Poems by Tu Fu

All texts and translations are from The Little Primer of Tu Fu, by David Hawkes.
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On a Prospect of T‘ai-shan

How is one to describe this king of mountains?
Throughout the whole of Ch‘i and Lu one never
loses sight of its greatness. In it the Creator has
concentrated all that is numinous and beautiful. Its
northern and southern slops divide the dawn from
the dark. The layered clouds begin at the climber’s
heaving chest, and homing birds fly suddenly within
range of his straining eyes. One day | must stand on
top of its highest peak and at a single glance see all
the other mountains tiny beneath me.
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Moonlit Night

Tonight in Fu-chou my wife will be watching this
moon alone. | think with tenderness of my far-away
little ones, too young to understand about their
father in Ch*ang-an. My wife’s soft hair must be
wet from the scented night-mist, and her white arms
chilled by the cold moonlight. When shall we lean
on the open casement together and gaze at the moon
until the tears on our cheeks are dry?
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Spring Scene

The state may fall, but the hills and streams remain.
It is spring in the city: grass and leaves grow thick.
The flowers shed tears of grief for the troubled
times, and the birds seem startled, as if with the
anguish  of separation. For three months
continuously the beacon-fires have been burning. A
letter from home would be worth a fortune. My
white hair is getting so scanty from worried
scratching that soon there won’t be enough to stick
my hatpin in!
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8 F! f]{;l B Spring Night in the Imperial Chancellery
L e £ E!
T = }T@ 11' El Evening falls on palace walls shaded by flowering
E S trees, with cry of birds flying past on their way to
PP R H roost. The stars quiver as they look down on the
R FjJ KT ]E‘I*J myriad doors of the palace, and the moon’s light
FU e e £ increases as she moves into the ninefold sky.
| B8 2 Unable to sleep, | seem to hear the sound of the
<l EE 2 i bronze-clad doors opening for the audience, or
7 g IR e Al imagine the sound of bridle-bells borne upon the
R e ﬁ wind. Having a sealed memorial to submit at
i - tomorrow’s levée, | make frequent inquiries about
FE it | £ 1 Hh the progress of the night.
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11 E TR R Fl A Thinking of My Brothers on a Moonlit Night
Ny B s Travel is interrupted by the war-drums of the
W FE - T garrisons. The sound of a solitary wild goose
- == announces the coming of autumn to the frontier.
N From tonight onwards the dew will be white. The
g% (5 Tk I
- moon is that same moon which shines down on my
E| ﬂﬁ(sr SEE P birthplace. My brothers are scattered in different
. places. | have no home to tell me whether they are
E| o ’F‘ 7J J'T alive or dead. The letters we write never seem to
e L reach their destination; and it will be worse now
S |L s that we are at war once more.
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Where is the shrine of the Chancellor to be
found?—Beyond the walls of the City of Brocade,
amidst densely growing cypresses. Vivid against the
steps, the emerald grass celebrates its own spring
unseen. Beyond the trees a yellow oriole sings its
glad song unheard.

The importunate humility of those three visits
resulted in the grand strategy which shaped the
world for a generation; his services under two
reigns, both as founder and as maintainer, revealed
the true loyalty of the old courtier’s heart. That he
should have died before victory could crown his
expedition will always draw a sympathetic tear
from men of heroic stamp.
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The Guest

The waters of springtime flow north and south of
my dwelling. Only the flocks of gulls come daily to
call on me. I have not swept my flower-strewn path
for a visitor, and my wicker-gate opens the first
time today for you. Because the market is far away,
the dishes | serve you offer little variety; and
because this is a poor household, the only wine in
my jars comes from an old brewing. If you are
willing to sit and drink with my old neighbour, I
shall call to him over the fence to come and finish
off the remaining cupfuls with us.
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On Learning of the Recovery of Honan and
Hopei by the Imperial Army

To the land south of Chian-ko news is suddenly
brought of the recovery of Chi-pei. When 1 first
hear it, my gown is all wet with tears. | turn and
look round at my wife and children, and have not a
sorrow in the world. Carelessly I roll together the
volumes of verse | have been reading, almost
delirious with joy. There must be singing out loud
in full daylight: we must drink and drink! | must go
back home: the green spring shall be my
companion. | shall go at once, by way of the Pa
Gorge, through the Wu Gorge, then to Hsiang-yang,
and so, from there, on towards Loyang!
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On the Tower

Flowers near the high tower sadden the heart of the
visitor. It is at a time when the Empire is
everywhere beset by troubles that he has climbed up
to see this view. The Brocade River scene, dressed
in spring’s colours, brings a whole universe before
his eyes, whilst the floating clouds above Marble
Fort Mountain seem to unfold all time in their
mutating shapes. The Court of the Northern Star
remains unchanged. Let the marauders from the
Western Mountains cease their raiding! Even the
poor Second Ruler still has his shrine. As evening
falls | shall sing a song of Liang-fu.




22 TFI A Night at Headquarters
F FF %T 4 1‘5[ = In the clear autumn air, the wu-t‘ung trees beside the
3 b5 e 4 well in the courtyard of the Governor’s headquarters
E‘J ?’ I e 5 7 have a chilly look. I am staying alone here in the
Stk B ERIER = River City. The wax candle is burning low. Through
T J’% IFE’ i the long night distant bugles talk mournfully to
FIT = ] e 4 ﬁgé i themselves, and there is no one to watch the lovely
o e moon riding in the midst of the sky. Protracted
£y Eﬁ% T% %J ?"l :Ff'; Al turmoils have cut us off from letters, and travelling is
4] %} Bl R e difficult through the desolate frontier passes. Having
i “H= endured ten years of vexatious trials, | have perforce
LS 'ﬁ - = H moved here to roost awhile on this single peaceful
. bough.
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29 [¥] sz Night at West House
Bl [ [ (A FJ In the evening of the year nature’s forces swiftly
_ e et e s hustle out the brief daylight. Night at the world’s end
o E FEI 31—7}% HE is clear and cold after the frost and snow. The drums
= E' by I and bugles of the fifth watch sound, stirring and sad.
- e s Over the Three Gorges the luminous shape of the
= e BIE OB B R starry river trembles. In the countryside weeping
) i Fﬁ R ANai rises from a thousand homes who have learned of the
B B T o 4] 1S fighting, whilst here and there outlandish songs can
g o be heard, sung by some fisherman or woodcutter
A4 F =i . B about his work. Sleeping Dragon and Horse Leaper
ot Fg ended in the yellow dust. Idle to feel melancholy at
i FE R Y A F" - the vexations of life and the lack of news from
[ :Ff,; ¥ s friends and kinsmen!
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32 fka —F{I (S Thoughts Written While Travelling at
TN B B Night
] ;[%‘« I} & L]J By the bank where the fine grass bends in a gentle
) wind, my boat’s tall mast stands in the solitary night.
B o= 1B R The stars hang down over the great emptiness of the
B Ay level plain, and the moon bobs on the running waters
I F/ Ik of the Great River. Literature will bring me no fame.
goH Y A career is denied me by age and sickness. What do
H fil I most resemble in my aimless wanderings? A
r; = JTE T seagull drifting between earth and sky!
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