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The Eyes of Neo-Confucianism—A New
Interpretation of Tang Han’s Notes and
Commentaries of Tao Yuanming

Wong Ling Ling*

Zhen Dexiu (1178-1235) was a scholar in the Southern Song dynasty and the most
prominent advocate of zhengxue (“orthodox knowledge”) after Zhu Xi (1130-1200).
Zhen’s Wenzhang zhengzong aimed to reconstruct the order of literature. He further
elucidated Zhu Zi’s view on literature: wen (“literature”) and Dao (“the way”) as one.
Zhen’s advocacy had an epoch-making influence on the history of literary criticism. Zhen
passed Wenzhang zhengzong on to Tang Han (1202—-1272), one of Zhen’s followers. Tang
Han’s Notes and Commentaries of Tao Yuanming (Tao Jingjie xiansheng shi zhu) is the
carliest extant annotated edition of Tao’s poetry. This paper argues that the foundation
of the study of Tao Yuanming’s works lies in the origins and contexts of this edition.
Although the Notes and Commentaries of Tao Yuanming resonated greatly both in its own
time and now, many scholars tend to neglect Tang Han’s neo-Confucian background. The
views of Tang and his predecessors on Tao’s poetry, particularly their differences and
similarities, have not been analysed in-depth; thus, the true value of the annotation has yet
to be revealed.

This paper aims to consider Tang’s annotation in the historical context of the late
Song dynasty and within the neo-Confucian framework, in order to position it more
precisely in the field of literary criticism. Starting with Zhu Xi and through Zhen, Tao’s
Daoist image gradually turned into a Confucian one, and yet the latter was not completely
well defined. In addition, how were the Confucian doctrine and morals expounded in the
reading of Tao’s poems? Zhen did not answer this question, but Tang did so through his
annotation. This paper analyses Tang’s annotation thoroughly by, first, observing how he
perfectly transformed Tao’s image from a recluse to a Confucianist, rather than Daoist,
which eventually came to be known as a model of loyalty and faith. Second, this paper
explores the moral lessons from and practical significance of the annotation for its readers.
Lastly, it studies how the neo-Confucian poetics were inherited and amended after Zhu Zi.
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