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From The Translator

In the introduction to his 770 Chinese Poems, first
published in 1918, Arthur Waley mentioned Tao Yuan-ming
(A.D. 365~427) as “the greatest Chinese rec/use’’, and further
on, he added that our poet ‘‘was not an original thinker, but a
great poet who reflects in an interesting way the outlook of his
time.” And in this book of his, only 12 of Tao’s poems are
included.

Two years previously, Cranmer-Byng had published his
exquisite translations of some 20 representative poets and
expressed his regret for omitting Tao Yuan-ming. Thus he
remarked:

“This author has been comparatively neglected as yet by
Western scholars. Many of his poems would be well worth
translating.”

Today in China, Prof. Wang Yao of Peking University, one
of our recognized Tao scholars and an editor of the poet’s
works, has made discerning references to the existence of
French, German, Japanese and Russian versions but failed so
far to find a good, sensible English transtation of this great
pre-Tang poet.

This brings us to the perpetual issue on the possibility of
translating a classic poet with tolerable satisfaction. English
translators of Chinese poetry have often admitted the almost
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insurmountable barriers they meet in their work.

“Poetry is poetry,” said Cranmer-Byng, ‘“‘whether it be
written in Chinese ideographs or European characters, and no
knowledge of Chinese will enable one to interpret the poet’s
message in another tongue. ... Before one line is placed on
paper the translator from the Chinese must have soaked him-
self in the traditions of the Chinese masters, their reticence,
their power of suggestion, their wonderful colour-sense, and
above all, their affinity and identification with their subject.”

With the present translator, such a work has been for long
years a labour of love. | have received encouragement and help
from many of my friends, Chinese as well as foreign, to whom
| am deeply indebted. | expect more versions or interpreta-
tions of Tao Yuan-ming to appear in English or other languages,
for he is undoubtedly our poet of poets and to transplant
his simplicity and charm in another soil will bring the gleaner

rich rewards.

Roland C. Fang
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Tao Yuan-ming, A Biographical Sketch
by
Prince Hsiao Tung (A.D. 527)*

Tao Yuan-ming (A.D. 365-427 ), alias Yuan-liang, other-
wise known as Tao Chien, alias Yuan-ming, was a native of the
district of Chaishang in Shunyang.** His great grandfather,
Tao Kan,served under the Tsins, holding a high official post.
From his early youth our poet cherished rare tastes of his
own, and was well-read and proficient in the art of poetry.
Like an arrow-head out of its sheath he prided himself on his
way of true living as being far above those of his con-
temporaries. He wrote the' Story of the Man of Five-Willows”
to throw light on his own character, a sketch considered in his

day to be a self-portraiture.

What with poverty and an aged mother at home he began to
join the petty ranks in the local prefecture. On finding the
work irksome, he soon resigned. Another position was offered

* Heir apparent to Emperor Wu-ti of the Liang Dynasty, being one
of the outstanding men of letters in literary history. This bio-
graphical sketch on Tao Yuan-ming, one of the three earliest
records, and the best, was written just one hundred years after
the death of the poet.

** in modern Kiangsi.



and rejected. Then he toiled so hard on his scanty farm to
support his family that his health broke down. When Governor
Tan called on him, he was found to have been bed-ridden for

days from illness and hunger. “A wise man,” expostulated
Tan, “should learn to meet the times when justice reigns, and
never think of retirement unless darkness prevails. As it is,
you are born into these piping days of peace, what sense is

there for you to afflict yourself like this?”’

“But how could | ever presume to be wise and knowing? | am
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not equal to it, "’ answered Yuan-ming.
Thereupon Governor Tan sent him some rice and meat, which

he only waved off with nonchalance.

Then he was appointed adviser to a certain military
bureau, for which he complained to some of his personal
friends, saying, “How | wish to be embarked upon a peaceful
job with just enough emoluments to pave my garden-paths!”
Such like sentiments of his reached the ears of his superiors,
and he was presently transferred to the magistracy of the dis-

trict of Pengtze.

To Pengtze he went without his family. But he took care to
dispatch a man-labourer to his son with a note, in which he
wrote: “‘Considering the heavy housework you have on hand
day and night, 1 am sending this man along to help you carry

water and chop wood. Remember though, he is also someone’s
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son. Treat him well.”

As district magistrate he was alloted 300 mow of ricefield as a
source for his official revenue. He had a mind to have the
whole area planted with millet. “If | could only get drunk on
the yield of millet-wine | should be more than satisfied,"” said
he. But his wife and sons insisted on his planting rice instead.
1t was then agreed to turn 250 mou into millet, leaving the rest
for rice.

By the end of the year there came an official from the higher
prefecture, “Welcome him in proper form,” was the advice
given by his colleagues in the district yamen.

“Am | expected to bow to a little town-fool for the sake of
five bushels of rice?’’ And on the same day he gave up his magis-
tracy and wrote the famous fu, “Come Away Home!"” Though a
different post was suggested he did not give it a thought.

By this time a certain Governor Wang of Kiangchow asked to
be introduced to him, but could find no way of approach.
When it was known that the poet was going up the Lushan
Mountains the Governor lost no time in causing one of the
poet’s old friends, Pang, to bring some wine in order to meet
him on the way. Yuan-ming was being accompanied by a
pupil and two sons of his who were carrying luggage for him
on account of some ailment in his foot. Seeing the wine
before him he was glad to sit down and begin to drink it. At
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this moment Governor Wang appeared in person. Yuan-ming
saw him, but went on drinking as if nothing happened.

At first, a minor official named Yen had cultivated his
friendship at Shunyang. While taking up a new post sometime
later Yen had to pass the same place again. On this occasion
he spent everyday drinking together with the poet; and
whenever they met they never parted without getting quite
drunk. Governor Wang again sought their company, yet saw
the days slip by without any access. Now it was time for Yen
to say goodbye to Yuan-ming, with whom he was good enough
to leave a fair sum of money. Yuan-ming sank the whole thing
in a drinking house, which he trequented as long as the money
lasted.

Then on the Double-Ninth Day the poet stepped out of his
house to sit ensconced in the chrysanthemum beds. When he
had filled his lap with those favorite flowers of his, suddenly
came Governor Wang again with wine. Yuan-ming partook of
it without ceremony, got drunk, and quietly retired into the

house.

He used to keep a stringless zither, though he was not well
versed in the technique of musical tunes. Wine-cup by his side
he would play on the old instrument in imaginary expressions
of silent music. Among his friends he made no difference
between the high and the low so long as there was wine. And
if he should get drunk first, he would not hesitate to address
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his partner in these terms: ‘‘l am drunk and will go to sleep;
you may go.”” Such was the frankness of his manners. Another
time when certain high officials paid him a visit, they found
him busily brewing the wine. For straining off the dregs he
was seen to take down off-hand his head-scarf for the purpose,
and after straining, the wet scarf was immediately restored

to his head with perfect unconcern.

At that time there were three men known as the three Shun-
yang recluses, One was Chou, who had gone up the Lushan
Mountains to become a disciple of a Buddhist monk. The
second was Liu of Pengcheng, who also left the world to live in
the same mountains. Our poet made up the trio by refusing all
governmental offers. Not long afterwards Chou was, under
entreaty, made to lecture to students and to edit old classics
with two other scholars. As they were put up in the vicinity of
a stable-yard for horse-guards, the poet made reference to it
in a verse epistle addressed to them in these lines:

You carry on the tradition of the great sage,

And colleagues there are to echo your words.

But the stable-yard is no lecture-hall,
Where you are just wasting your powers.

The poet’s wife, Ti, accepted poverty and hardship with like
equanimity. His great-grandfather, he thought, had championed
the cause of the Tsins; it would be a shame on his part to serve
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the new rulers. As the rule of the new regime grew to be
deeper-rooted all the less was he inclined to be summoned to
any post.

He lived to the age of sixty-three and died before he could be
made to accept the last offer. Posthumously he was honoured
with the title of Tao the Modest and Serene.
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