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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems: Lecture Fifteen
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English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team

When discussing the poem that says, “In the past, [ went on a long
Jjourney that took me right up to a cove of the East China Sea,” 1 said that
Tao Yuanming was probably an official under Huanxuan (f627, 369-
404) and Liuyu (ZI[#4, 363-422). At that time, they had not rebelled
yet.

However, he quickly discovered that those warlords intended to
rebel, because it was during an era full of rebellions that lacked moral
standards. So, it was referred to as ‘at odds with the times’ — he had
not encountered a good era in which he could realize his ideals. In such
troubled times, he could only resign like Zhang Changgong (54,
Zhagn Zhi of Western Han Dynasty).“ He (Changgong) secluded himself
at home, never venturing out again, and kept aloof from the worlds affairs
till the end of his days.”

“Zhongli ({F¥R) returned to the great marsh, where he was revered for
his lofty character.” In the Book of Later Han: Biographies of Confucian
Scholars, it states, “YangLun (#5f#), formally named Zhongli (ff3),
was an educational and cultural official in his county. His ideals were
different from those in his time so he resigned from his job. The county

tried to recruit him again as an official, but he declined. Instead, he
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became a teacher at the great marsh. He had more than a thousand
disciples.” Yang Zhongli was an official, but his ideals, at that
time, were not the same as other officials, so he decided to resign
from his job. He became a teacher at the great marsh instead.

What does ‘great marsh’ mean? It means the wilderness as
opposed to the city. Many people believed that Zhongli was very
knowledgeable, and they were willing to study under him. That is
why he had more than one thousand students. The government
summoned him three times for his service; however, he did not
get along well with other government officials because of his
straightforward character, frank speech and occasionally, offensive
admonitions. [Therefore, he resigned] and later he no longer went
out to assume any government postions ever again. We should
also note that there are records in history that Tao Yuanming was
also conscripted by the imperial government, but he wouldn’t go.
Therefore, Tao Yuanming, Zhang Changgong, and Yang Zhongli
had similar life experiences: they were unwilling to sell their ideals
short to cater to those officially in power. They exhibited very
noble behavior and can stand as role models for future generations.

Some people think satisfying their desires is the greatest
meaning of life. However, not all people think this way, some
believe that there must be something higher than physical desire
and enjoyment. The latter type of people may be in the minority,
but there have been such people throughout history. Why does
Tao Yuanming like to write about ancient people? Why does he
like to write about Yanhui, Rong Qigqi, Zhang Changgong, and
Yang Zhongli? It is because of this reason.

All humans have weaknesses, even those as exemplary as Tao
Yuanming. After Tao Yuanming resigned and returned to his farm,
he paid the price by with standing hard work, hunger, and cold.
He once said, “My only regret is not having neighbors such as the two
Zhongs (), nor a wife such as Lai5(3%).” (Letter to My Son, Tao
Yan (Ff#). His neighbors and wife could not understand him;
his son was very young, and didn’t study hard. He needed to be
understood and supported.

Where was the power to support Tao Yuanming? (It came

from the wise words of) those ancient lofty people. He said before,

“How do I comfort my soul? Luckily for me — I have many ancient

worthies! ”(In Praise of Impoverished Gentlemen). When you feel

that darkness shrouds you, (the words and examples) of those

historical figures can bring you light, inspiring you to persevere.
£ To be continued



