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Tao Yuan-ming in his
Official Biographies

Wang Kuo-ying

Abstract

Three of the officially approved dynastic histories, namely, the Song
shu, the Jin shu and the Nan shi, contain a biography of Tao Yuanming
{ 365-427 ) in the section dealing with the 'recluses". There is also a
privately written biography of Tao by Xiao Tong (501-3531). Though
there are some variations in passages, the four biographies are basically
identical in content and attitude, all placing emphasis on Tao's personal
integrity as a determined recluse who remained firm in adversity and
carefree in reclusion. These biographies have become the source to
which the scholars interested in Tao's life and character are likely to
turn in the first instance.

However, the life and career of Tao Yuanming depicted in these

biographies appear fragmentary, consisting of random incidents intermin —
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gled with fictional anecdotes. The character sketched is a rather single -
minded stereotyped recluse who is remarkably consistent in attitude and
conduct. There is apparently a lack of any character growth and develop -
ment. Yet the Tao Yuanming in his self revealing writings impresses us
with his far more complicated and interesting personality. For instance,
he takes pride of his deliberate choice of living in retirement, yet
self —doubt flashes from time to time in the back of his mind. Tn his
official biographies, the image of Tao is not much different from that of
other fellow recluses who are grouped together in the same bhiographical
section. To the modern reader, the limitations of these biographies are
apparent. This article is therefore an attempt to explore these biogra -
phies in two aspects: first, to examine the conventions of biographical
writings and characterization in official histories; second, to give a criti -
cal analysis of the image of Tao in his official biographies and of the
possible causes behind the formation of such an image.

Key words: official biography, Tao Yuanming, biographies of

recluses
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