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Abstract  Feng Zhi 馮至 (1905–93) was not only one of the founders of 
German Studies in China, but he also was an important scholar of the Tang 
dynasty poet, Du Fu 杜甫 (712–70). The present essay attempts to analyze Feng 
Zhi’s “coming of age” by using Du Fu as a case study for the dialogue between 
the modern and Western-educated intellectuals on the one hand, and the 
twentieth-century political and nativist movements of China on the other. Feng’s 
admiration for Du Fu prompted him to write a biography for this precursor poet, 
this “Sage in Poetry” (shisheng 詩聖), which was not only a record of his life, 
but also a mirror that reflects Feng’s own spiritual transformation from a student 
of Western romanticism, individualism, and existentialism, to, in his own words, 
a “mouthpiece of the people.” 
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Introduction 

Feng Zhi 馮至 (1905–93) was one of the founders of German Studies and a 
leading authority on Johann von Wolfgang Goethe (1749–1832) in China. He 
was also a much beloved poet, famed for having transplanted the European 
sonnet onto Chinese soil. The present essay explores an often-neglected aspect of 
Feng Zhi’s lyricism, namely his relationship with the classical Chinese lyrical 
tradition. His sonnets were inspired not only by European poetry, but also by 
classical Chinese poetry, both in terms of meter and imagery. His admiration for 
the Tang dynasty poet, Du Fu 杜甫  (712–70), prompted him to write a 
biography for this precursor poet, this “Sage in Poetry” (shisheng 詩聖), which 
was not only a record of his life, but also a mirror that reflects Feng’s own 
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spiritual transformation from a student of Western romanticism, individualism, 
and existentialism, to, in his own words, a “mouthpiece of the people.” The 
present essay thus attempts to analyze Feng Zhi’s “coming of age” by using Du 
Fu as a case study for the dialogue between the modern and Western-educated 
intellectuals on the one hand, and the twentieth-century political and nativist 
movements of China on the other. 

I 

Let us begin with Feng Zhi’s “sonnet,” entitled “Du Fu” (杜甫): 
 
你在荒村裏忍受饑腸  You suffered from hunger in a desolate village; 
你常常想到死填溝壑   You often thought of your corpse being 
      dumped into a ditch. 
你卻不斷地唱著哀歌   Yet, you kept singing elegies, 
爲了人間壯美的淪亡   For the fall of the grand beauty of the world. 
 
戰場上健兒的死傷   The casualties of warriors in the battlefields; 
天邊有明星的隕落   The falling of bright stars from the sky; 
萬匹馬隨著浮雲消沒   The disappearance of thousands of horses with 
 floating clouds— 
你一生是他們的祭享   Your life has been offered to them as sacrifice. 
 
你的貧窮在閃爍發光   Your poverty is sparkling and shining 
像一件聖者的爛衣裳   Like a saint’s worn-out garment. 
就是一絲一縷在人間   Even its bits and pieces scattered in the world. 
 
也有無窮的神的力量   Have inexhaustible divine power. 
一切冠蓋在它的光前   All the crowns, facing its light, 
只照出來可憐的形象   See only their pitiful reflections!1 
 

This is the twelfth poem in the Collection of Sonnets (Shisi hang ji), an anthology 
published in 1942, representing the Germanistik scholar Feng Zhi’s effort to 
create a new lyric form for modern China by imbuing a classical European genre 

                                                               
1 This poem was originally published as Feng Zhi, “Du Fu,” in the Wenyi yuekan 11 (June 16, 
1941). When it was collected in the first edition of the Collection of Sonnets (Shisi hang ji, 
Guilin: Mingri chubanshe, 1942), the title was replaced by a serial number. Regardless, this 
later edition still notes that “You” in this poem refers to “Du Fu.” All translations are my own, 
except otherwise indicated. 
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with modern Chinese literary language and nativist sentiments. What merits our 
special attention is that this poem is the only one that is related to a Chinese 
classical poet among the anthology’s twenty-seven sonnets. In the six poems that 
thematically center on people, the name of Du Fu, the “Sage of Poetry” (shisheng 
詩聖), appears together with modern Chinese and Western elites, Cai Yuanpei 
(1868–1940) and Lu Xun (1881–1936), Goethe, Van Gogh (1853–1890), as well 
as a nameless soldier. This heterogeneous arrangement reveals some important 
details about Feng Zhi’s spiritual life: namely, his cultural identity of being both 
a poet and a specialist of German Studies, his versatility both in Chinese and 
foreign cultures, and his education at Peking University when Cai Yuanpei was 
not only the university’s president, but also one of the Feng’s spiritual mentors. 

The Collection of Sonnets was composed in the early 1940s, and Feng Zhi’s 
encounter with Du Fu can be traced back to the early years of the Anti-Japanese 
War at the latest.2 In January 1938, Feng Zhi wrote in the second poem of the 
“Four Quatrains Written in Jiangxi” (Ganzhong jueju sishou 贛中絕句四首) a set 
of classical-style verses: 

 
攜妻抱女流離日   Never before have I hit the road with my wife and 
       daughters, running from war, 
始信少陵字字真   I believed that every word in Du Fu’s poems is true.            
未解詩中盡血淚   Not seeing that they are filled with tears and blood, 
十年佯作太平人   I had feigned, for ten years, to be a man living in peace.3 
                   

Feng Zhi’s enthusiasm for Du Fu persists throughout his entire life. As late as 
the 1970s, he wrote a poem entitled “Seeking Distractions” (Ziqian 自遣) to 
express his regrets that were elicited by reading Du Fu’s poems: 

 
早年感慨恕中晚   In my youth I shared sentiments with Mid- 
      and Late Tang poets; 
壯歲流離愛少陵   In my prime years of seeking sanctuary I began to 
       love Du Fu. 
工力此生多浪費  I fear that I have wasted most of my efforts in life,  

                                                               
2 The first time that Feng Zhi mentions his love for Du Fu’s poems appears in a letter he wrote 
to Yang Hui 楊晦 in September 1924. Feng Zhi said in the letter: “Recently I have ardently 
fallen for two books that were rarely read before, one is The Poems of Du Fu, and the other 
one is Records of the Grand Historian. As for foreign works, I have been reading Goethe’s 
plays and Heine’s travel books, word for word.” See Feng Zhi quanji, 12: 19. Feng Zhi’s 
“puppy love” for Du Fu did not appear to last very long, however, for he does not mention 
much of Du Fu in his later letters. 
3 Feng Zhi quanji, 2:192. 
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何曾一語創新聲   For I have never created any new tunes.4 
 

In his later years, Feng Zhi once again emotionally recalled his special 
encounter with Du Fu: 

 
In 1937, the Anti-Japanese War broke out. Tongji University was moved 
inland… I took a Japanese edition of the Selected Poems of Du Fu with me. 
I kept reading it along the way and found it more and more fascinating. 
Seeking a sanctuary myself, I deeply resonated with Du Fu’s lines like “the 
rebellion of the east Huns (Xiongnu) has not been subdued; / this is why my 
indignation is so fierce.” Later, I went to Kunming, and taught German in 
the Southwest Association University. In my spare time, I paid much 
attention to Chinese literature. Someday in a bookshop I happened to obtain 
a book of Du Fu’s poems annotated by Qiu Zhao’ao. I read the book from 
beginning to end with great earnestness. From then on I developed my own 
view on Du Fu… My preparation work [for the biography of Du Fu] took 
me four or five years… and then grounded on this; by the time I began to 
write Biography of Du Fu, the year was already 1947.5 
 

Feng Zhi’s experiences in the war drew him closer to Du Fu. The fact that his 
preparation took four or five years is not only of academic significance, but also 
renders the work, to a great extent, beyond mere reflections upon war. The 
completion of the Biography of Du Fu (Du Fu zhuan) could be seen as a major 
milestone in Feng Zhi’s coming to spiritual maturity. As he later explains, in a 
more academic situation, his spiritual connection with Du Fu was the result of a 
long journey: 

 
In our youthful period, we often keep a respectful distance from great 
historical personalities. As an enthusiast of literature and art, I tended to like 
those people who were less great, but whose emotions I could relate to. Ever 
since I came to middle age, my experiences of this world have accumulated, 
and I have gradually come to understand the “greatness” of the great men 
that have withstood the tests of time and history. In my youth I personally 
liked the poetry of the late Tang dynasty, nineteenth-century European 
Romanticism, and early twentieth-century works, such as Rilke. But since 
the Anti-Japanese War, I firstly began to feel closer to Du Fu, and then to 
Goethe. I absorbed much spiritual nutrition from them…. In the forty years 
that have passed since then, I have set their works aside for long periods, 

                                                               
4 Ibid., 2:206. 
5 Feng Zhi, “Da Wenshi zhishi bianji wen,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 5:234. 
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but every time I picked their works from the bookshelf and read them, it has 
felt like a reunion with an old friend, and I have always found something 
new in these old friends.6 
 

Feng Zhi’s experience in a time of war is an important reason for his 
approaching Du Fu, but it does not explain everything. Feng Zhi, like Du Fu, had 
to wander from one place to another, and eventually followed Du Fu’s ways of 
directly facing the sufferings of his private life, as well as the sufferings of the 
nation. However, the above recollections of Feng Zhi tell us that, even when 
there was no war, Feng Zhi would still be drawn to Du Fu, for at that time he was 
waiting for a turning point to surpass his decade-long “Rilke Period” and reach 
his spiritual maturity. 

Feng Zhi’s standard of measuring his spiritual maturity is the distance between 
him and “great men”—that is, Du Fu and Goethe. The attitude of keeping away 
or staying at a respectful distance from great men is not only a mark of his 
“youthful period,” but an important factor that, to a great extent, influenced Feng 
Zhi’s choices of books and conversation partners. It is in this sense that Feng Zhi 
regards his preference to poetry of late Tang dynasty, European Romantic writers, 
and to a certain extent even Rilke, as preclude or preparation of his infatuation 
with Du Fu and Goethe. Thus Feng Zhi’s love of Du Fu is not only an aesthetic 
choice based on personal preference, but also a spiritual choice, a choice of life.  

We may ask then, how did Du Fu come to represent Feng Zhi’s ideal, to the 
extent that he was elevated to stand side by side with Goethe as the greatest 
writers? And to what extent did Feng Zhi’s choice of Du Fu a result from his own 
inner need, and not from repeating a literary historical consensus? From the 
middle years of 1940s to early years of 1960s, Feng Zhi published many articles 
on Du Fu. Here I will discuss two of them written before the Biography of Du Fu. 
One is “Du Fu and Our Time” (“Du Fu he women de shidai”), published in 1945, 
and the other is “How Should I Write a Biography,” or “In What Way Should I 
Write a Biography” (“Wo xiang zenyang xie yibu zhuanji”), published in 1946.7 

“Du Fu and Our Time” explicitly speaks of Du Fu’s significance for Feng Zhi. 
For Feng Zhi, the modern attitude of “approaching Du Fu humbly” is obviously 
different from the way one might approach the more sentimental poems of the 
past, such as the lyric songs of Li Yu 李煜 (937–78), Li Qingzhao 李清照 
(1084–1151), or Nalan Xingde 納蘭性德 (1655–85). The latter kind of poetry 

                                                               
6 Feng Zhi, “Gede yu Du Fu,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 8:174–75. 
7 “Du Fu he women de shidai,” originally published in the Zhongyang ribao (Kunming), July 
22, 1945. The original date of publication of “Wo xiang zenyang xie yibu zhuanji” is not clear. 
It was later re-published in the literary weekly of Jingshi ribao 經世日報, August 18, 1946. It 
is now included in the Feng Zhi quanji, 4:106–10, 112–15. 
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provides solace when people “are caught in the struggles of political power or in 
the relationships with the opposite sex, and fall into melancholy.” In contrast, Du 
Fu, to a great extent, is a “friend” for the reader to share “happiness and sorrow,” 
as well as a “teacher” from whom readers can draw much inspiration and power. 

More specifically, according to Feng Zhi, the common people of the warlord 
period who were dissatisfied with the incessant fighting would happily identify 
with pacifist works like the “Song of War Chariots” (Bingche xing 兵車行),8 
while the left-wing intellectuals of the time would become enraged at the fact 
that “the portals of the rich reek of flesh and wine, while frozen bodies lie by the 
roadside” 朱門酒肉臭，路有凍死骨.9 Since all of the people from this time 
suffered greatly from the Anti-Japanese War, either directly or indirectly, if they 
were to read Du Fu’s poems about the An Lushan Rebellion, they would 
immediately identify with them. They would realize that Du Fu’s writing “is true 
in every word”—be it with regard to the heavy burden of impressment and 
military service, the frequency levying taxes, or one’s personal distress and 
sufferings. The people of this time should be able to sympathize with Du Fu’s 
feelings.  

Hence, according to Feng Zhi, Du Fu’s poems belong to both his time, as well 
as to “our time.” He declares: “We read these famous poems and lines, and find 
Du Fu is not only the mouthpiece of the people in the Tang dynasty, but also the 
mouthpiece of us, the modern people.” Or even, the reason that “Chinese culture 
has stagnated for the last millennium,” is because the “Neo-Confucianism of the 
Song, the Han School [of philological scholarship] of the early Qing, and the 
‘Spiritual Literature’ of the late Ming” has had nothing to do with the suffering of 
the common people. Du Fu, however, represents another tradition, one in which 
poetry is closely associated with society, politics, and everyday ethics. In this 
sense, “we need Du Fu, just as we need a friend to speak of our sufferings on our 
own behalf.”10  

However, Du Fu’s significance for Feng Zhi was even more profound than this, 
for he was not only a friend in adversity, but also an exceptional teacher. The 
reason that Du Fu was different from other great Tang dynasty poets like Wang 
Wei 王維 (701?–61) or Li Bai 李白 (701–62)—all contemporaries—mainly 
rests, according to Feng Zhi, in the fact that Du Fu could help readers who have 
endured great tribulations to understand that “there is no carefreeness, there is 
only persistence: persistence about our natural surroundings, and persistence 

                                                               
8 Du Fu, “Bingche xing,” in Qiu Zhaoao, Du shi xiangzhu, 2:113–17. 
9 Du Fu, “Zi Jing zhi Fengxian xian yonghuai wubaizi” 自京至奉先縣詠懷五百字, in Du shi 
xiangzhu, 4:270. 
10 “Du Fu he women de shidai,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 4:108. 
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about our human lives.”11 Therefore, as Feng Zhi remarks, this aspect of Du Fu 
is more meaningful for the modern Chinese who are regrettably in want of the 
spirit of persistence.  

Feng Zhi especially admired Du Fu’s great courage, walking steadfast on his 
own path despite his dire destitution and existential quandaries. Feng Zhi asks: 
“Is there any poet in the history of China similar to Du Fu, who wrote many 
traveling poems when he was on his way from Qinzhou to Chengdu, with a short 
sojourn at Tonggu, that make people ‘realize that beyond the Five Paramounts,/ 
there are yet higher mountains?’” Feng Zhi further asks: “Is there any poet in the 
history of China that, like Du Fu, has the ability to integrate the whole picture of 
his time into his poems written around Tianbao years [especially the years of the 
An Lushan Rebellion] and after he went to Kuizhou?”12 

Feng Zhi’s respect for Du Fu stemmed, on the one hand, from Feng Zhi’s 
perceived similarity between his and Du Fu’s time. On the other hand, Feng Zhi’s 
attitude toward Du Fu echoes with his audacity and persistence in life, an attitude 
which is also evident in his story, Wu Zixu 伍子胥, a modernist novella on a hero 
from the Spring and Autumn period. Feng Zhi claims: “Our time is probably 
harder than Du Fu’s time. To deal with hardship, half-heartedness and deception 
are of no use; detachment and carefreeness are also of no use. Only the persistent 
spirit can conquer it. This spirit is now what we earnestly need.”13 This spirit, to 
put it briefly, has “no carefreeness; only persistence.”  

It is not difficult to understand Feng Zhi’s “persistence.” His transcendence of 
Romanticism and later his encounter with Rilke had, to a great extent, 
determined his spiritual undertone. Here, he is just emphasizing and confirming 
his spiritual choices that were made after a long time of preparation. Rereading 
Du Fu in a time of warfare finally precipitates Feng Zhi’s spiritual 
transformation. 

Furthermore, being “the mouthpiece of the people” is an important new 
element in Feng Zhi’s spiritual transformation, meriting our special attention. It 
was neither a simple response to any political ideological propaganda, nor a 
response to his contemporaries’ calling, but a re-connection with Chinese 
tradition. Du Fu’s constant worry about the suffering of the common people—his 
own suffering and his lack of political influence notwithstanding—represents a 
genuine Confucian spirit that Feng Zhi came to hold highly.  

From a poet who adored individualism and existentialism in the period of the 
Sunken Bell Society (Chen zhong she 沉鍾社),14 a poet who, in his Collection of 

                                                               
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 4:107–10. 
14 The name refers to the German writer Gerhart Hauptmann’s play Die versunkene Glocke 
(1896). 
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Sonnets period, attempted to accommodate “the whole universe” in his “tiny 
heart,” to a poet who was determined to be “the mouthpiece of the people,” one 
can see a great transformation in Feng Zhi’s spiritual life. It indicates Feng Zhi’s 
transformation from a sentimentalist to an experimentalist poet, but also, in a 
psychological sense, suggests his inclination from a subjective to an objective 
world. More importantly, Feng Zhi became well aware of the political nature of 
his individual existence. Since then, the relationship between the individual and 
the people, and the relationship between the individual with certain political 
bodies, has become a recurring theme in the poet’s life. 

II 

Paradoxically, though Feng Zhi intended to depict Du Fu as a political poet, he 
once hoped, during the writing of Biography of Du Fu, to do so with a 
“scientific” and academic attitude. In the opening paragraph of “How Should I 
Write a Biography,” Feng Zhi writes:  

 
For over four or five years, I have had a burning desire in my heart, namely, 
to know more about Du Fu as a person…. His secret is like the secret of 
nature: as much as the nature scientists endeavor to explain nature, a literary 
researcher should endeavor to lift the curtain [from the poet].15  
 

Obviously, the “scientific” attitude stated above is not only contradictory to Feng 
Zhi’s desire to know more about the “secrets” of Du Fu’s life, but also adds 
extraordinary features to Feng Zhi’s research. As I shall demonstrate below, this 
aspiration to “take the works of a poet as an integrative and organic whole in the 
research,”16 on the one hand, separates Feng Zhi from other researchers of Du 
Fu in 1930s to 1940s, such as the poet and scholar Wen Yiduo (1899–1946), on 
the other hand, the objectivity of “explaining Du Fu by Du Fu’s poems” that 
Feng Zhi pursued appears to have been at odds with the prevailing dogma of 
class struggle. The latter becomes clear if we compare Feng Zhi’s Biography of 
Du Fu with Li Bai and Du Fu by Guo Moruo (1892–1978), the foremost leftist 
writer of the time. 

First, Feng Zhi’s Biography of Du Fu may have been inspired by Wen Yiduo’s 
Du Fu (1938), but is also different in important ways. Qian Zhixi 錢志熙 made 
the following comparison of the two books:  

 

                                                               
15 Feng Zhi quanji, 4:111. 
16 Ibid. 



ZHANG Hui 624

Feng Zhi’s Biography of Du Fu on the one hand inherits the spirit of Wen 
Yiduo, and on the other hand it also reflects upon Wen’s writing style, 
purpose, procedure, and so forth. Wen Yiduo is passionate. He daringly sets 
free his wild imagination and uses extravagant and fictive descriptions. 
Since he is doing so as a poet, his biography, Du Fu, and his poem, Li Bai: 
The Poet, are essentially the same. Feng Zhi, though an excellent poet and a 
witty novelist himself, takes the position of a historian, instead of a poet or a 
novelist, and writes the biography with a clear historical consciousness.17 
 

The statement aptly sums up the different writing styles of these two works. 
However, both authors were aware of the distance between their narratives and 
historical truth. While Wen Yiduo boldly declared that his Du Fu aimed to 
convey “the ‘Sage of Poetry’ in my own imagination,” 18  Feng Zhi, who 
attempted to construct a less interpretive Du Fu by scientific methods, also noted 
the paradox between “poetry and truth,” and acknowledged that “I dare not to say 
I have captured the true Du Fu.”19 

The biography of Du Fu written by Wen Yiduo is based on his scholarly work, 
the Annotated and Compiled Chronicles of Du Fu (Shaoling xiansheng nianpu 
huijian 少陵先生年譜會箋).20 In the biography, however, Wen leaves out many 
significant political and historical details of Du Fu’s time and focuses solely on 
Du Fu’s literary legacy, which he eulogizes in romantic terms as “the most 
splendid, the most magnificent, and the most enduring glory in the Chinese 
culture of four thousand years.”21 It is a fragmentary and passionate manuscript 
that was left unfinished, but opens infinite space for poetry. 

Comparatively speaking, Feng Zhi’s Du Fu is more political. Some scholars 
accurately pointed out that “compared with Du Fu’s artistic pursuit, Feng Zhi is 
inclined to Du Fu’s political passion in his evaluation of Du Fu’s 
achievements”— in fact, “he always put the latter at the fore.”22 This inclination 
has been more clearly demonstrated in the version of this biography serialized in 
Literature Magazine (Wenxue zazhi) from 1947–48, and later with a changed title 
Biography of the Patriotic Poet Du Fu (Aiguo shiren Du Fu zhuan) published in 
New Observation (Xin guancha) in 1951. Feng’s political motivations manifest 
not only in the description of Du Fu as a “patriotic poet,” but also in the Marxist 
socioeconomic theory that he uses to analyze Tang society. He also relates Du 
Fu’s individual experiences with the changes that were occurring in society and 
                                                               
17 Qian Zhixi, “Shixue yishi yu shenmei jingshen de ronghe,” 433. 
18 Wen Yiduo, “Du Fu,” in Wen Yiduo quanji, 3:144. 
19 Feng Zhi, “Wo xiang zenyang xie yibu zhuanji,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 4:114. 
20 Wen Yiduo, “Shaoling xiansheng nianpu huijian,” in Wen Yiduo quanji, 3:45–99. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Chen Shen, “Feng Zhi xiansheng de Du Fu yanjiu,” in Feng Zhi yu ta de shijie, 425. 
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politics. He even adopts a chapter title with an overt ideological judgment: 
“Waiting on the Emperor or Going to the People” (“Shifeng huangdi yu zouxiang 
renmin”), showing his own ethical values, that a “great poet” must be a poet of 
the people. Similar to the title, Biography of the Patriotic Poet Du Fu, published 
in New Observation, the title of his other article on Du Fu published in Chinese 
Youth (Zhongguo qingnian) was “Du Fu: A Poet Who Loves the People and His 
Country” (“Ai renmin ai guojia de shiren Du Fu”). 

The ideological persuasion that contributed to Feng Zhi’s admiration of Du Fu 
is more clearly revealed in his judgment of Li Bai, which is also quite different 
from that of Wen Yiduo. Wen Yiduo acknowledges that, in terms of moral 
character, Du Fu was superior to Li Bai, and it is in this sense that he declares, 
“in one thousand years there has been only one Du Fu.”23 Wen Yiduo still values 
the difference of disposition between Li Bai and Du Fu, however, Feng Zhi’s 
judgment of Li and Du is somewhat different. Like Wen Yiduo, he attributes a 
“problematic” episode in Du Fu’s life—namely his pursuit of immortality—to Li 
Bai’s influence. Furthermore, he makes the following comparisons between the 
two poets: 

 
Wandering and seeking immortality were important engagements in Li Bai’s 
life… Li Bai’s life was romantic, but also individualistic and isolated from 
the common people. Li Bai rebelled against all the worldly orders. In 
pursuit of his own freedom, he despised ancient sage kings like Yao and 
Shun, as well as moral sages like Confucius. He said that he would not 
“stoop and bow” before the men in power, for it would “deny myself a 
happy hour.” His poetry made great progress toward liberation in 
comparison to those poets that would sing the praises to the ruling classes, 
but this progress only remained at the stage of individualist romanticism.24 
 

Clearly, Feng Zhi endorses the significance of Du Fu’s being “the mouthpiece of 
the people” at the expense of Li Bai. It cannot be simply summarized as 
“suppressing Li Bai to elevate Du Fu.” In fact, at that time Feng Zhi did not only 
disapprove of the “individualistic romanticism” of Li Bai, but was also critical of 
some apolitical poems by Du Fu. 

“Two Verses on the Qu River” (Qujiang ershou 曲江二首) and “Drinking by 
the Qu River” (Qujiang duijiu 曲江對酒 ) are among the most critically 
acclaimed poems of Du Fu. Feng Zhi, however, disapproved, claiming them to 
be superfluous and not having shown enough care to common people’s 
grievances. As he declared: 
                                                               
23 Wen Yiduo, “Du Fu,” in Wen Yiduo quanji, 3:146. 
24 Feng Zhi, “Du Fu Zhuan,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 6:32–33. 
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In the late spring weather of shedding flowers, he only concluded a vulgar 
philosophy:  

細推物理須行樂  Investigating the way of the universe guides me 
                  to the principle that life is about enjoyment; 
何用浮名絆此身  Why should I bind myself to chase superfluous 
                  fame?25 

There are couplets like: 
穿花蛺蝶深深見   Butterflies are seen through the depth of flowers; 
點水蜻蜓款款飛   Dragonflies fly softly while tapping the water.26 

Or: 
桃花細逐楊花落   Fine peach blossoms chase catkins to fall; 
黃鳥時兼白鳥飛   Occasionally yellow birds fly with white ones.27 

These are written spontaneously, with nature as the main object. They are 
good poems for a mediocre Tang poet, but appear shallow when put against 
the other magnificent and serious poems of Du Fu. As for lines like: 
 

何時詔此金錢會   When will [His Majesty] shower his officials 
                  with gifts and banquets again? 
暫醉佳人錦瑟旁  For a while let me get drunk by the side of a 
                  beauty plucking a decorated harp.28 

The content is really vulgar, especially when it was written at the time when 
the two capitals had just been recovered, the forces of the barbarians were 
still rampant, and the inflation in Chang’an was rising day by day. 
 

If Feng Zhi was not trying to assign unfair blame to an ancient poet, at the very 
least such criticisms were stamped with the dominant ideology of his time. 
Measured by the standard of politics, these poems “expressing the author’s mind 
elicited by natural scenery”29 appear indeed to express an “unbearable lightness” 
in Du Fu’s works. 

Turning to the “Eight Verses of Autumn Meditations” (Qiuxing bashou 秋興八

首), one can see that this is not an isolated example. This group of poems has 
been traditionally regarded as the greatest work of Du Fu, a masterpiece invested 
with “great talent and strong character, sublime in style and magnificent in 
prosody, enough to look down at the whole literary realm like a tiger walking 

                                                               
25 Du Fu, “Qujiang ershou,” in Du shi xiangzhu, 447. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 449. 
28 Ibid., 451. 
29 See the comment by Huang Sheng cited in the annotations to “Qujiang duijiu,” in ibid., 450. 
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triumphantly through all ages.”30 It is also “the work that gathered the whole 
energy and mind of Du Fu’s life.”31 But, despite these words of praise, the 
opinions of Feng Zhi tended to differ. In his view, “Autumn Meditations” and 
other similarly well-crafted poems exemplified Du Fu’s fault of “being fastidious 
about sound, and strenuous for a witty word.” 

As a serious scholar and an excellent lyric poet, Feng Zhi’s disapproval of Du 
Fu for his perfection in technical style merits our careful consideration. One 
factor is perhaps a sensitivity in Feng Zhi deriving from his earlier preference for 
the sentimental late Tang poetry and German Romanticism. But more importantly, 
Feng Zhi wanted to establish a poetic conception that, because the greatest poet 
must be the spokesman of his time—“the mouthpiece of the people”—he should 
not be satisfied with mere “romanticism”; he should not “be detached from the 
people” or fall into the abyss of “individualism.” 

Feng Zhi declares that his knowledge of Du Fu’s life and historical 
background derives from his own reading of the whole corpus of the poet and, in 
turn, his interpretation of Du Fu’s one thousand and four hundred poems 
according to his derived understanding of the poet. Despite the potentially 
problematic circular exegetical methodology, he claims that his methodology is 
“scientific” in using Du Fu’s poetry as empirical evidences of the poet’s life and 
his social and political environments. He considers his method to be the only 
legitimate and necessary way to accurately understand Du Fu. 

Feng Zhi does not explain why this might be the case. Maybe for him the 
rationale was self-evident, for it represents a return to the Chinese hermeneutical 
tradition, as he explains in his article, “On Du Fu’s Poetry and Its Reception” 
(“Lun Du shi he ta de zaoyu”), published in 1962: 

    
Unlike the narrative and lyric poems in Ancient Greece, ancient Chinese 
poetry was closely related to social life and historical transformations, only 
occasionally mixing with narrative poems. These two traditions are radically 
different. As for the natural objects such as bird, beast, and plant, they are 
used mostly for implicit and explicit analogies (bixing), instead of being the 
thematic matter of the poem, as is attested by many of the works in The 
Book of Odes and The Lyrics of Chu. The common practice of presenting or 
citing an ode to express one’s own emotions or thoughts in the Spring and 
Autumn Period, such as in the case of Prince Jizha 季劄 going to Lu and 
interpreting the political situations of the various states through the 
performance of their music, all attest to the political role that the Odes 
played at that time. Hence, Confucius generalized the role of the Odes as 

                                                               
30 See the comment by Hao Chuyun, cited in Yang Lun, Du shi jingquan, 649. 
31 See the comment by Huang Sheng in Du shi xiangzhu, 1485. 
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being “to stimulate, to observe [customs], to associate, and to complain” 
(Analects 17.9). Later when Mencius read the Odes, he also advocated that 
the reader should “know the person and analyze his age” (Mencius 5B.17). 
Since then, [these two principles] have become the standards for literary 
appreciation and criticism alike.32  
 

This ethical exegetical principle greatly differs from the Western 
hermeneutical tradition with which Feng Zhi was familiar, which also might 
explain why his “Du Fu” differs from that of Wen Yiduo. Indeed, Feng Zhi’s 
Biography of Du Fu develops with a focus on “the political role” that Du Fu’s 
poems played. Behind the stories of the poet’s traveling and seeking of sanctuary, 
Feng Zhi is concerned most about Du Fu’s political survival and the relationship 
of Du Fu’s poetry with the people and his historical time. Therefore, in general, 
he does not draw attention to the poems that are “not related to current affairs and 
emotionally neutral,” especially those that do not conform to the standards of 
“poetic teaching” (shijiao 詩教 ). This is not because Feng Zhi does not 
understand the artistic value of these poems; he just follows his own logic in 
doing so. We may even assert that Feng Zhi was torn between the political 
features and the artistic appeal of Du Fu’s poems, and could not make a definite 
judgment as to which is more important.  

Ultimately, Feng Zhi’s intention was not to deny Du Fu’s greatness by 
relegating some works as being “lesser.” On the contrary, he was elevating those 
poems with heavier political contents to a higher position. He was doing so to 
“correct” the “lopsided” view of Du Fu’s poetry since the Tang dynasty, which 
has primarily focused upon the artistry and aesthetics, and also to emphasize the 
poet’s “affinity to the people” as shown in his poems. The latter point, at least as 
Feng declares, was his original intention in writing Biography of Du Fu and the 
foundation of his evaluation of Du Fu throughout his life. Therefore, Feng Zhi’s 
view of Du Fu is vastly different from the aesthetic appreciation of Wen Yiduo 
and the class analysis of Guo Moruo.33  

According to Feng Zhi, Du Fu, like all great poets, has always been 
misunderstood. Feng Zhi was especially concerned with the poems that were 
“most connected to the ordinary people” while retaining originality. Neglecting 
these poems thus represents the “hatred” of an “unhealthy tradition,” as opposed 
to “the fine tradition” that Du Fu inherited, namely the tradition of the Book of 
Odes and Han Music Bureau poetry—verses that were allegedly collected from 
the people, observing the suffering of the people. This “unhealthy”—that is, 

                                                               
32 Feng Zhi quanji, 6:176. 
33 See “Du Fu zhuan chongban shuoming,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 6.5; cf. also explanations in 
“Wo yu Zhongguo gudian wenxue,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 5:235–36. 
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elitist—tradition holds poets who attain high ranks in the government as their 
representatives, such as Wang Wei. According to this standard, Sikong Tu 司空圖 
(837–908) denounced the mid-Tang poets, Yuan Zhen 元稹 (779–831) and Bai 
Juyi 白居易 (772–846) as “rich city merchants” (dushi hao gu 都市豪賈), while 
the early Song literatus, Yang Yi 楊億 (974–1020), called Du Fu a “village 
pedant” (cunfuzi 村夫子).34  

In his chapter, “Waiting on the Emperor or Going to the People,” Feng Zhi 
analyzes the famous series of poems known as the “Three Poems on the 
Officials” (Sanli 三吏) and the “Three Poems on Separation” (Sanbie 三別).35 
He argues that, in writing these poems, Du Fu “as a poet who loves the people 
and his nation, is torn between [his loyalty to] the people and the government.”36 
In his last chapter, entitled “Tragic Ending” (Beiju de jieju), Feng Zhi appears to 
finally disclose his true intention. He points out that Du Fu’s whole life was an 
inevitable tragedy; he lived in a time when the “feudal rulers” only regarded the 
poet as an amusement or a pass-time, as a decoration of their governance, and 
would never put up with the poet’s being the mouthpiece of the people. “He 
whose poetry rings the voice of the people would see his life threatened by 
coldness and hunger.”37  

Rather than saying that Feng Zhi crowns Du Fu as “the poet of the people,” it 
might be better to say that Feng Zhi comprehends the irreconcilable contradiction 
between a great poet of the people and that of an authoritarian state—or put more 
simple, the contradiction between poetry and politics. In this sense, the 
concluding paragraph of Biography of Du Fu is overly optimistic, if not in vain: 
“Today, everything is different from the past. In the New China, there will be 
more poets of the people, but they will not repeat Du Fu’s fate or his tragic 
ending.”38 

Is this really so? Subsequent history gave Feng Zhi an unequivocal answer. 
Feng Zhi’s Biography of Du Fu has always attracted the attention of scholars 
specialized in classical Chinese literature, including Xia Chengtao 夏承燾 
(1900–1986), Guo Moruo, and Cheng Qianfan 程千帆 (1913–2000).39 It has 
                                                               
34 “Du shi he ta de zaoyu,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 6:189–90. 
35 The “Three Poems on the Officials” include “Xin’an li” 新安吏, “Shihao li” 石壕吏, and 
“Tongguan li” 潼關吏; and the “Three Poems on Separation” include “Xinhun bie” 新婚別, 
“Chuilao bie” 垂老別, and “Wujia bie” 無家別. See Du shi xiangzhu, 7:523–40. 
36 “Du Fu zhuan,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 6:75. 
37 Ibid., 6:154. 
38 Ibid. 
39 See Xia Chengtao, “Du Aiguo shiren Du Fu zhuan,” in Feng Zhi yu ta de shijie, 391–98 
(Xia’s article was posthumously published based on a manuscript); Guo Moruo, Li Bai yu Du 
Fu—Feng Zhi’s name was mentioned only once in this book, but Guo cited often from Feng 
Zhi’s Biography of Du Fu and criticized his views; Cheng Qianfan, “Du Feng Zhi xiansheng 
‘Du Fu zhuan,’” in Gushi kaosuo, 175–82. 



ZHANG Hui 630

been both censured and praised, but all acknowledge its value. It is partly 
because writing a biography of the “Sage of Poetry” is in itself a noteworthy 
endeavor, and also partly because the author was an excellent poet of his own 
merit who happened to be a Germanistik scholar, instead of a specialist in 
Chinese studies.  

Importantly, Feng Zhi’s biography of Du Fu was written at an important 
turning point in the history of modern China, as well as in the individual life of 
Feng Zhi. In 1940s, around the time of his writing of the Biography of Du Fu, 
Feng Zhi finished his magnum opus, the Collection of Sonnets (written in 1941) 
and Wu Zixu (written in 1942–43), as well as an important academic monograph, 
the Discourse on Goethe (Gede lunshu, written in 1941–47). This complex 
context of Feng Zhi’s composing Biography of Du Fu requires us to understand 
the work against a profounder and broader background, rather than focusing on 
the work alone, or only in the context of Chinese literature.  

If the Collection of Sonnets reveals the spiritual aspect of “a lone man facing a 
universe,” then Wu Zixu unfolds another transformation in the life of Feng Zhi: in 
his own words, “persisting while in stagnation; overcoming while in downfall.”40 
The former is the poet’s individual self-opening to the “greater self” of the 
universe, while the latter expresses Feng Zhi’s reflections about the current 
political reality—that is, that every man must shoulder the responsibility for the 
destiny of both his family and his nation. In a certain sense, the appeal of being 
“given a tiny heart/and a huge universe” (Collection of Sonnets, no. 22) is a 
philosophical quest, while the inquiry of how an individual should “shoulder the 
duty that everyone should shoulder,”41 could be seen as a political philosophy 
disguised in a literary context. 

III 

From Biography of Du Fu in the late 1940s, to the memorial essay 
commemorating Du Fu’s 1250th anniversary featured in the People’s Daily, to 
several research articles about Du Fu that were written during this period, the 
spiritual transformation of Feng Zhi is evident through his changing 
understanding of Du Fu. 

A short essay published in a special issue of the People’s Daily, July 2nd, 1949, 
articulates Feng Zhi’s feelings after he participated in the First National 
Conference of the Representatives of Literature and Art. In it he declares to have 
“blended” into the people: 

                                                               
40 Feng Zhi, “Wu Zixu houji,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 3:425. 
41 Ibid., 3:426. 
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I, as an individual, a participant in this conference, have never felt such a 
deep sense of responsibility before: every word that I write will, later in my 
life, make me responsible for society, just like every brick is responsible for 
the whole building. This is a new kind of gravity that has never been so 
clear to me before: now facing the people, I should wash off all the 
narrow-minded habits of intellectuals. At this time I hear a clarion call that 
has never been so loud before: “the Needs of the People!” If the People 
need more fire, then I will be a woodchip to be thrown into the fire; if the 
People need more water, then I will be a drop of water to be blended into the 
sea. 
 

Apparently, “the Needs of the People” had become Feng Zhi’s primary concern. 
This is a self-conscious responsibility, a serious choice, and a response to the 
calling of the time.  

This same year, Feng Zhi wrote in an article for the magazine Chinese Youth 
(Zhongguo qingnian), declaring: “We praise Du Fu, because he was a poet in the 
Tang dynasty who loved the people and loved the nation.”42 Can we also infer 
that the reason why Feng Zhi felt so excited was because he finally found a sense 
of belonging, a kind of love for his own nation and his own people? 

Feng Zhi still remembered the metaphor of water dropping into the sea in 1959 
when he was editing Poems Written in the Past Ten Years (Shinian shichao). He 
says: 

  
In the ten years since the foundation of the People’s Republic, under the 
leadership of the Party, our people have accomplished extraordinary 
revolutionary deeds in transforming both society and nature. These deeds 
are unprecedented and could never be exhaustively recorded.43 In contrast, 
what I have achieved in poetry is so little, just like a drop of water 
dissolving into a boundless sea. However, people often say that a drop of 
water would dry immediately under the sun, but if it is put into the sea, it 
will never dry. I hope as a water drop I am truly in the sea, and not falling to 
the beach. I hope that in the future there will be more water drops throwing 
themselves into the magnificent surging sea [of the people].44 
 

At that time, the image of the sun might not have evoked uncanny associations. 

                                                               
42 Feng Zhi, “Ai guojia ai renmin de shiren Du Fu,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 5:349.  
43 Feng Zhi’s original term is qinzhu nanshu, a fixed phrase meaning there are too many 
crimes to be recorded down in the history books made of bamboo strips. This may be a plain 
error, if not a Freudian slip. 
44 Feng Zhi, “Shinian shichao qianyan,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 2:138. 



ZHANG Hui 632

The “water drop,” in order not evaporate “under the sun,” has to dissolve itself 
into a tumultuous sea. This is indeed an apt analogy for the grand narrative of 
Chinese politics from 1950s to 1970s. It is in this political context that Feng Zhi 
declared “it has become an urgent task for poets to keep strengthening their 
ideological content and improving their artistic form in order to create poems 
loved by the people.”45 Please note the word “task” (renwu) used here. 

In actual fact, the Collection of the Western Suburb [of Beijing] (Xijiao ji)—a 
collection of poems that were written from 1949 to 195746 and were published in 
1958—is an excellent example of Feng Zhi consciously creating “poems loved 
by the people.” Collection of the Western Suburb is divided into four parts, 
entitled “Our Western Suburb” (Women de xijiao), “My Thanks” (Wo de ganxie), 
“Handshaking” (Woshou), and “Old and New Stories” (Jiude he xinde gushi). 
Corresponding to the qualities of Du Fu’s poetry that Feng praises above, these 
poems attempt to portray the changing reality of the real lives of the people, only 
without the solemnity and gravity of suffering described in Du Fu’s poems. 
Instead, these are eulogies of the vigorous construction movement47 and the 
communication among socialist nations.48  The common people are mainly 
portrayed as model workers.49 There are narrative poems that focus on the 
contrast between the old and the new worlds for the laborers, declaring “in the 
old days, we peasants / were all Han Bo [wood choppers] / but now / there are 
none.”50 Of the fifty poems, there are at least twelve with the word “people” 
(renmin) in the title, as well as many others with closely-related terms, such as 
“laborer” (laodongzhe), “worker” (gongren), “alliance of workers and peasants” 
(gongnong lianmeng), “new people under socialism” (shehuizhuyi xinren), and so 
forth. Needless to say, at the center of the people was the Communist Party. Feng 
Zhi thus sings: “The Party is the heart of Chinese people!”51 He even declares 
that his very love toward “the people of our motherland” and “the mountains and 
rivers of our motherland” comes from “the Heart,” and “the Sun… shines on us 

                                                               
45 Ibid. 
46 Shinian shichao is reedited based on Xijiao ji, with 5 poems taken out, and 5 poems written 
in 1957 added in. See “Shinian shichao qianyan,” ibid., 2:138. 
47 Such as “Our Western Suburb,” “Singing for the Steel Factory of Anshan” (Gechang 
An’gang), “Sanmen Canyon Dam” (Sanmenxia), and the “Song of Liujia Canyon Dam” 
(Liujiaxia zhi ge). 
48 Such as “Handshaking,” “National Boundaries” (Guojie), “Beijing to Moscow Flight” 
(Beijing Mosike zhongjian de feixing), and “Budapest” (Budapeisi). 
49 Such as “To Pan Changyou” (Gei Pan Changyou), “Model Worker of the Steel Factory of 
Anshan” (An’gang laodong mofan), “Old Hero Meng Tai” (Lao yingxiong Meng Tai), “Chant 
to Zhang Mingshan” (Yong Zhang Mingshan), “The Workshop of Wang Chonglun” (Wang 
Chonglun de chejian), and “To Han Qixiang” (Gei Han Qixiang). 
50 Feng Zhi, “Hanbo kanchai,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 2:106–9. 
51 Feng Zhi, “Zai waiwen yinshuachang,” in Feng Zhi quanji, 2:47. 
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day and night.”52 
Curiously, among the fifty poems, there is again one poem entitled “Du Fu” 

(1956). This time Feng Zhi’s depiction of Du Fu has changed from the image 
portrayed in Collection of Sonnets—that is, the “saint’s worn-out garment” that 
holds divine power. Instead it is a populist image of a poet whose name passes 
from mouth to mouth, “spreads naturally on the lips of people,” and “roots 
deeply into people’s heart.”53 This image of Du Fu is consistent with Feng Zhi’s 
self-assigned task of being the mouthpiece of the people.  

If this transformation of Du Fu’s image only took the writing of a new 
biography, for Feng Zhi himself, changing from a “narrow-minded intellectual” 
to a “poet of the people” was not so simple. The stormiest time of 
twentieth-century China was about to begin, and he would see the full terror of 
“the sun.” 

The twists and turns of Feng Zhi’s life and the questions that his life and 
poetry raise are not a sign that a political poet has necessarily betrayed his 
profession. We cannot deny the tradition that Du Fu represents: a long and great 
tradition of the dialogue between poetry and politics. On the contrary, Feng Zhi’s 
experiences constantly remind us that a poet also needs political wisdom. Since, 
according to Aristotle, a true poet should speak out how the world “should be 
like,” he cannot avoid the conflicts with the real world, with the government, or 
even with the common people. He thus must learn the art of speaking as a 
political being. Otherwise, he may undergo the same dilemmas that Feng Zhi 
experienced, or even reenact “Du Fu’s tragedy,” as Feng Zhi put it. 
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