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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems: Lecture Sixteen

By Professor Yeh Chia-ying

English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team
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Chinese scholars are amazing. When they feel lonely, they often
look for spiritual friends among the ancients and get encouragement
and support there.

In the twelfth drinking poem I mentioned last time, Tao
Yuanming listed two ancient characters, Chang Gong (££/))and
Zhong Li (ff#), as his spiritual supporters. The poet Lu You ([
i) of the Song Dynasty also regarded Tao Yuanming as his own
spiritual supporter. Lu You in his later years also lived a very poor
life. One day his family still didn’t cook lunch after noon because
they were out of rice. His family thought he must be hungry, but he
described himself as: “How would people know that when burying
my head under the east window, that’s the time I composed a poem

with the same rhyme sequence as Yuanming’s poem about begging

for food’.”!
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Tao Yuanming insisted on taking a road different from that of
the secular, so he lived a life of toil, hunger, and cold, and wrote
poems about begging for food in his later years. He was not
ashamed of begging for food, because “the Master (Confucius) left
an instruction: Concern yourself with the Way instead of poverty”,
although when making this choice, he faced many dilemmas and
had many considerations. After making his decision, he continued
on this path firmly, “Disregarding all the frivolous talk, I prefer to
follow my heart’s dictates.”

This time we will talk about the thirteenth poem, a very

interesting poem. Let me read it first:

A guest often stays with me,

what we take and renounce lead to completely different states.
One is drunk alone all day long, another is sober all year around
The sober and the drunk laugh at each other,

not understanding each other’s words

Stupid is the one who is at a loss with himself;

intelligent is the one who is proud and knows nothing.

Pass on my words to the guest who is merrily drunk:

1 will light the candle when the sun sets.

In the era of Tao Yuanming, there were not many literary
theories, but the methods and skills shown in Tao’s poems were
multifold.

“A guest often stays with me” means that there was a person who
often lived with him. Did such a person really exist? In his poem,
he often set up a dialogue, for example, “Why can you be like
this? When the mind disengages, the place becomes remote.” As I
said, he just made up a question, and it wasn't really anyone who
asked him this question. Likewise, you don’ t have to take time
in finding out who the guest was. This poem actually expressed
Tao Yuanming’s mental contradictions, he split himself into two
persons.

He also wrote another series of poems, called “Form, shadow
and spirit,” which were also about his reflections on life, but he set
up three people to have a conversation. “Form” spoke on behalf of
the physical body, he said that life is short and everyone is going to
die. In such a short time, where shall the meaning and value of life
be placed? The answer is to enjoy pleasure when one is still alive —
“I wish you can take my words, and do not refuse the wine.”

$0To be continued
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