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A Biographical Sketch of Ruan J{
(from the Book of Jin)

Ruan Ji (210-263 A.D.), alias Si Zong,
was a native of Wei Shi County in Henan
Province. His father,Ruan Yu, was renown-'
ed in his time as the advisor to the Pri-
me Minister. A handsome young man with
a strong will, Ruan Ji proudly went throu-
gh life disregarding social conventions. He
would never let his feelings be known
through his face. Sometimes he would read
at home for months without going out; he
would roam among the rivers and mountains
for days at a time, so absorbed that he
would forget to go home. Well-read, he loved
Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi particularly. He drank
a good deal, and was fond of singing
and playing music. When thus excited, he
would often lose touch with his physical
body, earning himself the reputation of an
idiot. His cousin, Weng Yie, would deny
this, and others came to follow his opinion
regarding Ruan Ji as simply eccentric.
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Once he was invited with his uncle to visiv
the magistrate of a certain district; when
Ruan Ji did not speak a word during the
entire meeting, the magistrate was quite
baffled. When another high official heard
of Ruan Ji’s special talents he sent for him;
Ruan Ji went to the -appointed rendezvous
and penned a note to the magistrate: -

41 feel quite honoured by your invi-

- tation. You, wise and enlightened lord-

. ship with your pure virtues and high
U po’sitioﬁs are envied by many"outsteir{iaf
broiing peéple. When - you * establish “your
s ddministiation, everyoné” likes to think
< ¢ of Beeoming - your officer; as'soon as
. your appointments are anrounced, peo—
> ple: rush to ‘fill them. Once, when "‘zu

*it Xia ‘was on ‘the banks of Y1 ‘e Rivér,
. King ‘Weh“'had his “house ¢leaned” in’
S prepamﬁon fbf h‘is féfu‘rﬁ ‘7]1'(51& ‘ Tzu"
. tain and ‘King hou'gave up’ hig plaqe:
7:46 him when they were 'riging’ tégeﬁiér'
r-ion a cart.The humble “scholars 1" A
__ only according to their customs and it
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is a-sign of justice when kingz ano
high officials offord them respect. Now,
I have none of Zhou Tzu’s virtues, nor
his talents, but only shallowness, and
I feel ashamed of being singled out by
you, for I do.not deserve this honour:
I will plough my fields by the side of
the mountain and .pay my taxes for
food. Nowadays I am suffering from
. poor health and :lack of energy, so.J
am unable to take up a position at your
court. I beiecch you-do not - misplace

.. .. your-honour. Thus your reputation for

..2i chepsing good otficers! will not. be {ar~
wehmished.? - L0 o LUl

ERRTON

L ‘The fbfﬁcial,rthinkitng at first that: Ru:

an Jinmouldn’t come at all, was thrilled at
receiving this letter and ordered-that he be
admitted immeadiately. But:Ruan Ji had left
and the official.grew very angry. He was
finally persuaded by his relatives to accept
the:post, but: quitkly - resigned because of
ill+health. Later, when he became.ministex,
he tendered similar reasons for giving up
the job, and under the rule of Cao Shuang,




when he was appointed army advisor, again
he used the same excuse, going off to lead
the life of a recluse in the countryside. A
year later, when Cao Shuang was overth-
rown and killed, people thought highly of
Ruan Ji’s political insight. When Emperor
Xuan became ruler, Ruan Ji was given a
position under the head of the army. When
Emperor Xuan died he retained the post
under his successor. Later, when Cas Mao
reigned, Ruan Ji was knighted and became
the emperor’s advisor.

Ruan Ji did cherish a high ambition to
serve the world but he lived in a very tur-
bulent time and few well-known scholars
survived assassination. So it was that he
left behind social matters and began to
drink: habitually from day to day. Emperor
Weng once wanted to marry his son to the
daughter of Emperor Wu: Ruan Ji drank
and remained tipsy for sixty days. The
Emperor finally gave up on any attempt to
discuss the issue. Zhong Hui once attemp-
ted to trap Ruan Ji into talking about the
political situation with the hope of putting
him to death should he say anything unto-
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ward, but Ruan Ji remained utterly drurk.
‘When Emperor Weng was on the thr-
-one, Ruan Ji once approached him casually
‘and said: “I have travelled to Dongping -and
1 am pleased with the conditions there and
tife local customs.” The Emperor was. most
pleased and immediately appointed him the
magistrate of Dongping. Rudn Ji traveled
there on the back of a donkey. Upon arri-
val he ordered the removal of the protective
-sereens in his office so that all-'could see
each other,within and without and the pro-
‘gedures. of the law were :made simple and
upright. After ten days he returned asitl
‘the . Emperor appointed: him to & pesi’tmn
undar the first geéneral. . . 75
- ©nece xa officer came to him to mpobt
ai man- who . had killed his meother. Ruan~H
saidh!*Ah! It-is all rightto kill one's fath~
€, but how eould, he. kill his mother!” AN
ihose present were outraged by . his words
and' the Emperor said to him:“To kill ohe’s
fether. is the. biggest  crime in the woi~
ld! How can you say that it is all' rightg?
Ruan Ji -apswered:  “Axintals. know /their
mether. They do mot: know their fathér
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Thus, the one who k&lls his father is an
animal. But the one who kills his mothei
is even worse than an animal.” The Em-
peror and the others were persuaded by
these words.

When Ruan Ji heard that the master
of the soldier’s dining hall was skilled at
manufacturing alcohol and had stored three
hundred hu, he asked to be removed to the
barracks. He forgot about courtly affairs
although he still went to his office, wan-
dered .about the court and attended parties.

When: Si Ma Yian pretended to refuse
‘the emperorship,. the lords and officials,
stwying; t persuade ' him to accept, asked
Ruan Ji to write him a letter. Ruan Ji got
‘drynk and forgot all about it. Before going
iinto.cdurt the dignitaries found him sleep-
4ng by sthe table and upbn being /told by
‘the usher that they were waiting' for- his
Jetter, Raan'Ji wrote it theré and then,
Avithout any alterations in a style: both
clear and sublime' and hig'hly treasured by
his'time. = © 3 .

+ . JWhile net: foIIOng the donventxons of
his society;Ruan.Ji's utterances: ‘were abs-
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ctuse and profound. He would' never express
personal opinions about others. He was @
loyal son to his parents. .

At the time of his mother’s death, Ruan:
Ji was playing at Go with "a friend. Al~’
though his opponent asked to stop thegdme,
Ruan Ji insisted .on finishing it. He drank»
two decaliters of alcohol .and then gave &’
loud ery and spat forth a quantity of blood.”
When the time came to bury her, he eon-’
sumed a steamed piglet and again quaffed:
iwo delicaters. He bade her farewell,’ say-:
ing that his own life .was - also - finished, .
Again the loud shout, again the spitting of
mueh: blood. He was so overcome with: grief
that his' body .and spirit were -both ' neasly:
destroyed: When ‘Pei Kai:.went to condole;
him he.found Ruan Ji in a'squatting posi~'
tion''with his hair spreading: down across;
his' shoulders. ‘He gazed at Pei Kai with:
steady, - drunken - eyes. . Pei Kai left soon.
after and when a’ friend asked -him why’
he wastin tedrs,. since a' condoling . friend;
would: not normalily cry unless the mourn«.
er did so, Pei Kai said: “Ruan Ji i a mifr
who lives outside convention.. He does. not:
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pay attention to ritual and ceremony. As
for me, I am & man who lives according to
such ways, which is why I act according
to certain rules.” The people of the time
would call this “being good to both sides.”

Ruan Ji was able to express two kinds
of feeling with his eyes: the “black of eye”,
which is the look of sympathy, and the
“white of eye”, which is that of disdain.
When he met priggish people he would
give them his “white of eye”. When Ji Xi
came to him with his consolation, Ruan Ji
gave him such a look and Ji left in a bit-
ter humowr. When Ji's brother heard of
this,- he ‘came’ to see Ruan Ji bearing alco-
hol.and a musical instrument. Ruan Ji was
gredtly pleased and welcomed him with the.
“black of eye®. Consequently, certain prig-
gish peaple ceme to regard Ruah Ji ‘with
animosity; btit he enjoyed the. protection
of v the empéfor. Once his sister-in-law
went back to.her home town to visit her
parents, and "Ruan Ji went to see her off.
Some people laighed at this. Ruan Ji said:
“The rituals are fot for me,” His neigh-
bour’s wife was a pretty woman; when she



was selling alcohol Ruan Ji would invite
her to drink with him and then lie drunk
at her side. Ruan Ji didn’t care, and the
woman’s husband bore no suspicion.A sol-
dier had a beautiful and talented daughter
but she died before she was even old
enough to marry. Even though he did not
know the girl’s father and brother,he went
to their home and wept for the girl’'s dea-
th, not returning untill his sorrow had
been fully expressed. Such were the frank-
ness of his behaviour and the purity of his
inermost heart.

Sometimes he would ride on a cart
alone and let it wander without taking any
definite . road;  when the cart reached the
end of the road and could go no further,
he wquld return weeping. He visited Guang-
Wi, there, - geazing at the battlefields of
Chu and Han, he sighed: “Since time did
not have its heroes, villains won their
fame.” At the summit of Wu Lao Mount,
looking down at the capital, he sighed,
and composed some generous, heroic poems, -
Ruan Ji died in 263 A.D. at the age of 54,

. Ruan Ji was a highly accomplished
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writer, but at first he did not care about
writing. He composed about 80 poems entit-
led“The Song of My Heart” which are trea-
sured by the world. He wrote“On the Op-
timistic Zhuang Tzu” in whick he expoun-
ded the significance of “passive accomplish~
ment” (wu wei). This writing is not quoted
here because it is too long. ’
"Once he travelled to Su Meng Mountain
where he met Sun Deng, a récluse and en-
joined him in a discussion about the issues
~ of eternity and the ways of gods and god-
desses. When Sun refused to continue the
debate, Ruan Ji left him, giving a long sigh.
Amid the mountains, he suddenly heard a
sound like a phoneix’s song which was Su
Deng’s whistle. '
. 'Upon- his return, Ruan Ji composed
“The Biography of the Big Master” to the
effect that those who were' called gentle-"
men:cultivated themselves only according to'
the rules, and acted meérely in accordanee
with the rituals; jewellery in' hand, ‘they'
behaved as the laws preseribed, wantmg'
their manners to be the norms of the' pre-t
sent age and their words to set those of
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