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Lectures on Tao Yuanmlng S Poems (Lecture seventeen)
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(continued)

English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team

“At seventy, I could follow my heart’s desires without
transgressing.” (Analects: On Governing). Confucius achieved it
only when he was in his seventies; however, some people “live
together and all day long just engage in meaningless conversations”
(Analects: Duke Ling of Wei). Some people hung out together, and
rarely anything they spoke about throughout the day was proper.
They dared to say what others dare not, and the more they spoke,
the more indecent they became, and the more prideful they
became. That was not being mature but being dissolute.

Therefore, different people in the world had different states
and followed different rules. “Fatherly elders spoke randomly”
referred to neither the cautious and calculative words spoken
when they were sober, nor the nonsense words spoken when
they “live together and all day long just engage in meaningless
conversations.” Rather, it referred to sincere words among friends.

The last two sentences from the last Drinking poem are as
tollows: “I might have uttered much nonsense above, / Thus, may
you gentlemen forgive what I said,” meaning that I am sorry I
made many mistakes in what I said, but please forgive me, since
I was drunk. Why did Tao Yuanming say that? Because what he
discussed in these twenty poems was about making the choice
of either taking an official position or retreating—during the
transitional period of changing dynasties.

This was a serious matter as a slip of the tongue might get
oneself killed. Therefore there were many things that people
usually didn’t dare to talk about, but after a few glasses of wine at
a gathering of friends, everyone relaxed and no longer restrained
themselves in their exchanges. “Fatherly elders spoke randomly, the
order of serving wine was a mess.” Wine was served to whoever had
emptied their wine glasses — you served wine to me and I served
you or him, or I served myself. Unlike at the beginning when
people were served according to a certain order, people at the
gathering then spoke up their innermost secrets.

50 To be continued
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