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The Song Poets’ Emulation of Du Fu and
Their Negotiation with Poetic History - A

Study of the “Eight Laments”

Liao, Mei-Yu
Retired Professor, Department of Chinese Literature,
National Cheng Kung University and Feng Chia University

Abstract

Du Fu excelled at portraying contemporaries through an “unconventional” style that
responded flexibly to events and often produced formal innovation. In 766 he composed
the “Eight Laments” (Ba’ai shi), poetic biographies of eminent contemporaries,
intertwining personal life-writing with reflections on dynastic rise and decline. Song poets
extended this model. Wang Yucheng, author of the Supplement to the History of the Five
Dpynasties, wrote Five Laments mourning statesmen lost in dynastic transition. Sima Guang,
compiler of the Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Governance, likewise composed Five
Laments commemorating talented men destroyed by slander. These works adapt Du Fu’s
paradigm by combining personal grief with poetic historiography. After the Southern Song
relocation, commentators elevated the “Eight Laments” as poems comparable to the Book
of Songs and Sima Qian’s encomia. This study traces Song continuations of the form,
examining shifting constructions of ruler-minister relations and the poets’ simultaneous

emulation of Du Fu and negotiation with poetic history.

Keywords: Collective Biography, Lament Genre, Emulation of Du Fu, Ruler-
minister Relations, Poetic Historiography
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