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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems (Lecture seventeen)
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By Professor Yeh Chia-ying

(Continued from issue #631) Last time, a friend in the audience asked
me whether the line in the thirteenth poem, “The sober and the drunk
laugh at each other, / Not understanding each other’s words,” could
be interpreted as the poet being unable to understand either the sober
or the drunk. I don’t think that’s the case. In this context, ‘the sober’
serves as a metaphor for the views of worldly people. Such individuals
are often concerned with calculating gains and losses, weighing benefits
and harms, and scheming for promotion and wealth. In their eyes,
this makes them appear sober and intelligent. On the other hand, ‘the
drunk’ symbolizes those who are innocent and live according to their
nature and inspiration.

Tao Yuanming’s poem “Drinking Alone on Rainy Days” captures
this idea well. In the poem, he writes, “Nothing surpasses following
one’s genuine nature.” By ‘following,” he means allowing—he allowed
himself to follow his pure and true nature as he journeyed through
life. This is something that those who carefully calculate benefits and
harms, gains and losses, cannot understand. Since these two types of
people have fundamentally different perspectives on life, they walk
different paths. As a result, they are unable to understand each other
in conversation. As I mentioned before, Tao Yuanming used this
metaphor to express his inner conflict and emotions.

Today, we will go over the fourteenth poem. Let me read it to you
first.

Old acquaintances who appreciated my taste, / Arrived with wine
kettles in hand. | Sat on the ground with paved grass under a pine tree, /
Became drunk again after being served wine a few times. / Fatherly elders
spoke randomly, / The order of wine-serving was a mess. | Unaware there is
a self, | Much less other things to cherish! / Lost in the place of rest, at ease,
/ We savor the deep flavor of wine!

Many of the wine-drinking poems we've read by Tao Yuanming are
actually about life, not drinking. In fact, some of these poems don’t
mention wine at all. Among the twenty poems in this collection, this is
the only one that explicitly talks about drinking. In Tao’s poetry, there
are different scenarios involving wine; one is drinking alone.
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