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The legacy of Tu Fu

Tu Fu is, by universal consent, the greatest poet of the Chinese tradition.
In Chinese culture, his works have been virtually canonized because, as
the expression of the Chinese mind and moral being in their highest
form, their supremacy in literature has been placed beyond merely
literary considerations. He himself has been viewed as the embodiment
of public-minded dedication and unceasing loyalty, a man who sought
all his life, with great constancy, to serve his sovereign and his state. In
the literary matters of innovative technique and the establishment of
many new subgenres, Tu Fu is also seen as without peer: his precedent
was influential equally in setting a poetic rule and in breaking it. In the
allusive, imitation-based tradition of classical poetry, his work consti-
tuted an endless source of quotation and precedent, the lines studied
and imitated, the imagery echoed, the subgenres enlarged.

When the history of T’ang poetry came to be constructed during the
Sung dynasty, admiration for Tu Fu’s technical brilliance and for the
moral excellence of his character combined to raise him from relative
obscurity to the apex of T’ang poetry. His work, and that of his contem-
porary Li Po, defined the boundaries of the High T’ang period, and this
period in turn came to be identified with the extraordinary flourishing
of culture and political power seen in the middle decades of the eighth
century. Although in truth the culture of the elite was to evolve to a
higher, more sophisticated, and more subtle level in later dynasties, the
literati of those centuries looked back to the T’ang era for their foun-
dation and inspiration. In the manner of Confucius, they preferred to
regard their innovations as transmissions or revivals of past achieve-
ments. In Tu Fu’s work, they found a poet who was able to satisfy all the
levels — aesthetic, moral, and human - on which the traditional scholar-
official defined himself. The editions, commentaries, anthologies, selec-
tions, and remarks (shih-hua) produced by traditional connoisseurship
and scholarship proliferated. Already by the end of the fourteenth cen-
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tury, works on Tu Fu far outnumbered works on any other poet and they
further multiplied with each succeeding century.! Even under the much
altered conditions of today, Tu Fu is still routinely acknowledged to be
the greatest Chinese poet. Now, as then, his reputation has been taken
under government patronage. The sponsorship of monuments to Tu Fu,
a tradition that dates to the Sung dynasty, is continued today by an
elaborate complex of temples, halls, and gateways in Szechuan built on
the putative site of his Thatched Hut, a mecca for visitors, both domestic
and foreign.

Historical background and biography

The poetry of Tu Fu was written entirely out of his own experiences and
the events he witnessed, but he lived in a fateful time, and so they gave
him large themes. The crucial event in Tu Fu’s life and work, and also in
the history of the T’ang dynasty, occurred in the eleventh month of 755,
when a brilliant era of prosperity and expansionism under Emperor
Hsuan-tsung (r. 712—56) was brought to an abrupt end with the An Lu-
shan rebellion. Fiscal, administrative, and military reforms during the
first decades of Hsuan-tsung’s reign had renewed the fortunes of the
empire. By the 750s, the extent of its domain and the prosperity of its
inhabitants invited comparisons, which were indeed frequently made,
with the greatest moments of earlier Chinese empires. The onset of the
rebellion revealed the interdependence and instability of the forces
which held that empire together. Tu Fu’s poetry, reflecting many of the
shifting and dramatic events of the time, can be read on one level as a
record of the devastation and decline of empire set in motion by that
rebellion.

The rebellion, known in history after its instigator, An Lu-shan, was
brought to an inconclusive end in 763, eight years after its beginning,
but its repercussions lasted throughout the century and a half remaining
to the dynasty. In the initial months, the rebellion was a clear-cut affair.
Despite the many dramatic turns of fortune in those months, there were
only two main actors (the imperial forces and the rebel forces under An
Lu-shan), and the action followed a certain military and geographic
logic. The rebels’ choice of a line of advance and of targets, and the
loyalists” choice of places at which to make a defensive stand, both
followed the logic of a struggle for the control of the empire. The rebels
began by making a rapid advance from their base in Yu-chou (modern
1. See the encyclopedic compilation Tu chi shu lu, by Chou Ts’aich’ian, which provides a

bibliographic description of every known edition of Tu Fu’s works, including editions of

selected poems and editions no longer extant.
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Peking) down the Central Plains that lay on either side of the Yellow
River. Within a month their forces had captured the secondary capital of
Loyang. Six months later the main capital of Ch’ang-an fell to the rebel
forces. Initially Ch’ang-an had been ably defended from the rebels in the
Central Plains by the impregnable T’ung Pass, but the army guarding
the pass was ordered, against military wisdom, to move out onto the
plains to give battle, rather than merely holding their defensive posi-
tions. With the capitals lost, the choice on the imperial side was between
striking at the rebel base in Yu-chou or attempting to recover the two
capitals. The latter, more politically symbolic, course was taken, and in
the next year (757) first Ch’ang-an and then Lo-yang were retaken by
the imperial forces, with the help of Uighur mercenaries. Hereafter,
however, the initial simplicity of allegiances and goals disappeared. The
imperial victory was limited to the recovery of the capitals, whereas the
rebel forces not only were unsubdued but now presented a more com-
plex challenge. The leadership of the rebels passed by patricide to An
Lu-shan’s son, and at the same time Shih Ssu-ming rose from among An
Lu-shan’s generals to take command of a separate, nominally allied,
rebel force. The division of rebel command coincided with the loss of
logistical imperative on the rebels’ part. Their forces, already occupying
the Central Plains and unable to retake the capitals, lacked an obvious
military goal and found themselves drawn into defensive campaigns to
retain territories they had previously captured and to defend their line
of supply from Yu-chou.

The fragmentation of command in the rebel ranks was matched by
confused strategy on the imperial side. Control was difficult to assert,
since opportunistic secondary rebellions flared in many parts of the
empire. The imperial side faced the need for internal reorganization just
at a time when the rebel situation had become more complex. Emperor
Hsuan-tsung had abdicated to Su-tsung after the fall of Ch’ang-an, and
Hsuan-tsung’s unpopular chief minister, Yang Kuo-chung, had been
executed to retain the loyalty of the troops. The subsequent reapportion-
ment of power took place at a time when the quantity of power had
suddenly increased. Generals defending the throne emerged among the
chief beneficiaries, for power devolved upon individual generals for long
periods of time, in civil as well as military matters. The power of the court
was weakened rather than strengthened by the massive arming of its
subjects, for the court’s own generals became potential rebels. Con-
certed military action became more difficult to undertake at precisely
the time when the military situation was more difficult to control. A
prolonged stalemate resulted between imperial and rebel forces. The
campaigns which interrupted this stalemate at intervals — most notably a
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great assault on the rebel stronghold of Hsiang-chou (near Lo-yang) in
759, carried out by a combined force of nine imperial armies? — did not
alter it markedly, and it was not until 763, eight years after the rebellion
began, that all sides had been sufficiently weakened to agree to a settle-
ment. This came down to accepting the existing division of territorial
control, modified by the language of sovereignty: a nominal end to the
rebellion was obtained by the surrender of the rebel generals, while the
emperor in turn confirmed them in their commands.

The An-Shih rebellion permanently weakened the T’ang dynasty, for
imperial control was never fully recovered in the remaining century and
a half of T’ang rule. Control of the armies was essentially ceded to
generals whose allegiance the court was too weak to compel. The rev-
enues and policies of the provinces lying in the Yellow River plains to the
northeast (modern Hopei, Shansi, and Shantung) were never success-
fully brought under the court’s command. More immediately relevant to
Tu Fu, the uneasy peace obtained in the Central Plains had little effect
in Szechuan and along the Yangtze River, where Tu Fu lived from 759
onward. All up and down the Yangtze and its Hsiang River tributary,
local rebellions continued to flare up. In addition, raids and incursions
by Tibetans upon a weak Szechuan were frequent. Tu Fu himself never
saw the end of warfare, and to the end of his life his poetry reflected the
displacements and devastations of wartime.

When the An Lu-shan rebellion began, Tu Fu was forty-four, and
almost all his great poetry still lay ahead of him. Tu Fu said of himself
that he had written copiously since childhood, but very little has survived
that dates from before the onset of the rebellion in 755: only about 130
of some 1,400 extant poems. Although this early period did produce
some notable poems, the major themes and the tragic vision were
still to come. In a sense, the rebellion gave him his subject: the crucial
event in his life and poetry centered on the crucial event of the T’ang
dynasty.

Tu Fu was in many ways an unlikely candidate for this exemplary role.
His life, whether before or after 755, when recounted without the po-
etry, makes a record of indifferent achievement and gives little hint of
the esteem in which he was to be held by posterity.? Tu Fu was born in

2. In Tu Fu’s poems, the aftermath of this assault is famously the setting for “Three
Officials,” 53/8/9—11, and “Three Partings,” 54/3/12-14.

3. Brief official biographical accounts are given in Chiu T'ang shu 1goC.5054—7 and Hsin
T’ang shu 201.57$6—8. Accounts more detailed than these depend largely on infor-
mation gleaned from the poems. William Hung, in Tu Fu: China’s Greatest Poet, translates
374 poems of biographical and poetic importance and joins them with a biographical
narrative. See also A. R. Davis, Tu Fu, which gives a clear overview. Political events and
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712 into a family of the official class whose distant ancestry he was proud
to trace to the famous third-century general and Tso chuan commentator
Tu Ya (222-84). In a more recent generation, Tu Fu’s grandfather Tu
Shen-yen was a middle-rank official, sufficiently notable as a poet to
receive a biographical account in the “Garden of Letters” section in both
of the T’ang histories.* Little, however, is known of Tu Fu’s father, aside
from some of his official positions.®

Tu Fu’s life, like that of any member of the official class, had as its
inevitable punctuation the record of his attempts to gain office and their
results. Tu Fu at first sought to take the examination route to office. He
probably first took the examinations in the mid-7g0s, when he was
twenty-three or twenty-four.® Though he was perhaps a candidate from
the capital prefecture, the prestigious provenance proved to be of no
avail. He was unsuccessful, perhaps (following a hint in a later poem) the
only one from the capital prefecture to fail that year.” The question of
why he failed has consumed much ink because the candidate is Tu Fu,
later to be so esteemed for his literary achievements. It may be, however,
that one need look no farther for a cause than his having omitted to
cultivate his connections in the capital.®! Tu Fu next took the examin-
ations some ten years later, in 747, again unsuccessfully. This time the
cause is known to have been the chief minister Li Lin-fu, who, notorious

biographical information, copiously supported by quotations from the poems, are listed
year by year in Tu Fu nien-p’u. This work also lists under its annual headings the poems
known to have been written in that year or judged by the editors to be consistent with
composition in that year.

4. Tu Shen-yen'’s biographies are in Chiu T’ang shu 190A.4999—-5000 and Hsin T'ang shu
201.5735—0.Chiu T'ang shu places Tu Shen-yen and Tu Fu in separate chapters, whereas
Hsin T’ang shu places Tu Fu’s biography after his grandfather’s. For a summary of the
scholarship concerning the ancestry and family of Tu Fu, see Hung, Tu Fu, pp. 16—20,
and his Notes, pp. 13—22.

5. Many issues connected with Tu Fu’s life are much controverted, but they are only briefly
mentioned in this summary of his life. For a careful reconsideration of such issues as the
composition of Tu Fu’s family, the dates of his examinations, and the dates of the
rhapsodies offered to the emperor, see Ch’en Wen-hua, Tu Fu chuan-chi T’ang Sung tzu-
liao k’ao-pien (hereafter T'ang Sung tzu-liao k’'ac), pp. 1—120.

6. The exact date of Tu Fu’s first attempt to pass the examinations is not known, four dates
having been suggested by commentators (734, 735, 736, and 737). Hung argues for
736 (Tu Fu, p. 27, and Notes, p. 25), whereas Ch’en Wen-hua prefers 735 (T’ang Sung
tzu-liao k’ao, pp. 55—66).

7. William Hung quotes the line “Alone I went to make my farewells” from “Wanderings
of My Prime” and suggests that “alone” means that the other prefectural candidates had
all passed (Tu Fu, p. 28). He also speculates that Tu Fu entered as a candidate from
Ch’ang-an rather than Lo-yang, the prefecture to which his home village of Yen-shih
belonged.

8. See, for example, the sensible discussion in Li Ju-lun, “Lo-ti-shih yii Tu Fu lo-ti” EE
BB %, in his Tu shik lun kao, pp. 89-94.
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already for the small number of men passed during his years, this time

passed no one at all.? It was Tu Fu’s second and last attempt.

Four years later, in 751, Tu Fu made an attempt to obtain a post by
applying directly, so to speak, to the emperor. He presented a set of
rhapsodies ( fu) through an extra-examination avenue whereby if a sub-
mission caught the imperial attention a literary office might follow.!* For
a brief moment, “the emperor marveled at his talent,”! but after the
initial flurry of hope, this too came to nothing. A second attempt to gain
the notice of the throne in 754 and a third, possibly in the following
year, were received with complete silence. It was not until the very eve of
the rebellion that Tu Fu succeeded in obtaining a position, a low-
ranking sinecure in the heir apparent’s establishment. Before taking up
this position, Tu Fu made a journey to Feng-hsien County, some miles
northeast of Ch’ang-an, where he had recently settled his family. It was
while he was at Feng-hsien that events overtook him. An Lu-shan began
his revolt, and the rapid advance of the rebel forces meant that Tu Fu
never took up this first post that had been won after such a length of
time.

The nature of his struggle for a livelihood changed with the onset of
the rebellion, and with the passage of years it grew more desperate. But
this was to become apparent only gradually. Initially Tu Fu did well out
of the rebellion, for, a few months after it began, a demonstration of
loyalty brought him the office at the emperor’s court that he had so
ardently sought. Shortly after the onset of the rebellion, apparently with
his family now resettled in another village, Tu Fu had set out with the
intention of joining the emperor in exile. His next poems show him to
be in rebel-held Ch’ang-an, but when he was able to slip away from there,
he made his way to the emperor’s court in exile rather than going back
to his family. For this act of loyalty in a perilous time, Tu Fu was rewarded
with the first position he actually held, Commissioner of the Right.’? It
was in this office that he witnessed the imperial recovery of Ch’ang-an
half a year later (in the ninth month of 757), and it was this office that
he held for some months at the court of a recovered Ch’ang-an. Thus in
its first year and a half, the rebellion produced for Tu Fu a post in the

9. This according to Yuan Chieh'’s testimony. Yuan Chieh too was failed in this round. He
memorably explained Li Lin-fu’s manipulation of the examination results in his “An
Account for a Friend” Mi &, Chiian T'ang wen, chiian 383.

10. The system is described in Chiu T'ang shu 43.414; Hsin T'ang shu 4'7.2; translated, des
Rotours, Examens, pp. 143—6. See also Hung, Tu Fu, p. 677, and McMullen, State and
Scholars in T’ang China, p. 138.

11. & Z. So said Chiu T’ang shu 190C.5054 and Hsin T'ang shu 201.5763. Tu Fu gives
his own account in “Wanderings of My Prime,” lines 57--8, and in “Don’t Doubt Me,”

n —7-
12. lllf'uishz?;wz # #538; see des Rotours, Fonctionnaires, 1:187.
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central bureaucracy and also a chance personally to witness dramatic
and historic events from a central vantage point. A natural expectation
of a quick victory and a return to normalcy seem to have guided Tu Fu’s
actions, and indeed initially events seemed to bear out such hopes.

This possibly heady tenure at court did not last long. Tu Fu seems to
have been unsuited for the rigors of political life. Early in 758, as the
result of a larger political quarrel at court, he was exiled to a provincial
post at Hua-chou, a town which lay between Ch’ang-an and the T’ung
Pass. After about a year in Hua-chou, Tu Fu seems to have decided
to take his family out of the Central Plains, where battles still raged. We
do know that in 759 he and his family left the Central Plains for Ch’in-
chou in the far west, and that from there they went on to Szechuan
Province in the southwest. It was, in the event, a permanent departure.
Although in the eleven years remaining to him Tu Fu never ceased to
make plans to return to the capital area, he was to die on a tributary of
the Yangtze River.

From the time of his departure from the Central Plains, Tu Fu’s
fortunes gradually but steadily declined. He was in Szechuan Province
for five years, the latter part of his stay apparently prolonged by the
patronage of a younger friend, Yen Wu, governor of Szechuan, whom he
had first met at court in Ch’ang-an. Yen was a dependable patron, it
seems,'® for the Szechuan years — the Thatched Hut years — were rela-
tively serene. Tu Fu left Szechuan, however, about the time of Yen Wu’s
death in 766, for reasons he does not mention in his surviving poems.
The remaining four years of his life were spent in the river towns of the
Yangtze, moving by stages downriver, in increasingly poor health. His
longest stay was in K'uei-chou (766—8), where he purchased a farm with
the help of another patron and where two years of a settled life produced
the great poems of his last years. Then Tu Fu left K’'uei-chou, again for
reasons not stated or hinted at in his poems. The movements of his final
two years seemed to be dictated by the search for a patron, a search that
became quite desperate as ill luck dogged his tracks. One patron he
sought at Heng-chou, on the Hsiang tributary of the Yangtze, had just

13. So one must suppose. There is much speculation concerning the relationship between
Tu Fu and Yen Wu. A number of strange anecdotes about it are reported in Yen Wu'’s
biographies (Chiu T’ang shu 117.3395—6 and Hsin T ang shu 129.4484) aswell asin Tu
Fu’s biographies. For example, Tu Fu is said to have sat on the end of Yen Wu’s bed
and taunted him; Yen Wu is said to have tried to kill Tu Fu and in fact to have killed
one of his own father’s wives. Plausible explanations of these episodes have been
difficult to compose. The numerous suggestions that have been hazarded are
discussed in Hung, Notes, pp. 93—5, and in Ch’en Wen-hua, T ang Sung tzu-liao k'ao, pp.
147—74 . One must suppose that some complex relationship existed between the two
men that could not be conveyed by the usual biographical anecdotes; hence the
inexplicable stories.
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been transferred to T’an-chou downriver, where in any case he soon
died. At the same time, a local rebellion broke out in T’an-chou, and so
Tu Fu wavered, adrift between Heng-chou and T’an-chou, with no re-
liable news and no prospects. Finally he made plans to go on with his
family to Pin-chou, where an uncle was an official. This turned out to be
the last journey Tu Fu undertook. Heavy rains turned him back and, at
T’an-chou once again, Tu Fu died.

With Tu Fu’s death, the record, which is derived entirely from
references in his poetry, ends. One wonders about the fate of the family
left in such straits upon the death of its head, about his wife and
children, who had, as he repeatedly wrote, followed him about in
their refugee life. Fan Huang, who collected 290 poems of Tu Fu’s
for an edition shortly after Tu Fu’s death, mentions that two sons,
Tsung-wen and Tsung-wu, were then living in the Chiang-ling area (near
Tung-ting Lake). Some years later, a son, probably Tsung-wen, was
employed in a prefectural office in Kueilin. A grandson reappears in
history, still in Chiang-ling, with a request to Yuan Chen (779-851) for
a grave inscription for Tu Fu. His request, made in 813, is the last
historical trace of Tu Fu’s descendents. Self-proclaimed descendants
continued to surface periodically. In the twelfth century, the grandson of
one Tu Hsin-lao produced a family genealogy that showed him to be a
thirteenth-generation descendant of Tu Fu’s. In the twentieth century,
scholars in the adventurous early years of archaeological and anthropo-
logical fieldwork met villagers near Lo-yang who claimed descent from
the poet.!

Recounted in this way, Tu Fu’s life makes sorry reading. Exuberance,
however, and even gaiety thread through his life. A simple change of
focus to the periods between the failed examinations and the frequent
moves uncovers some extended periods of contentment. Tu Fu’s per-
egrinations have defined the periods into which his life falls, and his
poetry has supplied the phrases that sum up the pleasures of each of the
periods of contentment. The poet’s characterizations have guided com-
mentators in their understanding of his life and are used in the account
that follows.

14. For the information about the sons, see Fan Huang’s “Preface to Tu kung-pu hsiao-chi,”
in Tu Fu chiian, 1:7. For the son employed near Kuei-lin, see Hung, Tu Fu, p. 282, and
Notes, pp. 115. Yuan Chen’s grave inscription for Tu Fuis in Tu Fu chiian, 1:14—15. On
the twelfth-century claims to descent from Tu Fu, see Wang Lich’i, “Chi Tu Fu yu hou
yi Chiangching” in Ts'ao-t’ang 2,2 (1981), 62—4. This article by Wang is in part a
compliment to an old school friend, surnamed Tu, of the author’s, and the author
accepts the claim of descent out of regional loyalty. For the villagers near Lo-yang who
claimed in 1931 their descent from the poet, see Cheng Te-k’un’s account of a field
trip in Yenching Journal of Chinese Studies, Suppl. No. 1 (1932), 8g—go.
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In later life, Tu Fu often recalled the past, especially his youth, with
great fondness and pride. We learn that in the years before his first
attempt at the examinations, Tu Fu traveled in the region around the
lower Yangtze. The memory of his itinerary was still fresh twenty years
later, when he wrote “Wanderings of My Prime,” lovingly recalling the
many historical sites he had visited (lines 15—34). One may guess that his
travels are an extension of the progress of the promising and confident
youth that he portrayed himself to have been. After his first unsuccessful
try at the examinations came four more years of traveling (-746—40), still
quite carefree in spirits. This time he traveled in the northeast (“I
roamed about in Ch’i and Chao / Fine furs and spirited horses”). When
in old age he took a spill from a horse, he good-humoredly compared it
to his sure horsemanship as a young man, saying drink had made him
forget the passage of years.!? The travels in Ch’i and Chao were followed
by four years in and about Lo-yang, during which time he also played a
role in clan affairs in his home village of Yen-shih. A happy time for Tu
Fu (“Eight or nine years in lively freedom”),!6 this is now best known as
the period during which he met the poet Li Po (744) and undertook
several excursions with him and Kao Shih. With his failure at the exam-
inations of 747, supervised by Li Lin-fu, Tu Fu began a decade of living
in Ch’ang-an. His prospects became increasingly dismal as the years
passed (“Grey-haired, doltishly offering toasts”).!” Nonetheless, in later
years Tu Fu always recalled the brilliance of the capital in those years and
the brio of the company he kept.

The next interludes of peacefulness came after the rebellion or, more
exactly, after Tu Fu had left the Central Plains. Five years in Szechuan
(760-5) and two years in the river town of K'uei-chou in the Yangtze
Gorges (766-8) offered some long periods of respite from war. In the
comparative safety of the self-sufficient region of Szechuan, near the city
of Ch’eng-tu, Tu Fu built, with the help of generous local officials, a
thatched hut, and around this dwelling he planted a veritable woods —
more than one hundred peach saplings, special bamboo from Mount
Tzu-yen, specimens of the local shade trees, pine saplings, numerous
types of fruit trees, and later a plot of medicinal plants.!® Backed by a
stream, within view of mountains, the Thatched Hut provided a com-
paratively peaceful three years out of the five Tu Fu lived in Szechuan
Province. (It is at its putative site that the complex of grounds and

15. “Drunk, I fell from horseback; some friends came to see me, bringing wine,” 215/14/
2.

16. “Wanderings of My Prime” (169/12/7), lines 51. “Lively freedom” is Hung’s inspired
translation (p. 181) of k'uaivyi HE.

17. Ibid., line 62.

18. See Tu Fu nienp'u, p. 125.
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buildings known as Tu Fu’s Thatched Hut now receives tourists.) In
K’uei-chou, on the Yangtze, where Tu Fu next lived, he was able after a
year to reproduce some of the circumstances of the Thatched Hut: with
money from a patron he acquired two farms, one of which had forty mu
of orange groves, and hired some help with the farm work. He planted
vegetables and crops, raised chickens, tended the orchard, and led a
quiet life of directing farm chores and going into town for light socializ-
ing. Here, as in Ch’eng-tu, a briefly held office in the city proved only
occasionally onerous.

In the Troubles,” Tu Fu’s role was by and large passive, that of an
average person (of the educated class) for whom mere survival required
much planning, especially in wartime. Before 755, he was unlucky in his
search for an official position, and afterward he was chiefly occupied
with keeping his family together, getting them out of harm’s way, and
also with finding a source of support for himself and his family amid the
disruptions of wartime. Even though state and sovereign were never
absent from his thoughts and government service remained his most
constant wish, in his lifetime Tu Fu found no scope for action in an area
larger than his own life and his family. It is perhaps no use asking why.
Tu Fu’s life was probably typical of that of many men in the lower levels
of the T"ang elite, who obtained a livelihood by a combination of family
landholdings, patronage, and friendships (and perhaps literary com-
missions) and whose lives were punctuated by largely unsuccessful at-
tempts to secure or retain an official post. Already under the T’ang
dynasty, the supply of educated men far outran the demand for them;
the T’ang tien notes that in Emperor Hsuan-tsung’s k’ai-yuan era, “one
out of one hundred” passed the advanced, chin-shih examination. In this
respect, Tu Fu’s life, as pieced together from the poems, provides an
unusual glimpse of the life of a member of the official class. Without the
compensations and prestige of office, such a life was far from secure,
and, moreover, the next generations tended to disappear from the
historical record. At the same time, however, given an exemption from
taxes and corvée, patronage and kindnesses often proved sufficient. The
vast number of others at this level, being undistinguished by literary
achievement, left no trace of themselves. These others were likely not
less deserving than Tu Fu. Although much sympathy has been focused
on him, he quite possibly did not endure more hardships than did
others of the elite during those dark years.

Viewed in this perspective, Tu Fu is an unlikely candidate for the
adulation of posterity. But the ability of later ages to recover, by means

19. For the An Lu-shan rebellion and its widespread consequences, I use David Hawkes’s
fine adoption of the term “the Troubles.” See Hawkes, A Little Primer of Tu Fu, p. 81.
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