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This book examines the life, philosophy, works and influence of Tao Yuanming,
one of the most emblematic poets in ancient China. It sheds light on his lasting
poetic and spiritual significance within the Chinese cultural tradition.

The study takes a multi-faceted approach to the poet. The first part addresses the
contested scholarly questions surrounding his biography, such as his lifespan and
social position. The second part explores his life philosophy of “Spirit-Oriented
Nature” as a universal framework for human existentialism. The third part further
examines his literary concept of “non-utilitarian aesthetics”, which emphasizes the
intrinsic value of art detached from worldly pragmatism. It also analyses his poetic
practice, which is governed by the principle of naturalness and synthesizes mimetic
realism with expressive lyricism—an innovation that has earned him posthumous
recognition as the canonical model for classical Chinese poetry. The final part fo-
cuses on his literary influence, tracing the ways in which his poetic artistry shaped
poetry during the Tang and Song dynasties. It also examines how his cultural ico-
nicity extends beyond literary achievement to embody the idealized persona of the
literati in Chinese intellectual history.

This book will appeal to scholars and students of Chinese literature, poetry and
literary and cultural history.

Qian Zhixi is a Cheung Kong Scholar Chair Professor, Ministry of Education of
China, distinguished liberal art professor at the Department of Chinese Language
and Literature, Peking University, and Director of China Research Association of
Li Bai. His research focuses on Chinese poetry, Chinese literary history, thought
and culture.
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Translators’ Note

A Multidimensional Study of Tao Yuanming FEM BIZ4E adopts a triple research
approach in terms of textual research, philosophical significance and the rhetoric of
Tao’s poetry, and presents the totality of Tao Yuanming’s life, literature and thought.
In the part of Textual Research, Tao’s humble identity and the dating of his works
are rediscussed based on the old theory of his death year in the Book of Song. In the
part of Philosophical Significance, Tao’s academic experience and philosophical
thoughts are explored, revealing the philosophical significance and historical status
of his outlook on life to “make spirit the spokesman for naturalness”. In the part
of Rhetoric, the art of Tao’s ci-fu, prose and poetry is dwelled upon, uncovering
the two poetic styles of elegance and simplicity and the triple-realm of substance,
shadow and spirit in Tao’s poetry; his various poetic types are studied in the overall
picture of poetic styles of the Han and Wei dynasties; and the “inheritance” and
“creation” in his poetry are pointed out. Moreover, in the last part, an attempt is
made to provide an overview of Tao’s influence and research history, presenting
a side view of the history of ancient Chinese poetry and literature through Tao’s
reception and research. It conducts a survey of the research findings in the previous
studies of Tao Yuanming, and opens up a new perspective of related researches.
Therefore, this book is of important academic value and research significance.

Tao Yuanming P& (also known as Tao Qian F&3%, 365?—427) has come over
time to be considered as a cultural icon and one of China’s greatest poets. With his
poetic creation and profundity of philosophical musings, he has achieved a high
status and significant influence in the history of literature, thought and culture. His
literary writings and the unique aesthetic connotation have left an indelible mark in
the history of Chinese literature and the spiritual world of Chinese people.

Qian Zhixi £ L is a Cheung Kong Scholar Chair Professor, Ministry of Edu-
cation of China, distinguished liberal art professor at the Department of Chinese
Language and Literature, Peking University, Director of China Research Asso-
ciation of Li Bai, Executive Deputy Director of the Ancient Stylistics Research
Center, Peking University, Vice President and Director of Academic Department
of Chinese Poetry Society. He has published more than ten monographs. The rep-
resentative works are: The Origin and Development of the Tang Modern Style Po-
etry, Peking University Press, 2015; Biography of Tao Yuanming, Zhonghua Book
Company, 2012; A Study of Yue-fu Art in the Han and Wei Dynasties, Xueyuan
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Publishing House, 2011. He has published about 200 articles and has received
awards many times for his excellent research findings from the Ministry of Educa-
tion of China and Beijing Municipality.

Tao Yuanming’s literature and thought abound in outstanding Chinese socio-
cultural values and epitomize the unique qualities of Chinese traditional culture. The
philosophical spirit of the Eastern classical naturalism revealed in his poetic writings
will surely inspire and enlighten people in the world today. Therefore, the translation
of this scholarly book is conducive to the dissemination of traditional Chinese cultural
thoughts to audiences in other cultures and the global recognition of the quintessence
of Chinese academic studies. And it will have a broad and substantial significance for
cross-cultural exchanges. Believably, Tao Yuanming’s contemplation on the funda-
mental questions of human existence and his innate love for rural life will illuminate
the way for those who aspire to return to the natural way of life. This translation, in
a larger sense, will also have the positive effect on raising our awareness to construct
ultimately a harmonious community with a shared future for humanity.

Two sections in the first part of the original book, i.e., “Native Place, Villeggiat-
ura and Seclusion” and “Typical Cases in the Comparison of Different Editions”,
are omitted in the translation. For one reason, although the two parts are invalu-
able and important to the following researches, they mainly focus on the textual
researches on place names and other proper nouns, Chinese characters, and the
forms and meanings of Chinese characters. It is necessary to quote many Chinese
characters and words directly into the translation and to explain them in detail. If
the translator makes a brief translation, it is difficult for English readers to get an
accurate understanding. If the translator strives for complete and accurate transla-
tion of the original text, coupled with detailed annotation or explanation, the trans-
lation will be too messy and cumbersome. For another reason, the two parts belong
to basic research, and their main contents are also covered in the following parts
of the book. The translator has made careful explanation in the translation of the
relevant sections to facilitate the accurate understanding of English readers.

We take great pleasure in acknowledging all who have supported this transla-
tion project. Our deepest gratitude goes to Qian Zhixi, the author of the original
book, his doctorate students Sui Xuechun etc., and Rachel McVeigh at Harward
University, for their help in the accurate understanding of the source text and in
the revision of the translation manuscript. We are grateful to Professor Li Jianfeng
at School of Literature of Shandong University, who is a renowned expert on the
study of Tao Yuanming, and his doctorate student Hou Hongzhen, for their con-
stant support. Our colleagues at School of Foreign Languages and Literature of
Shandong University have been a source of steady encouragement and assistance.
We are indebted especially to Professor Ma Wen, the Dean of the School, whose
guidance is invaluable. We thank Professor Liu Chang, Professor Zhao Xiufu, Pro-
fessor Wang Keyou, Professor Bao Hanyi and Professor Li Yongmei, who gave
generously of their time in providing thoughtful comments that have helped make
the translation better. We also thank Diao Huilan and Yuan Yuti, two postgraduates
of the School, for their careful and patient proofreading.

This translation project was generously supported by the National Office of
Philosophy and Social Sciences of China.



Preface to the Chinese Edition

As one of the greatest Chinese poets, Tao Yuanming (also known as Tao Qian Fi{#,
365-427) has created more than a hundred poems throughout his literary career as
well as much-cherished prose, and exerted a profound and pervasive influence on
the history of Chinese literature, thus assuming an iconic status in Chinese cultural
tradition. No doubt, the value of Tao Yuanming’s literary writings provides an entry
point for a better understanding of Chinese literature and culture.

The study of Tao Yuanming, albeit outshone by the study of Lu Xun, 4 Dream in
Red Mansions, or even that of Du Fu, has certainly scored plentiful and substantial
achievements. According to Mr. Wu Yun, who has devoted himself to the history
of the study of Tao for many years, there have been more than 1,300 papers and
forty-four monographs on the study of Tao Yuanming from 1978 to the end of the
20th century. Wu Yun observed that this was the most flourishing period in the
four stages of the Tao Yuanming studies over the course of the century.' In 1990,
I published an academic article entitled “Contradiction and Harmony: A Relation-
ship in Tao Yuanming’s Poetry” 7 J&-S5F1TE——Fa P BARFHCH ) —E X R in
the Journal of Seeker 3K %, and preliminarily formulated some basic views on Tao
Yuanming’s thought and art. Subsequently, I continued to discuss Tao Yuanming in
a number of monographs on the poetry of the Wei, Jin and Southern and Northern
dynasties, and published academic articles. Later, at the request of Zhonghua Book
Company, I wrote and published 4 Biography of Tao Yuanming P& BH{%. But, be
that as it may, I do not profess to be an expert in this subject. In my study of Tao
Yuanming, as well as in my research on Huang Tingjian, Li Bai and other poets,
if there is anything different from other researchers, especially from the research
fields of specialists, it may lie in my comprehensive approach. Of course, I make
no pretence to be a generalist. It doesn’t matter at all whether I am an expert or a
generalist, and there is no definitely defined criterion. In effect, I prefer to position
myself as an adherent or a learner of Tao Yuanming. I am always a faithful admirer
of many ancients, especially Su Shi and Huang Tingjian. Regrettably, I am not
blessed with the intelligence, talent and spiritual disposition of Su and Huang, who
enjoyed themselves by roaming freely in the literary world. For this reason, I have
always felt a close affinity for Master Tao. Mr. Wu Yun once used “uprightness of
mind and righteousness of conduct” F #401H to characterize Tao Yuanming’s life
philosophy. This may concern his own life experience, but I think that Yuanming
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deserves to be called a man of “unbendable nature”, though this characterization is
far from the stereotype of Yuanming as a Wei-Jin elite in people’s mind. If people
really realized his “unyielding character”, they might not have appreciated him
so much. Whenever I talk about Tao Yuanming, either in lectures or in classes, I
often can’t help saying: Tao Yuanming is a very “genuine” person, and he earnestly
practises what he advocates; however, this hardly elicits any response from the au-
dience. Perhaps, neither “unbendable character” nor “genuine person” is the most
appropriate word to define the individuality of Tao Yuanming. Nevertheless, we
cannot deny his character of naturalness, blandness and plainness, nor can we com-
pletely exclude his loftiness and free-spiritedness. But even in these aspects, such
as the concept of “naturalness”, Yuanming is serious-minded. Indeed, he is a man
of profound thought and unconstrained critical thinking, which does not reveal a
philosophical logic as Ji Kang i (223-262) did. He tends to philosophize about
life with his lived experience per se. In fact, this is what I mean by saying that Tao
is a genuine person, since he takes everything in earnest, including the naturalness
of thinking and behaving prevalent at that time. And it turns out that he is out of
tune with the mainstream celebrity culture and florid style of that era. In reality, he
does not simply reject, but rather accepts it critically, which undoubtedly elevates
its spirit. Therefore, we feel eventually that he is the most notable exemplar of
the Wei-Jin culture. Here, the negation of negation is really an inexplicable logic.
Yuan Haowen JCHF[A] (1190-1257) once wrote, “Yuanming claims himself as a
man from the time of Fu Xi, / but he is born to be a poet of the Jin” Fd & I H 2%
£ _E, RFEIWEZE A Tao Yuanming often aspires to transcend his time and to
reach for the ancient times before the Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties. But from
the perspective of the somewhat vulgarized dialectic today, is it not his spiritual
yearning for the ages of ancient sage-rulers? Every time I think of this, I feel that
the so-called academic research is like setting off for a new adventure to dig into
the chaotic world. Agonizingly, it is hard to sweep away chaos; no sooner have we
had a moment of enlightenment than further chaos ensues.

I am fully aware that I am not an expert in the study of Tao Yuanming; however,
this book attempts to adopt “the specialized research-led approach” %222 % to
the exploration of Tao Yuanming. There are two reasons. The first is that when
I began my own academic research in the mid-1980s, my focus was mainly on
writers and their works, and I was too unqualified and incompetent to present a ho-
listic, long-duration view of literary history. After my commitment to the poetry of
the Wei-Jin, Southern-Northern dynasties, I turned more to the research method of
periodization, and the related monographs and essays are primarily concerned with
problem-based researches of periodization and those of successive dynasties. Some
recent researches laid special weight on the individual writers and their works. The
second is that the writing of A Biography of Tao Yuanming obliges me to make a
more comprehensive elucidation of the poet and his writings, which particularly
necessitates evidential research as the basic starting point. In 4 Biography of Tao
Yuanming, 1 have presented my basic understanding of Tao’s life and art, and also
put forward some new views in terms of empirical research. Restricted by sty-
listic rules of biography, especially by my inadequate knowledge in relation to
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the study of Tao, the three sections of the philosophical significance, rhetoric and
textual research in this book leave much space for further research, and there are
unavoidably imperfections and deficiencies. Personally, I think this book, 4 Multi-
dimensional Study of Tao Yuanming FiIHI 224 is a sequel to 4 Biography of Tao
Yuanming, and the two are in some ways complementary.

With regard to the three aspects of philosophical significance X i, rhetoric
#¥E and textual research 4/, I think textual research is problematic, but a thor-
ough exploration of historical accounts can always bring forth some views and
even resolve some long-standing disputes. Philosophical significance sounds in-
tricate and unfathomable, but its essence could be detectable after contemplation.
What is the most challenging is the study of rhetoric, which I feel supposedly com-
petent to deal with; however, it is difficult for me to come up with some particularly
new ideas. In this respect, I think it is necessary to revive the ancient tradition, and
then apply modern methods of aesthetic and artistic analyses. This is the goal to
pursue not only in the study of Tao, but also in the comprehensive research on an-
cient literature. Thus, the section of “The Song Poets’ Exposition and Acceptance
of the Art of Tao’s Poetry” in Part Four aims to introduce the Song poets’ dialectic
analysis of Tao’ poetic art, which still represents the height of the aesthetic study
of the naturalness of Tao’s poetry so far. Likewise, the Song empirical research on
Tao Yuanming has directly initiated the study of Tao in the modern sense. However,
the Tang poets most deserve the credit for their successful representation of Tao’s
poetic art in practice.

Note

1 Wu Yun %=z, “Bainian Taoxue shi (2)” F4FF= 5 (') . In Gugeng chushi: Wu Yun
Jjiang Tao Yuanming ‘& {HALH: S BV, Tianjin Ancient Books Publishing
House, 2009, p.159.




Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


https://taylorandfrancis.com

Introduction

I

With regard to Tao Yuanming and his poems, I always read and understand them
as classics of poetic art and the lofty ideals of human life. And I had formed my
initial recognition when I was a doctoral candidate, during which I truly felt the
charm of Tao’s poems. They struck a chord with me and tugged at my heartstrings.
Before then, I had read many poems by my favourite poets of different periods,
but I still felt that Tao’s had a special loftiness. Later, I came to understand some
of Su Shi’s 774t (1037-1101) and Huang Tingjian’s 74 Ji£ % (1045-1105) evalu-
ation of and comments on Tao’s poems. Huang emphasized the artistic excellence
and naturalness of Tao’s poetry, ranked Tao Yuanming above Xie Lingyun R =
(385-433) and Yu Xin J#i{% (513-581), and affirmed his loyalty. He wrote in his
poem “Lodged in the Former Residence in Pengze, Thinking of Magistrate Tao”
18 [HZ PB4 “Free from expressly crafted diction, / his poetry is a heavenly
stroke of genius™' ZRFFIH L, ¥4 /LK b, This couplet reflects not only his
appreciation of Tao’s thoughts but also the poetic art. And Su Shi even placed Tao
above Xie Lingyun and Bao Zhao £l in the Six Dynasties and Li Bai and Du
Fu in the Tang dynasty. Moreover, most of Su Shi’s comments on Tao’s poems are
very accurate and pertinent, and some even can be said to be very classic. In his
view, Tao’s poetry “seems plain but is actually resplendent, lean but really rich™
JRIMSES, FEMSLHR; and similarly, “Yuanming’s poetry is seemingly insouciant
and mild, after perusing, we find wonderful phrasings™ M BHIRFHI A # 2%, A
FHA7TH]. These are some of his constructive comments on Tao’s poetic art. The
subsequent Song critics followed Su and Huang’s line of thought, and continued to
make effective exposition of the artistic height of Tao’s poetic writings, especially
the naturalness and conformity to the way of art. Inspired by them, I began to make
attempts to explore and summarize the imaginative world and art of Tao’s poetry.
However, I came to realize that Tao Yuanming, like many other historical figures,
was simplified and idolized in the historical accounts. And he was also stereotypi-
cally labelled. Generally speaking, he was basically a recluse and a lofty-minded
man in historical documentary records from the Southern dynasty to the Tang dy-
nasty. In the Song dynasty, some scholars and critics highlighted his loyalty, but
also affirmed his artistic attainments, and regarded him as a man of “having the
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2 A Multidimensional Study of Tao Yuanming

Way” 131E. Most likely, Yuanming gave the immediate impression of relaxed de-
tachment, simplicity and plainness. In fact, he lived a passionate life mixed with
contradictions. His inner harmony derives from the resolution of contradiction,
that is, the transition from conflict to harmony, which is not so much a one-move
completion but a continuous process. As a poet, being confronted with an array of
contradictions and conflicts is the most essential part of Yuanming’s life experience
and literary creation. However, unlike most poets who are caught in contradiction
and with continuous passionate experience, Tao Yuanming seeks incessantly for
a kind of transcendence or rationality. Ultimately, this rationality has crystallized
into a life thought, namely, the life philosophy of “Spirit-Oriented Nature” #{IJf
H4A. In my opinion, this personality trait may have been nurtured since his child-
hood. Of course, it was in middle age that Yuanming was confronted with real con-
tradiction, the crux of which is the dilemma of engagement or reclusion, thereby
arousing his deep meditation on life. It is generally assumed that Tao’s resignation
from Pengze marks the solution of this contradiction, which also agrees with my
initial understanding. But then I came to realize that I could not understand it that
way, since the dilemma of engagement or reclusion, and the philosophizing of
the substance, shadow and spirit, or in today’s terms, the question of flesh and
spirit, ran actually through his life. Tao’s lifelong held serenity and purity assumed
initially a kind of character: “He is a quiet man who does not talk much” [R/#f/)
& (“Biography of the Gentleman of the Five Willow”), FLII4% /(% and “when
he was young he did not delight in amusements” 55/N{f-55% (“Funeral Elegy for
the Summoned Scholar Tao” by Yan Yanzhi)* FifiF £:1#. Eventually, this character
ascended to a sublime realm of life, a philosophy: “My outward form follows the
way of change, / But my heart remains untrammeled still” JEi AL, R
Pl (“In the Sixth Month of 408, Fire” & Fi %3 7 F il k).

The ancients were not without their objections to Tao Yuanming and the art of
his poetry. It is a fact well known to scholars that his artistic achievements were
not fully recognized in the Southern dynasties. Even the Northern Qi litterateur
Yang Xiuzhi FH/RZ (5097-582), who was an admirer of Tao Yuanming, also said:
“Reading Tao Qian’s poems, I feel that his verbal refinement is not excellent, but
I have found wonderful and unusual phrases, they are exceedingly vigorous and
unrestrained, with highly lodged intent”.® From an artistic perspective, saying that
“his verbal decorations are not excellent”, after all, is a derogatory comment. Later,
the Song poet Chen Shidao FJiiiE (1053-1102) claimed that Yuanming did not
compose poetry, but rather he simply expressed the wonders in his heart. Likewise,
the ancients also raised objections to Tao’s thought. Among the major poets of the
Tang dynasty, Wang Wei -4 (701-761), Du Fu #L: B (712—770) and Liu Yuxi X
B3 (772-842), all took a sceptical view of Tao’s thought. Thus, we can see that
although Tao Yuanming enjoyed a high status in ancient times, the negative com-
ments on Tao Yuanming’s poetic art and thought still existed objectively in history.
Later, some neo-Confucianists also argued over whether Tao Yuanming really at-
tained the Way, and the opposition-unity relationship between Tao Yuanming and
Confucianism-Daoism. In the modern era, the doubts cast on Yuanming’s thoughts,
such as his eremitism, have substantially heightened. There was a prevailing
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opinion that his reclusion had a positive significance for his resistance to the dark
and troubling reality and refusal to join with the vicious; but fundamentally, it was
a passive posture to retreat from the world. In this sense, Tao was unworthy of be-
ing paragon of personality, not even for modern people. He was, at the most basic
level, no more than an aloof recluse. Now it appears that such understanding is
biased and one-sided and suffused with a sense of superiority of the times. And if
we uphold this sense of superiority, neither Tao Yuanming nor any of the ancient
sages could be on a par with us, and on the whole they are unqualified to be the
exemplary models for us to follow.

Personally, I think that Tao Yuanming has not lost his status as a canonical writer
and the classic value in our contemporary era or even in the future, whether in
thought or poetry itself. So far, there is still no forcefully persuasive criticism of
Tao Qian’s personality and poetry that convinces us to give up studying him as a
paragon, and just treat him objectively and dispassionately as a simple object of
study. We are certainly not ignorant of many other literary classics, poems of vari-
ous styles, besides Tao’s personal writings. Even the poems by the Qing and mod-
ern poets, such as Huang Jingren #{ 51", Su Manshu 757 and Yu Dafu Ak 5k
have their own unique charm. When reading their works, we consciously or uncon-
sciously feel that the expression of a certain emotion has reached artistic perfec-
tion, let alone the works of these ancient poets, such as Li Bai, Du Fu, Su Shi and
Huang Tingjian. It also should be mentioned that just as great literary masterpieces
are created in every age, so are the poems with admirably artistic value. After all,
Tao Yuanming is essentially just an ancient-minded poet. What he can provide to
later poets is relatively limited in terms of the expression of specific contents and
artistic method. Although Tao’s poetry has made some progress in realistic repre-
sentation, it is characteristic of natural and classical lyricism. He also often remi-
nisces about his official career in his poems, but seldom does he positively narrate
his specific official experiences, especially those interpersonal contacts, such as
the anecdote about his refusal to bow down to the local inspector for a measly five
pecks of rice. Likewise, Tao’s poems rarely depict his personal specific real-world
encounters, nor do they directly express the political situation and worldly affairs
at that time. Consequently, there is relatively little content in Tao’s poems. After
all, this is a regret for those later poets who flaunt their use of allegorical poems
to admonish people. Obviously, Tao’s poems are inadequately rich measured by a
realistic standard. Huang Tingjian is an ardent admirer of Tao Yuanming, in terms
of the reflection of the personal experience or the larger background of reality,
Tao’s writing approach is very close to Huang’s poetic principle of “lodging the
intend profoundly, evading the sensitive topics of worldly affairs” 24FEIRIE, AL
T2 # (“A Colophon to the Poem in Reply to Chao Yuanzhong” & 58 7T £ 19).6
As we know, Li Bai also endorsed his remarks and expressed the similar view. To
my way of thinking, they are all influenced by Tao’s poetic art, and their concepts
and views of literary creation are largely derived from their learning experience of
Tao’s poems.

Furthermore, it seems that there is really not much we can learn from Yuan-
ming in relation to his life experience. Although he once entered officialdom
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and went on official trips, he lived most of his life as a recluse among the south-
ern mountains. Seemingly, Tao’s life is much simpler than that of most peo-
ple, but actually, those admirers and adherents of Yuanming far surpass him in
terms of real-life encounters and the richness of experience, such as the well-
known literati Su Shi, Xin Qiji “F7¥% (1140-1207) and Gong Zizhen 3% H %
(1792-1841). As for those caught up in the whirling vortex of political and eco-
nomic strife, or those who fancy themselves “wave riders” of the times, Yuanming
and his poems can neither provide them with effective strategies and artifice, nor
can arouse their fighting spirit. Accordingly, in the view of people involved in
the complicated modern social life, the value of Tao Yuanming’s life experience
as a guiding role seems to be rather dubious. On the other side, a man with rich
and complicated life experiences does not necessarily play a guiding role. A sim-
ple life, by contrast, can also serve as a model of life, and even a simple life can
be used as a learning object for those who have undergone plenty of trials and
tribulations or lived a dramatic life. That’s what it means to return to one’s origi-
nal nature. Equally, the art of Tao’s poetry is, in a sense, simple, and the same is
true of his poetic pattern, style and rhetoric. Can simple art serve as a model for
complex art? The answer is definitely yes. The so-called complex art refers to the
sophistication of specific artistic techniques and the richness of the representa-
tion of life contents; whereas the simple art refers to the kind that is relatively
plain, ancient and unsophisticated in terms of poetic form and technique. For
example, the flamboyant style prevalent in the Six Dynasties is a type of complex
art, and Tao Yuanming rejects this style and replaces it with his simple and natu-
ral artistic concept. In this way, Tao’s poetry is evidently closer to the essence of
poetry than that composed with overelaborate techniques. The appraisal of the
value of poetic art must be grounded on the idea of the essence of poetry and an
aesthetic judgment that contains this idea. Our way of thinking tends to be essen-
tialist argumentation, judging the relative superiority or inferiority of an idea or
art in accordance to whether it approximates the essence and reveals the essence.
Simply put, Tao Yuanming is close to attaining the Way in life, and in art, he has
realized aesthetic freedom. It is notoriously problematic to distinguish whether
Tao’s poetry is an art or a philosophy, a beauty or a truth. Characteristically, his
poetry integrates with art and philosophy, concurrently representing the truth and
goodness. As far as these two aspects are concerned, the canonical value of Tao’s
poetry in modern times is beyond all doubt. It is time to end the era of treating
Tao Yuanming only as an objective research object (the same is true for other
classics of thought and art in ancient China), so as to conduct fully sympathetic
and resonant research. Only in this way can the study of Tao Yuanming become a
constituent part of the contemporary history of ideas and aesthetic history. There-
fore, my attitude is that the study of Tao Yuanming is not equivalent to scientific
research. Except for some specific empirical problems involved with the methods
of induction and synthesis, the so-called “study”, in its original meaning of the
modern experimental science, is only a metonymy in any discipline of liberal
arts. In some cases, it is better to denote our engagement in literary research
with such relatively accurate words as “approach” ENT, “understanding” T fi#
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or “explanation” ff-F¢. After all, the word “study” is customarily used, and we
had better comply with the convention.

111

In relation to the comparative study of a writer, the academic community has de-
veloped a tripartite model, involving the three parts: life, thought and art. This
book also adopts this model, and divides the main contents into the three sections,
textual research, philosophical significance and rhetoric, to conduct the research on
Tao Yuanming. Herein, the concepts concerned and problems under discussion are
not all-embracing, but pertinent to some specific topics. Admittedly, my analyses
of these problems may not necessarily constitute a logical system, but I strive hard
to make my arguments consistent as far as possible and not self-contradictory. Oc-
casionally, overlaps exist in some of the problems. And confusion and perplexity
arise now and then in the study of Tao. In terms of the historical account of Yuan-
ming’s life, the exact dates of birth and death and the places of residence are major
problems considerably concerned with the chronology of his literary creation. I
defend the account in the History of Liu Song which claims that Tao lived to the
age of 63. And I have obtained substantial and sufficient intra-textual evidence to
vindicate my stance. Arriving at a solid understanding of his places of residence is
also a crux of the problem in the study of Tao, and this has seldom been seriously
examined. That is to say, the problem concerning the spatial dimension of Tao’s
activities is much more complicated and equivocal than that of temporal dimen-
sion. Thus, a follow-up and clarification of the spatial dimension of Tao’s activi-
ties will be surely important for us to understand his literary writings. These two
aspects of the problem involve essentially empirical research, and also require a
considerable amount of historical knowledge. Some knowledge has not even been
definitely defined in historical records; for instance, Tao Yuanming’s reclusion is
not just a simple withdrawal from officialdom; it probably results in a change in
the mode of residence, that is, moving from the habitation of the gentry to that of
the populace. In this sense, “Returning to the Farm to Dwell” IH[7E H & signifies
as much his eschewal of office and return to home as his retreat into the fields and
gardens for a bucolic existence amidst nature. Therein lies the problem of the dif-
ferent living styles of the gentry and populace in the Wei and Jin dynasties. And
pedigree, family status and social stratum are of particular relevance, since they are
significant influencing factors on Tao’s living situation and affiliation with others in
the society at that time. This problem is more complicated than the two mentioned
above, because it is intimately related to the social and political hierarchy of the
whole Eastern Jin society. To this end, we are required first of all to investigate the
pedigree and stratum in the Eastern Jin before exploring Tao’s family background
and social status. Nevertheless, that sounds rather unrealistic. It is definitely hard to
reach a perfect state or draw a credible and logical conclusion when we approach
a problem. Even so, we should not hesitate to proceed; otherwise, we will never
accomplish a single success in our lifetime. The above problems discussed in this
book are all related to the study of Tao’s life.
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Accounts differ and opinions vary widely among scholars about the creation pe-
riod of Tao Yuanming’s literary writings. Taking the “Biography of the Gentleman
of the Five Willows” Ti#l46/E(% and “Lament for Gentlemen Born out of Their
Time” J& - AIBIK as examples, some scholars believe they were written in Tao’s
early years, while some hold that they were composed in his later years. As opin-
ions vary, no unanimous conclusion can be drawn, thus varied interpretations arise.
With these problems unsolved, the biographical information and the development
of Tao’s literary creation will be a topsy-turvy account. Accordingly, our study of
Tao’s works is not only aimed at literary appreciation, but also a full survey of the
three aspects: philosophical significance, rhetoric and textual evidence. In so do-
ing, not only do we seek our understanding of his thought within the poems per
se, but also probe into his inner sentiments and lodged intent. For this purpose, I
make use of historical facts and adopt a logical approach. The former attempts to
integrate information from various historical accounts of Tao’s life story, places
of residence and the intentional use of rhetorical devices in certain periods so as
to determine the creation time of his writings. The latter aims to closely examine
the developmental trajectory of Tao’s thought and the changes of his literary style
from the early period to the later to obtain corroborative evidence. Tao’s poetry is
characterized by its style of naturalness and simplicity, and most of his writings are
accessible. However, two problems arise therefrom. The first is that accessibility
does not necessarily mean that we can easily acquire a full and true understand-
ing, since Tao’s poetry is imbued with profundity and subtlety. The second is that
in some of his poems, such as “Imitations” (a series of nine poems) L JLE and
“An Account of Wine” i1, Yuanming adopts the rhetorical device of equivoca-
tion and also uses enigmatic and cryptic diction, consequently doubling the dif-
ficulty in achieving a thorough and precise interpretation.

Tao Yuanming’s political orientation, which involves his ethical view, is a
matter of historical controversy, opinions are widely divided. Since the ethics of
the Jin thinkers are very complicated in comparison to the different times before
and after, it is not easy to expound Tao’s political attitude more accurately, espe-
cially his reaction to the Jin and Liu Song dynasty change. An intensive study of
Tao’s outlook on life and attitude towards life necessitates an intimate knowledge
of broad ideological background. It is improbable that the formulation of one’s
ideas and thoughts is totally self-sufficient; however, what truly deserves to be
called an individual’s thought is invariably internalized into his mind through his
own understanding and practice within the social milieu. Tao Yuanming is by no
means a philosopher in a general sense, but he does have high attainments in phi-
losophizing. His greatest advancement in philosophy lies in that he syncretizes
the thinking about life of substance-spirit philosophy & #1¥ 2% with the doctrine
of Names and Daoist naturalism £ %55 H #& prominent in the Wei-Jin dynasties,
and thus formulates his life philosophy of “Spirit-Oriented Nature” ##¥ [ 24,
Noteworthily, this is the most intensive philosophical expression of his thought
of life. Some scholars have described Tao’s spiritual realm as “a state of crystal-
line transparency” ¥ HH 2 $5. If this realm is truly achieved, I think, it is also the
ultimate aesthetic transformation of his philosophy of “Spirit-Oriented Nature”,
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namely, a perceptual presentation of what he expressed in the line “but my heart
remains untrammeled still”. On the whole, Tao Yuanming, as an exemplar of per-
sonality from the Southern dynasties to the Tang dynasty, epitomizes to a great
extent the reclusive and lofty demeanour, and his overall thoughts had not been
valued until the Song dynasty. Although Tao’s thought of “flesh, shadow and
spirit” was recurrently transmitted in the imitations of successive dynasties, its
philosophical implications have not been fully elucidated, nor is its significance
as his lifelong “guiding principle” generally recognized. In a larger sense, Yuan-
ming’s important status in the history of ideas constructed by modern scholars is
largely ignored, and his key role in the core vein of ancient Chinese philosophy
is utterly obscured.

Fortunately, far-sighted personages in ancient times were well aware of Tao’s
lofty position in the history of Chinese thought. Lu Jiuyuan Ffi JUIH (1139-1193),
founder of the Xinxue /[32%, once observed, “Li Bai, Du Fu and Tao Yuanming are
all intent upon my Way (Xinxue)”.” Tan Sitong i5 il [7] (1865-1898), a great mod-
ern thinker, remarked in the Preface to his Of Benevolence 1~

Those who pursue the study of benevolence should have a good knowledge
of Buddhist classics, an extensive reading of western canons, such as the
New Testament, as well as academic monographs of mathematics, physics
and sociology. Above all, they should familiarize with the Four Books and
the Five Classics, and such Chinese classical masterpieces as Records of the
Grand Historian, and the great works of Zhuangzi, Mengzi and Mozi, plus
with those of Tao Yuanming, Zhou Maoshu Fi /&, Zhang Hengqu 5K H# %,
Lu Zijing [ 7, Wang Yangming FFHPH, Wang Chuanshan Ffiff1l| and
Huang Lizhou #5438

Although Lu and Tan have their respective focal points, taken together, it is evident
that Tao Yuanming does play a pivotal role in the history of Chinese philosophy,
and is one of the sources of various philosophical thought, such as neo-Confucian-
ism, Xinxue /[>*# and even Zenism that arose later in China. Since Tao’s philoso-
phy of “Spirit-Oriented Nature” directly explores the true essence of life, it might
be possible to achieve compatibility and extend it to the history of world philoso-
phy. However, what unique attainments Tao Yuanming makes in philosophy have
never been intensely explored. Likewise, the modern neo-Confucian masters have
not attached particular attention to Yuanming’s thought in their comparative study
of the Chinese and Western philosophy.

This book, with the focus on the philosophical implication of “Spirit-Oriented
Nature”, attempts to probe into Tao’s life philosophy and extends the thought of
flesh, shadow and spirit to the examination of his life and creation through internal
evidence-based approach; and explores through external evidence-based approach
his historical position in relation to the thought of flesh and spirit, with special
emphasis on his philosophical originality and loftiness. Meanwhile, this book aims
to make an analytical study of the triple-realm of substance, shadow and spirit in
Tao’s poems from the perspective of realm aesthetic.
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Furthermore, this book attempts to study the art of Tao’s poetry. As for the height
of Tao’s poetic art, scholars and critics in the northern and southern dynasties had
neither made a complete evaluation nor acquired comprehensive knowledge of his
artistic attainments. And the Tang poets were deeply influenced by Tao’s poems,
even though they had more or less understanding, they could hardly develop a
systematic criticism. It was not until the Song dynasty that Su Shi, Huang Tingjian,
Zhu Xi and others made a more adequate aesthetic interpretation of Tao’s poetic
art, mostly in a dialectical way. Accordingly, some of their conclusions provided
guidelines for later generations to make their own evaluation of Yuanming’s po-
ems. However, the previous studies of Tao were confined to the discussion and
interpretation of his poetry per se, rarely did they deal with the original relation-
ship between Tao’s poetry and that of the Wei-Jin. The exploration of the origin
of Tao’s poetry in Zhong Rong’s 4Hlf (ca.468-ca.518) Grades of Poetry Wi
did not arouse much attention until the Ming and Qing dynasties. Yet most of the
discussions were merely the extension centred on Zhong Rong’s comments and
evaluation. Consequently, little attention was given to the overall inheritance and
development of Tao’s poetry and that of the Han, Wei-Jin dynasties. This book
takes into account the examination of the unique and even unmatched classic value
of Tao’s poetry on the one hand, and on the other highlights the connection between
Tao Yuanming and the history of poetry, and further analyzes the general paradigm
of the Wei-Jin poetry which is highly individualized by Tao Yuanming. Accord-
ingly, the discussion of Tao’s poetic art is not so much a rhetorical approach as an
aesthetic one, that is, the exploration of the artistic philosophy embodied in Tao’s
poems, or how he has completed his aesthetic practice through crystallized and
highly conscious spiritual musings, and eventually created his literary works in
accord with the law of art to the greatest extent.

Many scholars and critics stress the loftiness of Tao’s poetry, in other words,
they have observed the essence of a kind of idealized poetry, especially the natu-
ralness in style, embodied in his poems. And similar expressions of this natural-
ness occurred only in the “Nineteen Old Poems” 7= JLE and Cao Cao’s Hf5
(155-220) poems created at the early developmental stage of the five-character po-
etry. That is what we call the natural, lofty and archaic style of the Han-Wei poetry.
Tao Yuanming lived in the period of the late Jin and early Liu-song dynasties. As
we know, before his creation, the history of poetry had witnessed several apexes,
such as Jian’an #% (196-220), Zhengshi 1E4f (240-249) and the Western Jin,
during which classical poets came to the fore and began to display their literary tal-
ent, thus a considerable number of classic five-character poems were created. The
naturalness of Tao’s poetry, in view of the development of the history of poetry, is
a return to his original nature. I once took the developmental trajectory from Cao
Cao’s poetry to that of Tao Yuanming, or from the “Nineteen Old Poems” to Tao
Yuanming’s as a way of thinking about the history of poetry, and proposed that
Tao’s poetry was a return after the five-character poems were fully artisticalized
and artificialized in the hands of literati. Now I have abandoned this somewhat
transcendental thinking, but I still treat it as a way of understanding. Art at all times
tends to oscillate between the two poles of nature and artificiality; the tendency
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towards nature or the pursuit of artificiality, in many cases, depends on the writer’s
personality and aesthetic taste. Historically, poets with triumphant achievements in
their natural style, including Tao Yuanming, Wang Ji 47 (585-644) and Li Bai
Z5[ (701-762), and even Ruan Ji Bt (210-263), Zuo Si /£ /8 (ca.250—ca.305)
and Cao Cao, were naturalists in thought, and all advocated naturalness in person-
ality, though their vast and multifarious differences in the specific expressions of
thought cannot be mentioned in the same breath. Accordingly, the pursuit of natu-
ralness or tendency to artificiality in poetic creation, every so often, is attributable
to the way of thinking, mentality and individuality. And we tend to consider them
as the major reasons. In some cases, the choice between naturalness and artificial-
ity is seen as a kind of opposing and complementary movement of the history of
poetry. These periods are not the most typical. When the poetry of the Southern dy-
nasty, with florid verbal embellishment as the beautiful and rhetoric as the supreme,
became gradually artificial, the most representative ensued; as it were, the Early
and High Tang archaism took the pursuit of naturalness as an important goal. These
phenomena also make me aware that the problematic naturalness and artificiality
cannot be perceived purely as a question of the writer’s personality and aesthetic
palate. Even the individuality of a writer is hardly immune from the influence of
tradition and the prevailing trend of his time.

Tao Yuanming is undeniably the exemplar of natural style, which does not
necessarily mean that he has no intention to pursue literary refinement and
craftsmanship, nor does he ignore the artistic effects of rhetorical devices.
Through a survey of some phenomena of his literary creation and writing prac-
tice, such as his composition of many poems in series, we can find in terms of
the genres or patterns in his poems the traces of the influence of poetic tradi-
tion since the Book of Poetry. Evidently, he has inherited a rich artistic tradi-
tion. Furthermore, after a new understanding of his humble status, we come
to realize that he is a promoter of the Han-Wei lyric tradition of the humble
group, as his poems reflect the lyrical style of humble poets in the theme, im-
age and other aspects. For example, as to the representational objects in poetry,
the Western Jin tended to return to antiquity, and poems began to externalize
the spiritual world and real life; of course, the poetic pattern still functioned as
a means to express emotion and aspiration. By the Eastern Jin, metaphysical
poetry began to prevail, and poems were mostly expressive of abstract con-
tents, or a kind of virtual personality ideal, which had its realistic ideological
basis, but without realistic significance and the real sense of life, thus was
empty and superficial. Tao Yuanming restored the lyric tradition of the humble
group since the “Nineteen Old Poems”. There is indeed much philosophy in
Tao’s poetry; but the reason for his success lies less in his philosophizing than
lyricism. In all his life, Yuanming is always a man of true feelings, and he is
very affectionate towards his families, friends and neighbours. Such beautiful
feelings in the world as love, friendship and family affection are all present
in his poems. However, his feelings extend beyond the secular life, as he is
always reminiscent of the leisurely rustic life amidst nature. He particularly
yearns for a life of simplicity and genuineness, all of which are not merely the
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manifestation of his sincere and true feelings, but also a revelation of his spir-
itual pursuit of transcendence, loftiness and serenity. Truly, a reading of these
poems arouses our admiration for Yuanming and spontaneously our yearning
for rustic life. In this way, Tao Yuanming promoted the lyric tradition of five-
character poetry, and equally made notable advances in the representation of
the real life. Among the poems of the two Jin dynasties, Tao’s are the most
abundant in subject matter and theme. Of course, he writes mainly about his
own life experiences and daily activities, such as official service, ploughing
in fields, personal contacts, which are the most typical topics in Tao’s poems.
Some scholars claim that Yuanming seems little inclined to touch on the con-
tents of politics and reality of his time. Actually, he reveals in “An Account of
Wine” his political view, but in an implicit way. The realistic contents, such
as the concern about the social turmoil of the time, the lives and livelihood of
the ordinary, do not have a positive expression in Tao’s poetry. This is really a
complicated problem to deal with, since it is closely related to his artistic con-
cept and the general poetic style of the time. In light of the canonical statement
of poetry in the “Great Preface” to the Mao Commentary &5 KJ¥, it has the
political and allegorical functions, and the intent to express sentiments. Most
of Tao’s poems belong to the latter.

Nonetheless, we can still see that Tao Yuanming is a pioneering innovator in
the subject matter and the representational object in the development of five-
character poetry. In other words, from the perspective of the development of
realistic poetry (which is a trend in the development of poetic art), Tao Yuan-
ming deserves to be called a major poet. His poetry, aimed at the expression of
genuine spiritual experiences and everyday life, breaks the traditional aesthetic
stereotype, especially the gradually aristocratic flamboyant style of the Jin Dy-
nasties. Moreover, his poems overflow the limits of the sphere of representa-
tion. Traditionally, fields and gardens were treated as the objects of lodging
lofty sentiments; Tao Yuanming, however, directly describes his life in fields
and gardens, his ploughing in farmstead and the georgic bliss, which has never
occurred in the traditional poems. As a result, his poetic composition has made
an exceptional progress in terms of subject matter and content, thereby laying
the foundation for the use of some similar themes in the later Tang and Song
poems. Additionally, Tao Yuanming has reached an extraordinary height in the
artistry of realistic writing and creative scene. As a poet of exceptionally natural
style, he never portrays scenes and things in a static, rigid way, nor does he load
his writing with fancy and overelaborate diction. What he pursues and values
most is the true artistic effect. In this regard, Tao can be regarded as the top poet
of the Six Dynasties, and his great influence on the Tang poets, especially Li Bai
and Du Fu, is a generally acknowledged fact.

The last part of this book is a general survey of the history of reception, his-
tory of influence, and history of criticism and research on Tao Yuanming and
his literary writings. The main purpose is to make an overall account of the his-
tory of Tao’s influence, and to gain an insight into his works in the total context
of the history of ideas and history of poetry. Yuanming is not a poet in a pure
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sense; the ideological and cultural significance that his poems convey is more
abundant and meaningful than the poetry itself. Or rather, the perfect poetic
art in essence is endowed with rich philosophical and cultural significances.
In a sense, Tao Yuanming is one of the representatives of the Chinese tradition
(and even the Eastern tradition), and his highly conscious self-fulfilment has
a far-ranging significance in the human pursuit of self-worth. A contemporary
scholar points out:

“The study of Tao Yuanming must be conducted in the whole context of
Chinese culture, otherwise, it is hard to explore his value and influence, since
his poetry accords closely with Chinese cultural spirit, it is a perfect embodi-
ment of the quintessence of Chinese tradition. Yuanming gives an infectious
expression of his insight into the way to the highest good through his poetic
language. Without a profound understanding of Chinese culture, the discus-
sion of Tao’s poetry will miss the point, just like scratching an itch in a leg
outside the boot.”

Undeniably, this is a reasonable point of view. The deep-rooted relationship be-
tween Tao’s poetry and the spirit of Chinese culture is most typically reflected in
its later profound influence on Chinese culture.

This is a brief introduction of the main contents in this book. Tao Yuanming is a
timeless poet, at any time in my study of his poetry and his personality, I am always
feeling that I attempt to measure the sea with an oyster shell. Much more remains
for me to learn, to explore so as to bring the study of Tao Yuanming studies to new
depths. The beauty of his poetic language, the profundity of his philosophical mus-
ings, and his contemplation on the fundamental questions of human existence, his
lofty character and innate love for nature are always open to our understanding,
exploration and interpretation.
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1 Huang Tingjian ¥ JiE %, Huang Tingjian shi jizhu (juanl, vol.1) ¥ BFEET, —,
ft—. Annotated by Ren Yuan 1I-JH, et al. Collated by Liu Shangrong X!/[#2%. Zhong-
hua Book Company, 2003.

2 Su Zhe 73, Luancheng ji (juan 21, vol.2) Z534E, & —+—, #'F. Collated by Zeng
Zaozhuang Y71, Ma Defu {85 . Shanghai Chinese Classics Publishing House,
1987.

3 Quoted in: Lengzhai yehua %7 1%, In Xijian ben songren shihua sizhong i WK
R NFFIEVYFH. Edited and Collated by Zhang Bowei 5K{[11¥, Jiangsu Ancient Books
Publishing House, 2002, p.14.

4 Yan Kejun ™ A[ 1, ed., Quan shanggu sandai Qin Han sanguo liuchao wen (juan 38,
vol.3) & bl =REW =E/NECAER I (B —=+/\, #=). Zhonghua Book Com-
pany, 1996, p.2646.

5 Beiqi Yang Xiuzhi zhi xulu A6F5FHIRZ T35, In Jianzhu Tao Yuanming ji 557 B
BH4E. Annotated by Li Gonghuan Z=/3 . Beijing Library Publishing House, 2003,
Photolithograph Yuan block-printed edition by China Rare-book Reproduction Project

AR R T RE Y HITAI R,



12 A Multidimensional Study of Tao Yuanming

6

Song Huang Wenjie quanji: Zhengji (juan 18) JRE 1AL TELE (B1T/\). In
Huang Tingjian quanji ¥ 28 44, Collated by Liu Lin X et al. Sichuan University
Press, 2001, p.462.

Lu Jiuyuan FJUM, Lu Jiuyuan ji BESLMEE. Collated by Zhong Zhe 4H¥. Zhonghua
Book Company, 1980, p.410.

Tan Sitong % il [7], Tang Sitong quanji (zengding ben, vol.2) TEL pi (R 4 (BSTTAS, ).
Edited by Cai Shang51 251/, Fang Xing J717. Zhonghua Book Company, 1981, p.293.
Jiang Yinghao ¥ JE5%, “Tao shi xinlun xu.” FiF5#1¢-J¥. In Zhong Yingmei G 14,
Tao shi xinlun B153#718. Hong Kong Nengren Shuyuan, 1995, p.1.



Part One

Textual Research



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


https://taylorandfrancis.com

1 A New Critical Assessment of the
Evidential Research on Tao’s Birth
Year

1.1 A Survey of the Historical Accounts and Previous Views

It was accounted in Tao Yuanming’s biography written by Shen Yue 1% (441-
453) in the “Biographies of Recluses” in the History of Liu Song R15- i f%:
“Tao Qian died in the fourth year of the Yuanjia JT%#% (427), at the age of sixty-
three”.! This can be treated as solid evidence, for Yan Yanzhi FiiE 2 (384-456)
wrote in his “Funeral Elegy for the Summoned Scholar Tao” F&fIE+-3: “Tao died
so many years on a date in the fourth year of the Yuanjia period at a certain village
in the district of Xunyang” F#H T, TG YA H, 2T FHEZHH 2 And
Yuanming wrote in the “In Sacrifice for Myself” F253C: “The year is dingmao,
and the correspondence of the pitch-pipe is Wuyi (in the ninth month of the lunar
calendar)” £ T 911, -4 JC4T. That is precisely in the ninth month in the fourth
year of the Yuanjia period. Accordingly, Wu Renjie 5%/ (1137—ca.1200) con-
firmed in his 4 Chronology of Master Tao Jingjie V&% 5554 43 that Tao passed
away in the fourth year of Yuanjia (427). However, it was assumed that Tao died
later than that, not necessarily after writing his “In Sacrifice for Myself”. In fact,
Yuanming did not write his age into this eulogy for himself, but said:

I rejoiced in my destiny, accepted my lot, SRR,
And so lived out my “hundred years”. LA H A,
These “hundred years”! PEIE 4T,
All men begrudge them. FKANEZ

The so-called hundred years is a synonym for the span of one’s life. And Yuan-
ming added:

My life has approached its span; FFW H KL,
My person has striven for retirement. B HENEE,
From old age I have come to my end; MEIFL,
What more could I desire? ZRrE

Saying that his life “approached its span” suggests that he died a natural death,
not a premature death. After textual research, Liang Qichao %2/ (1873—1929)
concluded that Tao died at fifty-six, while Gu Zhi 7 B (1885-1959) asserted at

DOI: 10.4324/9781003776703-3


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003776703-3

16 A Multidimensional Study of Tao Yuanming

fifty-two, neither conforms to Tao’s self-narration in this poem. The death in one’s
fifties cannot be counted as a natural death, but if one died in his sixties, we can say
that he lived out the years of his life and died of old age, as the Chinese ancients
said that a man seldom lives to be seventy years old.

Yan Yanzhi’s “Funeral Elegy for the Summoned Scholar Tao”, included in the
Selections of Refined Literature (Wenxuan) 3(%, was attached to some later edi-
tions of the Collected Works of Tao Yuanming, and the original words “Tao died so
many years” EFKA7 T were rewritten as “died at the age of sixty-three” & Fk 751
—. Yuan Xingpei #1755 believes: “This is an appendix to Tao’s collection, or the
collator with his preconception thus added these six characters according to Shen
Yue’s Biography of Tao Yuanming, which is not as reliable as Wen xuan”.* That
really makes some sense. Then Yuan, based on the fact that Yan Yanzhi’s “Funeral
Elegy for the Summoned Scholar Tao” did not mention Yuanming’s lifespan, casts
doubt on the account of Tao’s life in the History of Liu Song:

Yan Yanzhi had a friendly relationship or deep affection with Yuanming,
and composed the eulogy shortly after Tao’s death without knowing his
lifespan. Moreover, Shen Yue was younger than Yan, so how did he know?
According to the “Preface” to the History of Liu Song, the book was com-
piled under the imperial edict from the spring of the fifth year of Yongming
7K B (487), and completed in the second month of the sixth year of Yong-
ming (488), and it had been sixty-one years since Tao’s death (427). Then,
the basis of Shen Yue’s claim was questionable. Compared with the two,
I would rather believe what was written in Yan’s “Funeral Elegy for the
Summoned Scholar Tao” and doubt what was accounted in Shen’s Biogra-
phy of Tao Yuanming.*

Although Yan Yanzhi was a friend of Tao Yuanming, he was not necessarily
clear about Tao’s specific age. Next, we will trace and discuss the source about
Yuanming’s lifespan accounted in the History of Liu Song by Shen Yue.

According to the History of Liu Song, Tao Yuanming died in the fourth year
of the Yuanjia (427) at the age of sixty-three. Then, it can be calculated that he
was born in the third year of Xingning >%7* (365) during the reign of Emperor Ai
Wil of the Eastern Jin. Before Zhang Yan 7K ## of the Southern Song wrote his
A Textual Criticism of Wu Jingjie’s Chronological Biography of Tao Yuanming
FABHEIE, scholars had not raised any objection to it. In the Southern Song dy-
nasty, several editions of the chronology of Tao Yuanming were revised in accord-
ance with the account in the History of Liu Song. However, Zhang found evidence
in Tao’s poems, and proposed that Tao died at the age of seventy-six:

Master Tao wrote in “An Excursion to Xiechuan” Ji##H)1]: “I’ve reached fifty
in the opening year” JF & & Fi.--. If it is right, Tao was born in the year of
Renzi T-F. By the year of Xinchou <1, he had already been fifty years
old. At the end of the year of Dingmao ] Yl he passed away, thus having a
natural lifespan of seventy-six years.’
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“Xinchou” was the fifth year of Long’an [%% during the reign of Emperor
An of the Jin. Tao said that he was fifty years old that year. Thus, we are certain
that he was born in the year of Renzi, namely, the eighth year of Yonghe 7K1 of
Emperor Mu of the Jin 7 727, and he was seventy-six years old when he died
in the year of Dingmao (427). If the line in “An Excursion to Xiechuan” has no
verbal ambiguity, Zhang Yan’s statement will refute the account in the History
of Liu Song. Li Gonghuan Z=/A/ft of the Southern Song still held that Tao died
at the age of sixty-three in his An Annotated Collection of Tao Yuanming 1T
FEH B4R, as he thought that “fifty” T. 1~ in the line that “FF %/ 1% 7. should
be understood as “the fifth day” 1. : that is, “The year begins and at once it is
the fifth day”.

It was accounted that Tao Jingjie was thirty-seven years old in the year of
Xinchou. And we read in the poem the line that “I’ve reached fifty in the
opening year”, which refers to the tenth year of Yixi S EE (the year of Jiayin
F 5, 414). With this line as evidence, the preface is incorrect. If we read the
line as “The year begins and at once it is the fifth day”, it is largely consist-
ent with the date in the preface, that is, “on the fifth day of the first month”
T HAHS

In the later versions of Tao’s collected works, “sui” %/ was noted as “day”
H in light of Li Gonghuan’s annotated edition, not based on the circulated
edition. Actually, in the style of cursive script, “H” looks similar to “7.
Nevertheless, the line that “The year begins and at once it is the fifth day”
sounds abrupt in tone, and it is not coherent with the following line that “My
life goes onward to its rest” &/E17JH{K. For this reason, few scholars take
this annotation.

Tao’s poems are the most widely circulated with more variants. In other
versions of Tao’s collected works preserved during the Southern Song dy-
nasty, “Xinchou” ¢ 7Tl was annotated as “Xinyou” “¢ 1Y, as in Tang Han’s
L (1202-1272) Annotated Poetry of Master Tao Jingjie F&¥E 157§, It was
the second year of Yongchu 7K#/] in the Liu Song dynasty. If “Xinchou” was
identified as the year designated by the Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches,
and based on the line that “I’ve reached fifty in the opening year”, Tao Yuan-
ming was fifty-six years old when he died; thus, it can be calculated that he was
born in the second year of Xian’an J#% of Emperor Jianwen of Jin & & U7
(372). It is for this reason that Liang Qichao claimed that Tao Yuanming lived
for fifty-six years.

We might as well quote the preface to “A Trip to the Slanting River” JiF#H 1]
and the relevant lines:

On the fifth day of the first month in the year of Xinyou, the day was mild and
clear with a scenery of tranquil beauty. I took a trip to the Slanting River with
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a couple of friends from my neighbourhood. ... Not contented with merely
enjoying the scene, we wrote poems on the spot. Regretting the swift passage
of time and the brevity of our life-span, each of us put down our time and
place of birth and the date of this trip.

(Wang Rongpei’s translation, p.149.)

SEPTIEA T H, KA, KRS, 5= =40, FRR). ... oA
S8, HILMRE AR H H 28 1, WMEF A S 2 B, LHEHRH,

I’ve reached fifty in the opening year; Ho A,
The end of my dear life is drawing near. HAFTIANK,
This very thought has filled my heart with woe, BB,
And so on springtime trip I gladly go. KM%

(Wang Rongpei’s translation, p.149.)

Lu Qinli 3#4X57. (1910-1973) maintains that “Xinyou” %P4 is used as a way
of numbering the days, not the years. Based on The Conversion Table of the
Lunar Calendar Years and Chronology of Dynasties in the Twenty Official His-
torical Books —.~F S H[E5E by Chen Yuan [$H (1880-1971), he reckons that
the first day of the first month in the tenth year of Yixi (414) is designated as
“shuo ri” ¥ H (the first day) of Xinyou. Assuming that Tao Yuanming died at
sixty-three in the fourth year of the Yuanjia (427), he was exactly fifty in this
year (414). Thus, he wrote in the poem that “I’ve reached fifty in the opening
year” JF 2 & T+, Lu Qinli argues that it was a custom in the Jin that people
usually offered sacrifices to their ancestors and went for an outing with families
or friends on the first day of the first month of the lunar year. And Yuanming fol-
lowed this custom and went on trip to the Slanting River. For specific statements,
please refer to “Appendix Two: The Chronology of Tao Yuanming’s Deeds and
Poetic Writings in the Tenth Year of Yixi” FAVHHHZFbRE S0 R4 LEEF4F in
The Collected Works of Tao Yuanming F#BH%E collated and annotated by Lu
Qinli.? As far as I know, in many southern areas, the first day of the first lunar
month is customarily a special occasion for official scholars and common people
to go for an outing. Since Tao Yuanming stated expressly that it was “the fifth day
of the first lunar month” in the preface to the poem, Lu Qinlin has to argue that
the numbering word “711.” in “the fifth day of the first lunar month” is mistaken,
which is less persuasive after all.

All in all, Tao Yuanming’s age is a controversial issue. And the crux of the mat-
ter lies in the lines of “A Trip to the Slanting River”:

I’ve reached fifty in the opening year; Ho A,
The end of my dear life is drawing near. BT IR,
This very thought has filled my heart with woe, BB,
And so on springtime trip I gladly go. L2

(Wang Rongpei’s translation: “A Trip to the Slanting River”, p.149.)
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Reading these lines, we can just rest assured that “fifty” must be correct. The
opening year 1'%/ refers to the New Year’s Day. What Yuanming intended to ex-
press was that when the new year began, he was approaching fifty, and his life went
towards its final rest. The thought of this stirred his innermost feelings. On this
special occasion, he made this excursion. Lu Qinli annotated: “In the line ‘47 J9/A",
47> means “proceed’, or ‘going onward’; and ‘J4{K> means ‘retreat and return’,
signifying that from now on, he will retire and withdraw from official life”.” Lu
proposed that Yuanming composed this poem at the age of fifty. In fact, he resigned
from Pengze at forty-two and lived in seclusion for many years. Thus, it does not
stand to reason for Yuanming to say that from now on he will no longer assume an
official position. Seemingly, it is more appropriate to interpret the line as that his
life was drawing to an end, for we read the line that “This very thought has filled
my heart with woe” &2 2141 in the poem.

As regards Tao Yuanming’s lifespan, since Zhang Yan of the Southern Song
dynasty cast doubt on the account in The Book of Liu Song that Tao Yuanming died
at the age of sixty-three, based on the annotation to “Xinchou” %1l and the line
that “I’ve reached fifty in the opening year” in Tao’s “A Trip to the Slanting River”,
modern scholars and commentators have set out their arguments against it. Their
major method is to seek evidence from Tao’s own poetic writings. Conventionally,
some poets showed a somewhat of disregard for the factors of time and place in
their writing practice, and rarely was the time of their life activities, as well as the
time and place of creation designated or recorded in their literary works. In this
aspect, Ruan Ji’s BT (210-263) “Eight-Two Songs of My Hearts” W13/ 1
“"H was a case in point. In effect, the Wei-Jin poetry attached much less attention
to such historical factors as time and place, which might be a manifestation of its
pure lyricism. It was not until the Liu Song dynasty that poets began to put more
emphasis on time and place in their works. Amongst others, Xie Lingyun i %1z
(385—433), was an exemplar. When it comes to Tao Yuanming, his poems may be
roughly classified into two types. One is the pure lyric, which follows the style of
Ruan Ji and others, such as the “Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine” 78—,
“Imitations” (nine poems) A JLE, and “Untitled Poems (twelve poems) Z%i:f
-+ 4, all of which are included in volume four of his collected works. The other
type involves eight or nine poems in total with the years designated by the Heav-
enly Stems and Earthly Branches T-SZ404F, such as “In the Fifth Month of the
Year Gengzi (400), Held up at Guilin by Adverse Winds while Coming back from
the Capital” (two poems) B4 1L J] i MERIAFH X THIAR 5, and “Written
at Tukou at Night during the Seventh Moon of the Year Xinchou (401), while Re-
turning to Jiangling after Leave” % 1.4 &1 EMEGATLRE A TR 1. In addition,
Tao Yuanming prefers to write his age into his poems, reflective more or less of
the typical feature of his poetic composition. Also, with a strong awareness of his-
toriography and being well-informed about history, he has written some historical
biographies and eulogies, which indicates that he values the lived experiences of
individuals.

Now that accounts differ and opinions vary in the textual research on the
time and place of Tao’s life activities, it seems that Yuanming is to blame for
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the lack of account of his own life. Quite the reverse, we read no less informa-
tion about the time and place in relation to his life and poetic creation in his
works. It is observed that there reveals a clear tendency for true account in
poems by Tao Yuanming and Xie Lingyun (probably influenced by Tao in this
respect), thus leaving much information about specific time and place. For this
reason, such confidence seems to be shared by all of those who believe that the
problem of Tao’s lifespan can be solved after all through an analytical reading
of his writings. Accordingly, the conventional textual researches of Tao’s age,
pro or con, all take his works as intra-textual evidence, which may even be
treated as a research method. Among modern scholars and researchers, Liang
Qichao is the first practitioner, and his research has exerted significant influ-
ence. After gathering all the lines concerning Tao’s self-narration of his age in
all his poetic writings, Liang exclaimed, “I have found in Tao’s twelve poems
the account of his own age in his own words”. Then, he listed the relevant lines
in these poems:

1 “Returning to the Farm to Dwell” - [ H J&:

By mischance I fell into the dusty net, B M,
And was thirteen years away from home. — R HE,

2 “ATrip to the Slanting River” Ji##}1]:

I’ve reached fifty in the opening year, AR T
The end of my dear life is drawing near. H AT,

(Wang Rongpei’s translation: “A Trip to the
Slanting River”, p.140.)

3 “A Lament in the Chu Mode” 7215281
The best I could, these fifty-four years. i vaw)Kca

4 “A Lament in the Chu Mode”:

At twenty I met with troubled times, g9t tHEH,
When thirty I lost my first wife. 2 H R,

5 “Drinking Alone in the Rainy Season” J& [y JH74:
I have struggled through forty years. AR PY 4,

6 “Written at Tukou at Night during the Seventh Moon of the Year Xinchou (401),
while Returning to Jiangling after Leave” = H. % + H EMEIET LB & T4 H:

For thirty years I stayed quietly at home, ) e =
And kept my distance from the dusty world. FHEHRRE,
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7 “In the Sixth Month of Wushen (408), Fire” J¥ Hi % 7\ F i K :

Since youth I’ve held my solitary course SRR,
Until all at once thirty-six years have passed. # YL,

8 “Twenty Poems After Drinking Wine” Xl —

So it went and now I am nearly forty, TR,
With nothing done to show for all those years. T BRI T o

9 “Twenty Poems After Drinking Wine”:

I had reached the age one should have made his start, A& [A]374F,
For lost ideals I was much ashamed. R L,

10 “Untitled Poems” Z37F:

But now with fifty years of my own, ST TAE,
I’m all at once doing it myself. AU,

11 “To My Sons, Yan and the Others” 5 {4 5ii:
My years have passed fifty. BAE A,

12 “In Sacrifice for My Sister Madame Cheng” Z5F2 Gk 3C:

My years were twice six, REZA,
. . 1k
You were just nine years old. IRA I 10

Reading the above lines, we can find that Tao Yuanming is a numeral-conscious
poet and even likes to use the expression of multiplication in his poems, such as
“757L” (six times nine), “PY7IL” (four times nine), “ 75" (two times six) and oth-
ers. Perhaps, this might have been the usual practice at that time, or say, a distin-
guishing feature of Tao’s poetic writing close to everyday language. Then, how
did Liang Qichao make his textual research? To put it briefly, he invoked the line
that “I’ve reached fifty in the opening year” F1 4 % 1.1~ in “An Excursion to Xie-
chuan” to conclude that Tao Yuanming died at the age of fifty-six. As it is known
that “Xinchou” = l. was annotated as “Xinyou” %P4 in other versions of Tao’s
collected works, so this line would not be taken as corroboration. Then Liang had
to resort to the other lines in the above-listed poems as circumstantial evidence,
but neither of them is convincing. However, through his analysis of all these lines,
Liang listed eight items of evidence and attempted to overturn the confirmation
that Tao’s lifespan was sixty-three years. Furthermore, Liang argued: “The deeds
of Master Tao from the age of twelve to fifty-four recur many times in his poetic
writings. If he lived on into his sixties, how come none of the poems talk about
it?”!" For Liang, it does not make sense to say that Tao writes few poems as his
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old age is drawing near, for he has composed “In Sacrifice for Myself” 143
and “Bearers’ Songs” (three poems) A H#E =5 This is, probably, the crucial
perceptual knowledge that supports Liang Qichao’s assertion that Yuanming did
not live past the age of sixty. We know that a firm evidential basis needed to be
established before any conclusion of textual research is drawn. Without sufficient
evidential information, the conclusions of textual research mostly fall into percep-
tual understanding. Therefore, You Guoen Ji#[E & (1899-1978) wrote an essay
entitled “The Query and Textual Criticism of Tao Qian’s Lifespan” &8 -20 ##5E
as a complete refutation of Liang’s statement. He said, “It seems like, at first blush,
a firm reversal; but on closer examination, it is absolutely preposterous”.'? Never-
theless, his refutation of Liang’s claim was still based on the annotation to the year
of “Xinchou” = 1. and the line that “The year begins and at once it is the fifth day”
FF- 2 6T H . It is known that “the fifth day” 71 H originally appeared in Li Gong-
huan’s ZE/\ Mt edition entitled An Annotated Collection of Tao Yuanming 5E371 V]
JHIHZE. All of You Guoen’s other arguments against Liang’s claim are not solid
evidence and similarly unfounded. In brief, although Liang and You proposed the
relatively systematic confirmation respectively in their textual research on Tao’s
lifespan, neither of them can be deemed as final conclusion. It might be thus said,
there is indeed a right answer hidden behind the recurrent self-narration of his age
and deeds in Tao’s collected works. But how can we find the answer? No one seems
to have found the key to unlock it.

As we know, Zhang Yan believed that Tao died at the age of seventy-six;'* and
Liang Qichao claimed that Yuanming’s lifespan was fifty-six.'* Moreover, Gu Zhi
held that it was fifty-two.”” Based on the lines: “Heaven and Earth allot our life,
where there is life, there must be an end” KHbI#Ar, 24 FHFE, and “My Years
have passed fifty” &4 T in “To My Sons, Yan and the Others”; and the line
that “This early end is not fate’s malice” F-ZJEAFT{E in the first of the “Bearers’
Songs” U AIFE; as well as the line that “When your years were of middle age”
FAEH E in the “Funeral Elegy for the Summoned Scholar Tao” FEAEL: 3£ by
Yan Yanzhi, Gu Zhi contended that Tao died after fifty. These lines, however, are
all inconclusive evidence, of which the line that “When your years were of middle
age” in the “Funeral Elegy” is not Yuanming’s dying words. And we read in the
first of his “Bearers’ Songs™:

All that live must die: A LA,
This early end is not fate’s malice. AR,
Last night a man like any other, WEEERIA A,
Today inscribed among the ghosts. A BAE R R

These lines are actually more of the typical sigh over the transience of human
life. It is quite natural for a man of sixty-three to give vent to such feelings. As for
the lines in Yan’s “Funeral Elegy”:

When your years were of middle age, PG,
You became ill with a malarial fever. PRAENE 2
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You regarded death as returning home; MFEANIA,
You looked on misfortune as fortune. I X145,
Medicines you would not taste; 2] R,
In prayers you sought no aid. FEAEARAL, 16

These lines suggest that Yuanming was ill after the age of fifty, not that he died
precisely in middle age. Sun Deqian #)MEH# (1873-1935) believed that “middle
age” H' & in the line that “When your years were of middle age” invoked the al-
lusion that “King Wen was appointed king in his middle age” SCEAZ i {EH & in
the Book of Documents 5. He explained:

In the “Funeral Elegy for the Summoned Scholar Tao” by Yan Yanzhi, the
line that “When your years were of middle age” employs the allusion that
“King Wen was appointed king in his middle age” in the Book of History,
suggesting that Yuanming lived to a great age as King Wen did. It is known
that King Wen passed away at the age of ninety-seven, then Yuanming must
have been dead at the same age. In accordance with the account in the Book
of Documents, King Wen had reigned for fifty years, and he was only forty-
seven when he was put on the throne. How could we assume that Yuanming
died at the age of forty-seven? Only in the knowledge that “middle age” al-
ludes to King Wen” can we confirm the exact dates of the birth and death of
Yuanming.'’

It is completely ridiculous and absurd to assume that Yuanming died at the
age of ninety-seven. If Yan borrowed the meaning of “middle age” in the Book of
Documents, his intent was most likely to point out that Yuanming suffered from
serious illness at the age of about fifty. Actually, by Yuanming’s own account
in “To My Sons, Yan and the Others” -5 {55 #i, he was in fragile health and
often fell ill:

My years have passed fifty. ... Since I became ill, I have gradually declined.
My relatives and friends have not neglected me, but always come to relieve
me with medicines and acupuncture. Yet I myself fear that the great allotment
will have its limit.

HFEE A ... BB LR, Wt i, SRR, B2 W, A
BRI A FRAL,

So, in this case, he wrote to his sons, but these words do not imply that he died at
that time. Living a life of hardship and toil, Yuanming was plagued with illnesses in
his later years. According to the above analysis, Gu Zhi’s refutation of the argument
that Tao died at the age of sixty-three is also unconvincing. Even so, Gu Zhi felt
quite sure that he had found other solid evidence. After a perusal of the lines that
“My years were twice six; / You were just nine years old” FX4F 75, /KA LR
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(“In Sacrifice for My Sister Madame Cheng”); and those in the “In Sacrifice for My
Cousin Jingyuan” Z% M BT L

You and 1 MRS R,
Not only were dear friends, FE(HZEA,
But our fathers were brothers, ACNTE Az,
Our mothers were sisters. BRI M AL,
And both in childhood R Ui 14,
Encountered unjust calamity. TR Ao

Gu Zhi deduced that Tao Yuanming was five years older than Jingyuan, who
died in the year of Xinhai % (411). (In the line “fH M4, “Bf” tiao refers
metaphorically to the age of twelve, Yuanming; and “tA” chi, the age of eight, Jin-
gyuan.) Furthermore, based on the lines that “Your years had just passed ‘standing
firm’, / When suddenly you took leave of the world” 4FFi it 37, #5851, Gu Zhi
assumed that Jingyuan was thirty-one, and Yuanming thirty-six in that year. And he
concluded by counting from that year down to the fourth year of the Yuanjia 7T
(427) that Yuanming’s lifespan was fifty-two years. Nevertheless, his assumption
is problematic, as we read the lines:

With the year under the sign Xinhai (411), the month, mid-autumn (the eighth
month), on the nineteenth day, the day chosen by divination, my cousin Jin-
gyuan is buried, ever to be at rest with the Lord Earth.

BIEEZ, AR fIAIUH, MERGE, MREZE, KT R L.

Here, Tao reported the date of the interment, but he did not explicitly state that
Jingyuan died in this year. Traditionally, the dead was not always buried imme-
diately after. Often for economic reasons, the coffin was placed in a temporary
shelter, and it was uncertain how long it would take before the formal burial. As we
know, Du Fu’s #1F coffin was placed for more than fifty years before his grandson
was able to move it back to his hometown for the interment ceremony and asked
earnestly Yuan Zhen JCHH (779-831) to write the well-known the “Epitaph for Du
Fu, The Deceased Ministry Councilor of the Tang Dynasty” JFE# T8 53 /MR AL
5L R4, Reading this sacrificial piece, we feel that it was not written for the funeral
immediately held after Jingyuan was dead, but written long after Jingyuan’s death,
when the mourning rite was complete for a second time. And this again struck a
sympathetic chord in Yuanming’s inner heart, he emotionally recalled the sweet
memories of their past days, and mourned for the deceased Jingyuan. We read the
lines that Yuanming lamented the loss of his dearly beloved cousin:

Twiddling our wine-cups, we talked; P =,
Things last, but men are fragile. 7V UNIH
How should my young cousin B,

Leave the world before me? TR
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My memories are inexhaustible; AT,
To my thoughts what limit! SIS
Days pass; months flow away; HEH R,
Cold and heat alternate. FEERE,
Death and life are different realms; AR,
The living and the dead have their bounds. A,
At the chosen time you go to your eternal home; i j= 7K H,
Straight along the road you ascend. frigE b,
Wailing are your left-behind children, WA
Who cannot yet make proper sounds. AREEIET,
Grieving is your widow, HREN,
Whose observances are very correct. FALFLIH
The courtyard tree is as it was, JER A,
But your house is deserted. T TR
Who says: Jingyuan, KA,
When will you come back again? (ELRE=B4Y

Apparently, these lines describe the situation several years after Jingyuan’s
death, of which “Days pass; months flow away; / Cold and heat alternate” indicate
a time span. And the lines that “The courtyard tree is as it was, / But your house is
deserted” recount that Yuanming passed Jingyuan’s former residence again when
he attended the burial ceremony. However, none of these lines involves the situa-
tion just after Jingyuan’s death. And Yuanming wrote that Jingyuan’s son was just
born when he died, unable to utter his words clearly. It seems that Jingyuan was
buried after he had been dead for three to five years. Supposing that Tao died at
the age of sixty-three, we can confirm that he must have composed this elegy when
he was forty-one. As he was five or six years older than Jingyuan, by this calcula-
tion, Jingyuan must have been dead at the age of thirty-one or thirty-two, which
tallies with the lines that “Your years just passed ‘standing firm’ (his thirtieth year),
/ When suddenly you took leave of the world” “F i, E5HEE Gu Zhi’s
textual research, seemingly credible, ignored the general knowledge that the year
of burial is not necessarily that of death. Understandably, this is the result of his
eagerness to seek quick confirmation. This is utterly wrong, for it is Zhang Yan who
first raised doubt in the credibility of the account. As for Liang’s claim and Gu’s
argument, neither is tenable, as I mentioned above, Yuanming said plainly in his
“In Sacrifice for Myself” H %% 3: “From old age I have come for my end” M\ &15
2%, Undoubtedly, if one dies at the age of fifty-six or fifty-two, it cannot be counted
as a natural death at the old age.

Contemporary scholars also carry out the textual research on Tao’s lifespan.
Deng Ansheng X%/ contends in The Chronology of Tao Yuanming P& W 4
7% that Tao lived to the age of fifty-nine, which is quoted by Gong Bin %K in
The Collated and Annotated Edition of Tao Yuanming'’s Collection FEJHWiF4E
4E. Inspired by Lu Qinli, Deng still starts from “An Excursion to Xiechuan” to
seek evidence, and he agrees to Lu’s view that “Xinchou” %1l is used as a way
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of numbering the days. Thus, he argues that “the fifth day of the first month of
Xinchou” 2 H.1E H T H in the preface to the poem is designated by the Heavenly
Stems and Earthly Branches. Then he consults The Conversion Table of the Lu-
nar Calendar Years and Chronology of Dynasties in the Twenty Olfficial Historical
Books 1 #H[£]5% by Chen Yuan FfJH, and finds that the fifth day of the first
month in the fourteenth year of Yixi (418) precisely falls on the day of the year of
Xinchou. Accordingly, in the light of the line that “I’ve reached fifty in the open-
ing year”, and counting up to the fourth year of Yongjia (427), he concludes that
Yuanming lived to the age of fifty-nine.!® Even so, this is not really nailed down
very firmly by solid evidence.

As opinions and arguments vary, no unanimous conclusion can be drawn. How-
ever, neither the doubts about the account of “sixty-three years old” in the History
of Liu Song, nor the evidence to confirm the year of Yuanming’s year of birth and
lifespan, are incontrovertible. Scholars, who uphold the account in the History of
Liu Song, such as You Guoen and Lu Qinli, have presented their refutations of the
variously-supposed doubts. Unfortunately, their focuses fall more on rebuttal than
the provision of compelling evidence.!” Specific arguments of different schools
will not be discussed here one by one. I think, the most important is to find ad-
equate historical materials and hard evidence to support the account that Tao died
at his sixty-three years old in the History of Liu Song. With sufficient historical
documents and records to confirm that Yuanming’s lifespan is sixty-three, the var-
ied claims and absurd remarks will eventually collapse of themselves. In this sense,
textual research is in essence a voyage of discovery.

1.2 The Accuracy of the Account about Tao’s Lifespan in the
History of Liu Song

Personally, I think Zhang Yan’s argument is after all a single evidence, the very
crux of the matter is that there are some textual variants, on which he seems unable
to make accurate judgement or come up with a sound solution. So he said, “If the
poem proves to be right” #7 LARFA IE .2 The use of the word “if” stands careful
consideration. Although later scholars have found some supplementary evidence,
they are more of conjecture than direct evidence. In this case, I think it is reason-
able to accept the record in the History of Liu Song. It is proposed that when Shen
Yue completed the History of Liu Song, sixty-one years have passed since the death
of Yuanming, and the whole writing time is only one year, which cannot guarantee
the accuracy of the information and accounts. Worse still, mistakes often ensue in
the course of hand-copying and block-printing. Consequently, the record of “sixty-
three years old” in the History of Liu Song is unreliable. In this respect, the scepti-
cism of Liang Qichao and others about it makes some sense.?! Although Shen Yue’s
History of Liu Song was compiled within just over a year, scholars and historiog-
rapher of his time actually attached great importance to the history of this dynasty.
Historically, they began to compile the official history in the Yuanjia period (439)
under the regime of Emperor Wen of Southern Song % 3. The eminent scholar
He Chengtian {7 K (370-447) drew up narrative biographies. At the end of the



Evidential Research on Tao's Birth Year 27

Jin dynasty, Tao was summoned by the imperial court to be an official in charge of
historiography 3£ {/ER[, but he refused to enter officialdom. Yuanming, Zhou Xuzhi
fi%:2 (377-423) and Liu Yimin XI/i% [& (352-410), were known as “Three Re-
cluses of Xunyang <3-FH =2 At that time, literati and scholar-officials aspired to
pursue eremitism, and the imperial court highly commended and valued recluses,
and Yuanming was regarded as one of the prominent personages in a way. Moreo-
ver, he once served as Aide to Liu Yu X%+, Emperor Wu of Song dynasty A H,
thus it was highly likely that he had been included in the biographies in the History
of Liu Song when it was amended then, for this occurred only twelve years after his
death. In other words, Yuanming’s entitlement to his biography in the History of
Liu Song was officially decided when the historical book was amended in the Liu
Song dynasty. Besides, in the sixth year of Daming A B (462) in the reign of Em-
peror Xiaowu ZXIi7, Xu Yuan 77 (394-475) and others continued to compile
the official history with reference to the manuscripts by He Chengtian and others.
It was predecessors’ efforts that paved the way for the quick completion of the His-
tory of Liu Song by Shen Yue. For this reason, Zhao Yi #X% (1727-1814) in the
Notes on the Twenty-Two Official Histories 1+ — 5 #LiC pointed out, “The History
of Liu Song is mainly compiled based on the old version of Xu Yuan K% 1% %
[HZ (Volume nine)”.?2 Therefore, the biography of Tao Yuanming in the History
of Liu Song was compiled conjointly by He Chengtian, Xu Yuan and others during
the Liu Song dynasty, not by Shen Yue. Therefore, the lifespan of Tao Yuanming
accounted in the biography is the factual record of contemporary historians, not out
of the conjectures of the historians in other dynasties. To say the least, even if it was
written by Shen Yue, the information about his year of death was obviously derived
from the account in the previous historical documents.

On the other hand, the imperial court of Liu Song not only valued but also
often summoned recluses, thus, there would be no paucity of biographical ma-
terials about those renowned recluses in the archives and documents. Since Tao
Yuanming was called to the post of Assistant Archivist, his name must have
been recorded in an official list by convention. And when he died, the prefecture
would normally report it to the imperial court. In fact, other renowned recluses
would also receive such treatment. Most likely, the accounts of the year of his
death and lifespan in the History of Liu Song drew from this sort of sources.
Among the seventeen recluses listed in the “Biographies of Recluses” in the
History of Liu Song, the years of death and lifespan of the sixteen of them were
clearly recorded:

Dai Yong #il: died in the eighteenth year of Yuanjia (441), at the age of
sixty-four.

Zong Bing Ji: died in the twenticth year of Yuanjia (443), at the age
of sixty-nine.

Zhou Xuzhi %22 : died in the first year of Jingping 51~ (423), at the
age of forty-seven.

Wang Hongzhi F5A 2 : died in the fourth year of Yuanjia (427), at the age
of sixty-three.
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Ruan Wanling [t /7 #%: died in the twenty-fifth year of Yuanjia (448), at
the age of seventy-two.

Kong Chunzhi fL{%<: died in the seventh year of Yuanjia (430), at the
age of fifty-nine.

Liu Ningzhi X#¢ : died in the twenty-fifth year of Yuanjia (448), at the
age of fifty-nine.

Gong Qi #24/7: died in the seventeenth year of Yuanjia (440), at the age
of forty-two.

Tao Qian P&7&: died in the fourth year of the Yuanjia (427), at the age of
sixty-three.

Zong Yuzhi 5582 : died in the eighth year of Yuanjia (431), at the age
of fifty.

Shen Daogian JLiEE: died in the twenty-sixth year of Yuanjia (449), at
the age of eighty-two.

Guo Xilin 77 #K: died in the tenth year (of Yuanjia) (433), at the age of
forty-seven.

Lei Cizong B X 5%: died in the twenty-fifth year (of Yuanjia) (448), at the
age of sixty-three in Zhongshan £ [1].

Zhu Bainian 2K [14F: died in the first year of Xiaojian ¥ (454), at the
age of eighty-seven in the mountain.

Wang Su F-3%: died in the seventh year of Taishi Z&4fi (471), at the age
of fifty-four.

Guan Kangzhi X2 : died in the first year of Shengming -1 (477), at
the age of sixty-three.?

Exceptionally, since Zhai Faci &%) “dwelled in a rock cave, he was rarely
seen”, and later “died among the rocks, the year of his death remained unknown”. As
we see, the year of death and lifespan of these famed recluses once summoned by the
imperial court were definitely recorded in the historical books. As for Zhai Faci, who
was an exception, the historians added a specific explanation. This further attested
to the stylistic rules and format available for the compilation of the History of Liu
Song to fulfil the requirement to record the year of death and age in the biographies
of recluses. And this probably was concerned with the institution of eremitism at
that time. In this sense, it is unreasonable to cast doubt solely on the accounts of Tao
Yuanming’s lifespan.

1.3 The Intra-Textual Evidence Present in the “Twenty Poems
after Drinking Wine” Series

In terms of the intra-textual evidence, no direct evidence that confirms the precise
lifespan of Tao Yuanming can be found in his poetic writings. However, through
persistent comprehensive survey of his collected works, I have realized that the
account about Yuanming’s lifespan of sixty-three is more confirmable; whereas
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the other arguments are mutually incompatible and hardly convincing. Here I will
only take the nineteenth of his “Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine” as a specific
example for a detailed textual analysis:

Some time ago, tired of constant hunger, WAL,
I left my plow behind and went to serve. Bk LA,
I failed in my duty to support my family, IR,
Cold and hunger held us in their grip. PRI 28
I had reached the age one should have made his start, SRR IR S7 A,
For lost ideals I was much ashamed. R Z L,
At last to carry out my lonely lot BRI ERIT,
I shook my robe and came back to the farm. AU H HL
The stars have flowed unceasing in their course, 2SR,
Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by. U,
The highways through the world are broad and long. TH B B,
This is what made Yang Zhu stop and weep. sk LAk,
Although I have no royal gift to squander. BIHEEE,
Cheap wine will serve my purpose just as well. TR g,

It was accounted in the biography of Tao Yuanming in the History of Liu
Song: “As his parent was old and his family poor, he began his official career
as Libationer Z5{1 of the Jiangzhou .M prefecture. But he could not bear
the bureaucratic work, and thus resigned from office not long after”.? It was
when Yuanming recalled this event in his later years that he composed the
nineteenth of the “Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine”. As to when Yuanming
took the post of Libationer, Wang Zhi it (1127-1180) confirmed that it was
before the age of thirty in the Chronological Biography of Tao Yuanming of
Lili ZE 3% Thus, Wang wrote in the item of “the Nineteenth Year of Taiyuan

Kt (394)”:

In this year Master Tao was thirty years old, as we read the couplet in his
“Returning to the Farm to Dwell” JHH[T: “By mischance I fell into the
dusty net. / And was thirteen years away from home” ##7& /R H, —Z
— 4. This indicates that the start of his official service as Libationer oc-
curred before he composed this poem. Feeling an unendurable sense of being
stuck in the post, he resigned from office soon. Therefore, he said: “For long
I was a prisoner in a cage. And now I have my freedom back again” AfESE
G651, 2 151% H4K. Later, when he was called to be Secretary &4, he flatly
refused.”

Leaving aside Wang Zhi’s assumption that the series of “Returning to Farm to
Dwell” (five poems) was composed after Tao’s resignation from the post of Liba-
tioner, his view that Yuanming’s service started before the age of thirty has been
widely accepted by later generations. Later, Wu Renjie 517 in The Chronicle of
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Master Tao Jingjie's Life Fi¥E 15 56/E 43 asserted that the series was composed
when Yuanming was twenty-nine years old. And in the item of “In the Eighteenth
Year of Guisi %5, he stated:

At the time Yuanming assumed the post of Libationer of the Jiangzhou
prefecture. He resigned and returned home before long. When he sum-
moned to be Secretary, he did not accept. He said in the poem: “Some
time ago, tired of constant hunger, I left my plow behind and went to
serve” W5 E 17 KL, #ER Ze221E. And he added, “I had reached the age
one should have made his start” /&I [[]37.4F, it is thus clear that Master
Tao started his official career at the age of twenty-nine, and it was in the
year of Guisi (393). Also, we read in the biography of Tao Yuanming in
the History of Liu Song: “As his parent was old and his family poor, he
began his official career as Libationer of the Jiangzhou prefecture. But he
could not bear the bureaucratic work, and resigned from office not long
after.” Thus, he wrote in the line that “I shook my robe and came back to

the farm” $3 < H B 26

Later, those who agreed to the confirmation that Yuanming lived to the age of
sixty-three all endorsed this statement, which attests to its credibility.

Now we are to look into the issue of Tao Yuanming’s age reflected in this
poem. The couplet that “Some time ago, tired of constant hunger, / I left my
plow behind and went to serve” refers to the fact that the poet started to serve as
Libationer of the Jiangzhou prefecture at the age of twenty-nine. Since he could
not bear the official life, he resigned and returned home before long. And this
is reflected in the lines: “I had reached the age one should have made his start, /
For lost ideals I was much ashamed”. Accordingly, Wu Renjie in The Chronicle
of Master Tao Jingjie's Life confirmed that it was at the age of twenty-nine that
“He began his official career as Libationer of the Jiangzhou prefecture. But he
could not bear the bureaucratic work, and resigned from office not long after”,
which was accounted in the biography of Tao Yuanming in the History of Liu
Song. Indeed, this is the virtually unanimous conclusion. The crucial point lies
in the two lines: “At last to carry out my lonely lot, / I shook my robe and came
back to the farm”. Do they describe Tao’s mood after resigning from the post
of Libationer, at the age of twenty-nine, or from the magistrate of Pengze? I
thought these two lines were supposed to say that Yuanming was in the mood
for retreat into fields and gardens. Here, he made clear that it was at that time
that he had the intention to live a contented life in rustic retirement. If this re-
fers to his mood after his resignation from the magistrate of Pengze, the lines
that “The stars have flowed unceasing in their course, / Until a twelve-year
cycle has gone by” indicate that it has been twelve years since he withdrew
from office and lived in seclusion. Based on the lines that “I shook my robe and
came back to the farm” and “Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by”, Tang Han
X (1202-1272) of the Song dynasty argued that the series of “Twenty Poems
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after Drinking Wine” must have been composed in the twelfth or thirteenth
year of Yixi:

It was in the first year of Yixi (405) that Tao Yuanming resigned from Magis-
trate of Pengze, as he said that “Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by”. Ac-
cordingly, it can be inferred that the series of “Twenty Poems after Drinking
Wine” was created in the twelfth or thirteenth year of Yixi.?’

However, the lines that “I had reached the age one should have made his start, /
For lost ideals I was much ashamed” #2& [A] 374, &2 FTHIE speak explicitly of
the occurrence when Yuanming resigned from the Libationer at the age of twenty-
nine. And after he gave up his official post at Pengze, he had twelve to thirteen
years’ experience of living in idleness or being an official. Skipping from his res-
ignation from the Libationer at the age of twenty-nine to his eschewal from office
at Pengze and retreat into fields and gardens is abrupt and chronologically confus-
ing. Also, this is virtually a reiteration of the lines that “The highways through the
world are broad and long, / This is what made Yang Zhu stop and weep” H i JF5 /&
&, MR It LALE. Consequently, the linear narrative of the whole poem seems to be
very messy. So, I think, the lines that “At last to carry out my lonely lot, / I shook
my robe and came back to the farm” JXJS 98453, ZHE I H B describe Tao’s pos-
ture when recalling his resignation from the prefecture Libationer, which suggests
that he intended to return to fields and gardens right away, not that he retreated into
the bucolic existence amidst nature after that. Wu Renjie also believed that the line
“I shook my robe and came back to the farm” pointed to Tao’s resignation from the
Libationer, instead of the event that he was made magistrate of Pengze and soon
resigned and returned home to live in seclusion. In fact, the various versions of
the biography of Tao in the historical books of successive dynasties all account his
resignation from the post of the Libationer and practice plowing. It was recorded in
the “Biographies of Recluses” [ (% in the History of Liu Song:

As his parent was old and his family poor, he began his official career as Li-
bationer of the Jiangzhou prefecture. But he could not bear the bureaucratic
work, and resigned from office not long after. When the Prefecture asked him
to be Secretary, he did not accept. Supporting his family by plowing in the
fields, he became frail and sickly. He also became Advisor to the Zhenjun £
% (the stabilization Army) General and then to the Jianwei % /& (Establish-
ing Majesty) General.?®

SREHDA, HIMEET, A, D H, ERRIH N R, A, 95k
H 5%, 1B, £ NEE RS %,

The similar account was found respectively in the Biography of Tao Yuanming
by Xiao Tong 7 4t (501-531), as well as in the biography of Tao in the History
of the Jin and that in the Histories of Southern Dynasties, and so did in the item
of “the Eighteenth Year of Taiyuan” KJC1/\4F in Lu Qinli’s Chronology of Tao
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Yuanming's Deeds and Poems P B8R 30 A2 4F. Lu stated: “After renuncia-
tion of office, Yuanming began to plow in person to support his family. At this time,
he lived a leisurely life in retirement at Shangjing village I 5§ of Xunyang =-FH
(Chaisang %£3%)”.2 It is known that Yuanming held lofty ideals in his early years
and composed “Biography of the Gentleman of the Five Willows” TLHI5E4:1% to
lodge his sentiments. Later, “as his parent was old and his family poor”, he began
to assume an official post, but resigned not long after. When the Prefecture asked
him to be Secretary, he did not accept. Then he returned home to plow in the fields
to support his family, as he said in the poem “I shook my robe and came back to
the farm”. But later Yuanming entered officialdom again, became Advisor to the
General of the stabilization Army and then to the General of the Establishing Maj-
esty, yet he accomplished neither success nor acquired fame. Finally, he resigned at
Pengze, returned to a natural way of life and lived in seclusion. Without a specific
account of his experience of being an official within a span of time, Tao only gen-
eralized his official career during a period of twelve or thirteen years with the line
that “The stars have flowed unceasing in their course, / Until a twelve-year cycle
has gone by”. Tao Shu Fiii (1778-1839) in “4 Study of Master Jingjie’s Chronol-
ogy ¥ 1154 AF 157 5 noted:

If we assume that Master Tao was born in the year of Renzi =¥, and
take into account the sequence of events, the line that “I had reached
the age one should have made his start” and the others are all untenable.
Recently, I read several works by Huang Zhang ¥ from Yuyao 4%
1k, in which he strongly supported Zhang Yan’s 5K#%# (also known as
Jichang Z=1<) argument that Tao was born in the year of Renzi. Even
though, based on the lines that “I left my plow behind and went to
serve” and that “I had reached the age one should have made his start”
in the “Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine”, Zhang concluded that Tao
was made Libationer at the age of twenty-nine, he ignored these lines:
“The stars have flowed unceasing in their course, / Until a twelve-year
cycle has gone by”, and “The highways through the world are broad and
long, / This is what made Yang Chu stop and weep”, which imply his
resignation and the start of his reclusive life at the age of forty. If Tao
was born in the year of Renzi, he started his official career as Libationer
of the prefecture, then this occurred in the year of Gengchen P#/i<. He
resigned from office not long after. When the Prefecture called him to
be Secretary, he refused and did not take any other official post since
then. Why should he wait for more than ten years until he was forty to
write the ci-poem “The Return” IHZ: €4 to account his resignation.
And since he had withdrawn from office, why should he wait for anther
ten years until he was fifty to reenter officialdom, serving as Advisor to
the Zhenjun General and then to the Jianwei General? Thus, it can only
be confirmed that Tao was born in the year of Yichou £ H., and he was
exactly forty-one years old when he untied his seal ribbon and left the
post of magistrate of Pengze.*®
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The word “&” (cycle) in the line that “Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by”
25249 —70 conveys properly his passive sentiments facing the vicissitudes in his
official career. Yuanming wrote in the “In Sacrifice to My Cousin Jingyuan”:

I once entered into public service, R
And became involved in men’s affairs. EITEALNE 3
I drifted along without achievement, IR TC K,
And feared I had deserted my old ideals. AL,
When I laid aside my whip and came home, SERIAkK,
You understood what was in my mind. IR

These lines refer to the event accounted in the couplet that “The stars have
flowed unceasing in their course, / Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by”. Sub-
sequently, the lines that “The highways through the world are broad and long. /
This is what made Yang Zhu stop and weep” are concerned with the event that
Tao resigned his post at Pengze and retreated into the fields and gardens, which
is reflected in the line that “When I laid aside my whip and came home” in the
above-mentioned poem. As for “the highways through the world” 1t in the line
that “The highways through the world are broad and long”, it signifies his official
experience of going into public life in the service of society expressed in the line
that “Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by”.

Even the specific date when the series of “Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine”
was composed remains unknown, it can be confirmed that it must have been
completed after Yuanming withdrew from society and lived in seclusion in his
later years. We read the lines in the sixteenth piece of the series: “A dismal wind
blows round my wretched shack, / And a waste of weeds engulfs the courtyard”
HiE R 5 3B X, B AT EE, in which “wretched shack” )7 refers to the South
Village Fi#f. Since Tao moved there in the seventh year of Yixi (411) when he
was forty-eight, the series must have been written at that time. He wrote in the
nineteenth poem:

The highways through the world are broad and long. THEK BRIK I,
This is what made Yang Zhu stop and weep. WA LA,
Although I have no royal gift to squander, B,
Cheap wine will serve my purpose just as well. TP ATRE,

These lines describe the event that he resigned from office and returned home
to live in seclusion. Historically, Shu Guang i) (?—45 BC), a renowned min-
ister of the Western Han, did not leave the wealth he accumulated when he was
an official to his descendants, but splurged on extravagant eating, drinking and
merry-making after his eschewal of office and returning home. Yuanming did not
lead a dissipated life as Shu Guang did after his retirement, he was after all af-
fordable for cups of home-brew thanks to the generous offer of his relatives and
old friends. Besides, Tao also expressed his sentiments after his final decision to



34 A Multidimensional Study of Tao Yuanming

retreat into fields and garden and practice seclusion in several other poems, such
as the fourth poem:

The bird has refuge here and resting place, FEH 15,
And in a thousand years will never leave. THAMIE,

And the sixth:

Contemptuous of the vulgar clods, Hit A A,
They chose to follow Huang and Qi. HY s,

Also, the ninth:

Though one can learn of course to pull the reins, PR,
To go against oneself is a real mistake. ORI
So let’s just have a drink of this together, HALW IR,
There’s no turning back my carriage now. B AL,

Furthermore, the twelfth:

Master Zhang Zhi once served a term in office, KN —AT,
And still was young when the times went out of joint. HAY 2RI,
He closed his gate and never more went forth, FEITANE H,
Renounced the world for his remaining days. LG 5itE,

We can now summarize our discussion: in the first eight lines in the nineteenth
of the “Twenty Poems after Drinking Wine” series, the poet recalls the event that
at the age of twenty-nine, “he began his official career as Libationer of the (Jiang-
zhou) prefecture. But he could not bear the bureaucratic work, and resigned from
office not long after”. Subsequently, the couplet “The stars have flowed unceasing
in their course, / Until a twelve-year cycle has gone by” narrates the occurrence
after the age of twenty-nine. “A cycle” —%C is equal to twelve years, and a cycle
plus twenty-nine years is exactly forty-one years. It is thus clear that Tao resigned
from the magistrate of Pengze when he was forty-one years old. And he stated
explicitly in “The Return” J2:5K 5% that it was the first year of Yisi £ E 47,
namely, the first year of Yixi (405). Obviously, this poem was written after his
resignation from Pengze and retreat in fields and gardens. Thus, it can be deduced
that Tao Yuanming was born in the year of 365 and died at the age of sixty-three in
the fourth year of the Yuanjia (427). This proves that the account in the History of
Liu Song is accurate.

The two lines that “At twenty [ met with troubled times, / When thirty I lost my
first wife” 5578 & HFH, 153 #H/R in “A Lament in the Chu Mode: To Show to
Secretary Pang and Scribe Deng” Z%FAE 7R [ = # XA are also frequently
quoted by more scholars in their textual research on Yuanming’s age. They provide
two interpretations. One is that the two lines form a coherent account, focusing on



