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The Wife Image in Du Fu’s Poetry: A Combination
of Earth Mother and Female Enchantress

Li-chuan Ou*

Abstract

Du Fu’s #1:H image of a wife in his poems is typically that of an old, thin,
tender and charitable woman who silently sacrifices herself for her family in
continual wandering and a never-ending struggle against poverty. She is
modeled after mother earth, fulfilling the expectations of a woman to be both
wife and mother. In a few poems, however, the wife is abstracted from her
normal role in society and turned into a pure sex object, as observed through
the male gaze. In these poems, which are written in the style of court poetry,
the woman is objectified as a female figure whose sensual attractiveness
arouses the poet’s primitive desires, and perhaps even feelings of erotic
pleasure—the latter of which Confucianism has always carefully endeavored
to avoid. Thus, the wife image in Du Fu’s poems is a combination of two
conflicting extremes, mother earth and female enchantress. Du Fu thus moves
between multiple gazes in his literary tradition, wherein implicit sexual
differences and observational expediencies reflect the cold reality of gender

politics.

Keywords: Du Futt:F, Tang poetry, image of wife, moonlit-night poetry H 7 &F,
court-style poetry = f& 5+

* Li-chuan Ou is an associate professor in the Department of Chinese Literature at National Taiwan
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