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ABSTRACT

This paper locates the famous Tang poets Li Bai/Bo and
Du Fu within the larger context of world literature by considering
the values they piace upon the universal theme of ‘family’ in
their poems. There are not many prominent traditional poets
Eastern or Western who have written extensively about their
own families, and such information is often sought within other
biographical sources. Li Bai and Du Fu are among a select
company who give an important place to their wives and
children in their poems. The value they place upon the family in
their autobiographical shi poems is extended to include other
families in the Empire through the yuefu genre.
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Li Bai (#H) and Du Fu ({:#), the two great contemporary
poets of the Eighth Century, were born within 11 years and died
within eight years of each other. They lived during the golden age of
the Tang when culture and the arts flourished through the patronage
of Xuanzong (L5E). They also lived through the rebellion of An
Lushan and Shi Siming, which marked a watershed in the fortunes of
the Tang dynasty. They were friends who travelled together on two
extended occasions and who wrote poetry to one another. Li Bai
never took the Imperial or Literary examinations, and Du Fu never
passed either of them. Li Bai’s highest official position was under
Xuanzong when he was summoned to be a residential poet and
scholar with the Hanlin Academy. Du Fu’s highest appointment was
under Xuanzong’s son, Suzong (F§5%) when he was appointed
Ommissioner (term used by A. R. Davis for 72§53 11).

Neither Li Bai nor Du Fu held on to their appointments for very
long, though they were to be constantly in search of an office all their
lives. Nor did they stay in any one place for very long. Being
incessant wanderers, they travelled through much of China either as
tourists, refugees or prospective employees. Li Bai left his family
behind on his travels and Du Fu, although he took his family with him,
was remarkably silent about them except for a handful of poems.
They both loved to drink, if we can believe their poems. Li Bai was
fabled to have drowned while trying to catch the reflected moon in a
drunken ecstasy whilst Du Fu probably drowned during a great flood
as he drifted through the rivers of China in his houseboat.

Where poetic reputation was concerned, Li Bai was renowned
throughout his life and capitalized on it to cadge a living out of
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patrons and distant relations. Du Fu was unknown, and he was very
poor throughout the second half of his life. Later critics have, because
of their poetry and lifestyles, called the one a ‘poet-immortal” ()
and the other a ‘poet-saint’ (§¥B2). Professor Kang-i Sun Chang
explains this well when she writes: “It is customary to view Li Bo as
a spontaneous genius, Taoist mystic, and carefree romantic, and Du
Fu as a meticulous craftsman, Confucian “sage of poetry,” and
responsible spokesman for suffering mankind.”' She goes on to point
out, in the New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, how Li
Bai preferred the freedom of form in Ancient Style (Y5885F) and
Balladic (32)5F) poetry whilst Du Fu practised Regulated versification
(#REF) with its stringent rules for tonal and verbal parallelism. It is
evident then that their poetic content and method were a reflection of
their diametrically opposite personalities. This essay will not dwell on
stylistic analysis but rather concern itself with the content of their
poems from the perspective, not of the poets as larger than life
individuals, but from the way they related with others.

I want to begin by looking at poems in which the poets
addressed or mentioned members of their immediate family. After
that, I intend to move on to historical or fictional poems dealing with
other members within that extended family, the empire. The
connection is justified by reference to Confucian ethics whereby the
home and the state are interconnected and the set of relations in the
one mirror that in the other,

1) The poets and their families
i) Li Bai

Li Bai’s family situation was more complicated than that of Du
Fu. Quoting Wei Hao, Li Bai’s friend and literary executor, Arthur
Waley noted that altogether, Li Bai had four wives (31-32). His first
wife, whom he married in AD 726 when he was 25, was the
granddaughter of Xu Yushi, a former chief minister. The poet lived in
the Xu family home in An-lu for many years as he was jobless and
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had no means of livelihood. He had a daughter and a son by her, but
Madam Xu unfortunately died young. According to Wei Hao and
Waley, Li Bai’s second wife, a Madam Liu, parted from him. His
third marriage was with a lady of Lu (Shandong) who bere him a son
called Bo-li. This child is thought to be the same Li Bogin whom the
poet mentioned fondly in several poems. We shall fook now at an
excerpt from one of these poems written in AD 748 when Li Bai was
travelling in various parts of eastern China. It was addressed to his
two young children whom he had left behind in eastern Lu. [ provide
the Chinese verses from the Complete Works and the English
translations, which are my own:
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My darling daughter’s name is Ping Yang
She plucks a flower and leans by the peach.
Plucking the blossoms and missing me
Her tears flow down like running streams.
My youngest son’s name is Bo Qin
He stands as tall beside his sister.
Walking together under the peach tree
Who is there to rub their backs or to cherish them?
Musing on this my thoughts are in disarray
And my innards daily inflamed with grief.
“To my two young children at Eastern Lu”
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His daughter Pingyang, probably by his first wife, is pictured beside
the peach tree that he planted. Since the time of the Shijing, the peach
tree has been associated with fruitfulness and offspring. It is
springtime, and the child weeps as she plucks a flower, perhaps
reflecting that, like the flower separated from the bough, she is
separated from her father. His son Bogin has grown almost as tall as
his elder sister in the poet’s mind, and he is anguished that there is no
one to care for them. The conclusion of the poem, not included in the
excerpt, is that he takes up his brush to pen a letter to his loved ones.
The strong paternal solicitude evinced in the poem might surprise
those who regard Li Bai as an unfettered individualist. The truth
seems to be that the poet is most loving from a distance or as inspired
by his own imagination. One may compare this poem of reminiscence
to the one he wrote when he was just about to leave them, in response
to an imperial summons, in AD 742, That occasion was autumn when
the wine had matured and the chickens were fattened:

TR LR
FEERRIKIEN -
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The rice wine newly matured I return to the hills
The yellow hens pecking millet are fattened for autumn
I call to the lad to cook the chicken and pour the wine
While my playing children cling on to my clothes.
“Taking leave of my children in
Nanling to go to the capital”

He had just returned from a trip and his children were delighted to see
him. Meat and wine were laid out before him as his children chatted
and laughed and hung on to his clothes. The poet in turn sang and
danced, thinking that he had finally found recognition in the world,
from one no less than the emperor himself. That was why he did not
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grieve the fact that he had to leave his familial bliss all too soon. He
had a score to settle with those who had looked down on him, and he
compared himself to Zhu Maichen, who was scorned and abandoned
by his wife, but who later went on to assume high office under the
Han emperor Wudi.

aSfEmmEER
RIFEHRIGAR -
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The silly woman of Guiji slighted Maichen

Like him I leave home and head west for Qin

Head uplifted I laugh aloud as I go out the door

How can gifted people like us be mistaken for wild weeds?

Perhaps the poet had been similarly slighted by his own spouse who
was interestingly absent from the celebrations on this occasion. It was
the poet’s turn to prosper, and he left accompanied by the laughter of
contentment and the affirmation that he was not of common stock.

As it turned out, Li Bai’s favored status at the imperial court
was brief. He was slandered by Zhang Ji, literary advisor to the
emperor and Gao Lishi, a powerful eunuch at court. He left after two
years in AD 744 and travelled for many years throughout eastern
China. He had married his last wife, Madam Zong, by AD 753 but did
not appear to have lived for any long stretch of time with her. In AD
756, Changan fell after the defeat of the defending general, Ge
Shuhan, by the rebels. Li Bai, according to Waley, was at Qizhou on
the Yangzi River, halfway between Nanjing and Jivjiang. His wife, on
the other hand, was at Liangyuvan (Gui-de) in occupied territory. Not
having heard from her for three years, he suddenly received her
message hidden in a fish, brought by a traveller. He documented this
in a moving poem addressed to her:

HE AR
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Since I came into Qiupu
For three years I’ve had few letters from the north,
Her ruddy glow must have faded from sorrow
And white hairs too many to remove.
Then a traveller came from Liangyuan
Carrying a fish of many hues
On opening the fish I find brocaded words
Asking me how I’ve been.
Though rivers and hills stand in our way
Linked hearts cannot be parted.
“To my wife from Qiupu”

In this excerpt, he meditates both on the ravages done to her
complexion by excessive sorrow, and on the indelible traces of his
own white hair produced by time and separation. Her message written
on fishskin is subtle in its avoidance of express resentment., There are
two ways to read her statement that “Though rivers and mountains
obstruct the way, if our hearts are united they cannot separate us.”
One way is to read it as an affirmation of inward attachment despite
physical separation, as this would satisfy the Confucian dictum of
being sorrowful without bearing a grudge: “IEiAE” (ai er bu
yuan). The second way is to read it as questioning the real attachment
of the husband who has allowed physical obstacles to separate him
from his wife. However the poet read it, he responded with a curious
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poem written on behalf of his wife, imitating her thought and voice,
and addressed to himself. He accomodated both loving affirmation
and complaint in this dramatic monologue:

B JIEBK
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Though the fine biade cuts the flowing waters
At no time can it cut off the flow.
My thoughts follow the progress of my husband
With an abiding continuity like this.
“To myself on behalf of my wife”

There were also lines of complaint that bore strong resemblances to
the poems of courtly lament (%) that Li Bai wrote:

FEUSERE -
PATEMIRESE -
BWXREA
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I resemble the peach at the bottom of the well
Though I blossom to whom shall I smile?
You sir are like the moon in the sky
Unwilling once to look back and shine.
Looking in the mirror I can’t recognise myself
Since we parted [’ ve languished so deeply.
“To myself on behalf of my wife”
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The lady likened herself to the peach blossom ignored by her lord
who was distant as the moon. As a flower who would only blossom
for her true lover, she had withered through disregard. The poet then
imagines his wife to be languishing but loyal in her lack of him.

Madam Zong, to whom these poems were addressed, was as it
turned out, a woman of character. She was a descendant of Zong
Chuke, ex-chief-minister executed in AD 710. She moved among the
circles of the great, numbering among her friends the daughter of Li
Linfu, another chief minister under Xuanzong. The fact that she had
ambitions for her husband may be glimpsed in this next parting poem
Li Bai wrote when he was about to join the entourage of Prince Lin,
the emperor’s sixteenth son in AD 756. We are not sure whether he
had enjoyed a brief reunion with her and was leaving again or
whether the scene was entirely imaginary, but it tells us something
about his perceptions of her. '

H P F IR -
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BRI R RS S
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On my way out my missus tugged on my clothes
She asked how long this journey west would last;
That at my return I should gracefully bear the golden seal
Or like Su Qin find a wife unwilling to weave,
“Second poem at leaving my wife to
answer the imperial summons”

Madam Zong, Li’s favourite wife, forcibly held him back in order to
nag at him, She was anxious to find out when he would be back. She
reminded him that she expected to see him wear the golden seal of
high office on his return. Otherwise, like Sugin who failed to
influence his ruler, the King of Qin, and found his wife thenceforth
unwilling to weave for him, Li Bai might meet with a very cool
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welcome from her. Unfortunately in AD 757, Li Bai was put in prison
in Jiujiang for being in the entourage of Prince Lin, a pretender to the
throne. Madam Zong braved the Lushan mountain range that
separated her from Li Bai in order to plead for his life. Li Bai
dedicated a poem to her on that occasion that compared her weeping
petition before the magistrate to that of the famous Cai Wenji who
successfully moved the general Cao-Cao to spare her husband’s life:

P SEADHEZR -
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Hearing of my crisis you knew to weep loudly
Weeping and striding you went to the court.
My esteemed wife behaved so much like Cai Yan
Who wept and pleaded before the Lord Cao.
“To my wife from Xunyang prison”

Li Bai seemed, however, to dislike displays of domestic affection,
despite his extroverted nature. He actually advised his wife in that
poem against seeing him face-to-face for fear of the loud sighs and
crying that would ensue:

PR AR
REHPTIR] -

If we should sigh out for grief at meeting
How impossible to bear that grievous sound!

That aspect of his marital character probably explained why Li Bai
rarely lived for extended periods with any of his wives. He was quite
different from Du Fu, who, as we shall see, had no difficulty being
intimate and vulnerable before his wife. Li Bai was quite honest in his
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assessment of himself as a husband. He wasn’t very good company
while he was drunk, which was every day of the year. Indeed, it was
as bad as living with his antithesis—a fabled official who put his wife
in prison for attempting to stop the fast that almost killed him,

=EA+B
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Out of three hundred and sixty days

1 am sodden with drink in every one,

Though you are the wife of Li Baj

It’s like being the wife of that odd official.
: “To my wife”

The clock came full circle in AD 759 after he was sentenced to be
banished to Yelang in the extreme south-west of the empire. This
time, the poem Li Bai addressed to his wife, as he went up the Yangzi,
was a complaint in his own voice over her not having written:

BERR S S E -
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In the outer skies of Yelang I lament the separation,
In the tower beside the bright moon no word or letter comes.
I have watched all the wild geese return north for the
spring
But coming south I get no letter from Yuzhang.

“To my wife on my southern exile to Yelang”
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It had been more than a year since he began the journey upriver to the
site of his banishment. He had watched the wild geese that migrated
south now return north in springtime, but no letter had come from
Yuzhang where his wife lived. This is the last poem addressed to his
wife that we find in the extant collections of his works. As it
happened, Li Bai received the imperial pardon when he reached the
Three Gorges. According to Waley, the poet settled at Dongting Lake
for a time. Afterwards he stayed with his calligrapher friend Li
Yangping who was also the prefect at Dangtu (Taiping). To all
knowledge, he died very much alone in AD 762, though his wife was
still alive at that time.

ii) Du Fu

In AD 756 while Li Bai was safely in the south, Du Fu was
captured by the rebel forces on his way to Lingwu to present himself
before the new emperor Suzong. He was taken to Changan, which had
fallen to the rebe! forces, and was trapped there, between the winter
of AD 756 and the summer of AD 757. A poem written at this time to
his family at Fuzhou further north gives us insight into how he felt
about them:

SHRERMA -
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This night the moon in Fuzhou
She looks from her chamber alone.
Far off I pity my little children
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Who cannot know that she thinks on Changan.

In fragrant mist her cloudy locks are damp

The clear light chills her arms like jade.

When will we lean beside the bedcurtains

Sharing the moonlight on tear-stains that have dried.
“Moonlit Night”

He began by reflecting on his wife’s loneliness. He imagined her in
Fuzhou, gazing at the moon, a posture commonly assumed by courtly
ladies in palace style poetry. The poet’s thoughts were directly
expressed in the second couplet, which yields two possible readings
turning on the interpretation of the word jie ‘f%,” which can mean ‘to
comprehend’ or ‘to release’. The poet pitied his little ones, either
because they had not ceased to think upon Changan where their father
was confined, or because they could not understand why their
mother’s thoughts dwelt so much on Changan. The second reading
would assume that the lady had not told them of their father’s plight.
The poet imagined her luxuriant hair soaked by the dew and her jade
arms chilled by the cold light of the moon as she kept a watch for him.
These were metaphors normally applied to the palace lady in the
poetry of courtly lament. What is interesting here is that by applying
them to his wife, Du Fu portrayed her like a lover, rich in interest and
sexual attraction. It is easy then to understand the poet’s physical
longing for her expressed in the final couplet. In it he looked forward
to the time when they would be together behind the veil of the
bedchamber, and that same moonlight would then celebrate their
union as they tendered physical consolation to each other.

While he was trapped in Changan, he wrote another poem that

3, 11

mentioned his family entitled “Looking out in Spring &
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The nation is broken but the hills and rivers remain,
The city in spring is surrounded by lush growth.
Feeling for the times the flowers shed their tears,
Mourning separation the bird-cries shock the heart.
The flares of war have continued these three months,
And a letter from home is worth ten thousand in gold.
My white hairs get fewer by scratching

And have become so sparse they cannot hold a comb,

The country had been torn apart by civil strife, but the mountains and
rivers remained. The spring grass had in fact overgrown the ravaged
city. As if in pity, the flower shed its moisture and the bird cries
seemed to echo the pain of human separation. Nature is, by this
reading, portrayed as a ‘sympathetic’ survivor that outlasts the
kingdoms of men. The poem rapidly shifts its focus, however, from
metaphysical and political meditation, to thoughts of the poet’s own
family as he longed for a letter from home. Aged 44, the poet was
losing so much of his hair from grief that he could hardly hold a
hairpin on his head. The implications of political upheaval realized in
familial suffering is to be a constant theme in Du Fu’s poetry.

As it turned out, Du Fu escaped from Changan not.long after
that. He made it to the court of Suzong in Lingwu where he was
appointed an Ommissioner. He was not long in that post before he
was demoted for offending the emperor by defending his patron. Sent
off to be a military aide in Huazhou, he soon gave up his post to settle
in Chengdu, in a thatched hut that he built with his family. At about
this time in AD 759, when the forces of Shi Siming were advancing
west on Loyang, Shandong, and Henan, where Du Fu’s brothers lived,
he wrote a poem dedicated to them.
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Military drumming has disrupted human travel,
Autumn at the border a wild goose cries.
From tonight the dew freczes into ice
While the moon shines brighter in my hometown.
I have brothers but they are all away
And [ have no home to inquire of their fate.
Letters sent do not arrive after a long time
And even now the fighting has not ceased.
“Thinking of my brothers on a moonlit night”” '

In a characteristically understated style, Du Fu identified himself with
a lonely wild goose on the frontier, cut off by the war from his
brothers. In the mid-autumn festival under a full moon, the poet
mourned the dispersion of his brothers, which made his inquiry of
their fate an impossible task. This tender duty of kinship was denied
to the individual in a nation where the drums of war had severed the
lines of communication and relationship. This sense of a continuum
between the family and the state forms the basis for the dramatic
poems Du Fu wrote depicting other families in the empire. Without
leaving his personal poems, we find an example where he linked his
feelings for his family with that for his country. The poem “Looking
out from the frontier” was written in AD 761 as he observed the
military buildup in Western Shu from his hut in Chengdu.
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Throughout the land wind and dust separate brothers,
At the edge of heaven I weep alone.
My declining years are spent coping with il health,
Without having served the emperor’s court in the least.
“A View from the Wilds”

Though his wife and children were with him, Du Fu did not feel his
family to be complete and described himself as an exile separated
from his brothers. He was further tormented by the thought that he
had not been able to serve his emperor by reason of his infirmities.
Du Fu’s vision of completeness and commitment extended well
beyond his nuclear famlly, though they remained an unfailing source
of consolation.

Just as his grief for his family and country had been
interconnected, so his joy for his country, when the Anshi rebellion
finally ended in AD 763, was shared with his family.
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At Jianwai news suddenly came that Jibei had been
retaken,
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On first hearing this, snort and tears covered my clothes.
But turning to look at my wife, where is my sorrow now?
Randomly rolling up scrolls of poems, I am ecstatic with
joy.
Singing in the daytime signals the accompaniment of wine,
In the early spring with company it is good to go home.
Going from Baxia we pass through Wuxia,
Then down to Xiangyang and onto Loyang.

“On hearing that the imperial government had

retaken the Central Plains”

The poet recorded how he broke into tears when he first heard the
news that the imperial army had retaken Jibei, headquarters of the
rebel forces. Whether that weeping was out of joy or for the wasted
lives of this past catastrophe was left uncertain. But when he turned to
look at his wife, what sorrow there was fell cleanly away. What is
implied is indeed more poignant than what could be said: that his life
at least had not been wasted, not if his wife and children were alive
and well and he was with them. As he slowly rolled up the scrolls and
poems that recalled the years of his exile, his joy was driving him to
ecstasy. So despite the daylight, a fact rare in his poems which are
frequently of the night, Du Fu broke info song, which he reasoned
must be accompanied by wine. Li Bai also had broken into drunken
song and dancing before his children, but on that occasion, he had to
leave them to fulfill his ambitions. Du Fu was fortunate in taking his
family with him as he set out on the road home to Luoyang. He listed
the names of the places he passed because they were roads once lost
that had been reclaimed for passage by the imperial victory. Though
he and his wife were no longer young (FFEHEEE), the season was
early Spring (&%), and accompanied thus by the clement weather
and beside each other, the journey home would be sweet.

The brief survey above of each poet’s relationship with his kin,
through an examination of his personal poetry, is licensed by a special
characteristic of the Chinese lyric. This is the assumption outlined by
Mao Heng in the Grear Preface to the Book of Odes, that the poet is
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engaged in telling the truth. According to this observation, poetry is a
spontaneous overflow of emotions from contact between the
individual psyche and the events of the external world. The process is
somewhat complicated by the factor of ‘talent,” which succeeding
critics agree determined both the perception and expression of those
emotions. Several contemporary critics including Pauline Yu and
Stephen Owen have lent their support to this ‘stimulus-response’
theory of the Chinese lyric, and I quote one of Owen’s propositions:

In the Chinese literary tradition, a poem is usually
presumed to be nonfictional: its statements are taken as
strictly true. Meaning is not discovered by a metaphorical
operation in which the words of the text point to
Something Else. Instead, the empirical world signifies for
the poet, and the poem makes that event manifest.””

The theory is supported by the fact that Chinese shi poems invariably
have a title that specifies some person, time, place or occasion for or
in which the poem was composed. Piace names and actual dates down
to the hour of day frequently punctuate the body of the lyric as if the
poet felt he was in some sense a historical recorder of his own
experiences. These are elements that are rare in English lyric poetry,
at least before the Romantic period. Professor Owen’s point that a
poem is usvally presumed to be nonfictional and that the metaphorical
referent tends to be immanent rather than transcendent constitute
distinguishing characteristics of the Chinese shi tradition. It forms the
basis for my use of Du Fu and Li Bai’s shi poems addressed to their
kin as biographical information.

2) The poets and the empire

To avoid over-reliance on this approach, I want to turn my
attention from each poet’s relationship with his family documented in
his sii poems to his perception/conception of such family relationship
in others as depicted in his yuefu (Y8JF) poems. The ywefu genre,
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which took its name from the Music Bureau, originally established by
Han Wudi to collect folksongs, had been adopted by literati poets
from early on in its development. The learned poets used it to move
beyond personal expression into an engagement with the larger
concerns of the empire, often by impersonating the voices of other
characters. By the Tang dynasty the genre had lost much of its
musical setting but had become clearly established as a dramatic or
fictional mode that enabled the poet to enlarge his role as a
spokesperson on topical and social issues. Both Li Bai and Du Fu
wrote extensively in the genre and the views they expressed on how
imperial vicissitudes and policies affect other families in the empire
should be taken alongside their autobiographical poems for a more
complete survey of their ‘family values’. It is with that aim in mind
that we now turn to consider some relevant yuefu poems.

i) Li Bai

It would seem that Li Bai had a special sympathy for solitary
women left at home by their husbands away on business or war. He
wrote many dramatic monologues giving voice to their pain. One of
these portraits gives us a vivid impression of a young girl’s marriage
to her childhood sweetheart born into a merchant’s family:
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At fourteen I became your wife,
In my shyness I never smiled;
With head lowered towards the darkened wall
I would not once turn back at a thousand calls.
At fifteen I began to smile,
Willing to cling to you though we became dust and ashes.
Always sharing the faith of one who held on to the pillar,
I never expected to climb aloft to watch for your return.
At sixteen you went on a distant journey
To the lake of Qu and the hills of Yanyu
Which cannot be reached in five months
And where the cries of gibbons sound in the skies.
“Song of Changgan (1st poem)”

It is heartbreaking that the entire duration of her married life with her
husband amounted to no more than three years. Li Bai’s choice of
details shown in this excerpt enhances the poignancy of the situation.
Married at 14 she grew to love her husband and inwardly vowed to be
faithful like a legendary woman who drowned while hanging onto a
pillar and waiting for her beloved. She never expected however to
play the role of a tragic heroine so scon, Her husband was called out
on business to make a far and fearsome journey, and she would have
to bear it all like a woman at age 16. By employing the
unsophisticated voice of a woman-child in a common station of life,
the poem elicits sympathy for all the wasted lives of women like her
who had a husband and yet, no husband at all. It is a common theme
of lament since the Shijing, and though Confucian commentators
could be critical of rulers who imposed such separation by corvée
labor, they had nothing to say about the relatively recent phenomenon
of a merchant class who stayed out on business. The Cambridge
Encyclopedia of China dates the growth of commerce from the Eighth
Century and adds:

This was accompanied by both an expansion in long-
distance commerce, and all that was required for its
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prosperity, and the proliferation of small-scale periodic
markets and towns accessible to the rural population.”

This would partly explain why the husband in the poem had to travel
through such harrowing territory if he was trying to reach one of these
rural market towns. Another reason for husbands being away from
their wives is the age-old curse of military service, and Li Bai put it
eloquently in one broad sweep when he wrote:
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The autumnal winds never cease to blow
And carry the pathos of the Jade Pass.
On what day shall the barbarians be conquered
And husbands cease their distant marches?
“Autumn Song from the Songs of Wu of Ziye”

When will the barbarians finally be routed so that the soldier-husband
may come home? The poet takes us to a border garrison to provide an
answer if we don’t already know it:
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Han soldiers fought at the pass of Baideng
But the Hu tribes still threaten the bay of Qinghai.
Since the beginning from the battlefields
No one has ever been $een returning,
The soldier surveys the frontier scene,
Homesickness clouds his face with sorrow;
Whilst in the high tower on a night [ike this
She must still be sighing for her man.
“The Moon at the Frontier”

In the excerpt, the poet proclaims that no man really returns from the
battlefields. That might not seem such a great exaggeration when we
realize that in the failed campaign of AD 751 against the foreign
tribes of the north-west and south-west, 60,000 men out of an army of
80,000 were slain.”’ Of those surviving, many were certainly crippled
bevond the form of a man; those still serviceable would be retained
for further fighting. In any case they were not likely to be seen by
their wives and families again while they retained the limbs and
functions of a man. We will find Du Fu corroborating the truth of all
this when we examine his poems, Here Li Bai shows us the men
longing for home as they survey the border scene and imagine their
wives sighing for them in their lonely towers.

Li Bai’s gift for grand flourishes of expression is only matched
by the exquisite sensitivity of his perceptions. In a winter song that
accompanies the song of autumnn, his attention is turned to the labors
of a solitary wife rushing to finish a robe for her husband at the
border:
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Tomorrow morning the post-rider sets out,
The night is spent stuffing the uniform with cotton.
The pale hands pulling the needle are chilled
And can hardly bear to hold onto the scissors.
Cutting and sewing to send on a far journey,
How many days before it arrives in Lingyao?
“Winter Song from the Songs of Wu of Ziye”

The postal official was due to set out the next morning and all night
the lady had been rushing to finish her husband’s robe. As she
prepared the robe for the long-distance delivery, she wondered how
many days it would take to reach the battlefront. Even as Li Bai had
enjoyed imagining the tender and steadfast devotions of his favourite
wives in his shi poems, he becomes the spokesman in his yuefi for
virtual widows whose husbands were snatched away by corvée labour,
frontier wars or business trips throughout the empire. Here is the
irony of the absent husband developing a poignant protest on behalf
of the abandoned female psyche in the other.

iy Du Fu

If it may be said that Li Bai’s yuwefu poems shine in those
dealing with the psyche of the solitary lady, then Du Fu’s poems in
that genre excel in the scope of their survey, stretching from the
humblest peasant family in the empire to the imperial household. Like
Li Bai, some of his poems dealt with the plight of solitary women
who had, in one sense or another, been abandoned by their husbands.
An example of such a lady in the upper-middle class is presented
below:
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In the recent ravages of the Guanzhong district
My brothers had all been killed.
Having held high office meant nothing then
For I could not even bury my kin,
The world’s regard declines with misfortune
Ten thousand things follow the turning candles.
My husband’s feelings are thin and light
His new consort is pretty as jade.
“The Beauty”

Note how the lady associates her husband’s change of heart with her
family’s loss of status. Her brothers who once held high official
positions had all been killed in the fall of Changan, and it had been
impossible to give them decent burials. Her resolve at the end of the
poem to live as a chaste recluse has often been interpreted by critics
as an allegorical statement of the poet’s integrity in his political
misfortunes. The vagueness of dates in this poem might invite such
readings, but that is a rare phenomenon in Du Fu’s repertory. His
yuefu poems frequently refer to specific historical events like his shi
poems and this may explain why critics have called him the “poetical
historian §§5”. In AD 753, after Yang Guozhong had ascended to
the position of Chief Minister (#54H) with the help of his cousin Yang
Guifei, Du Fu wrote a yuefsr poem critical of the Yang family.
Entitled or “Ballad of the Beautiful Lady B A77,” * the poem
describes the extravagant lifestyle of the emperor’s favorite consoit,
and of her relatives who had been raised to eminence through her
influence:

CURSESE L I
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Within the cloudy drapes the kindred of the imperial
concubine
Are given the aristocratic titles of Guo and Qin,

It also hints at the adulterous and incestous relationship between
Yang Guozhong and Gouguo Furen. The image of the white poplar
flowers (a pun on the family name) falling upon the water clover was
significant because the two plants were thought to be related.
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The poplar blossoms fall like snow to cover the water-
clover,
The legendary bluebird goes between carrying a red scarf.

Du Fu wasn’t critical of royalty as such but only when they behaved
immorally. In the “Lament for the Royal Offspring” written in AD
756 when Du Fu was detained in Changan, he displayed deep
sympathy for the members of the aristocratic families who had been
left behind to fend for themselves when the emperor and his favorites
fled the capital.
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The golden whip was broken and nine horses died,

The nearest kin were not allowed to flee together.

Wearing his jade and green coral ornaments below his belt,

[ pity the royal descendant who wept by the wayside.
“Lament for the Aristocratic Offspring”
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He felt for the severance of family ties, and for the sad incongruity of
abandoned aristocrats weeping by the wayside in their fine garb and
precious jade. Their distinctive features would now be a disadvantage
and the poet even advised one of them to be wary of spies and
informers. He found it in his heart to mourn also for Yang Guifei, the
imperial concubine he had earlier criticised who was put to death by
the emperor at his troops’ coercion. The poignancy of this intimate
‘betrayal’ captured his imagination and inspired the “Lament at
River’s Head” written in the same period of AD 756.
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Her bright eyes and flashing smile, where are they now?

Soiled with blood the wandering ghost may not depart.

The clear Wei waters flow on east, from Jiange the road

passes into the hills;

One stays, the other goes and between them all contact is

lost,

Mankind born with feeling wets his chest with tears,

By the bank the grasses and flowers know no anguish of

death.

At evening the foreign riders cover the city with dust,

Headed for the south of the city I wind up looking north.
“Lament at River’s Head”

It was a lament for the erstwhile lovely and cherished lady, now made
a homeless ghost by reason of the way she died. It also acknowledged
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the rift within the rank and file of the imperial troops between those
who followed the emperor and those who ceased to serve. Man,
unlike the river or flower, was a sentient being, and that was how the
poet explained his tears. The poem ends with a twilight scene in the
city that was once home to the highest family of the Chinese people.
It had become a haunt for foreign horsemen who kicked up the dust
everywhere and caused the poet to lose his bearings entirely. The
metaphorical extensions of that statement remind us how Du Fu’s
conception of family and home were inextricably tied to the empire.
He was also intimately interested in the fortunes of ordinary families,
and some of his best poems were written about them. We will look at
two examples, one written before the Anshi rebellion and one after.

In AD 752, the Tang Empire suffered a great defeat by the
north-western barbarians with the loss of some 60,000 lives. The facts
were covered up by Yang Guozhong who persuaded the emperor to
launch a further offensive against the south-western barbarians. A
great military levy ensued in Changan, Loyang and Henan. Many
soldiers, hearing of the unhealthy conditions in the south and the
unlikelihood of even making it to the battleground in Yunnan, had
absconded. The government levy then began going into towns and
villages and forcibly enlisting all the males in the households. Du Fu
described such a scene that he witnessed in the or the “Ballad of the
Military Wagons [THifT.”?® He began by describing the dereliction
of the wives and mothers who accompanied the dusty trail:
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Father, mother, wife and child follow to see them off
The dust thrown up obscures the bridge at Xianyang.
Hanging onto clothes, stamping their feet and blocking the
way with tears

. The sound of crying reaches up to assault the skies.
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Unable to cope with losing the mainstay of the family, they held on to
the men in loud lamentation. The dust thrown up by the commaotion
clouded the bridge of Xianyang that led to the southwest and to
certain death. It was like that mythological bridge of parting in hell.
Some of those mothers who were losing their sons might well have
lost a husband to a similar cause in their youth. The women’s cries
reached up to the clouds and the implication was that if Heaven had
ears, it too would have wept. The scene then shifts to a dialogue
between the poet and one of the enlisted men who tells his story:
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Some go north from the age of fifteen to guard the river,
Until age forty when they are sent west to manage the
farms.

When they first left the village elder tied up their hair for
them,

Now returning with white heads they are sent to guard the
front, '

He was, as it-seems, an old hand in this business. Having been
recruited when he was barely 15, he had been sent to guard the river
pass in the north till he was 40. Then he was sent west to tend the
military farms that fed the army. When he first left his village, the
elder had tied his hair to symbolize his premature attainment of
manhood. When he finally returned, he had earned himself a full head
of white hair, And now it appeared that he was being called away
once more to serve at the border.

Through the old man’s lips we hear a question that the poet
would have posed to the ruler. It concerned the millions of acres of
land thoughout the empire that were left untended because the men
were not available to work on them. Mencius, we recall, had
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described it as the first duty of kingship not to disrupt the proper
seasons for agriculture so that all the families throughout the
dominion may have enough to live on and to fulfil their duties of care
for one another. Only when the ruler behaved like a father toward his
charge could he attain to true kingship, That was patently not the case
under the present government:
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Have you not heard how in the two hundred Han counties
east of Huashan,

Countless villages and settlements are growing thotns and
briars?

Even where there are stout women who take up hoe and
plough,

The standing grain grows in the fields without any order.

How could the empire be said to be properly governed when the
arable land of all its villages and settlements were growing thotns?
Though stout-hearted women were standing in for their men with hoe
and plough, their planted crops stood in chaos for lack of help and
experience. Necessities of material life aside, the disruptions to
family and community life by such military campaigns cannot be
measured. It is no wonder that the poet was moved to criticize his
ruler Xuanzong under the guise of referring to Han Wudi:

BEETIN K
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Blood flowing at the frontiers has become like a flood
But Wudi’s desire for conquest has not abated.
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The poem is implacable in its protest against aggressive military
campaigns, but this did not mean that Du Fu was a pacifist. It would
be instructive to compare Du Fu’s position in this poem with that in
another that seems to share a common theme but is colored with a
rather different perspective. That poem is entitled or “Parting in Old
Age TR, and unlike the previous poem, it was written during
the Anshi rebellion.

The historical context was that the imperial army had lost at
Yecheng and was levying troops around Loyang to counter the
advancing rebel forces. The protagonist was once again an old man
who had been summoned to war. It was pitiful enough to take up arms
at his age; what was more, both his son and grandson had died on the
battlefield, and he could hardly be blamed for being weary of living:
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The country on all four sides is not yet at peace
And drooping in my old age I may not rest.
My sons and grandsons have all died in battle
What use have I for preserving myself alone.

Once again, with that characteristic understatement that speaks
volumes, the poet tugs at our heartstrings without seeming to do so.
His protagonist gave little time to sadness or regret as he put on his
helmet, bowed to the enlisting officer, and joined the ranks. He would
seem to have forgotten about his wife, but the poet did not allow him
to do so:
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As a man having put on my armor

I bow low and take leave of my superior officer.
My old wife lies beside the road weeping;

It is the end of the year and her clothes are thin.
Who knows if this might not be a death parting?
And still 1 am grieved by her exposure to the cold.
I will certainly not return from this trip

Yet I hear her solicitude that I should eat more.

She was weeping on the wayside and waiting for him. He noticed that
her clothing wasn’t thick enough for the time of year and though it
was at a death parting, he worried that she might catch a chill. On her
part, even as she knew that he would not return, she urged him to
remember to eat more and to take care of himself. We know from the
simple responses of these iwo people the depth of their love for one
another, and it is Du Fu’s quiet celebration of married love. Though
the pain of parting ran deep, the old man roused himself with the
thought of his duty towards his country:
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Tens of thousands of citizens have been enlisted to guard
the borders
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And the beacon fires cover the ranges and peaks.

Grasses and trees stink with the accumulated corpses
While rivers and plains are dyed red by the flowing blood.
What home is there where one can dwell in happiness?
How can I dare to linger stilll

Abandoning my thatched dwelling place

Outwardly decrepit, I feel wrenched in the inward parts.

It was not an abstract idea of empire but the sense of country as a
larger home that the old man had in mind. While the mountains and
valieys burned, and the rills and plains were stained with blood, there
was really no place one could retreat to and call home. That was why
the old warrior did not protest his enlistment and bore the rending
pain of parting with his wife. We see now that the poet was
unequivocally against military levy for the sake of aggressive
ambition, but that even an old man in his poem was not adverse to
defending his own country. Du Fu’s sense of home extended beyond
the individual’s domain to embrace its foundations in the empire. He
would protest any unjustified disruptions of family life, but he would
not run away when his country was in trouble.

Thus far this essay has tried to examine the nature of the two
poets’ relationships with their families by using their ski poetry as
biographical data and further, to consider the poets’ conception of
family within the larger context of the empire. In looking at their
yuefu poetry, we have seen how both poets were critical, whether
directly or indirectly, of those forces in society that break up the
family and impose untold suffering on both individuals and
communities. Relating the shi to the yuefi, we might even speculate
that Li Bai’s absenteeism as a father and husband fed his imaginative
incursions into the psyche of abandoned subjects, whilst Du Fu’s
domestic happiness was compensated for and supported by his
investment of interest in the affairs of the state.

Li Bai’s versatility is displayed in his rousing, broad strokes on
frontier life and in his movingly delicate sketches of the psyche of
women confined, by the conditions of society, as virtual widows. Du
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Fu’s sympathies were wide enough to embrace all human families
within the empire, from the royal household down to the suffering
common men and women who took the centerstage in many of his
dramatic poems. His verse is compact and his emotions are frequently
understated, but their resonance of meaning and association gives one
that unique sense of breadth and depth that imitates real life. While Li
Bai enjoyed glamorous fictitious portraits, and grand, dramatic
statements, Du Fu was like a reporter even in his yuefu poems and his
tone often took on a documentary flavor. For Li Bai family is perhaps
ultimately perceived as the locus of tension between Self and Other,
characterized by equal longing for union and distinction. The tragic
individuals in his portraits can terminate their loneliness only at the
risk of becoming commonplace. A family meal is a memorable
occasion because of impending separation, and longing wives and
children are fixed in poetic stasis as an affirmation of the poet’s worth.
Du Fu, on the other hand, has perfected the art of the commonplace,
and his confident and vnassuming Self seems to find its place in
affirming the larger values of the Other. The lack of an office and a
reputation do not deprive him from the idealized pleasures of family
life, while he maintains our regard by his fidelity to values that
transcend the current practices of rulers and states as he speaks out for
the underprivileged and oppressed.

Seen together, the two poets do differ in their style and
approach as they did in their sense of family values and in their
relationships with their own families. But perhaps those differences
are complementary parts of the human pysche, which would explain
why the two poets have been equally read and enjoyed through the
ages, often by the same readers and critics, One could then say that
there was a family resemblance in Li Bai and Du Fu and perhaps call
it ‘poetic genius’.
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