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Li Po and Tu Fu (Z A 5% )
J. P. Seaton PG

1 Li Po, the legend, was eight feet tall. Born in the year 701, he was, in early manhood, perhaps a
knight errant, perhaps a brigand. He was initiated by a Taoist mystic, = married for money, and
was invited to Ch’ang-an, the capital of the world’s brightest empire in that empire’s brightest
moment. He was to become its poet laureate, a laureate who drank, rode to the hunt with princes
and ministers, and appeared at court, at the imperial command, to dash off masterpieces—or did
not appear, instead informing the Brilliant Emperor that he, the God of Wine, could not be
bothered to leave his tavern.
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A wild man, he suffered exile for ten years after forcing the chief imperial eunuch, among the

most powerful and most corrupt men in the realm, to remove his street-soiled boots. In 757, during
the unsuccessful rebellion of the Turkish general An Lu-shan, Li Po supported the attempt of
Prince Yung to overthrow his brother, by then the legitimate successor to the Brilliant Emperor
under the title Su-tsung. In the aftermath, Li Po was reprieved from a death sentence and spent his

last years in exile again. In 762, drunk, he was drowned when he tried to embrace the image of the

moon in the water, or perhaps his own image in the image of the moon. Beyond facts, beyond
legend, he was a man who wrote resounding heroic poems, whimsically humorous poems, and
personal lyrics of a gently authentic delicacy unrivaled in his time, or any other. This was the spirit
of poetry incarnate.
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2 Tu Fu, Li Po’s junior by eleven years, sprang from a good, but not a wealthy, family. An early
and lifelong student of the Classics and the classic arts, he was no mere pedant, and he bragged in
several of his poems of his horsemanship and his prowess at the hunt. Though poetry was his life,
official service in the imperial government — the ideal of the ethical Confucian as well as the
pinnacle of worldly success in the T ang period — attracted him strongly. He tried and tried again
to pass the imperial civil service examinations. Compromising himself, he took, and passed, a
second special examination, overseen by the most powerful and most corrupt official of the

imperial court.
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3 He was then appointed, certainly with gleeful irony, to a police position, which he refused.
During the An Lu-shan rebellion, he spent a period of captivity among the rebels. After escaping,
he finally achieved a responsible position in the new emperor’s government-in-exile, only to find
himself censured and threatened with death for nothing more than honesty. He went into more or
less self-imposed exile with the family he treasured and raised as best he could through all this
turmoil.
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He found some satisfaction in retirement, and some in later service in the provincial government.
Tu Fu was an earthbound man, but one who struggled to produce a body of soaring poetry, poetry
of love, honesty, and suffering, pointedly written in all the most difficult poetic forms of the period.
It achieved for him, long after his death in 770, equal ranking with Li Po as China’s greatest poet.
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4 The two poets were bound together, too, by a love of poetry and, though they express it so
differently, by a monumental love of life. When their paths crossed, for less than two years in the
740s, a friendship was formed that has lasted, in the hearts of lovers of Chinese poetry, for twelve
hundred years. It was a legendary friendship, immortal. It matters little that in real life the
friendship may have been almost wholly one-sided. Tu Fu idolized the older poet; he drank wine,
went riding, traveled, and passed on the story of Li Po’s prowess as a bibber even as he
complimented the spontaneity of his verse: “Li Po? Give him a jugful and he’ll produce a hundred
poems. ”
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In later life, Tu Fu clearly saw Li Po as the embodiment of the spirit of poetry and the spirit of
freedom itself, a bird caught in the net of the world. Li Po mocked the younger man’s seriousness,
his dedication to the disciplines of form. And if, as some scholars argue, the poem in which he
does so is indeed a later forgery, it would only serve to prove the legendary nature of the



friendship. These two great men, these two great spirits, did meet, and the rest of us know they
must have loved one another.
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Li Po is in all men and women: the spirit of freedom, the genius of spontaneity, the power of
creation as an imitation of God. Tu Fu, too, is in all men and women: the love of life, the love of
all humankind, the passionate acceptance of the responsibility, the willing embrace of the
disciplines that responsibility requires. The man Li Po was not always free, and the man Tu Fu
was capable of ease, even frivolity; the legends are purer than either and more than both.
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