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LecTURE TEN

From the beginning of the “Drinking” series until now, Tao Yuanming
first talked about his reflections on the problems of life, and then about
his resolve to return to his farm to stay in seclusion. The poem, I build
a hut in the buman realm, indicated his mental state after he had made up
his mind to return to seclusion. The last poem that we discussed, There
are a thousand myriad ways to act, said that whenever there was a change
of regimes, many people would make foolish choices. However, he
himself was determined to emulate Master Xiahuang and Qi Liji, the
two well-known hermits who lived during the transition period between
the Qin and Han Dynasties, and chose the path of seclusion.

The following seventh and eighth poems can be put together. This
is because the first six poems relate his deliberations on the problems
that he faced and how he arrived at his resolutions, while the seventh
and eighth poems are about his lifestyle after he had returned to his
farm and the many pleasant moments that he experienced. Now, we
shall read these two poems:

Autumn chrysanthemums are lovely.

1 pick the petals covered with dewdrops,

And float them in this Carefree Drink,
Which enconrages me to leave the world.

1 drink my cup in solitude,

And when it’s empty, 1 refill it from my flask.
At sunset, everything quiets down.

Chirping birds head back to the woods.

1 whistle contentedly by the east windom,

For incidentally I have found my life again.

A green pine stands in the east garden,

115 beanty is hidden by dense vegetation.
When frost destroys all the other plants,
1ts lofty branches are then revealed.
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Bodbi Field

Awmong the other trees, it is not noticeable,

But when solitary, it is admired by all.

I lift my flask and hang it on a cold branch,
Gazing afar now and then.

Though born in the midst of dream illusion,
Why should I be bound by the mundane dust?

Have you noticed that the seventh poem begins with the autumn
chrysanthemum while the eighth poem begins with the green piner I
have said previously that Tao’s poems often use imagery as symbolic
illustrations, and the most commonly used are the chrysanthemum,
pine tree and flying birds. Here, the “autumn chrysanthemum” and
“green pine” are not merely used in a metaphoric sense; in fact they
are actual scenes that he came across. To compose his poems, he made
use of worldly objects as analogies and symbols to portray his state
of mind.

The line “Autunn chrysanthemums are lovely” means that chrysanthemum
flowers in the autumn have beautiful colors. It is not incorrect to
interpret this line as such. However, note that the character ‘se’ may
not necessarily mean ‘colors’. When you send your friend off on a
long journey, his expression at the time of parting is called ‘xing se’.
A Buddhist Sutra says, “Form itself is emptiness; emptiness itself is form.”
In the latter, ‘se’ does not only denote color; it refers to all things in
the universe that have shape and form. Therefore, the line “Awutumn
chrysanthemums are lovely” means that autumn chrysanthemums have
beautiful appearances and shapes, and this naturally includes colors. In
short, the chrysanthemum blooms are very beautiful to behold. The
character ‘jia’ means ‘good’ or ‘fine’. Everybody says that the language
used in Tao’s poems is simple and concise. He did not have to resort to
flowery language. Just with the one character jia’ the poem turns out
very well. He said, “The mountain air is lovely as the sun sets.” This
means that the mist on the mountain at sunset is spectacular when
viewed from afar. In this case, the character ia’ does not only refer to the
mist; it also alludes to the poet’s delight on encountering such beautiful
scenery. Similarly, the line “Autumn chrysanthemums are lovely” carries that
connotation. In the eyes of Tao Yuanming, the chrysanthemum flowers
are a lovely sight and are aptly described by the character ia’.

However, not only did Tao Yuanming regard the beauty of the
chrysanthemums, but he also “picked the petals covered with dewdrops.”
The character ‘yi” means ‘moisten’, so the chrysanthemum petals were
moistened with dewdrops. ‘Duo’ means ‘to pluck’ or ‘pick’. What Tao
meant was, “The autumn chrysanthemums are so lovely and that’s why

the petals? It was not for putting into a flower vase to admire. Rather, i
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I plucked a few petals covered with dewdrops.” What did he do with '
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was to “ﬂ;af them in this Carefree Drink, which encourages me to leave the world.”
The character ‘wang’ [forget’] has a level tone as well as a deflected tone.
Here, it is pronounced as ‘wang’ [‘king’] because it sounds better. As for
the character ‘fan’, we shall refer to Li Shan’s commentary in Zbao Ming’s
Literary Selections. He said that in Maok Collection of Songs, there are two
lines that state: “It is not that I don’t have wine to drown my sorrow, nor
that I have no place to seek for pleasure.” This is referring to the first
stanza of “The Cypress Wood Boat” [Book of Songs: The Airs from the
State Bei] that reads: “The ¢ypress wood boat is floundering on the river | In the
wafke of a strong current | It disturbs me so much that I find it hard to sleep | As
if 1 am tormented by some great affliction. | It is not that I don’t have wine to drown
my sorrow | Nor that 1 have no place to seek for pleasure”” It is explained in
Mao’s Collection of Songs that this stanza refers to a learned gentleman of
good character who was not appointed by the imperial court but instead
was bullied by others, and hence felt that he was badly betrayed. This
gentleman said, “My mind is uneasy just like a boat of cypress wood
floating on the water. Every night, when everyone is asleep, I am still
wide-awake and unable to rest. My soul is suffering deeply.”” He also said,
“It is not that I don’t have any wine to drink, nor that I have nowhere
to go for pleasure to relieve my suffering,”

Why did Tao mention wine? It’s because the Chinese believe that wine
can help people to forget their worries. For example, consider these two
lines in Cao Cao’s poem, .4 Fast Song: “What can help me to dispel my
worries? Nothing but the wine Du Kang.*“ ‘Du Kang’ is the name of a
person. Itis said that he was the one who invented the process of making
wine. That’s why his name was often used to represent wine. When
a person is drunk, he is oblivious of all his worries. So what did Tao
Yuanming mean when he said, “And float them in this Carefree Drinf’? The
character ‘fan’ means to float on water. What does ‘ci’ allude to? It refers
to the lovely chrysanthemum flowers. This means that he plucked some
chrysanthemum petals that were wet with dewdrops and sprinkled them
on his wine. This is also an ancient Chinese custom. On the ninth day of
the ninth lunar month, the ancient Chinese would put chrysanthemum
petals into their wine and drink it together. Chrysanthemums start
blooming in the ninth lunar month and that’s why in some places in
northern China, chrysanthemums are also called ‘Ninth Flowers.” It is
said that drinking ninth flower wine on the ninth day of the ninth lunar
month promotes longevity. This is because the pronunciation of the
character ‘nine’ [jiu] is identical to that of ‘long’ [jiu].

$50'To be continued
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