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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems: Lecture Sixteen

(Continued)

By Professor Yeh Chia-ying

English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team
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There are many commentaries on Tao’s poems. After these two
poems, a line from Ding Fu Bao’s commentary can also be used
as our reference. Ding quoted a passage from 7he Book of Later
Han: Biography of Su Jing, “Those beginner scholars and secular
Confucianists of the world, unable to distinguish between the drunk
and the sober, but they have commented on things in the world, and
thus have caused doubts and confusion in others....”

“Beginner scholars” refers to those who haven't fully understood
the books they read, thus they could not tell right from wrong, black
from white, but they thought themselves learned and they liked to
do research and publish their comments, using misleading words to
influence the public.

Ding Fubao said that the intention of Tao Yuanming in this
poem was similar to the meaning of the above passage. He described
it as “the drunk is not drunk, the sober is not sober. Considering

‘taking’ as soberness, it is drunk instead of sober. Taking ‘renouncing’
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as being drunk, it is soberness instead of drunk. Being sober is
drunk, being drunk is sober. Therefore the drunk and the sober
laugh at each other without mutual understanding.” These words
feel like Buddhist Sutras.

Tao Yuanming said of two kinds of people “What we take
and renounce lead to completely different states.” What did
they take and what did they renounce? The worldly fame, profit
and positions. Those who pursued fame, profit and positions
considered themselves as being sober, but actually they were really
confused; But those who renounced fame, profit and positions
like Tao Yuanming, were people who truly understood things. Do
“sober” and “drunk” mentioned by Tao Yuanming refer to drinking
wine? Obviously not. In his triple poem—DBody, Shadow and Spirit,
it is only the form that advocates “ do not refuse if you get wine”,
and the pursuit of form is the lowest. That is why he just used a
metaphor here, and the next two lines are also metaphors.

“Deliver a message to drunk guests, After sunset light up
candles.” Deliver a message”, means conveying a message for me.
“Drunk guests” refers to those who are drunk. There are two lines
in 7he Nineteen Ancient Poems: “ The day is short and the night
is long, why not light up candles and play?” It talks about those
who pursue pleasures. They think that entertaining in day is not
enough, and they want to light candles at night to continue having
some fun. It certainly advocates enjoying available pleasures.

But Tao’s poem are different from these poems, for his poems
are reflections and awakenings to the sufferings of life; but The
Nineteen Ancient Poems merely describes the painful feeling in
life—life is so shortand impermanent, and it is full of dissatisfaction,
pain and sorrow of separation and death, the future is hopeless,
therefore, let’s enjoy timely pleasures!

Tao Yuanming’s poem is different. These two lines expresses
his praise and empathy for “the drunk” in the poem. I have said
that “the drunk” does not really refer to those who are drunk from
wine. He used “the sober” and “the drunk” to describe two kinds
of people in the world: one kind of person meticulously attends
to gain and loss, profit and harm. They appear sober, but actually
they are stupid. The other kind are those who are content with
themselves, and they take delight in seeing the Way. Tao Yuanming
praised the latter, wishing to always have such kind of self-content

bliss and peace of mind by seeing the Way.
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