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The Translator's Note

Tao Yuanming of the Eastern Jjin IMynast

high among China's greatest pucts. He is undoubtedly
5% - the very §¥eatest in view of tie .nornous bearing'

he had on subséquent generaticis of poets, most
'nétably Li Bai (Li Po), Du Fu [Tu ™u) and Bai Juyi

(Po Chu-i) of the Tang Dynasty, a- well as Su

i‘ Dongpo (Su T'ung-po) and Lu You {(in Yu) of the Scng
Dynasty. Su Dongpo?s admiraticn ur the poet was

‘so intense that he modeied a huand»:d and nine pcems on

A

those of Tao Yuanming with a view to matching and,

echoing the poetic utterances of iiis illustrious

S

"Lal Yau ﬁﬁintalnﬂd to the end

predecessor, whilé

of his leng and fﬁﬁi”ful life that poctry could

not be learned wiFﬁwutf¢ﬁnScientious study of {
& rH‘

SRR

Tao Yuanming's works, Across the ages, seldom has
there‘been a poet who failed to pay highest tribute
to his sublime genius, He is one of the few most
read Chinese poets whose artless appeal has endured
undiminished over the centuries. 7
Influential commentators of the past had
variously identified him as '"the recluse poet of

all times", the "father of pastoral poetry" and

i.




f"the poet unst: ined by worldly dust”, A su

SR
;

of his wooks extarit shows that he was a great deal
more-than a withdr.wn pairter of nature, First
#nd foremost h. was a man of sterling integrity.
His disenchant :nt with thZ realities of life
turrnad him off the boa:an_pafh of fame and gain,
True to his ow:: na*ure and the values he espoused
from youth, he broke fre2, when still in his priqgg
from his intern;tffnt Londage tc officialdom and
retired to work hi: acres of land and cultivate
hig\selfhood in disiect communion with nature,
Though out of *une wiih the world,\he remained
intensel& humaﬁ. fh the seclusion of his thatch-

roofed ccttage he lived out his days among simple,

true-hearted countyyfolk, sharing with them the

. L
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joys and hardships of rural life., By bhis own
example he restored the dignity of labour and
celebrated the virtue of plain living, *i?h
nostalgic yearning he looked back to the goldenm.

age of antiquity when all gnJoyed in an equal

measure the bounties of nature; when people produced
but did not hoard,
"Proud was man and self-sufficient,

Simple in his ways and unspoiled.
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As he grew‘;ﬁ wit and skill,
To want he was reduced”,
he thus described to the villagers in ' <hortation
" to Rurﬁl Labour. Tﬁis recurrentAt'Sme is carried
'.'further in Reflections on Unfortun .e ‘cholars:
"That happy\coﬂditioq did not .ast,
Iﬁto groups and classes the w-fid split-up.
Tb§ fish took fright when the net .as .épuh, i
“The birds panicked when the sr re was laid.
The wise Qere quick to see the cﬁungey
Refuge they f&und in tillags."
His primitivisﬁ‘bent (often mjstnﬁsn for
~escapism) and his naturalist percepticn of lifé
and the universe reflszsct the var& essénée of the
Teoist philosophy of Lau Zi (Lao;tzu) and Zhuwang Zi
(Cﬁuang-tzu) in its ﬁnadulteratéd purity. The -
“bulk cf his vritings reveallﬁim.as a‘philos§phcr'
of great depth of mind and soul who coﬁmunioatéd
in 1m€gery and rhyme, ‘
In ; culture predominantly Cpﬁfucian; where
.fank and;emolument were the coveted rewagd for
achOlastic_pursuifa and whérg prdmising‘scholaré,
wére expected to distinguish themselves in qulic‘
i life, Tao Yﬁanming's complete break yith time~

honoured conéentionality was without préecedent.




iThn“pfoud 1ndependenoe he theroby regained, though
it be at the sacririce of an otherwiae handsomc
‘uveuhoca, brought abc at the full blossoming of

i

his serenc persoqalzty. ‘ : ,
"A cAa ptive in he cage fo; yéaro, . |
Back to nature I've found my way",

he eried out in ;ubilution in Bdck(to Country Life.

In his well=known poetic prose Homeward Ho! he

againrgaﬁe‘gtteranca o his elation ?trhaﬁing

severed his 1links with the heartless,. bustling

‘world:

"Léaning eon  the seuth window, the world
lI‘W&VGd—éff with cold disdain,’#ware of the cosy g f?
comfort tho‘tipiast hut provides®, |
he‘wrota after deploring in the pdem's prologue
the decade wasted in sa*v;tnwwg : R ’  ‘  7‘;

nSha#p had been thia Biins of ceid and Mmaels
having to go ag&inst my grain cﬂused-ﬁe even greéter geor
aﬂguish. The urFe to keep alive had prompted me of

"~ to slave away at my" former poats. The thought of "_,\ 

’having sacrificed my life's ideal fo"my stomach *
filled me with remorse and shame,"

Line upon 1line of balanéed verse came -

st:Oaming.from the’many-voiged fountain of

_knowledge and beauty. Hia’aphoriatic wisdom,
Sk | iv. 3 j i '.:
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keen sensibility,qriqh imagery, tranquil passion,
molqdious pathos, exquisite humour, unerring

tasié as ,well us his tender exaltation of love and
frieudship-embgdy wvhat was besf in China's |
-Cultu;al her;tage.

“Having mode light of glbry'whilé alive, I
can't care 1gss'abont posthumous fame, Hard it
was to tfudge through life, wOuldvit Le any the
sabidy €5 cope wi;h death? ~How woefully sadt®

On this note of pathetic resignéticn ended
the postic flow anid, with it, the sarthly sojoﬁrn
of tﬁié sclitary "parting gusst" (Eight Miséella-‘
neous Posms, no, 7) -=- a post in every sznse unique,

Paradovxically, he who shunned worldly fame
and henours in the hermitage of his rusiic ﬁome‘
should have Bacpme a source of enncobling inspira-
$iol to 8 Vhdte Aine of eminant«Chinese poets and
scholars, More than any other poet, hs enjoyé\
the deep veneration of foéterity, duea .not So much
to the sensory appeal of hié‘poetry as to»its,
_.profound wisdom and sinéerity; To the Qisoriented
mind his message rings out 1oud'and clear;lto '
 the-despondegt spirif his influence is uplifting;_

i 4 fhe tortured soul he restores peace, "we ;de
V.
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1; nim a freer, purer devalopment af whatever is
: np‘;esu‘in ourselvee. (Thcmas Carlyle =-= Eaaay
on '3ur‘:1v;s) | o

A5 much iﬁpré;sed by hiainobilitf‘of chﬁfﬁa:er
as [ was f cinated by the natural beauty of his
‘pbgtr§, x started translating, four yeers ago, a
ve:  modest colleotinn of his best known writings.-
.;ihf grotification I had wus so ovexrwheiming that
I fénceiveé)o% expéﬁdiﬁg the rénga of fhe uﬁdef~_
ﬁal.ng 0 cover the‘poet’s‘enfire wofké; .fgrﬂgﬁg
thew in ;11 their subtle boauty from & languagé_
'iOnx gong ﬁut\éfiuSe iﬁto one that iS‘nﬁﬁ myiewﬁﬂ
&a&\a'ahaiienge belore Which X would‘havé‘&ringed, .; 
héd'I not DHesn urged o by a compsi;ing fewv;ur
that all but blinded me to my slender ability. |
In the ensbiﬁé years, exhi;aratiéﬁ altefnaﬁea‘ﬁifhﬁ
' perplexed despair, ‘What promised to be fewa:diug
_toil’toé often-tﬁrned opt to be a far cry from
-yhe poet!s highly idiosyncratic styie, and\whgt"
was produced with pa;nst;king fidelity (in ;{
‘sj_trait',jac‘ke:ﬁ, as it wers) all but stifled the
breath of %is poetry. As neither form'ndr sﬁbstancs

" could be . sacrificed withoﬁt wreaking havoc on 2

ptﬁe.simple pertedtion of the‘poet'a'idiom,‘thé

vi. Lk
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English rendition had to strike a careful balance,
' involving no en? of compromise, My painful aﬁd
often ill-direcied efforts at reducing the disparity

between the two cultures in questiOn and, ia

particular, hetween their modes of thou ht and
exﬁréssion; evéutually'resulted in the present \
line by line trunslation, |

In a few cuses, the syntactic éequenos of a
couplet has been rsvefsed in favour of greater
cohefencs in the English version; arnd where a turn

of speech, an irege or a symbol (uvhite, not black,”
2 N

for instance, is the <olour of mourning) would
‘ 3 \
§
call up =ssociations . in the LrﬁﬁLSh reader contrary

t0 what they are meant ﬁo eveke, I have replaced

thém with'their appropriate English counterparts,

Whére‘l have ailowsd myself greater latitude of
G expression, a more 1itera* altesrnative is usually

provided in the form of a footnote. By the same

token, a turn or an image vital to the poetic

@essage i; mostly literally rendered, accompanied
by a more literéry version of thé same.' To .

f&cilitate a fuller appreciation of poetry fifteen
"hundred Years old, I found it important to :

presgnt it in the cultural context of its time.’

vii,



he nllusions and refsrarces wi'h which some o°

1e noens are heavily loaded, 1 ve heen given .
déqnate attention in ann&taticns aﬁd explana;Sry:
otes so as to enabie tha Eng ish reazder to se:

‘he Yelavant information in h,ator%ﬁai pegépee?iﬁé;
_his is the ;bie justificatio- for the immoderate

i se éf rotes and comments, fo. which I have
heavily relied on the'scholars-ip.of commentatsrs
oast and present, Morecver, I have carried ﬁy
ressafch a iong'way'bsﬁond tiie -scope aﬂnotﬁtions_

Zoy the Chinese readership would sall for, Much

Fie

cf the material is firesi-hand data gaﬁhered‘fﬁdm’

+their sources in the ancient classics. Wharewsar

ues has occcured

e
@
¢

divergence of cpinion onm cruscial

-

among commentatera, this is broughi to the reader?’s
notice. For the chrenolegy of the pcetls works,i

1 have adhered to the cne worksd out b? the late
Pfofessor wang Li, except'far the poems Namingb
My1Scn, and Reflcctions on Unfortunate Scholars,
where I have been otherwisea convincéd. Bioéraphical
.detaiia are inté¢rsperced with;the great‘npmbef of
footnotes and comments, and should furnish .

adequate information about the pbet's'life, if read

in the chrdnological order., In sum, the ultiﬁat.,

vidi,




1 W G s _ ;
goal of this work is to present not only the poaot
but, along mith him, the culture and na*ional
1diom thlt nurtured his poetic genuia.

The translation of Tao Yuanming's works took

a littlc over three.yéars to acccmpiish. Now that

it has besen brought to a _close, I am more. than eve
aﬁpre:of its limitations and have at long last com
to terms with the impossibility (for me at least)
of rendering his complete works intact into the
Dnglish.language. Nonetheless, I have the satisf&
tion to gnow that I have done mv bit -- efforts th

might evantually add to prdmoting Tao Yuanminé's

'poetry beyond the threshhold of his native country

I sheuld consider myself abundantly rewarded if
hers and theré.a couplet or two of my transla%izh
coﬁid strike a sympathetic chord in tﬁplheart; of
my English raad;re.

As I lock bdck‘on the dark hours of trustrati

475 had experienced while grinding away at my work,

I am’ fi%led with intense gratitude for the warm
encouragement.I'geceived from my friends Professo;

Alec M, Hardie and Professor bai Liuling. Profes:

Hardie's cordial reception of my earlier translat:

and his kind and favourable review, 'before his re

ix -



teo England, of ﬁy selected translations inclined
me in favour of embarking on the far more ambitious
project of translating the poet's complete works,
To Professor j;ai I am heavily indeﬁféd for his
painstdking oollétion and candid ori;iéism of

some of the earlier as well as several of thé

later tremslations I sent him., I owe him special :
gratitude for the approach I took to solving the
classic dilemma of freedcm versus constraint
confronting all translators of poetry.

I deeply appreciate the gsnuine interest my
friends and colleagues Professor Wang Yue, Mr, M,
Jack Leamy, Professor Yang Tiantang, Professor lHe
‘Gnozhi, Dr. Anae Tessendsen, ﬁr, Huang Hanping,
Professor Zhang Luanling aﬁd Dr.‘KatYa walter/
{being the last to come, she is the only person to
have read the manuscript in its final, complete
state) had taken in my work and gratefully
acknowledge their helpful suggestions, My sincere
acknowledgment is due to the gentlehan of,tha

University's Office for the Advancement of

Research, with whose friendly assistange the
appended typescript of the original poems has been

brought about., To Miss Weng Ziqi X am much oblige

-
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for thg English typescript, especi..lly for
kindly putting up with the endless re- ‘sions and
last minute alterations I felt bou. .d io make,
In whatever form thesevtranslutiuns.might ane
day appe;r, to the memory of my muther, to my wife,
_and to a very dear old friend I d: licate this .

mocdest offering of love's labour,

Tan Shilin

21, February 1991
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