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Today, we won’t dwell on the whys and wherefores of Wang Guowei
because it is a really complex affair. However, after having researched
on Wang Guowel, I realized that when a scholar with high ideals gets
embroiled in the quagmire of politics, it is truly a bitter thing that is
hard to endure. However, in a similar situation, Tao Yuanming reacted
differently because he was able to ‘seize the opportunity while the
candle was still burning brightly’. In other words, he was able to see the
situation very clearly and did not make the wrong move right from the
very beginning, Tao Yuanming was different from Wang Guowei because
he was much wiser.

The ‘wisdom’ that I am talking about here is not the same as ‘intelligence’
or ‘cleverness’. Some people react to situations very fast. That is only
intelligence, not wisdom. Sometimes, intelligence is very superficial as
in ‘clever people become victims of their own cleverness’. If you think
that you are being very clever by trying to excel in all that you do, that
may not actually be a good thing. It is only with wisdom that a person
is able to avoid making wrong decisions. Very early on, Tao Yuanming
had already chosen to be a farmer. Farming was a laborious job: one was
constantly exposed to the elements and had to work with one’s hands
and feet; and one had to endure hunger and cold at times. However, that
was a wise decision to make because he did not get himself involved in
the political upheaval during the Jin-Song transition. Rather, he lived a
peaceful life on his farm.

The reason so many Chinese poets and scholars in later generations
praised Tao Yuanming was that his poems contained a wealth of life
experiences, and displayed transcendental wisdom and personal integrity.
It was not due to any sentimental or lovesick themes suffused with
superficial emotions. For example, the Southern Song poet, Xin Jiaxuan,
had praised him as such, “Having nothing to do with the dispute between
Jin and Song, he must have come before the time of Emperor Fuxi.”

[The Francolin Sky —
You should know that during the Jin-Song transition period, there

On Reading Yuanming’s Poems].

were innumerable political tussles, assassinations, military campaigns,
usurpations and treachery. In the midst of such political upheaval, many
people gave up their ideals, and many others failed to uphold their morality
and integrity. Yet in spite of the complex and confusing situation, Tao
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Yuanming was able to stay aloof. Just like the folks during the ancient
times of the Three Emperors and Five Sovereigns, he labored on his farm
and lived and worked in contentment. This is truly extraordinary. Perhaps,
you may ask, “What’s the big deal with farming?” You can compare Tao
Yuanming with Wang Guowei. Both of them had education, ideals and
moral integrity but why did one end up committing suicide by drowning
and not the other? This is where Tao Yuanming stood out differently
- “Such things happened at the end of the three dynasties, but sensible
men will not follow along heedlessly.” What makes a sensible person?
In the first poem of this series, he said: “Wise men understand these
conditions.” This is not about one’s education or intelligence, but rather
about one’s wisdom. A person who has true wisdom is able to understand
and look upon the myriad things in the universe with a clear mind instead
of being confused by immediate interests and petty gains. That’s why
only people with wisdom and understanding are able to avoid sinking in
the whitlpool of contention, and to make truly wise decisions.

Later on he says, “Treating the foolish people with contempt, I prefer
to emulate Huang and Qi.” ‘Duo duo’ refers to sounds of lamentation
and sighing. Those common people think that, by getting embroiled in
disputes and tussles, they are being very clever, capable and honorable.
In actual fact, they are really foolish and debased. Tao Yuanming said,
“I will not associate with them. I would rather emulate Huang and Qi.”
References were made to Huang and Qi on two occasions in Tao’s poems.
Who were they? They were two hermits who lived at the end of the Qin
Dpynasty. Talking about them would be an entire story in itself. During
the end of the Qin Dynasty, the whole country was in turmoil. There
were four good friends: Master Dongyuan, Qi Liji, Master Xiahuang and
Mr. Lu Li, who retreated to Mount Shang to live in seclusion during the
troubled times. As they were advanced in age and their hair and beards
were already white, they were referred to as the Four Whiteheads of
Mount Shang, Later on, when Emperor Han Gaozu had restored order
to the country, he invited them to come out of seclusion to serve as
officials and they refused.

Liu Bang’s wife was the Empress Lyu and she had a son by the name
of Liu Ying who would be the future Emperor Hui. At that time, Liu
Bang had a favorite concubine, Lady Qi, who also had a son, Ruyi, the
King of Yue. Lady Qi harbored the intention of having her own son
succeed to the throne and wanted Liu Bang to depose Crown Prince
Liu Ying, Empress Lyu was very anxious and so she went to consult
Liu Bang’s advisor, Zhang Liang, He said, “His Majesty had long heard
about the Four Whiteheads of Mount Shang and wanted to invite them
to serve the country. However, they refused. If the Crown Prince could
obtain the support of the Four Whiteheads of Mount Shang, then His
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Majesty would not depose him.” Eventually, Empress Lyu was able to
persuade the Four Whiteheads to come out of seclusion. It was because
the Chinese people believed that it was wrong to depose the elder son
in favor of the younger sibling, and also because Liu Ying was by nature
a benevolent and compassionate person, that the Four Whiteheads of
Mount Shang agreed to come out and support him. One day, when the
Emperor was having a gathering with his officials, he noticed that standing
behind the Crown Prince were four elderly gentlemen with white hair
and beards. Upon enquiring who they were, he was informed that they
were the Four Whiteheads of Mount Shang. On hearing that, Liu Bang
returned to Lady Qi’s quarters and said, “I cannot appoint your son as
the successor because the Crown Prince has already obtained the support
of such capable people. His position is firmly entrenched.”

The story that I have just told you was not elaborated further by Tao
Yuanming. The line, “I prefer to emulate Huang and Q4i,” was not related
to the fact that the Four Whiteheads came out of seclusion subsequently
to support Liu Ying, Instead, he only briefly referred to one episode, which
was during the chaotic period at the end of the Qin Dynasty, the Four
Whiteheads of Mount Shang did not involve themselves in the war and
political turmoil but retreated into seclusion at Mount Shang, Hence, 1
prefer to emulate Huang and Qi means that I want to follow the footsteps
of Master Xiahuang and Qi Liji and become a hermit like them.

However, the character, “qie”, is used here. This character is frequently
found in Tao’s poems. It has the connotation of tentativeness (“gu gie”
and “liao qie”). You should take note here. Whenever we say, “Suppose
we do things this way or that way,” what do we actually mean? Is that
the best way of doing things? No, it’s not. It’s a choice made without any
alternative. We are not able to live according to our ideals and so have to
settle for the next best thing. Then, what were Tao Yuanming’s ideals?
When I first introduced Tao Yuanming, didn’t I say that he was the type
who, “When I was young, I was strong and brave. I carried my sword and
traveled alone” [Imitations|, as well as, “My ambition extended beyond the
four seas, with widespread wings I aimed to soar afar” [Untitled Poems)?
He had the Confucian aspiration of governing the country but then he
lived in a chaotic period and encountered such political upheavals that
usually accompanied the change of dynasties. He had no way to realize
his aspirations and so the next best thing was to emulate Master Xiahuang
and Qi Liji.

Now you know, such a short poem embodies so many of his personal
experiences and innermost feelings. Not only does it express philosophical
principles, it is also full of sentiments. This is what makes Tao’s poems

so outstanding. $07To be continued
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