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Introduction

The Tang dynasty (618–907 AD) was perhaps the greatest age for poetry that the history of civilization has known. This means, of course, that it produced many outstanding poets. Yet one in particular, Du Fu (712–770), is singled out even among his great contemporaries. Why is he seen as the most accomplished of them all?

That question is trickier to answer than one might think. An English reader, encountering Du Fu in an anthology of poetry, or even in a volume of his selected poems, may find him admirable without necessarily wanting to put him above such masterful contemporaries and slightly later poets as Wang Wei, Li Bai, Hanshan, Li He, or Bo Juyi. Yet generations of Chinese readers have been firm and unwavering in considering him their greatest poet. Their reverence is unmistakable, and it deserves our notice. This book is my attempt to address the question of Du Fu’s greatness.

Primary to that effort, of course, are fresh translations of the poems, in versions as clear and expressive as I know how to make them. There are already many exceptional translations of Du Fu in English, and they range all the way from prose versions that attempt to be as literal as possible to versions that try, in one way or another, to adhere to the formal properties and characteristic conventions of the poem in Chinese. Over the years I have evolved a kind of middle way, whereby the Chinese line (which is also a complete syntactic unit, comparable to the sentence) is treated as a free verse stanza, usually a couplet, with a minimum of punctuation. This method allows me to reflect some of the formal properties of the originals (e.g., their extensive use of parallelism) without feeling restricted by conventions that are comfortable in one language but often strained or awkward in another.

I have been reading and translating Du Fu for many years now, and some of my translations have been through numerous versions. I have relied, variously, on my limited knowledge of Chinese, on Chinese-English dictionaries, on other versions in English, on scholarly and critical discussions, on the help and advice of friends, and most of all, perhaps, on my growing sense of how Chinese poetics and Tang dynasty conventions shaped and were shaped by the poets.

My being able to situate a poet like Du Fu in the poetic practices of his time is more important, finally, than any fluency in Chinese. Knowing the literal meaning of a group of characters is merely the first step, even for native speakers and readers, toward a successful interpretation of a poetic text. The translator’s job is first to interpret the poem and then to negotiate an effective version of it in the language to which the original is migrating. When the process is successful, especially when poets are involved at both ends, the translator inhabits the other poet’s world and imagination, an exhilarating merging of sensibilities and a replicating of the creative process that can make translating addictive. To the extent realizable, I have tried to capture Du Fu’s idiosyncratic voice and outlook in a poetic mode that will be both as comfortable and as compelling to English-speaking readers as Du Fu himself was to his contemporaries.

In addition, though, I aim to demonstrate how Du Fu developed. He began as a good poet and turned himself into a great poet, and he did this in an unprecedented fashion, widening his subject matter steadily, complicating his worldview, taking in more and more of the totality of existence, even as the social fabric around him was disrupted and devastated. As his society, one of the world’s great civilizations, slipped from a golden age into chaos and uncertainty, he responded imaginatively, with poems whose excellence still startles us. His unique development is partly a matter of artistic growth, which we see of course in many poets, and partly the response of the imagination to what Wallace Stevens called “the pressure of reality.” In bad times, as a kind of reaction, artists may well produce their best work. Yeats and Rilke come to mind as examples. Paul Celan, Czeslaw Milosz, and Miroslav Holub might be cited as well. A remarkable and spirited rejoinder to the disasters and contingencies of history: that is certainly one useful way to characterize the achievement of Du Fu.

Responsive to the poetic tradition that came down to him, Du Fu somehow managed to be both extremely personal and astonishingly impersonal. He wove his poems out of the materials that surrounded him: the vast existence of the natural world; the uncertain course of empire, periodically engulfed in disruptive civil wars; the misfortunes and pleasures of his own family, immediate and extended; his relations with fellow poets and scholars; the hard lives of ordinary people, so often overlooked; the changing seasons and the lives of creatures who shared his environment. He was not afraid to make an example of himself, even to the point of bitter self-mockery. Yet we never feel that he was selfish or self-centered. On the contrary, his compassion for the largely unsung peasantry of his country, and for animals, birds, and insects, is justly famous.

A paradox, then, surrounds this poet’s canon: biography is irrelevant, but it is also crucial: to know his work is to know his life, with an unusual intimacy and insight. And to know the life is to appreciate fully the scope and power of the poetry. Our relation to Du Fu, if we are fortunate enough to become his readers, grows gradually into something unique and unforgettable. This is the reason, I think, for the deeply personal cherishing of both the man and the work by generation after generation of Chinese readers, over many centuries. If we Western readers read him well, we too can participate in his life’s great journey and come away the wiser for it. He echoes Theodore Roethke’s refrain—“I learn by going where I have to go.”

The organization of this book therefore places great emphasis on the poet’s life—a life we know about in detail almost solely because of the way his poems document it. From the surviving corpus of some 1,400 poems, I have chosen 170 that are firmly tied to the progress of that life; taken together they constitute a remarkable journey both in space and in time. As the poet aged, he also moved around in the China of his day, from east to west, and from north to south, usually out of necessity, and one result is that he got to know his country, its peoples and its features, with a detail and authority that few of his contemporaries could match.

I have presented the stages of this journey in eleven parts, or chapters, moving from Du Fu’s early maturity to his old age and death. Each part has a very brief introduction, and many of the poems have notes, but I assume here that, properly selected and arranged, the poems mostly tell their own story, enacting Du Fu’s life-journey vividly and movingly, even after thirteen centuries.

We sometimes speak rather glibly of the relation between art and life, as well as the relation between the artist and the work. Du Fu will not allow us to be glib. His response to the world around him, to the vicissitudes of history and the grandeurs of landscape, exceeds our capacity to generalize. At the same time, he is willing to incorporate homely details—chasing chickens around his yard, listening to the chirp of a cricket, receiving a gift of some shallots from a neighbor—that many poets would find too trivial to mention. The result is a significant expansion of what a poem can include, along with the idea that a poem may move through many levels of significance and feeling in a brief presentation. In that sense, we can say that Du Fu is the poet who truly originated the lyric poem as we presently know and value it. When we contemporary poets combine the profound and the trivial, drawing on our own works and days, “Du Fu,” as a young poet said to me recently, “has our back.”

One modest example must suffice here as illustration. The following short poem comes from a relatively tranquil period in the poet’s life; he is aging and disappointed, but he loves the place where he has settled, the thatched cottage he built near Chengdu as he began the last decade of his life:




                         I AM A MADMAN




               My thatched cottage stands

               just west of Thousand Mile Bridge




               this Hundred Flower Stream

               would please a hermit fisherman




               bamboo sways in the wind

               graceful as any court beauty




               rain makes the lotus flowers

               even more red and fragrant




               but I no longer hear from friends

               who live on princely salaries




               my children are always hungry

               with pale and famished faces




               does a madman grow more happy

               before he dies in the gutter?




               I laugh at myself—a madman

               growing older, growing madder.



In the first half of the poem we mainly find pastoral contentment. Aware of his surroundings, attuned to the spring season, the poet has nothing but praise for his circumstances; he is glad to be alive in them. Then, perhaps provoked by his own admiration of bamboos and lotus flowers, he remembers his life in the glamorous capital and the contrast between his aborted career and the wealth and ease of his more successful friends, close to the court and enjoying royal patronage. His poverty, a constant source of worry and distress, overwhelms him yet again. Concern about feeding his family has been the story of his life for many years now. How, given that, can he experience happiness? The answer must be a sort of paradox: if a madman, dying in utter poverty, is capable of ecstasy at the end, in the gutter, then Du Fu is too. He laughs at his own mixed emotions and faces his death with an odd sense of joy. His poverty, age, illness, and approaching death ought to depress him; his joy must seem to most people a kind of madness.

The poem performs what we might describe as two emotional somersaults. But the most remarkable thing about it is the apparent effortlessness with which it does that, using the simplest details and an economy of presentation that few poets can rival.

That said, the poem must be fitted into its context, the life-journey I spoke about, to have its fullest meaning and greatest resonance. It was written at a time when Du Fu and his family were enjoying a tentative peace and happiness, a respite from their sense of exile and uncertainty. This poem takes its place in a cautious, but increasingly confident, celebration of rural life (this book’s seventh part) that is truly unforgettable. Providing such context is the rationale for this book, where the art and the life are set forth in all their remarkable interdependency.

Do we have something here like The Prelude, the long autobiographical poem that Wordsworth wrote about his formation as a poet? I don’t think the comparison is especially useful. Wordsworth was working retrospectively, looking back at his childhood and youth, and he was self-consciously trying for a sort of epic poem on a poet’s growth, an “egotistical sublime.” Du Fu is much more occasional, reactive, and improvisatory. He lets certain circumstances provoke poems “of the moment.” He may revise them, and he may well rearrange their circumstances for the sake of greater symmetry or beauty. But he works as he goes, seldom looking back, and he has nothing epic or integrated in mind by his practice. If, after we have surveyed the whole, we feel that a remarkable life has been expressed in remarkable poetry, that is all well and good. But Western ideas about grand artistic designs should not be imposed on a culture that was content to
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