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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems (Lecture Eighteen)
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By Professor Yeh Chia-ying

English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team

Tao Yuanming’s “Drinking” poems, though titled as such,
touch on profound aspects of life. In these poems, he explores
themes such as what we should truly value in life, as well as life’s
meaning, purpose, and goals.

In the first Drinking poem, he writes: “Winter and summer
come and go — So it is with worldly affairs.” The character {{
(dai) suggests cycles and change, while #f (xi¢) means to fade
or pass away. The Thousand Character Essay says, “Winter comes
and summer goes; autumn brings harvest, and winter stores.” The
four seasons—spring, summer, autumn, and winter—follow one
another in an endless cycle. Life, too, follows this pattern: people
pass on, and so do entire eras.

Tao Yuanming also wrote a five-part poem titled Rezurning to
the Countryside to Farm. One of the poems ends with the lines:
“Life is an illusion. / In the end, we return to emptiness.” This echoes
the teaching in the Vzjra Sutra, which says that life is “like a dream,
an illusion, a bubble, a shadow.” All experiences in this world
disappear in the blink of an eye, leaving nothing behind.

At this point, we can see that Tao Yuanming’s understanding of
life was grounded in a fundamental insight: life is short, fleeting,
and ultimately empty.

In the eleventh Drinking poem, which begins, “Master Yan was
well-known for his benevolence,” Tao writes: “You spend a thousand
taels of gold to sustain your body, yet when it perishes, everything is
gone.” We may think we are important, enjoying fine food and
comfortable living, spending great wealth to maintain the body in
good condition—but can it last forever? No. The day will come
when we are no longer here. This principle may seem simple on
the surface, but truly understanding it requires wisdom. As Tao
writes in the first Drinking poem: “Wise men understand these
conditions, harboring no doubts whatsoever.”

Here, “wisdom” is different from what people commonly
call “intelligence.” Being quick-witted or sharp in calculations is
intelligence. But wisdom is something deeper—it is a penetrating

clarity about life and a transcendental awakening to its true nature.
50 To be continued





