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Introduction

Poetry is art embedded in history and culture. While the immediate
focus of this book is on Tao Qian (365—427),' the poet’s writings are
placed withinliterary, intellectual, and socio-political contexts devel-
oped over the preceding two centuries, and related to longstanding
philosophical and aestheticideals from the pre-Qin period. Compari-
sons are drawn from the Western literary tradition as occasion arises,
with the mindfulness that perspectives independently formed in
China and the West cannot be facilely transferred from one to the
other. Relating close reading to wider cultural-historical factors and
to cross-cultural literary phenomena, the study attempts an integral
interpretive approach.

My discussion consists of two main parts. Part  moves from an
overview of the Wei-Jin (220-420) ethos to Tao’s lifelong quest for a
personal and cultural identity; the complex artistic world revealed in
his work reflects a dialectic search for a social and natural ideal
informed by Daoism and Confucianism. More importantly, these
visions constitute both a thematic macrostructure and a stylistic
underpinning of his art. Analysis in Part Il of its main aspects and its
variations in tone, rhythm, and language to express different experi-
ences shows Tao’s art to be in essential unity with his life and ideals.
Indeed the artisticprocess, in crystallizing a poetry of naturalness and
simplicity, becomes a symbolic parallel to the poet’s existential quest.
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A number of authors, forms, and literary trends are introduced in a
series of comparisons that highlight the artistic, historical, and cul-
tural distinction of Tao’s poetry in the Chinese lyric tradition.

To interpret Tao’s poetry is also to discuss his life and poetic
personality, first because they are so interfused with his work that a
sense of them, as constituted from his writings, will in turn shed light
on individual texts. Moreover, such a sense also enhances interpre-
tive validity in being part of a wider evidential framework that may
be the best antidote to selective reading based on a small number of
texts and loaded theoretical premises. Third, Tao’s life and identity
form part of his poetic legacy that is revitalized by successive genera-
tions of readers, and that became a source of artistic inspiration to
later poets as they tried to emulate him. No doubt the relationship
between an author’s work and life is no simple determinate question,
not least because that life includes things he did not do: apart from
empirical experience, the creative process is sparked yet not totally
dictated by his conscious and unconscious intentions and impulses,
nor does the import of the resultant work correspond exactly with
them. Still, in both conception and praxis, much of Chinese lyricism
remains an expressive record of thoughts, feelings, and life experi-
ences. In Tao’s work such autobiography is approximate because
much of his known identity comes from his work; incomplete since it
gives no comprehensive account of his life; and poetic in that pieces
based on life experiences are blended with expressions and compo-
sitions of imaginativeidealism, which may be fictional to the criticbut
are a real and deeply felt part of the poet’s life, and so must be
included in an extended sense of the autobiographical. Now fictional
elements in poetic autobiography may point toa number of meanings
and functions; suffice it to say that their presence does not always
mean self-conscious role-playing or defensive image-building—just
as such attempts do not always involve fictional fabrication. Indeed,
while the postulation of self-image construction implies an act of
manipulation and distortion and ultimately a certain authorial insin-
cerity, the possibility is always there—especially if the poet’s sensibil-
ity is of a visionary or idealistic cast—that the empirically fictional
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elements in his work may be experientially and expressively authen-
tic. From recognizing the autobiographical nature of Tao’s work, it
does not follow that he is consciously engaged in a sustained attempt
to write his autobiography. Only textual evidence will determine
whether a particular poet writes first to express his sentiments,? or to
promote himself to his readers.

The question of lyric authenticity is one of several wider issues,
illustrated by Tao’s poetry and partly indicated by the chapter
headings, interwoven into this study. More generally, my discussion
is predicated on the belief that literature is best appreciated not as an
autonomous verbal entity but as the fruit of a temporal, cultural
activity. Indeed, as the crystallization of a personal vision founded on
cultural ideals, of a writer’s sentiments (private and public) and
experience in his encounter with history, great literature becomes
fully intelligible only in light of the larger values, institutions, and
personal and historical circumstances in which it is embedded. Since
writers are situated within a literary and cultural tradition, the spirit
and taste of the age as well as a web of historical conditions, there can
be no rigid distinction between what lies within and outside a text,
but rather a mutualistic relation between cultural-historical study
and formal analysis. A full contextualization of the text beyond its
formal boundaries—synchronically and diachronically—will enable
it to be understood in a more meaningful and aesthetically profound
way, one that is true to the irreducible complexity of history and
culture itself.

To recognize the necessity of cultural-historical understanding
for literary interpretation is not to see the relationship between them
as a simple one. For a text far removed in time, any historical context
supplied is but approximate, for the factors constituting it—material
and nonmaterial, coeval and past, personal or otherwise—cannot be
recovered in totality. Moreover, there are always specific traits about
the spirit of a writer’s age that are superimposed on the more
permanent, deep-seated elements of the culture’s value system, so
that the dynamic between them must be carefully examined. Above
all, no context can be rigidly determinative of textual meaning, forno
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cultural-historical activity needs to be confined within the orienta-
tions directing the culture of a given period. The author’s response to
historical realities is both individual and mediated by contemporary
and time-honored ideas, just as his understanding of these ideas is
filtered through his own and the larger historical situation. No
neutral transmitters but renovators of culture, great artists donotjust .
affirm but extend cultural boundaries by testing them against the
contingencies of history. To the extent that great literary works
always reinterpret inherited principles and standards which may be
paradoxical and conflicting themselves, the understanding of history
and cultureis partly dependent on the literary work. Establishing the
links and roots of a text cannot substitute for close reading, because
a text is cultural not so much by reference to the world beyond as by
virtue of what it has internalized and renewed.

Yet while falling short of completeness and total objectivity, the
contextual restitution need not be arbitrary. Since interpretation
begins and ends with the text, one can start with information it
contains—quotations, topical references, language recalling prior
usage or shared by contemporary discourse. Guiding literary and
philosophical orientations within the cultural framework should be
heeded, and spiritual values infusing the lyric impulse as heartfelt
sentiments and lived experience elucidated. In the case of Tao, my
study shows how his cultural heritage of interlocking and sometimes
conflicting value-orientations generates a spiritual-aesthetic order
along with a set of models and imperatives that are tested against a
shattering reality. As with all great artists, his poetic sensibility and
technique are not confined by the period ethos and trends in whichhe
existed. Writing becomes a way of negotiating experience as he
interacts with his cultural matrix; and in the living continuity be-
tween the venerable past and the afflicting present, the dynamic
between the contingencies of history and the search for lasting truth,
is to be found the individua] vitality of Tao’s poetry that cannot be
explained in purely formalistic terms.

.  Lyric poetry is primarily expressive rather than didactic. In the
work of an idealist like Tao, though, one finds ample support for the
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ancient Chinese perception of the cultural function of literature

whose embodiment of values and ideals gives it a heuristic resonance
beyond “artistic” bounds. While not as emphatic about this function
as Spenser, when he declares the purpose of The Faerie Queene as one
of “fashion[ing] a gentleman or noble person,” Tao surely sees art in
a similar light when he writes “If I do not transmit [the Way as
Confucius did], how will later generations hear about it?” (TY] 106).
The perception and reception of a poet’s work can thus become
testimony toits cultural significance. Largely ignored for three centu-
ries by a readership of different tastes, Tao’s poetry transcends and
perpetuates its historicity by being constantly revitalized in subse-
quent periods. But its elevation from neglect to eventual canonicity
represents more than a reversal of collective critical verdict: underly-
ing the stabilized judgment of posterity are values and ideals which
also help insure the poetry’s continual capacity to invigorate the
culture that fostered it. At least since Song (960~1279) times, Tao’s
poetry has remained living testimony to Daoist and Confucian vi-
sions of existence thathave always spurred literati with a higher sense
of ideal; as a reservoir of images, archetypes, and topoi repeatedly
invoked and applied to new situations; and as a stylistic and generic
touchstone by which to measure works it inspired. The function of
literature as a cultural conveyor is especially clear from the often
aesthetic-cum-spiritual response of later readers to Tao’s poetry,
since the artistic ideal and model of wisdom it exemplifies are
essentially similar. In this light, our appreciation of the total signifi-
cance of Tao’s art does depend on our understanding of the poet’s
entire culture.

In sum, this book attempts to show how the study of literature,
history, and ideas can be integrated to yield a sense of the complex
whole of both literature and culture. Beyond its immediate task of
appraising Tao's art, the discussion offers a glimpse of what may be
called the quintessential spirit of the Chinese poet, one that continues
to imbue the ways in which he envisions the world, the goals of
existence he strives to enact, and the aesthetic ideals he tries to attain.
A full substantiation of this proposition calls for more evidence than
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the present study can offer, but Tao’s embodiment of this spirit
certainly points the way in which many larger literary questions may
be considered. To the poet’s existential and artistic quest we shallnow
turn.
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