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records

18.5

Letter to Li, Vice Minister of Works?

A while ago, after I was released from prison, I received an invitation
from you via one of your attendant officials, who brought an entourage
of carriages and horsemen to my humble lane. I regretted that I was
unable to follow the messenger on his return and pay a formal visit to
you. I do not have the talent of a Zhang Zai, who inspired Fu Xuan
to pay him a visit by carriage; and my virtue is inferior to Master Hou’s,
who publicly humiliated the Lord of Xinling when he attended upon
him with his left carriage seat vacant.? This sort of thing was common
among the ancients, but is never seen nowadays. Because of this I was
plunged into a state of nervous anxiety; worried and breathless I could
get no sleep the entire night.

Ever since I came of age and bound up my hair, you have bothered
to look out for me; and I have been well aware of your integrity. In the
past, you, a member of the nobility, stooped to form associations with
commoners, and to extend fullest courtesy to courageous soldiers; you
deprived yourself of delicacies and divided with them the little you had,
bringing them ale and food. You were zealous in serving the gentlemen
of the age, always assuming your actions were inadequate. You have
been known for this for some time and have been considered the peer
of the Lords of Mengchang and Pingyuan.?

1 Wang Wei sent this letter in 758 to Li Zun %%, then in high favor at Suzong’s
court. Wang had been briefly imprisoned for treason the previous year before
being pardoned.

2 The third-century writer Zhang Zai so impressed the court official and exegete
Fu Xuan with one of his rhapsodies that Fu personally went to his home to chat
with him. For Master Hou, see note to 6.1.

3 Both Warring States noblemen famed for their acquisition and patronage of re-
tainers.
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1 Yang Feng rescued Emperor Xian in 195 CE when he was fleeing from a rebel

uprising. Xiao He, one of the Han founder Gaozu’s strategists, brought grain to
Gaozu’s army when they were in want during a siege. Cao Hong was a cousin of
the warlord Cao Cao; he once saved him following a military defeat by giving
him his horse on which to flee. During the Spring and Autumn period, when
the future Duke Wen of Jin was a refugee, his retainer Zhao Shuai followed him
and kept him supplied with rations.
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Then in your later years, in times of danger, you demonstrated even
more the steadfastness of a subject. When the imperial carriage took
flight in the wilderness, many officials of the various commanderies
abandoned their posts and fled into the forest, where for fear of the
rebels they observed things from a distance. Local tribute did not arrive,
and no one had a heart to fight. You then demonstrated your passionate
courage; with a spear for your pillow and weeping blood, you exerted
yourself with no concern for your own life, intent on guarding our
sagely lord. You were Yang Feng, welcoming the emperor with his
troops; you were Xiao He, who transported grain and brought it to
Gaozu; you were Cao Hong, rescuing Cao Cao with a horse; you were
Zhao Shuai, following in attendance with gruel in a pot.! You reassem-
bled the cavalry that had fled, and you repaired the armor they cast
aside; you explained to them the righteous cause, heartening them and
urging them on. And then you led the troops forth by sword, grasping
a pike in the forefront. Within a dozen days the reputation of the
imperial army resounded once more.? Isnt the success of the imperial
revival due to you? Your loyalty dominates the age; your sense of justice
pierces the sun itself; you will leave a name in the records of bamboo
and silk as the model subject of an entire era. This is truly admirable.
Someone has said that the scions of the imperial house share in the
fortunes of the state; and this must certainly be so.

Now those who cherish themselves and are weak in benevolence will
scurry in flight and go into hiding, just so they can extend their lives
for a moment or two. And when hard times come, they will end by
strangling themselves in a ditch like some common man or woman.?
Could zhey risk their lives and vie to be in the vanguard, fervent in
integrity, putting their lives on the line?

2 Literally “six armies,” a common term for the various administrative divisions
that made up the sum of the imperial forces.

3 In Analects 14.17, Confucius defends the Qi minister Guan Zhong’s decision to
serve the ruler even though he had brought about the death of his brother: “Do
you demand from him the petty loyalty of ordinary men and women, who would
kill themselves in a ditch somewhere with no one knowing anything about them?”
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Moreover, you never curry favor with those above you, nor seek
recognition from those below; nor are you lazy in the administration
of the state; nor do you receive guests intent on private gain. From
time to time you do associate with refined and scholarly gentlemen,
holding banquets and lofty assemblies; then you celebrate the cultural
legacy of the former kings, demonstrating the natural inclinations of
an East Mountain recluse.! How wonderful!

Even though I am old and lowly, and have concealed myself out of
shame, how could I not know that loyal and just gentlemen exist?
Indeed, I am always eager to meet you, possessed as I am of an endless
admiration of your superior nature. Yet I dare not enlist myself among
your lower attendants, for I believe that there is noble and base in
human relations and a set order to social status. For an idle person to
take up some unimportant duty where he leant on a gate or watched
the door from dawn to dusk — that would probably be something you
would detest. And yet you have not rejected me, to my own shame. It
makes me think of the way Lord Cao summoned Wu Zhi? — and yet
how would I answer the expectations of one who knows me well, or
repay the favor of one who has treated me so generously? Upon examin-
ing myself I find mere falseness, and I can only break out in a sweat. I
have hurried right away with this reply to you; and when the weather
cools then I will come on my own to your gate and offer my thanks.
Wang Wei offers his humble salutations.

1 See note to 2.23.1.
2 When Cao Pi became emperor, he sent his personal entourage to summon the
scholar Wu Zhi to his side.



240 IARERZ AN KXEFL

18.6
L

VIRA T o TRFewg o MLz T o L
R o RAIANIE o BARIHAE L P o

HBAEF o LG M E o bR -
TR BRIR o RABRETH o $ER G o LA
EF oo ELmE K o BIRARGS o IRARER o
KA S o APIER S o B ILEREEAR ] o

SLEE A o fEEARER 0 SR EY o T

BT o PRIE o BRIF AL o HAEAT -

HREHE - ALTH o &Kk AES

GG o BIkA R o BB o X R o
TR RET - JETFREIEWH - S8

VAR & Z A o RAETHIRBE -

Moo HBKKFEEASE o F— o L P A T4
é} o



From Juan 18: Reports, prose pieces, letters, and records 241

18.6

In the hills: a letter sent to Flourishing Talent Pei

Towards the end of the twelfth month the weather grew temperate, and
so it finally became possible to visit the hills. You were busy with your
studies at the time, and so I didn’t dare disturb you, and went off to
the hills right away by myself. I took my rest at Ganpei Temple, shared
a meal with the mountain monks, and then took my leave. By the time
I crossed the Black Ba, the clear moonlight was shining on the ramparts.
I climbed Huazi Ridge at night, and the ripples of Wang Stream rose
and fell with the moon. Distant fires on the frozen mountain flared
then faded beyond the wood; shivering dogs barked in remote lanes,
their voices like the growl of panthers. The sound of grain being pound-
ed in the village at night mingled with the intermittent temple bells.
Then I sat there, alone, and my servants too fell silent. I thought long
upon the past, when we used to go hand in hand, composing poems,
strolling on narrow trails and looking down upon clear currents.

If we can wait until spring, then the plants and trees will have spread
out, and the vernal hills will be a sight worth seeking. The carefree
minnows will dart from the water and white gulls will extend their
wings; dew will soak the green riverbanks, and pheasants will call at
dawn in the barley fields. It won’t be long now — perhaps you’ll be able
to go out with me? Whomever could I invite to such a trifling matter
save you, possessed as you are of such a lofty and subtle disposition?
Nevertheless, there is a profound appeal to all of this, so don’t dismiss
it.

Because the man who peddles cork tree bark has arrived, T'll stop for
now.!

-- Wang Wei, from the mountains

1 The peddler will deliver the letter to Pei Di for Wang Wei.
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18.7

Letter to Layman Wei!

You, Sir, are a descendant of the Grand Tutor, and your family has
demonstrated illustrious virtue for generations.? It is apt that you have
produced five dukes over four reigns, all active in restoring the imperial
legacy.> And yet your own uncles and elder brothers have died prema-
turely in recent times. There was only Shouguang, who was forced to
flee several times; he fathered your nephew when he was still young,
who became an orphan when still an infant; and /e was then reduced
to commoner status and demoted to a lowly post. Yet you cherished
this kinsman and hurried by horse to the capital; you humbled your
pride in order to promote him among those you knew. Though you
were not garbed in silk, you demonstrated filial kindness to all of your
clan; and though you only partook of one meal a day, you made a
hundred hungry mouths your concern.* You undertook a bitter task,
forcing yourself to eat the most flavorless of dishes; you were drenched
in sweat as you galloped about on his behalf. I had seen you rip up
your robe and cap of office over twenty years earlier, to roost in the
hills and drink from the valley streams, to live a lofty existence of
profound insight, never casting off benevolence, and demonstrating
conduct that always derived from the Way. But a virtue that surpassed
the age was destined to be revealed, even if it wanted to conceal itself.
Once more a sagely ruler sought out lowly worthies, going as far as the
cliff caves, intending to sash them in silk and grant them jades; and
the ministers of the state, eager to find talent, assisted in this universal
search. Those who were heard of in the morning were appointed by
evening. Even those who merely possessed a single virtue or talent soon
had seals dangling from their cords of office. It was even more likely
that you would be sought, with a lofty virtue inherited from a noble

1 Composed ca. 758. The recipient has not been identified.

2 Grand Tutor: Wei Zheng 42%, who was a prominent statesman from the early
seventh century.

3 The Eastern Han official Yuan An’s 3% % family accomplished this feat.

4 Hundred mouths: idiomatic for one’s extended family household.
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line, with clear integrity that is preeminent in the world, with a manner
loftier than Qian Lou or Shan Juan, and with conduct as distinctive as
the keeper of Stone Gate or the recluse with his weed basket.! And so
the court appointed you Historian of the Right, thinking to have you
frequent the palace stairs, with wooden tally in hand and writing brush
tucked in your cap, to assist at the court assemblies, and to act as a
literary light for the Son of Heaven. Moreover, your salary and recom-
pense for household expenses made it possible for your siblings to avoid
manual labor. And you could no longer live hand-to-mouth each day,
with your scrap-wood gate shut tight against the drifts of snow, and
with your pigweed couch full of holes, from which you would never
rise.

If the right position could be found, then you would bring about
the flourishing of the ruler’s virtue and would increase the moral trans-
formation of the people. Indeed, why look back and hesitate to go
forward, picking bracken as you sing your hermit song? This is cherish-
ing your own gem within and endangering the country; loving yourself
while holding all other things cheaply. How could we think that you
would covet a salary of pecks or bushels, or relish the prestige of a few
inches of an official’s hatstrings? Though dish after dish is spread before
you, yet you make do with simple vegetarian gruel; though there are
lofty gates and splendid mansions, yet in the end you live in empty
stillness. Though all are desirous of each other, you see the self as noth-
ing but an assemblage of froth; though all try to make much of them-
selves, you see wealth as nothing more than floating clouds. Then what
difficulty is there, as far as you are concerned??

1 Qian Lou: see note to 12.15.12. Shan Juan: see note to 12.15.11. Keeper of
Stone Gate: in Analects 14.38, the keeper of Stone Gate in Lu remarks to Confu-
cius’ disciple Zilu that his master insists doing things that are hopeless. Recluse
with weed basket: see note to 4.16.15.

2 Wang Wei is suggesting that since Wei has a proper attitude towards the imper-
manence of the world and would maintain his virtue under any circumstances,
there is no reason for him not to serve the government, if he can make a positive
contribution.
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The sagely person knows that the Self is not worth possessing.
Therefore, he says, “If you wish to remain pure, you bring disorder to
moral standards.”! He knows that fame has nothing that really mani-
fests itself; therefore, he says, “I wish to cause the Tathagata’s reputation
to be universally known.” Consequently he is not attached to the Self
and so he abases the Self to serve; he knows that fame is empty, and
yet he does not avoid that fame. A lofty one of old said, “Xu You hung
his gourd from a tree; but because the wind blew through it, he disliked
it and tossed it aside. When he heard that Yao had abdicated, he came
to the river and washed out his ears.”? But the ears are not the place to
block sounds, nor do sounds have traces that stain the ear; rather, if
one despises things on the outside, one is polluted within; and a dislike
for external things springs up from within the Self. Someone like this
cannot attain the status of a truly open-hearted man. How is this truly
entering the gate of the Buddhist path? And when it came to Xi Kang,
he as well has said, “When a deer is captured, it will toss its head wildly
to throw off its bonds, and will long more and more for its tall forest
trees and will pine for its lush grasses.”® “Tossing its head wildly to
throw off its bonds” — how is that any different from lowering one’s
head and accepting the restrictions of office? “Tall forest trees and lush
grasses’ — how is that any different from the gates leading to govern-
ment office? When discriminating views arise, then the true nature is
obscured; when sensuous phenomena intervene, then our ability to ap-
ply wisdom weakens. How could this be a viewpoint that allows for
the sole existence of a vision that sees all things as equally empty, so
that emptiness pervades all things and brings illumination to all? This
is also something that you know.

More recently, Tao Qian was unwilling to take up his tablet of office,
to bow at court and to attend upon the Regional Inspector; so he
removed his seal of office, his official cap, and resigned his post. Later
he was impoverished, and his poem “Begging for Food” says:

1 In Analects 18.7, Confucius’s disciple Zilu uses similar language in arguing that
not taking office disrupts the social order.

2 When Yao offered the throne to Xu You, he had to wash out his ears in order to
cleanse them of Yao’s polluting words.

3 This is from Xi Kang’s famous “Letter Breaking off Associations with Shan Ju-
yuan.” Xi Kang was acting as the sort of unbending recluse that Wang Wei is
criticizing.
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1 Analects 18.8.

2 Or, “this comes close to a state of non-change.”

3 “Immovable” not in the sense of inflexible, but not allowing false distinctions
disturb one’s serenity.
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“I knocked on the gate, I stuttered out a few words.” He was greatly
ashamed because he often had to go begging. If he had just gone to see
the Regional Inspector once, he could have lived peacefully off of a few
acres of public land. But because he could not stand a single instance
of shame, he endured shame to the end of his life! This is indeed
setting up a conflict between Other and Self, preserving the petty and
forgetting the significant, and thus not avoiding later entanglements.
Master Kong has said: “But I am different from these men [recluses]. I
do not make rules over what is absolutely permissible and not permissi-
ble.”! “Permissible” in this case means what is in keeping with what
one desires; “not permissible” means what is not. But what the true
gentleman desires is extending benevolence and justice, preserving the
state and aiding the people. If he is unable to give free rein to his Way,
he will indeed have no intention to do what he does not desire. But if
one is detached from Mind and Self, and if inner reality and external
phenomena are both part of Thusness, then where can one go and not
find it suitable? This is rather difficult;> but I hope that you can think
about this viewpoint on “permissible” and “not permissible.” Let your-
self live together with all creatures; take the negation of the difference
between non-action and activity as your chief reliance; realize that the
true transcendence of the worldly does not lie in quiescence; and to be
immovable is the true way to transcend the world.?

I am about to turn sixty. My remaining strength is little; I can no
longer seek out the roots of governing principles so as to aid the court
and country; nor can I add to my own family’s store of wealth so as to
relieve our poverty. I am truly a miscreant, having dragged out my
existence through a salary unjustly earned. Thus my talent is ordinary,
my virtues are below the average; whether I live or die and what course
I should choose to take are of no more importance than a single hair
lost from a herd of cows. It really is not that I wish to bring in the
Master of the Funeral for my own aid; nor am I hoping to have one of
lofty virtue like yourself share my own burden of guilt. I have briefly
related things I have learned from others, and I hope you will consider
them carefully.

4 Zhuangzi, chapter 1: “Though the cook may not govern his kitchen, the imper-
sonator at the funeral [a ritual position] does not leap over the ritual vessels to
replace him.” A metaphor for interfering in matters that do not concern one.



250 IhEAEEZ N KX TR

18.8
V%

A &

TOHAT o RATEH - MATRTF -
MAEES T O o BRATHn o No f541, o k2% o
TA&ME - LEEGR © 5 G o
A o BF sk o kMM o BE
BR o MmO E c FABAR - AZRH
A s BLAEE - B TEE - AR T
RP oo AL AXER o XKR%E
KB - EINFFNZH - #EXTF LA -
RBGd o AR B RyE - 2
SPT o G R BB o LA

5 R o ﬂ?ﬁlﬁwﬂ@zi& E*Z;

T

LW

o,

1 The lack of concrete background details in this piece suggests that it is not
complete, though it seems to be a piece celebrating the miraculous appearance of
bamboo shoots in winter and arguing that it is a reflection of the virtue of the
gentry family he describes.

2 Le., your family does not belong to the nobility.

3 A common idiom for closeness between brothers.

4 Shijing 164 celebrates solidarity among brothers. Lines 13—14: “Though brothers
may quarrel within their walls, / they will defend against insults from without.”
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18.8

A record of bamboo shoots in winter!

When one’s mind fully comprehends, one acts; and if one’s actions can
provide a model, then they are auspicious. For that reason, though one’s
actions may be hidden in secret, the auspicious omen they create will
issue forth. You may want no one else to know, but that will prove
impossible. Now filial conduct applied to others will result in a compli-
ant virtue, which calls forth a response with yang energy. Bamboo
shoots are yang things; so if they are produced in the midst of yin, is
that not the resule? Heavy ice seals up the earth; dense snow floods the
sky; and yet the sprouts grow a foot high in no time at all, wrapped in
their green sheaths.

The lord’s family shelters the people through the virtue it possesses;
it upholds justice and protects the nation. The lord disregards his own
life in protecting the royal house, though he does not occupy a vermil-
ion-gated mansion.? For generations his family was possessed of flour-
ishing virtue, and have been officials gifted in the humane arts, all with
the character of great worthies. From the days when the lord and his
brothers received instruction from their father and became effective
young men, they took his teachings as their model and followed them.
They considered themselves as one — even those who share the same
blanket would seem distant by comparison.?> Under the shelter of their
propriety, there was not a single offence from outside that they needed
to defend against.* “When flower blossoms glow so bright”, “their light
will fill the house.” “When brothers are harmonious,” this is reflected
solemnly in you, bamboo shoot.®

5 Shijing 164, 1l. 1-4: Are not the blossoms of the cherry tree magnificene? Of all
the men of the world, none come up to brothers.” “Their light will fill the
house”: from Shijing 261. Analects 13.28: “With brothers, a gentleman should be
harmonious.”

6 Interpreting informal second-person pronoun % here as referring to the shoots,
whose growth in winter is an auspicious sign of the virtue of the household.
Wang Wei’s line here (written in the style of a Shijing line) link the bamboo
shoots to similar uses of flowers in the Shijing to reflect the majesty or virtue of
individuals.
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Now filial piety can help with the difficult task of harmonizing those
above and below; the difficult task of honoring the worthy and accom-
modating the masses; the difficult task of being generous to others and
being hard on oneself; the difficult task of having one’s own household
serve as a model for the nation. Its conduct can be supplemented
through trustworthiness and loyalty, and ornamented with ritual and
music — then how far-reaching will its greatness extend! Far beyond
simply modeling one’s conduct based on parents’ expressions or warm-
ing or cooling their pillow and mat. When this results, heaven (though
lofty) heeds those below, and the spirits investigate what is brilliant.
Otherwise, how could this bamboo shoot emerge?

When I investigate records of old, I find that filial piety among
former men could also produce this auspicious omen.





