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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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His poems are like paintings,
and his paintings, poetic

— Wang Wei
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Lecture by the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on May 9, 1987

English Translation by Frank Liu
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Wang Wei’s first name was Wei, and his courtesy name was Mojie, given that
he liked to recite the Weimojie Sutra (Vimalakirti Sutra). He was born in a
Buddhist family during the Tang Dynasty, in Hedong, Shanxi Province. His
mother was a devout Buddhist who sincerely upheld the precepts and practiced
meditation. After his mother passed away, he donated his family’s property to
a temple. Influenced by his Buddhist upbringing, he sincerely believed in the
Buddha.

At age five, he had already mastered writing and Chinese traditional
painting. His paintings were exceptionally vivid. If you looked at them closely,
they appeared to be a chaotic mess of black lines; but when you looked at them
from a distance, you can see wondrous mountains and beautiful valleys come
alive on the paper. When later generations talked about him, they said: “Reading
his poems is like appreciating a painting and appreciating his paintings is like
reading a poem.”

In his middle age, his wife passed away and he did not remarry. In his old
age, he became vegetarian and recited the Buddha’s name while practicing Chan
meditation. He lived a very simple life, and made frequent offerings of various
necessities and vegetarian meals to the Sangha. At Great Master Shenhui’s
request, he wrote an inscription for a stone monument in commemoration of
the Sixth Patriarch. We can tell that Wang Wei was a dedicated Buddhist with a
deep understanding of Buddhism.

On the other hand, he lacked loyalty to his country. During the An-Shi

rebellion, as a subject, Wang Wei should have followed when the emperor fled
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the capital to Sichuan province, but he failed to do so. He was not a very
good friend either. When his best friend, Meng Haoran (who was also a
famous poet), came to visit him, he should have recommended him to
Emperor Ming of Tang, but he did not. Before he passed away at the age of
61, he asked for a brush and wrote a letter of farewell to his relatives and
friends. Wang Wei left behind, as his legacy, the Wangchuan Collection,
which since then has circulated throughout the world.

Commentary:

In this world, we are like chess players; sometimes we win, sometimes we
lose. If we win, it is because we have done many good deeds in the past; if we
lose, it is because we have committed many evils.

‘Wang Mojie was a layperson born into a deeply devoted Buddhist family
from Wangchuan, in the Hedong area of Shanxi Province. Why was he born
in a deeply devoted Buddhist family? Because of his past affinities with the
Buddha. In his previous lives, he had planted good seeds which had ripened
in this one. But he was jealous of those who appeared more capable than he
was, so he didn’t always conduct himself in a proper manner. For example, he
sometimes failed to show respect to his elders and subordinates, and failed to
recruit or recommend talented candidates. When the An-Shi Rebellion broke
out, lacking moral character and unwilling to compromise his safety for that
of others, he ran away from his responsibilities and went into hiding. In these
situations he showed a lack of wisdom.

His name was Wang Wei, and he was given the courtesy name of Mojie,
because he liked the Vimalakirti Sutra (also called the Weimojie Sutra). Because
his parents supported him in his education, he was able to acquire great skill
in writing at a very young age. Having been raised in an environment where
he was constantly immersed in the Buddhadharma, he naturally became a
devout Buddhist.

He was good at traditional Chinese landscape painting, also known as
ink-wash painting. His paintings appeared very poetic; in every painting a
poem could be read. It was hard to differentiate his poems from his paintings.
If you examined them closely, they looked like a chaotic mess of black lines;
but when you looked at them from a distance, you could see the wondrous
mountains and beautiful valleys come alive on the paper. His paintings were
exceptionally vivid. When you analyzed them in detail, you saw their soaring
spirit. When later generations talked about his paintings and poetry, they
said: “Reading his poems is like appreciating a painting and appreciating his
paintings is like reading a poem.” As a result of receiving such recognition, he
might have become a little arrogant.

Although his poems were well-written and his paintings were excellent,
as a prime minister, he failed to govern the country well, and thus give An
Lushan and Shi Siming a chance to rise in rebellion, plunging the country into
turmoil. The rebellions of An and Shi are indicative of Wang having more of

fame than wisdom.
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