the state. While Li Po seems to the Chinese to be a poet of the night and of man as a solitary animal in his dreams, Tu Fu is rather a poet of the day and of man in his other nature as a social animal. Tu Fu’s poems chronicle his life and times with social conscience and compassion, but also present a convincing, unselfconscious portrait of the man himself.

Shui Chein-Tung, artist and scholar, who has contributed calligraphy to this book, was, like Li Po, born in the far west of China. He is co-author with Bernard Martin of Makers of China (1972).

Arthur Cooper who was born in 1916 of Anglo-Irish parents and as a boy explored foreign languages and poetry, starting with Icelandic, later turning to Japanese and Chinese. He entered the Foreign Office in 1938, served in Hong Kong and Singapore 1939–42, and for several years in Australia under the British High Commission. He retired in 1968 and devoted himself to the Chinese language, especially the script, and poetry. In 1978 he published a monograph on The Creation of the Chinese Script, seeing a new look at this subject as important to the understanding of the earliest Chinese literature, especially poetry, and also to that of the evolution of human language. He died in 1988.
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Pronunciation of Chinese Words and Names

The romanization in this book is the still most generally used ‘Wade-Giles’ system:

Consonants

The apostrophe after a consonant, as in p’ing, represents a strong breath. It is best to pronounce such consonants like an English ‘p’ (etc.) but to pronounce those without the apostrophe as ‘b’ (etc.): for example t’ing as ‘ting’ but ting as ‘ding’; ch’ing as ‘ching’ but ching as ‘jing’.

The romanized letter j is pronounced in Pekinese (which this romanization otherwise represents) like an English unrolled ‘r’; for example ju as the English word ‘rue’. (The supposed Chinese inability to say ‘r’ applies to other dialects.) Hs- at the beginning of a word is between the sound in ‘hew’ and the sound in ‘sue’: hsü.

Vowels

ü is like German ‘ü’ or French ‘u’. Hsüeh, yüeh nearly rhyme with French ‘tué’ but the

-eh is like the English ‘e’ in ‘get’. (The final h in this romanization is a convention and never pronounced.)

e on its own is the neutral vowel in English ‘err’. If the ‘r’ in this word is pronounced fully, it is like the Chinese word romanized as erh.

-ih is a vocalic ‘r’: shih is like ‘shr’ as some Americans pronounce ‘sure’.


-u in szu, tzu is a vocalic ‘z’: ‘szz, dzz’. Ts’z is ‘tszz’.

ao is the English sound in ‘cow’.

ei is the English sound in ‘way’, ‘day’.

ie is ‘ee-eh’.

ou is the English sound in ‘though’, ‘go’.

o on its own is the English sound in ‘thaw’, but sometimes neutralized to an ‘er’ sound. (When neutral, e and o are sometimes written ê and ô.)

‘a’, ‘i’, ‘u’ on their own are as in Italian. Subject to observance, only as far as convenient, of these rough indications of Chinese pronunciation, it is best to pronounce the romanizations in an English way: e.g. Wang as ‘Wong’, Chuang Chou as ‘Jwong Joe’.

Some names, like Szechwan (Szu-ch’uan) and Peking (Pei-ching), I spell in the most usual way; and I prefer to pronounce Li Po and Tu Fu themselves as English ‘Lee Poe’ and ‘Too Foo,’ instead of with ‘Baw’ and ‘Doo’.






Note on The Chinese Calligraphy

There was a great deal of variety in the drawing of Chinese characters before ‘spelling reforms’ of the 3rd century B.C. The abolition then of the feudal states and the establishment of a central bureaucracy made the standardization of the drawing of the characters both necessary and possible. Two scripts, both surviving for occasional formal use in book-titles and the like, were then devised within a few years of one another: the ‘Lesser Seal’ or ‘Simplified Formal’ script and the Li or ‘Police’ script. The latter was the first Chinese writing designed specially for the writing brush, which was swift because it was almost frictionless; and in it the curves of earlier writing are replaced by angles better suited to a brush.

All later styles of Chinese writing are modifications of the ‘Li’ script, with curves returning, largely as ligatures, in the most rapid forms. These later styles developed with the invention of paper, ideal for brush and ink, in the 2nd century A.D.; whilst the invention of printing, about the 9th century, had other influences on the forms of the script.

The paper on which the Chinese paint, write and print is much softer, however, and more absorbent than our printing paper, and the method of printing they invented uses a lighter contact between paper and inked matrix than our later invention of the printing press. The Chinese method is more sympathetic to a calligrapher’s handiwork with brush and water-based ink.

To suit our paper and press, Mr Shui has therefore adopted a manner influenced by Chinese bronze inscriptions in his transcribing of the texts of some of the poems translated in this book. In doing so he has also followed various styles of writing to suit the different poems, as is commonly done in Chinese calligraphy; but he has not made historical faithfulness to the forms in these styles his principal aim, in which he also follows the traditions of Chinese calligraphy, especially calligraphy by painters – the spirit in the calligraphic art always counting for more than the form.







Introduction

1. ‘Li-Tu’

Kenneth Clark in Civilisation remarks:

Great men have a curious way of appearing in complementary pairs. This has happened so often in history that I don’t think it can have been invented by symmetrically-minded historians, but must represent some need to keep human faculties in balance.

To the Chinese the two poets of this book, Li Po (also called Li T’ai-po), A.D. 701–62, and Tu Fu (also called Tu Tzu-mei, Tu Shao-ling and Tu Kung-pu), A.D. 712–70, make such a pair and are also generally regarded as their greatest poets. Chinese thought would agree, too, that such pairs ‘must represent some need to keep human faculties in balance’: a balance they saw from early times throughout Nature and called the Yang and the Yin.

These were originally topographical terms, like ‘shine’ and ‘shade’: Yang for the south side of a hill, the north bank of a river, the sun itself, and the male sex, among other things; and Yin for the north side of a hill, the south bank of a river, the moon and planets that reflect the sun’s light, and the female sex, among other things. This does not mean that every such complementary pair as Lord Clark is thinking of, for instance Bach and Handel who occasioned his remark, can be thought of as one belonging to Yin and the other to Yang; because a healthy living being in the ancient Chinese ideas which created the notion (and included all Creation, rocks, earth and sky among living beings) is made up of both elements harmoniously balanced, even though one of them may in some way be in the lead. Although a man was Yang for his sex, and a woman Yin for hers, this did not mean that they should be all-Yang or all-Yin respectively without possessing within themselves the proper harmonious balance.

Such a balance was part of the great Way, Tao in Chinese, of Nature; of which Man himself in all his activities was part. Ancient Chinese thinking, extending to the great philosophers, was therefore based on the assumption of a single Tao which included both natural science and moral philosophy.

There was, however, a Yang way and a Yin way of imagining this Tao. The Yang way, which belonged to what came to be called the Confucian school of thought when Confucius (551–479 B.C.) became accepted as its leading ancient sage, regarded the Tao as something that could be illumined, by etiquette, ritual and music as well as by words, for the benefit of good individual and social morality; and so also of good government, which all the early Chinese philosophers saw as the primary concern of philosophy, their personal ambitions being to achieve posts as political advisers to rulers.

The principal opposing school of thought was given the name of Taoist, although both parties equally accepted the notion of the Tao and the belief that if it were only found and followed then it would be possible for the best government to be the least government; ‘without action’, as they called it. Lao Tzu, the legendary ancient sage of the Taoists who was made out to be an older contemporary of Confucius (to enable them to argue), said that a great country should be governed as one would cook a small fish, that is, not pulling it about; but Confucius himself would have agreed with this view. Where they differed was that the Taoists took a Yin view of the Tao: that it was such that any illumination of it, as sought for in the Yang outlook of the Confucians, would only make it disappear; just as a spot of reflected light on a dark surface disappears when another light is shone on it. To live individually and socially the good life in accordance with the Tao, and to govern in accordance with it, one must therefore on no account try to illumine it with one’s own intellect, still less suppose that anything could be learned about the Tao by arguing about it. The Taoists’ teaching must instead be ‘without words’ that is to say, although they might in fact use as many words as did the Confucians in expounding their philosophy, they would never make the mistake (as they regarded it) of supposing that words could convey anything itself useful about the Tao, rather than merely act as reflecting surfaces for the Tao’s own light.

To the Confucians, therefore, much of Taoist teaching seemed childishly irrelevant to any practical affairs, even downright dotty. (Ch’an, or by its Japanese pronunciation Zen, Buddhism is essentially a Chinese grafting, dating from the sixth century after Christ, of their ancient Taoism on to the imported Indian religion.) To the Taoists, on the other hand, the Confucians were naïve in supposing that they could construct models of the Tao by the light of their own intellects, and it was inevitable that any such models would only be false and harmful. The Taoists were right, insofar as it was their Yin way of looking on the Tao that contributed most to Chinese progress in natural science,* to which the Confucian Yang view like our own theological dogma in the Middle Ages was, more often than not, an impediment; but they were wrong, insofar as they allowed themselves, by contrast, to be dogmatically anarchistic in their political notions of the way to the good government, on which human liberty depends and to which the Confucians made by far the better contribution.

To a hard-headed and down-to-earth people such as the Chinese have always been, it has always been obvious (even though neither philosophic party might explicitly agree) that no man could be entirely a Confucian or entirely a Taoist in his attitude to this essential Tao but every man must be a bit of both, just as he himself is made up of elements of both Yang and Yin. A passion for consistency has never been one of the major Chinese passions, and it has been a happy thing for them that their most discussed conflict of thought should have been over something that could never (like there being only one God) even seem to be absolute; for it probably set the way for the Chinese among all the great civilizations of the world to have by far the best record, even if not altogether unblemished, in the matter of religious toleration.

As a member of Society, in the daytime going to work, earning his living, paying his debts, respecting the old, bringing up the young, every man must make use of a great deal of Confucian illumination of the Tao; but he must also liberate himself at times, as an individual, from all this and escape from what would be called his real problems together with their potentially illumined solutions; letting the light of the Tao itself be reflected in his dreams at night, which are no less part of his life and of his humanity.

Li Po is the Taoist in this pair of poets, and his constantly recurring symbol is the reflected light of the Moon at night; whilst Tu Fu is the Confucian who from early childhood made the Phoenix his symbol, the Fire Bird symbolizing the Yang.

It is true and fair therefore to accuse Li Po of being an escapist: he has helped provide the healing of escape to his countrymen for twelve centuries; sometimes making them forget their problems in unthinking gaiety, but still more making them feel (by stimulating, as it were, their peripheral rather than their direct vision) that there is infinitely more in the Universe than what is worrying them, or than they can see directly and understand. Not surprisingly, Li Po has often been severely condemned for this escapism; by some Confucians and now by some Communists. Yet Tu Fu, whose life and work showed at their best all the Confucian virtues of humanity and humility (with which also goes a sense of humour!), was not only the older poet’s devoted friend but had the deepest understanding, sympathy and admiration for his work; and, though himself a moralist, never, unlike most of even the friendliest critics of Li Po, even hints at moral disapprobation of the life he led.

It seems a pity therefore that these two are sometimes categorized, one to be treated sympathetically at the expense of the other, in ways to create a conflict between them that never existed and that they would not have understood. Many people seem always to have thought that their own advocacy of the one could only be improved by condemning the other: Li Po as irresponsibly amoral, careless in versification and insufficiently serious; or Tu Fu as narrowly moral, rigid in versification and excessively serious.

The selection of translated poems in this book, though with great loss in quantity as well as quality compared with what both poets left (26 poems for each, whereas Li Po left about 1,000 and Tu Fu about 1,400), may reveal their characters better than such generalized judgements; and show why later T’ang poets, despite the contrasts between them, made them one: ‘Li-Tu’.

2. The Background to their Times

The age in which these poets lived has ever since been regarded as the most golden of all the golden ages in the 3,000 years (five times as long as between Chaucer and ourselves) of Chinese poetry; a poetry which has (because of the nature of the language and its script, as will be seen later in this Introduction) a continuity of tradition unknown in any other of the world’s literatures.

The China of Confucius and the other philosophers, of small fiefs whose rulers they endeavoured to guide, had disappeared nearly a thousand years earlier; to be replaced by a unified Empire roughly contemporary with the period of greatness of the Roman Republic and Empire, before the Roman partition into East and West. This had been followed in China, too, by partition of the Empire (in the third century after Christ) and by barbarian invasions; a time sometimes called ‘the Chinese Dark Ages’ but, despite political upheaval, one also of great intellectual and artistic activity inspired, by influences from abroad. The most important of these was undoubtedly Buddhism, received from India, and with it the recognition that the Chinese was not after all the only civilization in the world. (There had earlier been little more than rumours of distant Greece and Rome.)

Then, at the end of the sixth century, the Empire was unified again under the short-lived Sui dynasty. This was nevertheless one of the great foundation-laying periods of Chinese history. There were extraordinary achievements in the organization of administration, including consolidation of an earlier, imperfect examination system to ensure that merit was the chief way to power in governing the Empire. (This was something which, surviving little changed in the nineteenth century, was to influence the establishment of our own Civil Service Examinations.)

There were also no less extraordinary achievements in engineering, the building of canals, dykes, roads and bridges. Despite all this progress, the fundamental weakness of the Empire, however, remained (and was to remain throughout its history up to this century). It was still a despotism, even if to some extent ‘constitutionalized’ in practice by the existence of a powerful Confucian bureaucracy; and its fate therefore was greatly dependent on the character of the despot, subject even to change as a result of senility or disease, so that his mere whims could affect the lives of millions. The second ruler of the Sui dynasty was licentious, extravagant and cruel, and the dynasty was brought down by rebellion.

The Chinese had always accepted an important qualification to the Divine Right of Kings, namely the notion of the Mandate of Heaven which could be withdrawn at such times and bestowed on a successful revolutionary. The revolutionary in this case was the famous Li Shih-min, 597–649, who, though out of filial piety he first put his father on the throne before assuming it himself as the Emperor T’ai-tsung, was the real founder of the great T’ang dynasty, 618–906. The age that now began was at least until very recently treated by the Chinese as the beginning of Modern Times (their Middle Ages dating from the beginning of the Empire in the third century B.C.). It was an age of relative stability of government, at least compared with anything known in nearby centuries, and of prosperity in the national economy; also of virility of indigenous culture, inspired and assisted, not damaged, by foreign influences which were welcomed wholeheartedly by a once again united and confident people.

About a century passed, however, before the T’ang arts began to catch up with the other progress of that age; the poetry, for instance, of the seventh century being little different in technique or range from that of the preceding century. The early part of the eighth century was a time of an extraordinary freshness of outlook and of even greater peace and prosperity, in which new arts could flourish; owed largely to a wholly unique episode in Chinese history, shortly before. This was the rule of the great Empire by a brilliant and tight-fisted woman, the Empress Wu (625–705), who had been a young concubine of the ageing Emperor T’ai-tsung, and reigned from 684 in fact and in name from 690.* An age in which such an extraordinary thing could have happened was indeed a new age; in addition to which, her tight-fistedness, like that of Henry VII at the beginning of our own Tudor times, which the times of these poets in many ways resembled, laid the foundations of its prosperity and arts.

3. Li Po

Although nowhere near as fortunate in that respect as Shakespeare, not a great deal is really known about the life of Li Po.† Even the place of his birth, information regularly made available in the most minor Chinese biographies, and its date have been, at least until recently, the subjects of much speculation. This seems all the more curious in view of his exceptional fame in his own lifetime; but it is now generally agreed that he was born in 701 and outside present-day China, probably near what is now the frontier of the Soviet Union and Afghanistan. The name of his original home would therefore have meant very little to his contemporaries, who must be excused also for not knowing his place of birth because he spent most of his life travelling and had the romantic habit of speaking of many places he particularly liked as if they were his own home. (There had probably never before been such facilities for tourism, and safety in it; for which Tu Fu, when opportunity allowed, was no less enthusiastic.) Furthermore Li Po, having been praised for his extraordinary talent in early youth as a ‘Fallen Immortal’ or ‘Banished Fairy’, was inclined for ever after to adopt this character; to which a fixed earthly abode would have been unsuitable.

Also, though like other poets of his time he wrote many occasional poems, parting from friends, thanking for hospitality and the like, these do not generally contain much information useful for biography; while his major poems, being for the most part dream poems, are seldom informative about the time or circumstances in which they were written. In this they are in marked contrast with those of Tu Fu, which are almost all to some extent historical and autobiographical; so that scholarship has been able to date most of these with remarkable precision, better even than for some of our own poets a thousand years later.

Therefore, although Tu Fu’s poems are arranged chronologically in this book and serve as a frame for a biography of him and a history of the times of both poets, no such attempt is made for Li Po’s poems; this despite confident but highly contradictory dating of them, based on wisps of evidence, by some affectionate Chinese scholars. There is a very ancient Confucian literary tradition that would make all poetry occasional and moral; and so to be understood properly only in relation to the circumstances of its inspiration, preferably of a political nature. The difficulty found by many Chinese scholars, who nevertheless cannot help loving him, of fitting Li Po into this frame has often been a painful embarrassment to them.

Li Po’s family tradition was that an ancestor of about a century earlier had been banished for political reasons, if not at first to the place of the poet’s own birth then to some other outlandish Western Region; and that this ancestor was himself a descendent of the autonomous Duke, Li Kao (d. A.D. 417), of a region in what is now Kansu Province in West China. The latter was also claimed as ancestor by the Imperial Family of Li Shih-min who had founded the T’ang dynasty, so that Li Po felt able to address Imperial Princes as ‘cousins’. Farther back still, Li Kao was known to be a descendent of General Li Kuang (d. 125 B.C.), a famous scourge of the Huns who had called him ‘The Flying General’; and yet farther back, in common with all families of this Li surname, including of course the Imperial Family who favoured Taoism for that reason, they claimed descent from one Li Erh, who was supposed to have been the historical Lao Tzu (‘Old Sage’) himself in the sixth century B.C.; but this last was undoubtedly mythical.

Against this romantic ancestry, a dark suspicion must be mentioned that Li Po’s family were not even Chinese at all, but Turks. That both they and the Imperial Li Family, along with many other leading families of the Empire, had some Turkish connections may be taken as certain; but as far as Li Po’s own family is concerned, it is of greater significance than any ‘blood’ that they had lived for several generations in Turkish-speaking parts (Li Po himself said he could compose poetry in ‘another language’, probably some form of Turkish) and, like many an Anglo-Irish family without ever a ‘Mac’ or an ‘O’ in its ancestry, may even have chosen in some respects to go ‘more Turkish than the Turks’. One son of the Glorious Monarch (reigned 713–56), obsessed by the Turkishness of the Imperial Family, certainly did this and vacated his palace to live in a tent in his garden.

To be Chinese at that date, however, was, playful fantasies apart, to acknowledge the Emperor’s Mandate from Heaven and to be literate in Chinese. By these, the only real criteria, Li Po was certainly Chinese to all his contemporaries. Whatever his true ancestry and however much he may have chosen in a cosmopolitan, outward-looking age to let Turkish, Persian and other foreign influences affect his art, these foreign influences were affecting in various ways all the Chinese arts of his time, without a suspicion of the artists themselves being ‘alien’.

To suggest further, as has been done, that his notorious drunkenness was an inherited ‘barbarian’ trait is certainly beside the point in an age when, among specially talented people, drunkenness was universally recognized as a state of perfect, untramelled receptivity to divine inspiration; with no hint of Turkishness or anything ‘barbaric’ about it. (A similar view has also, of course, prevailed at times in our own civilization, notably in the Greek Mysteries and the Bacchic or Dionysiac state of ecstasy.) In all, there seems no reason at all to attribute anything in Li Po’s character or work to ‘foreign blood’.

Li Po’s family had come and settled in China proper, in the south-western province of Szechwan, by the time he was five years old, so he is unlikely to have had much direct memory of an exotic past. It is probable, however, that in the remote regions the family had been traders, and that they kept up with foreign trading communities of all races and religions (Zoroastrian, Hindu, Jewish, Nestorian Christian, Muslim) then to be found all over China; and as represented by the obviously un-Chinese-looking figures often found in T’ang pottery. If they were themselves traders in a China dominated by a professional class of civil servants, they would (even if rich) not quite have been ‘gentry’; but however Chinese or aristocratic their origins may in fact have been, they would anyway not have belonged to the local ‘landed gentry’ wherever they settled. Such circumstances could have contributed to a number of things: their concern and his with a supposed grand ancestry (Tu Fu, whose ancestry really was grand, says nothing about it); the combination, which helped to make Li Po’s work so striking to his contemporaries, of evident foreign influences with equally strong and self-conscious Chinese tradition, but looking back to a distant Chinese past more than to recent movements and fashions; and the un-Confucian, that is to say, not quite gentlemanly, boastfulness and competitiveness of character that he displayed. This background could also help explain his constant wandering; and the great loneliness to be found in all his work, despite his outward high spirits and success. No man was ever more recognized for his genius in his lifetime.

Li Po was not merely un-Confucian in his manners, enjoying or hiding himself in a reputation as an enfant terrible, but often explicitly anti-Confucian in his thought. He poured scorn on the moral and intellectual qualities (such as patient literary scholarship) most admired in the Confucian tradition, and expressed his own admiration only for the man of impulse. For a time in his youth he lived as a wandering gallant, whose sword was free to redress wrongs wherever he went.* In this character he seems to have had something in common with Cyrano de Bergerac: both the real seventeenth-century man, with his free-thinking, his imaginary journeys to the sun and moon, and his serious studies of physics; and the theatrical one of Rostand’s play. Nothing, however, is known of Li Po’s prowess (he only says, in a prose letter, that he was keen on swordsmanship at the age of fifteen) or of his achievements in this kind of life. But he is said by contemporaries to have killed several men.

Neither these adventures, however, which certainly did not continue far into his life, nor his drunkenness which did, nor even his satirizing of Confucian virtues (an accepted sport of the time, played also on occasion by Tu Fu who, by his own account, was a heavy drinker
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9. The Approach to Translation in this Book










	

	




	

	




	

	
































































10. The Tones and the ‘Chinese Sonnet’
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