Peach Blossom Spring: A Mythic Arcadia

Meishi Tsai

In the story of “Peach Blossom Spring” written by T’ao Ch’ien (%78 ;
also known as T’ao Yiian-ming g4 BF, 365-427) — one of the greatest
nature poets in China — a f1sherman aimlessly rowing upstream accidentally
comes upon a mysterious world the Peach Blossom cave.! The inhabitants
welcome him, play host to him, and ask him about the outside world. After
several days, as the fisherman is taking his leave, the inhabitants of the
Peach Blossom cave ask him not to tell about his visit or to disclose their
location to anyone. Nonetheless, upon returning to his hometown, the
fisherman reveals their secret to the county magistrate. A search is made,
but the cave cannot be found; it has disappeared. At the end of the story,
a hermit, who upon hearing of the fisherman’s adventure wishes to visit the
Peach Blossom cave, dies before he can start out. This short narrative — less
than 350 words — and its prefatory poem are written in a relaxed and direct
style. Yet this seeming simplicity has baffled the interpreters who have tried
to grasp the poet’s intentions and the symbolic meaning of the story.

Western scholars who have included T’ao Ch’ien’s poetry in their
reading, never fail to recognize that the ‘Peach Blossom Spring” stands
at a critical point in the Chinese history of pastoral retreat. One writer,
for example, claims that T’ao Ch’ien reaches the heights of “romantic
escapism” in the Six Dynasties.2 Another describes T’ac’s work in relation
to the supernatural origin of Chinese literature and therefore holds
that it is about “the pastoral paradise of the lost valley.”3 For a third, the
world of Peach Blossom Spring is an imagined or fanciful utopia.* To risk an
oversimplification, these views coincide with the three major categories of
interpretation of Chinese literary critics of this work: historical, supernatural,




and metaphorical.

Quite a few Chinese critics have attempted to prove that the piece
is about a historical incident. In T’ao’s prefatory poem and story, the
mention of the refugees fleeing to a place of security in the third century
B.C. is a historical reflection of social and political instability during the
Six Dynasties. Ch’en Yinko (B B|&) and T’an Chia-chien (58 &), two
recent Chinese critics, have cited the History of Tsin and History of Three
Kingdoms to support their argument: The people in T°ao Ch’ien’s time built
fortresses and bulwarks in the isolated mountains where they established
a self-sufficient economic order.’ Critics and literary men have meticulously
discussed the historicity of the fisherman, Liv Tzu-chi (Z|F&#) the hermit,
and the geography of T’ao-yiian county in Hunan recorded in gazetteers
and pichi (£250 , miscellaneous notes) to show that T’ao’s work can be seen
in the perspective of history.®

Other commentators favor a fairyland, because the traditional belief
in the supernatural world was dominant for centuries. The proponents of
the mythico-religious school maintain that T’ao’s work recapitulates the
religious Taoist immortality cult. The inhabitants in the Peach Blossom land
are immortals who know how to transmute cinnabars and practice gymnastics
and breathing techniques so as to attain to the divine process. Wang Wei
(F#) and Liu Yu-hsi (2 E 48, for example, are the two earliest poets to
recount the strange adventure of the fisherman in the magic cave.” Whereas
Wang Wei emphasizes in his poem spiritual quietism, Liu Yu-hsi concentrates
on how the fisherman sees a strange sight of smoke and mist in front of the
cave and hew the fairies are shocked by fisherman’s physical form. With
Liu Yu-hsi as with others, the inhabitants are involved with the planting of
jade stones and magic herbs so that they become the archetypes of earthly
transcendents as spoken of by Ko Hung (B#t) in his famous Pao-p’u-tzu
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To some critics supernatural power has epabled the inhabitants of

the Peach Blossom Spring to enjoy nature’s plenty:

Their hills and streams are not impassable, but how could they isolate
themselves and not be found? They must have lived a long span of life and
been populous, but how could the l¥nited sources of land provide suffi-
cient food? They must have used cooking utensils, metal ploughs, and
clothes, but how could materials be inexhaustible? If they were not
supernatural beings, how could all these happen?9




Some people simply maintain that the confrontation of the fisherman with
the supernatural beings results from the mysterious Buddhist yin-yiian
(& causal chain):

This place is nothing but an immortal land. The supramundane world
does not separate itself from the world. It exists between being and non-
being, between illusion and reality. If one has the opportunity he would
come upon it without much ado. This is the reason why the fisherman
could chance upon the place. When the causal chain is broken, none could

seek and find it. This is the reason why the fisherman failed to recover
s 10
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The third school deals with the land of Peach Blossom Spring as the

landscape of a metaphor. = According to this interpretation, T’ao Ch’ien’s

- pastoral world is a political allegory in which the poet attacks the Sung

dynasty established by Liu Yi (2% ). The poet creates a pastoral world
in which he can find consolation:

With ingenuity T’ao Yiian-ming opens upin this dusty world a new universe
in which people could make a mental travel to the golden reign of Yellow
Emperor and Shen-nung. T'ao Ch'ien’s distaste for the “dusty net’ and
yearning for simplicity is certainly evidenced by his viewing himself as one
who lived in the time of Wu-huai( ££{% Jand Ko-t'ien (#30). This story is
indeed a record of his wishful fulfilment.!

Evidently, the poet has a strong emotional attachment to the ideal world,
because he wishes to “rise up high to find my own kind” which he can find
in the Peach Blossom land.’? Chang Weich’i (GEfSEK), a recent critic, coins
a term hsin-ching (J0»3%), the world of the mind as opposed to shih-ching
(‘E3%), the realistic world, and Asien-ching ({llj3%), the supernatural world.
In an article published fifty years ago, Chang asserts that “Peach Blossom
Spring” is “a short story which expresses the poet’s idealism. In the final
analysis it is none other thana fable, a hsin-ching, state of the poet’s mind .13
In an attempt to refute the realist and supernatural views Chang proposes
that T’ao Ch’ien’s Peach Blossom Spring is a fictitious narrative. While
reflecting a' general predilection for metaphorical explanation Chang does
not, however, give a detailed analysis of how T’ao Ch’en’s work embodies




a landscape of the mind. He simply suggests some possible literary and
historical sources from ‘which the story might have derived and emphasizes
that the happy land recapitulates the old pastoral felicity and simplicity
as sung of by the “Song of the Peasants” of the third millennium B.C.:

We work when the sun rises,

We rest when the sun sets.

We dig wells for drink,

We plow the land for food.

What has the power of the Emperor
to do with us?'?

That such a variety of interpretation is possibie demonstrates the
richness of “Peach Blossom Spring.” The present essay intends to give a
fuller exposition of T’ao Ch’ien’s ideal landscape by suggesting that the value
of T’ao’s work lies not only in the poet’s mythic imagination — which
transforms the world of reality set in historical time into a timeless Arcadia,
a microcosm of a lost horizon — but also in the poet’s vision of an inevitable
return to the mundane world. In spite of its terse classical style and single
plot development, the story has the mythic pattern of separation-initiation-
return as described by Joseph Campbell 1 Although one does not see an
explicit life-enhancing return on the part of the fisherman, the passage
to the Peach Blossom land implies the “symbolic action” raised by the poet:
Where is the happy land? What is the significance of the fisherman’s initial
bewilderment in the upstream journey? What is the importance of the
oathlike promise followed by a “paradise lost”?

We can approach this story through the biographical and mythopoetic
points of view. From the historical perspective, T’ao Ch’ien encounters
the cultural frustrations of medieval China and creates an ineffably charming,
serene, and beautiful shih-wai tao-yilan (THZABF), a pastoral Iocus, to
satisfy his own arcadian dreams. At the same time, the Peach Blossom
Spring presents man’s deep-rooted aspiration for the Golden Age, Earthly
Paradise, or the Isle of the Blest, which have appeared in the folklore of many
lands. The story thus suggests a myth-making process in which the poet

* expresses “visions of eternal principles or characters of human life” recurrent
in all ages.!® “Peach Blossorn Spring” has a modern relevance when we
view this work as a bridge along which the mythology and legend moves
from the cosmogonic and cultural into the personal and allegorical level.!”
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While the poet tells of some half-forgotten myths of a subterranean journey
into the other world, he also initiates a literary tradition for poets, story
writers, dramatists, and painters to render various versions of ideal worlds.

The Myth of the Golden Age:

“Peach Blossom Spring” is related to the Chinese myth of the Golden
Age that existed in illo tempore, once upon a time. The universal
remembrance of a better time with which T°ao Ch’ien has identified is found,
for example, in the legendary Three Augusti and Five Divi.®® During the time
of good rulers in Chinese history, the world was happy and peaceful:

The world was abundant: millet sold for only a few pennies. The cocking
smoke issuing from the chimneys extended thousands of miles. This is
a peaceful and harmenious world.1

.In the golden age the sage-kings guided the people to follow nature or Tao.
All creation worked together in harmony: “Nature and Auras are favorable
and afford protection. Thus, then, wealth will be enough and men will be
contented; neither cupidity, avarice, sirife nor war will arise.”?® In Lao
Tzu’s CET ) celebrated Taoist utopia, Tao prevails and the natural integrity
of men is revealed through a simple and harmonious life:

The peopie are back in the time when knotted cords
were used to record things,
They enjoy their food and clothing.
They are satisfied with their homes and take
pleasure in their rustic tasks.
The next place might be within sight
one could hear the cockcrow and dogsbark.
The people live their whole lives without
traveling to and fro. ...

T’ao Ch’ien often writes about his dream of the golden age. In a prose
work, “The Gentleman of Five Willows,” he compares himself to one of the
people living in the time of Wu-huai and Ko-tYien, two ancient sage-kings
whose rule is said to have been a pious, peaceful, and fruitful one.”? Inthe
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“Testament” which T’ao Ch’ien wrote for his son, there also is a passage
describing how he loves quietude, books, and how he projects himself to
a wishful time: “Lying under the north window in the fifth or sixth month
with an intermittent cool breeze coming through, it seemed to me that I
was living in the time of the sage Emperor Fu-hsi.”?

Living in a disconcerted age, T’ao Ch’ien is conscious of the loss of the
golden age. He reminds himself that “the Way has declined [for] almost
a thousand years” (“Twenty Poems After Drinking Wine, III’) and that he
cannot but “think with longing of the ancient kings” (“To Clerk Yang”™).
In his mind the goiden age is a time

When the people were born
Proud and self-sufficient
They embraced the plain and held the true.
(““An Exhortation to Farmers,”” I, lines 2-4)

The poet refers the happy inhabitants in the Peach Blossom land to the class
of ideal characters he admires. In the prefatory poem he praises the primitive
brightness enjoyed by the people in the legendary time of Wu-huai and
Ko-t’ien and by such high-minded recluses as Po- ({H 32 ), Shu-ch’i (75 ),
and the Four White-heads at the Shang Mountain. The blessed people in the
Peach Blossom Spring engage not only in agriculture but in spiritual cultiva-
tion. Like the simple people in the Tacist utopia, they are

Joyous in their ample happiness
They have no need of clever contrivance.
(*‘Prefatory Poem to Peach Blossom Spring,” lines 23-24)

These people came from nowhere and have lived in the Peach Blossom
land for several hundred years. They do not know what has happened
in the cuter world, Although the days are counted by natural light, the
inhabitants have no timepieces, just as the woods of Arden in Shakespeare’s
As You Like It are without clocks. In this timeless world they follow the
seasonal change and let the sun guide them to work and to rest. This land
of Peach Blossom Spring is a pastoral world where the inhabitants know
nothing of history. The lfe pattern there is closer to that of the hero of
Hesbert Read’s The Green Child, who wanted, too, “to escape from the sense



of time, to live in the eternity of what he was accustomed to call the divine
essence of things.”?* History means nothing to the peopie in T’ao Ch’ien’s
poetic world because they have fallen from time, knowing neither -the
vicissitudes of life nor the dust and noise of the world outside them.

The Poet in the Pastoral Locus:

The poet opens the story with the fisherman’s trip upstream. The
journey is one of the archetypes for escape, exile, searching, the longing
after an eternal home, and the exploration of unknown worlds. The journeys
of Orpheus, Odysseus, Dante, King Mu of Chou, Ch’ii Yiian, and the spiritual
excursion of the Taoists exemplify the basic religious impulse in man, the
searching and ordering instincts in the human mind, and, the perennial
yearning for self-renewal and immortality in us all. When T’ac Ch’ien puts
his fisherman in the Peach Blossom iand, he blends the idyllic with the
mythical. The poet gives an idyllic setting to the story that fits with the
pastoral imagery of his poems. However, at the same time, he brings a ritual
and dreamlike quality to the fisherman’s adventure. As a simplified rite of
passage, the whole action of the story has an analogy to the human instinct
for self-affirmation. It is a metaphorical equivalent of the poet’s own
arcadian dream, a journey to enlightenment which he can make in his own -
mind.

Before a discussion of why T’ao Ch’ien employs the fisherman as a
figure in the quest one must see the literary and historical context. The
fisherman is a remote, vague, and yet significant figure in both landscape
painting and nature poetry because as a fraveler and wanderer in nature
he is exposed to experiences unknown to others. T’ao Ch’ien models his
fisherman on the famous yit-fu (#4) as a mythic character and a high-
minded recluse in Chuangtzu (35 ), Ch'u Tz’u (#5 %), and Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s
Shih Chi.®> Another feasible biographical reason for the poet to identify
with the fisherman is the poet’s own family background. One critic, Chang
Chih, citing from Tsin Shu (F 2£) and Shih-shuo hsin-yii (1 527 FE) proves
that T’ao’s grandfather, T’ao K’an ([} {R ), a general of East Tsin, came
from a much-despised Hsi (&) clan near Chiuchiang, Kiangsi, who lived on
fishing.2

It is highly probable that T’ao Ch’ien considered himself one of the
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plain rustics and fishermen, people of purity and simplicity. In his poem,
“On Moving House,” the poet expresses his desire to move to Southtown
because it is inhabited by many simple-hearted people with whom he wishes
to pass his days. T°a0 identifies himself with these poor people, “recluse]s]
like himself—literate, educated, but holding no public position and com-
mitted to making a livelihood out of farming.”?’

The fisherman’s “passage” to Peach Blossom Spring conforms to the
expression elsewhere of his yearning for a return to nature. Earlier in his
life he was driven by circumstances to serve in the bureaucratic world. He
found he could not stand official life and awaited the time when he could
get away from the tumult and strife of the court and marketplace. He wrote
in a preface to his famous poem “The Return’:

I longed to give it up to go back home, Why you may ask. Because my
instinct is all for freedom and will not brook discipline or restraint.
Hunger and cold may be sharp but thjs going against :nyseif really sickens
me. Whenever I have been involved in official life I was mortgaging myself
to my mouth and belly, and the realization of this greatly upsets me.
I was deeply ashamed that I had compromised my principles.

Like the image of the homing birds and hovering clouds, the image of the
boat used by the poet expresses his desire to return to nature. In the poem
“Written at T’uk’ou at Night,” T’ao Ch’ien describes how, ona night journey
on an official mission, he resolved to return to the farm where he could enjoy
a life in harmony with nature:

Mindful of my mission, I cannot sleep
At midnight still the lonely boat goes on
I am not one to volunteer my services
Tonly yearn to lead a farmer’s life. . . .
(lines 13-16)

The image of the boat also represents the way to achieve the spontaneous,
unchangeable “natural self” which feeds upon the fields and gardens, the
_visual manifestation of the cosmic order, Tao itself. Apparently, the return
means a return not only to the farm, but to his true self in compliance with
.the Taoist concept of nature. From time to time the poet says that he will
cultivate True Nature in his poor hut. The best way to achieve spiritual



illumination is to give up his worldly commitment and go back to his
homestead: '

And I, what am I doing here,
Unwilling thrall to present duty?
My frame would seem to be subject,
But the simple heart remains unchanged.
1 daily dream of fields and gardens —
Much longer I cannot stay away.
All I want is a boat back home,
In truth the cypress can endure the frost.
(*As 1 Passed through Ch’ien-hsi,” lines 9-16)

The poet presents in the Peach Blossom land a locus amoenus: a
charming and serene shih-wai t'ao-yiun consisting of open plains and rich
fields surrounded by criss-cross pathways, delightful lakes, mulberries and
bamboos. More typical of the rural setting in the shih-wai t‘ao-yilan is the
cockcrow and dogsbark, and the joyous rustic folks walking or working at
ease.

Unlike the magical land of Cockaigne where wine runs in rivers, and
pancakes grow on trees; the Chinese happyland is 2 combined pastoral otium
and a place of agricultural activity 29 Reminiscent of some arcadian landscape
in Shih Ching (518), Lao Tzu (3zF), Shang-chin Shu (FEEZE), or
Shih Chi, the prefatory poem “Peach Blossom Spring” gives a more detailed
georgic motif:

By agreement they set about farming the land

When the sun went down each rested from his toil.

Bamboo and mulberry provided shade enough,

They planted beans and millet, each in season.

From spring silkworms came the longsik thread

On the fall harvest no king’s tax was paid.

No sign of traffic on overgrown roads,

Cockcrow and dogsbark within each other’s earshot.
(“Prefatory poem,” lines 7-14)




The Fisherman’s Passége:

It is important to note a mythic pattern in the intrusion of the fisherman
into a source of power. The fisherman as a worldly intruder must first
separate himself from the “dusty net” of the world from which he comes.
The mention of dynastic period of T’zi-viian and the locale Wu-ling gives
a sense of historici‘iy, but the historical world begins to change, as the
fisherman is moving toward a mysterious arcadia. The familiar surrounding
appears unearthly as he goes upstream with his boat. The poet aptly uses
two words wang (= forget) and /e (48 suddenly) to suggest that a
momentary transformation is at work. An unusual mixture of sight and
scent is present: the peach grove — the ground covered with falien petals —
is suffused with fragrance. Just as scenes of great beauty, peace, and plenty
suggest an abode of gods and nymphs,® the peach grove suggests that
something mysterious is at hand. One may recall that the opening of Chang
Tsu’s (3 %) Yu-hsien-k'u (EBLEE, Dwelling of Playful Goddesses) has the
same unearthly setting for the romance between a wandering scholar and
a divine woman;

The day was waning, the horse and ts rider exhausted. Icameto a gorge
with ten thousand cubits of soaring cliffs above and a thousand fathoms
of blue lake beneath... I then constrained my heart and purified my
mind ritually for three days. ' Going by the tender vy on the bank, my
beat suddenly came to a pinecovered crag and then a gorge full of peach
blossems. A fragrant breeze and a brilliant light were everywhere, In the
presence of such an enchanting landscape, I stopped 2t a pavillion and
suddenly 1 came upori a divine woman . .

- Like the enchanting world full of fragrance and luminosity in Chang’s
story, the peach grove has the ritualistic significance of purification prior
to the entry to the sacred place. The fisherman’s forgetfulness and bewilder-
ment are intended to be a dramatic interlude. Tt is interesting to note that
Dante has a similar experience at the entrance of the Inferno. Before Virgil
appears to guide him, Dante has lost his way and is greatly perturbed by the
dense grove around him. Dante ends the Purgatorio with the imagery of the
pastoral freshness characteristic of the Earthly Paradise:
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From those most holy waters, born anew

I came, like trees by .a change of calendars

Renewed with new-sprung foliage through and through
Pure and prepared to leap up the stars.3

The symbolic sacramental landscape offers the poet a beatific vision
of the terrestial paradise. Like the forest in the beginning of the Inferno
and the Earthly Paradise of the Purgatorio, the peach grove in T°a0’s story
is a symbolic buffer zone between the mundane and the mysterious world.
The fisherman’s passing through the peach grove embodies a proce_ss of
ritualistic cleansing by both water and lavish fragrance.

The idea of visiting a wonderful world is, of course, very common
in myth, legend, and folklore. In addition, the existence of a number of
writings about similar adventure suggests that there existed a common source
from which T’ao Ch’ien and his contemporaries drew. Liu Ching-shu
(BB in Fyuan (35 , Marvellous Garden), for example, has a strikingly
similar passage:

In Yuan-chia period (424-453), a hunter from Wu-ling chased a deer
and entered a stone cave with a narrow passage. He soon discovered a
ladder. No sooner had he finished climbing it, he saw a place full of
flourishing mulberry and fruit. Strollers walked by and took no surprise
at the intrusion of a stranger. The hunter chopped a twig from a tree with
which he marked the way. But he was soon bewildered and forgot how
to return to the place.33

Here, as in T’ao Ch’ien’s story, we have a narrow passage leading to another
world, an easy, carefree, and outlandish people, and the intruder’s confused
inability to rediscover the strange world. T’ao’s account is more dramatic
and suggestive than Liu Ching-shu’s because the latter’s work is too elliptical
in its narrative method. ,

There were still other sources for Liu I-ch’ing (FI58 5, 403444) to
relate the story of “Liu Ch’en and Juan Chao” (2| E5i[5), a story about
the strange experience of two men in the T’ien-t’ai mountain area.”* Having
got lost while picking nettle, Liu Ch’en and Juan Chao traced a stream
to the other side of the mountain and were greeted by two hospitable,
beautiful girls. They were treated with peaches and other delicious food and,
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finally the girls offered themselves in marriage. After a period of six months,
Liu and Juan became homesick and asked to return home. Reluctantly,
the girls gave them a farewell party with music and dance, and then showed
them the way home. Upon arriving at their hometown, the two men were
shocked to find they had lived in the mountain for more than three hundred
and fifty years. The Sou-shen hou-chi (3&#%5T), a collection of marvellous
stories attributed to T’aoc Ch’ien, has several accounts of how various people
chance upon the strange world as Liu Ch’en and Juan Chao did.3® These.
texts present essentially the same theme, which reaffirms the identification
of T’a0 Ch’ien’s story with some ur-myth.

The Cave:

The cave is a universal symbol of a dividing line between the mundane
and the supramundane world, the underworld and upper world. It is through
the cave that many heroes in folklore begins a subterranean journey. The
famous episode of the cave of Montesines in Don Quixoie immediately
presents the hero’s passage from reality to the world of dream. % In the cave
Don Cuixote sees a palace with crystal walls, the enchanted Dulcinea, and
many other strange things. Others, like the hero in Voltaire’s Candide float
down an unknown river, pass through a tunnel, and arrive in a sort of earthly
paradise.¥ In China, the visit to an enchanted world through an opening
is not infrequent in such chugnchi (EE) stories as “A Lifetime i 2
Dream” (FE#5D) by Li Kung-tso (25 A 44) and “In the Pilow™ bk g by
LiPi{Z W ).® In L' story Ch'un Yivfen (B2 T8 follows two envoys
through the hollow in a tree, and he soon discovers a subterranean world
in which landscape and life resemble the upper world. During his stay Ch’un
undergoes the ups and downs of Hfe there. He wakes up to find that the.
place he has visited is actually a kingdom of ants under a sandalwood tree.
The same image of the opening is used in Li Pi’s famous account of how
a frustrated scholar goes into another world through 2 hollow of the pillow
on which he is sleeping. Like Ch’un Yii-fen, he leads a life of both imperial
favor and misfortune in his dream. The story ends with the awakening of the
sadder and wiser scholar in the same room where the Taoist mounk has been
preparing millet meal for him.

But the cave here stands — for the Taoists as well as some mystics,
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Plato included — for u throughway to understanding or illumination. In one
of the earliest Taoist Yitn-chi ch'i-ch’ien( % =% Seven Bamboo Tables
of the Cloudy Satchel) by Chang Chiin-fang (BEZ& & ca. 1019) the cave is
specifically a synonym of #ung (38 , through), a passaway to Asilan (%,
mystery) and migo (> , wonder) on the transcendental level.?® The Taoists
have talked about the religious nature of human perception, for it implies
a process of enlightenment. T’ao Ch’ien must have conceived the movement
of the fisherman as an archetypal movement of the human soul itself, from
the state of lethargy to spiritual illumination. The outside world is the first
of those significant landscapes — the locality and time are a manifestation
of.a reality in which the soul is blunt and uncouth, disturbed by dust and
noise. Lost and confused, he must undergo a “peach-change” and come
to the gate of perception. And yet, prior to his attainment of illumination
he has a narrow and difficult passage, the dark night of the soul. The tidy
farmsteads and rich fields at the other side of the cave become a symbol
of the final iliumination after the process of viz purgatorio and spiritual
struggle or agony is completed. » .

In many instances, T°ao Chien writes of and enjoys the inward land-
scape. His own self-cultivation results from a Taoist paradox: within a physi-
cally empty dwelling place, the poet can have his peace of mind. This is one
of the most profound statements of T’ac Ch’ien’s total apprehension of nature
and his own active mind. The poet remarks that with the gate'closed he can
ban all “dusty thoughts from the ‘bare room,” ” a favorite image of his
poetry,®® and in the poor hut he can cultivate his true nature. The poet is
content with “little space,” reminiscent of Chuangtzy’s “radiance in an
empty room,”* and enjoys the inner landscape image as a type of seclusion
of the mind. Fang K'un (J5%) of Ch’ing dynasty sees the fisherman’s
approach to the cave as a permitatio, allegorical or ironical allusion to this
inward cultivation. Fang’s comment is brief but revealing: “In the story
the Peach Blossom on the two shores implies #20 (peach), homonymous
with the poet’s last name; tracing the source of the stream means yiun
(source or spring), which is a homonym of the poet’s first name; coming out
of the cave implies ming (radiance, brightness), a homonym of the last word
of the poet’s own name.”® In the same vein, Lin Yin-ming (552 45),
another Ch’ing scholar who regards the story as a dreamland, offers an insight
of psychic interest into the nature of the journey to self-knowledge and
perception: .
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The story is about how one perceives Tao: ‘the blossom on the two
banks” is in fact that all the thirty-six palaces are full of vitality. “The
lght in the mountain cave” bespeaks the goodness in the original human
nature, like the radiant moonlight. When the poet talks about the happy
‘old folk and children, he refers to the beauty and felicity in the primal
beginning. That the people do not realize the dynastic change from
Ch’in to Wei and Chin period states the unchangeable Tao without the
beginning and end, without ancient and present 8

The Test Failed:

The failure of the fisherman to keep the oathlike promise is related
to the motif of taboo violation or test failure in folklore.** Sir Gawain and
Orpheus in western literature best illustrate this.* On his chilvaric mission
Sir Gawain, graciously received by Bercilak and his lady in a castle, has an
agreement with his host; the exchange of whatever tokens of pleasure they
receive each day. When Gawain receives the game Killed by the host in the
day’s hunt, he responds with the kisses the lady has given him but fails to
produce the magic baldric. For this Gawain is subsequently punished at the
Green Chapel; he receives a scratch from the Green Knight’s return blow with
an axe. In the underworld, Orpheus, who has.charmed Pluto and Persephone
by the powers of his song, receives perrnission to bring back his wife Eurydice
from Hades. Nevertheless, at the mouth of Hades, Orpheus breaks the
promise by turning back to look at her. He returns to the upper world
disconsolate and alone.

A strikingly similar account in which failure to keep promise causes
grievous consequences can be found in Cheng Huangku’s (8l EH) “Tu
Tzu-ch’un chuan” (%t F % {8 Biography of Tu Tzu-ch’un).*® This Buddhist
didactic story is concerned with how a prodigal son Tu Tzu-ch’un meets
an old man, his several-time benefactor, and goes with him to the Cloud-
terrace Peak for the divine process. The old man offers him a portion of
immortality and tells him. to sit throughout the night quietly in the main
hall. In a vision Tu is assailed from all sides by evil spirits and fierce beasts.
He remains silent even when Yaekhar mutilates his wife in his presence.
For his obstinate silence Tu is put to death, suffers in Hell, and is then
reincarnated as the wife of a scholar. For the same persistent silence Tu’s
husband furiously throws their child against a stone. No soconer does Tu
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Tzuch’un utter a faint cry of compassion than he wakes up to find himself
sitting in the same place.. The Taoist removes his coat and chops it into
pieces and then breaks the crucible. He tells the young man that his blunder
of crying out has destroyed the efficacy of the portion and that Tu must
remain mortal. - Later, when Tu Tzu-ch’un makes a second visit to the
Cloud-terrace Peak, he finds no sign of the old man at the desolate site.

In T’ao Ch’ien’s story, the relationship between the earthling and
the inhabitants of the mystical kingdom is built upon a solemn covenant.
The fisherman is cordially entertained and entrusted to keep the secret.
But like Tarquin — Roman legend’s archetypal violator of a comrade’s trust —
the fisherman not only marks the return route with bamboo twigs, but also
reports to the county magistrate his experience in the cave.?’” Thus the
fisherman commits a double crime: he intrudes into a forbidden land where
he witnesses some kind of mysterious activity, and he betrays the hospitality
and trust of his hosts by violating the cathlike promise. The consequence
of his failing the test is that the Péach Blossom land remains an enigma for
ever, as elusive as the magic mountains in the remote region of the Pechili Sea.

Conclusion:

T’ao Ch’ien’s work implies a symbolic memory and a symbolic hope
of a better human condition. It inevitably suggests that the weary soul
desires to escape from the uncertain world. The entrance into the timeless
Arcadia reveals how the poet looks at himself and at reality. As he identifies
himself with the fisherman, the discovery of the Peach Blossom land is
probably T’ao Ch’ien’s own dream fulfilled. But, “Peach Blossom Spring”
represents the generél and comprehensive myth. of lost innocence; it also
symbolizes the limits of human knowledge and of human nature. The escape
from these limits, it becomes clear, is only temporary and is just a prelude
to return. The Peach Blossom Spring is merely a spiritual landscape where
the poet can find a relief from his inner urgency. And yet, he finds that it
is impossible for him to escape into an ideal world of permanence, because
he is changing with nature:

During the flowing illusion of our lives
Hot and cold daily alternate,
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My constant fear is that the Great Change come
Before the decline of my vital energy.
(“Returning to My Former Residence,’”’ lines 11-14)

At its best, he could only stoically accept what fate has assigned to him:

Just surrender to the cycle of things,
Give yourself to the waves of the Great Change
Neither happy nor yet afraid.
And when it is time to go, then sumpiy go
Without any unnecessary fuss.
(‘‘Substance, Shadow, and Spirit,” II1, lines 20-24)

Behind the myth of Peach Blossom Spring lies a basic human belief.
This belief is described by Harry Levin in his study of the Golden Age in the
Renaissance as “a nostalgic statement of man’s orientation in time, an
attempt at transcending the limits of history.”*® The idea of change and
mutability — a theme which dominates T’ao Ch’ien’s thoughts — evokes a
melancholic landscape for the poet in a world characterized by its mortality:

The Three August Ones were great saints
But where are they living today?
Though P’eng-tsu lasted a long time
He still had to go before he was ready.
Die old or die young, the death is the same,
Wise or stupid, there is no difference.
(*‘Substance, Shadow, and Spirit,” II1, lines 9-14)

The quest for the permanent values represented by the sages and recluses
in the past proves to be futile. The poet is aware that human life is like a
visit (“Tree in Bloom™) or like a conjurer’s illusion (“Substance, Shadow,
and Spirit™). The transitoriness of life is evidenced by the fact that the story
“Peach Blossom Spring” starts with the fisherman’s bewilderment and shifts
into an enigmatic Peach Blossom world and concludes with frustration.
The tragic tone is latent in the seemingly peaceful and pleasing idyllic setting,
because in the mind of the poet none can ever reach the paradise, or even
make himself transcend the world:
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In a thousand years there will be no new dawn.

There will be no new dawn

And all man’s wisdom helps not at all.

The people who have brought me here

Will now go back, each to his home. . ..

What shall we say, we who are dead ?

Your bodies too will lodge on the hill.
(*‘Bearers’ Songs,” III, lines 10-18)
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