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Abstract: This paper presents and discusses the features of “xudt thé” (exiting from
the mundane world” in the thoughts of Nguyén Trai (1380-1442), L& Thanh Tong (1442-
1497), and Nguyén Binh Khiém (1491-1585). The three are among great thinkers of Pai
Viét (Great Viét, i.e. the contemporary Vietnam) in the medieval period. Despite holding
different social positions and being all deeply influenced by the Confucian point of view of
“nhdp thé”, or “entering into the [mundane/secular] world”, living the context of the three
harmonious teachings as one (tam gido dong nguyén), they could not avoid the influences
of the Taoist and Buddhist stance of “xudt thé”. The author caried out the research to find
out the feature of “xudt thé” of these three people revealed in their works. Owing to the
syncretism of the three teachings, they had brilliant accomplishments in their lives,
contributing in part to a heroic period in the Vietnam’s history.
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1. Introduction

According to common understanding, “xudt thé” means to leave the secular
life without paying attention to reality or taking part enthusiastically in socio-
political activities, and showing an attitude of complete indifference to all things in
life. In terms of semantics, it is opposed to “nhdp thé”, which means to take part in
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building guidelines and carrying out activities in life for the purpose of redeeming
people and bringing about social change. From a psychological perspective, “xudt
thé” is not seen as a negative attitude to life, but rather it reflects a temporary
psychological state resulting from certain factors.

Based on the nature of typical religions in East Asia, “xudt thé” can be
considered a particular feature of the Taoist and Buddhist dogmas. While the
Confucian teaching requires men, especially “gentlemen”, to “better themselves
first, then manage their own family, next govern their country wisely, and finally
bring peace to the world”, the Taoist and the Buddhist teachings advise one to have
a pessimistic view of life, such as “wu wei” (inaction), beholding moving attitudes
(such as loving-kindness or benevolence, compassion, empathetic joy, and
equanimity), leaving the world of dust, facing the world with an immaterial mind
free from illusions, disregarding fame and social position, letting oneself go, and
keeping away from material seduction. On a more extreme level, it is to separate
from community, to lead a secluded life in remote mountainous areas like a hermit
or leave one’s family to lead a religious life in a temple as a monk.

Reviewing remarkable events taking place in life and in the literary works of
Nguyén Trdi, L& Thanh Tong, and Nguyén Binh Khiém, readers can easily
understand that each of these three scholars had their own interpretations and
experiences, which reflected their views of life and social position. Their thought of
xudt thé contributed to Vietnamese literature of the medieval period, making it more
diversified and attractive, demonstrating the general view on life and state of mind
in a religiously harmonious and tolerant society.

From such a perspective, the following methods are used by the author of
this paper: accessing the sources of literature, analysing documents, and, combining
the analyses to outline the views on life of these three people whose works are
typical of Vietnamese literature in the medieval period. Although the Confucian
ideology was basically considered the key for setting up strategies and actions to
govern the country and reassure the populace, deep in the subconscious, these three
scholars always kept their points of view and attitudes in life, which were built on
the basis of Buddhist and Taoist teachings.

2. Xudt thé in Nguyén Trii’s thought

During childhood, Nguyén Tri lived in his maternal grandfather’s house and
he had a passionate interest in contemplating the charming landscape in Cén Son
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(part of the current Hai Duong Province), and reading books on Confucian
teachings. As a result, after passing his exams and becoming a mandarin, he lived
and worked as a Confucian scholar. The Confucian thought processes gradually
penetrated deep into the mind of this first-ranking mandarin, regulating his
manners/behavior. However, it does not mean that Nguyén Trdi was not influenced
by Buddhist and Taoist teachings. In reality, he had spent several years living as a
hermit retiring from the world when the Later Lé Dynasty had fallen in conflict.

In a paper titled “Studying the influence of Laozi’s and Zhuangzi’s thoughts
in Nguyén Trdi’s Chinese-script poems”, Lé Thi Lan briefly described Nguyén
Trdi’s pessimistic view of life: “Despite being indisposed, Nguyén Trai embraced
the thoughts of Laozi and Zhuang Zhou as a last resort for the purpose of consoling
and calming himself over the injustices, ironies, and deadlocked situations in life. It
also helped him avoid great disappointment resulting from the fact that he had no way
to achieve his ambition of serving society” (L& Thi Lan, 1998: 33). If readers are fully
aware of this, they can realize that the spirit of a Taoist hermit, who preferred to roam
the world than to discuss and take part in secular affairs, is sometimes evident in his
poems. In the poem “Thu da khach cam” (Expatriate’s feeling on an autumn night), for
instance, the mood of a secluded scholar is described in some sentences as follows:
“Dao dau van sy giai hu huyén, Huu luan Pham vong dir S¢ ton” (Eventually,
everything is just illusory/ Let’s give up discussing whether [the countries of] Chu and
Fan still exist) (Nguyén Trdi, 1976: 274) or “Thu phong lac diép ky tinh t, Da vil
thanh dang khach mong hon” (The north wind and falling leaves induce the feeling of
the traveller in a strange land/ The rainy night and the lamp leads him into a dream).
When the living conditions are so terribly lonely and an illusion, one finds it useless to
discuss whether the Chu state would be kept or the Fan state would be eliminated as
written in Chinese history. This urged him to change his purpose in life and focus on
studying the history of his own nation for the sake of deriving new understanding by
reviewing what happened in the past and dealing with the contemporary complicated
1ssues in Pai Viét.

“Giac mong hoang luong” (Yellow Millet Dream) is a metaphoric folk tale
about a poor scholar on his way to sit the imperial examinations. While waiting for
the inn host to prepare a pan of millet for him, he tried to concentrate on some
study. However, because he was too tired, he dozed off and had a dream. In the
dream, he was awarded the title “doctoral laureate” and became a high-ranking
official. He received an extravagant welcome when he returned home to pay thanks
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to the ancestors. He married, had children, and enjoyed a life of wealth and comfort
with many perquisites and servants. Then, suddenly a strong wind blew, swaying
the door shades and waking him up. By that time, the pot of yellow millet had just
got ready. He was confused between the reality and his dream. Once he was
completely awake, he discovered that the several decades of honor and wealth in the
dream actually took place over the course of just a few minutes, which was long
enough for the pan of yellow millet to cook. Based on the folk tale, Nguyén Trii
elucidated the illusion of life by two lines in the verse: “Thé thuong hoang luong
nhat mong du, Giac lai van sy tong thanh hu” (Nguyén Trai, 1976: 329). (Life is
like a dream of yellow millet/ After waking up, we realize that everything was
merely an illusion).

“Wu wei” (Inaction) or the standpoint of an unhurried life and avoiding
complicated issues in the secular world in Laozi’s philosophy is also a topic in
Nguyén Trii’s poems. Despite being busy working in the royal court, he thirsted for
a leisurely life: “Hi déc than nhan quan hyu lanh, Bé mén tan nhat thiéu tuong qua.
Min duong van khi triéu phan bach, Nhidu cham ting thanh da thugc tra.” (It is so
pleasurable to have a cushy life with a lot of free time/ The door is closed every day
without communicating with others/ Burning cypress wood in the morning to leave
cloudy vapor filling the house/ Making tea at night and laying back against the
pillow to listen to the sound of pine trees (Nguyén Trdi, 1976: 306). This poem
expresses quite fully the “wu wei” philosophy, being typical of the poems Nguyén
Trai wrote when working for the royal court. Reading those lines of verse, one
sympathizes with his concern over whether he should keep working for the court or
return to his home village to relax and work as a village teacher. In reality, however,
he realized it was impossible to have both at the same time: “LAy d4u xudt xtr tron
hai bé/ Puoc thi 1am quan, mat thi qué”. (As it is impossible to do well in both,
enjoying working as a mandarin means giving up the joys of the countryside”
(Nguyén Trii, 1976: 432). Eventually, he decided to choose the pleasure of working
as a mandarin over the joy of a leisurely life in the countryside, which he could only
appreciate in his spare time, devoting his talent and efforts to the country, assisting
the king in suppressing enemies, governing the country, and reassuring the people.

Having studied literary works of other poets in the same period, readers can
realize that this feeling was not peculiar to Nguyén Trai but it was a common
psychological state of feudal intellectuals when they were unable to escape from the
feudal ideological norms. As a great scholar, Nguyén Trai certainly understood the
saying: “Qudc gia hung vong, thit phu hitu trach”, meaning everyone shall be
responsible for the prosperity and the failure of the country. At the same time, after
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taking part in the system of government, he best realized that “nhan sinh thuc tu da
uu hoan”, implying that one who has knowledge has many concerns and encounter
many dangers (Nguyén Trdi, 1976: 343). This is a logically cause-and-effect
relationship between “the dedication” and “the talent” as well as “the talent” and
“the misfortune”, as concluded reasonably in the verses by Nguyén Du: “Chir tai
lién voi chit tai mot van” ([The word that means] talent rhymes with [that of]
catastrophe) and “Chit TAm kia méi bang ba chit Tai” ([The word that means]
heartiness is worth three times [that of] talent).

After some decades working as a mandarin, Nguyén Trii realized that
fame and wealth were just fleeting things like a shade on water or a bird in the
sky; meanwhile, human emotions and affections were respected forever in the
minds of the people. Thus, he decided to “get rid of fame and fortune and live a
secluded life” (Nguyén Trdi, 1976: 450), when the relationships between him
and the King had soured. Eventually, he moved to Con Son to live comfortably
as a retired scholar: “Soi guong toc bac, gia roi déy/ Theo tuc danh hu, nhoc 1dm
nao” (Looking at myself in the mirror, I have realized that in my old age with
grey hair/ It has been really exhausting to pursue vain fame” (Nguyén Trai,
1976: 215). Elderly as he was, he then still returned to work after being invited
by the royal court. This brought anguish for the rest of his life with the tragic
case of “Lé Chi Vién” (Lychee Garden): “Hoa cang khoe tdt, t6t cang rita/ Nudc
ché cho day, day at voi/ Mdi biét doanh hu da c6 sd/ Ai ting cai duoc 1ong troi”
(The more a flower blooms, the faster it will fall / Do not pour water into a cup
until it is full, as it will not be full, after it is full/ It is known that everything
depends on destiny/ No one can avoid what the heavens have decided) (Nguyén
Trai, 1976: 424). As one has to accept one’s destiny, Nguyén Trdi and all of
those who had blood relations with him from three lines, including his spouses,
siblings and offspring, were sentenced to death. However, the historical
dialectics demonstrate “a blessing in disguise” — with that unprecedented event
that happened to Nguyén Trai and his beloved resulting in the emergency of a
talented and righteous king, who was also the leader of “Tao dan nhi thap bat ti”
(A Literary Society of 28 Stars) that shone brightly in Vietnam’s literary sky.

3. Xudt thé in Lé Thanh Téng’s thought

Describing the dialectical relationship between human beings and their
situations, a Vietnamese folk proverb explains that “hard times create heroes and
heroes change times”. This is appropriate when talking about Lé Thanh Tong. The
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complicated and difficult situation of the royal court of the Later Lé Dynasty in Pai
Viét in the mid-15th century resulted in the enthronement of Lé Ty Thanh, who had
carlier been a “reclusive” prince. Despite his young age, he had an innate ability and
a great love for the people and his country devoting all his efforts to its
development and the southward expansion, for which he was responsible as the
country’s leader. This made Vietnam much larger and more powerful, compared with
the previous reigns. It demonstrates that L& Thanh Téng was well-known in history,
first of all, for his contribution as an emperor. Resounding achievements were gained
owing to the fact that he knew how to apply governance/rule of law and
governance/rule of man in a harmonious way. His literary works were composed on the
basis of “van di tai dao” (Literary works are created to disseminate moral standards)
and “thi ngdn chi” (Poems are composed to show the will of human beings).

Everything Lé Thanh Toéng did for the country was not accidental but the
sure results of a long process with continual effort and assuming full responsibility.
This is reflected in a poem entitled “Quan dao thi” (a poem about the working
principles as an emperor) as follows: “"Dé vuong dai dao cyc tinh nghién/ Ha duc
nguyén nguyén thugng kinh thién/ Ché tri bao bang tu ké thuat/ Thanh tim qua duc
tuyét du dién/ Bang ciu tuan ngai phu van dirc/ Khic cat binh nhung trong tudng
quyén/ Ngoc chiic diéu hoa han noan tu/ Hoa di cong lac thai binh nién". (The great
way of functioning as an emperor has been well grasped/ It is to care for the people
(subjects) and respect the heavens/ Finding out expedients for prosperity/
Completely giving up indulgence like going out hunting / Promoting talents and
praising moral standards/ Taking care of military training and appreciating the
generals’ power/authority/ Regulating everything appropriately according to the
situation like the seasons of heat and cold succeeding one another/ All the people,
including both the majority ethnic group and the minorities, enjoy peace) (Lé Thanh
Tong, 1998: 334). The principles were combined with humanity and love for the
people according to the Confucian standpoint: “People are fundamental to the
country; and food is fundamental to people’s lives”. His governing policy can be
concluded briefly by the following sentence: “Té dan duong di thuc vi thién”
(Administering people by taking care of their food) (L& Thanh Tong, 1998: 431).
For a country such as Dai Viét, where farming was the main form of production, the
first mission was to take care of people’s lives. This matches the advice given by
Confucius that “firstly, make people wealthy, then educate them” and a Vietnamese
proverb that reads “only eating can support ethics/morality” (‘“a hungry belly has no
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ears”). This point of view was significant not only to the country at that time but
also for policy-making in people mobilization in the later periods. Though having a
thorough grasp of the Confucian sense of entering the secular world to save the
people and making every effort to take care of national affairs, as a poet, Lé Thanh
Tong sometimes fell for the romantic, tragic, and regretful emotions. Thus, the
Taoist and Buddhist features of “xuét thé” (exiting from the mundane world” are
reflected in a number of his poems. “Dé dong H6 Cong” (Inscription Carved in HO
Cong Cave) is quite a good poem describing the moral viewpoint of a person who
was at the pinnacle of power but still dreamt of living simply and freely in a natural
environment. As to why he wrote this poem, Lé Thanh Tong revealed: “On a day
(...) in the first lunar month of the [...] year (1473), I left Lam Kinh by boat and
then stopped by the banks of the L& River. It was warm with a mild wind and soft
sunlight. T felt excited and walked up to H6 Cong Cave. Resting a hand on a white
rock and leaning against the green trees, | climbed up. Standing high up and looking
out in the distance, | saw the vast landscape of the sky and the sea. At that time, all
troubles and worries in the secular world disappeared from my mind, so | composed an
impromptu poem to be carved on the cliff for posterity: “Than chily quy tac van tring
san/ Hu that cao song vii tru khoan/ Thé thuong cong danh d6 thi mong/ Ho trung nhat
nguyét bat thang nhan/ Hoa duwong long hoa huyén chau truy/ Bich dong tuyén luu
bach ngoc han/ Nga duc thtra phong lang tuyét dinh/ Vong cung van hai hitu v gian”
(A myriad of mountains were dug and carved by demons and deities/ An illusory house
with the high window in the immense universe/ Fame and reputations in life all
become illusions/ The [images of the] sun and the moon inside the flask [of liquor]
denote leisure / The mountain is decorated with flowers like the dragon’s tears/ A very
limpid stream runs silently by the green cave/ | wish to ride the wind to the mountain
top/ So as to see high clouds and immense waters) (L& Thanh Tong, 1998: 193).

Studying the language used in the above-mentioned poem, readers can notice
the interference of Taoism and Buddhism. The language used to describe the
landscape contains words to indicate the valuables in the real world as well as
words that signify the wonderland with the immense sky and sea. Using the same
prosody in the poem “Dé chua Sai Son” (Inscription Carved in Sai Son Pagoda), Lé
Thanh Téng mentioned the fundamental category of the Buddhist outlook in two
mathematically “quantitative” lines of verse: “Tlic siéu tran thé tam thién gidi,
Thu trich tinh than chi xich thién” (The foot can reach three thousand worlds/ The
hand can seize stars, thinking the sky is so close) (L& Thanh Téng, 1998: 209).
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According to the Buddhist viewpoint, the universe is boundless, consisting of three
thousand worlds. The place where human beings live is just one of the worlds.
Thus, a human life is extremely tiny and meaningless, compared to the universe.

In the history of Vietnamese feudal literature, “Quynh uyén ctru ca” is a
special anthology of poems, which express a congenial companionship in the dialogue
between Lé Thanh Téng and some of his closest courtiers. Of those poems, “Ngu ché
ky khi thi” (A royal poem on the strange Qi (Air - Vital force/Energy)) is typical of the
thought of xuat thé with the following sentences: “Tay thao déng chinh hin ma lao/
Kim yén dao tryc Ngii Lang hao/ Dat tai duc chiét bang luan qué/ Kién chi tu cam Bic
hai giao/ Liéu Thuy tién nhan thira hac khi/ Hau Son dé tir khoa loan cao/ Pai bang
phin tin van tiéu thuong/ S¢ s hung tu bat vung mao” (After quelling the revolts in
the north and pacifying the east, the warhorses were exhausted/ The time was spent
chasing the cruel people/ With great talent, | would like to seize a cinnamon branch in
the moon/ With the iron will, | would like to catch the serpent-like water monster in the
east sea/ Like the immortal in Li€u Thuy who rode a stork and flew away/ Like the
king in Hau Son who rode a phoenix and flew away/ Like an eagle that eagerly flies up
through the clouds/ The heroic stuff is brilliant, attracting other talented people) (Lé
Thanh Tong, 1998: 344).

The images described by king and poet L& Thanh Tong through his poetry
reflects actual events mixed with unworldly color, taking readers to a fairyland with
words such as the ‘moon palace’, ‘the immortal’, and ‘the phoenix’... As nature is
so beautiful that it sometimes looks like “an illusion”, people should live in
harmony with nature to balance the mind and promote creativity, providing more
motivating forces to undertake tasks in life.

As a king, Lé Thanh Tdng had to be serious in dealing with affairs of the
country and the people. Like Nguyén Trii who relied on “Gidc mong hoang luong”
(Yellow Millet Dream) to write poems, Lé Thanh Tong sometimes deliberately
poeticized life, after being too busy undertaking important responsibilities for the
royal court, the people, and the country. As a result, he supposed that: “Déc tang
khtr lai thot ty mong/ C6 kim da thiéu sy nhu ma/ Trang nién tién cuc cu tam trong/
Binh da luu tinh doc ngii xa/ Thién kiép huu kinh thanh nhat xuyén/ Toa tién vét sic
tran tim qua” (Affairs of life are more or less dreams/ Fortune varies, resulting in
achievements or losses/ As a talented man, | have to shoulder responsibility for the
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country during the day/ While | enjoy reading books at night/ A thousand
incarnations pass by quickly without fear/ My mind is filled with natural
landscapes) (L& Thanh Téng, 1998: 374-375). Besides the “flabby and pessimistic”
lines of the verse, he also wrote more resolute ones such as: “Tham thién nhan
luyén tdm vi Phat/ Danh loi d6 quy tiéu yét quan/ Lo chuyén 1am hdi van dué lanh/
Cir dau nghi nhdp T¢ Minh son” (Practicing meditation, one wants to attain a
Buddhist mind/ Having no interest in fame or fortune so as to rest/ Clothes seems to
touch the cloud as the road in the forest is so winding/ Raising my head, | think as
iIf | reached the top of the Mountain of the Four Lit Doors — implying being
enlightened and in harmony with the universe) (L& Thanh Tdng, 1998: 384).
Herein, we can see the mix of religious and secular thinking. While carrying out the
role as king, he had to undertake affairs of the country. In his free time, he came
back to his own essence, falling into a deep meditation and avoiding secular affairs.

As the leader of the people, Lé Thanh Tong’s literary works were not
completely separated from a political outlook and educational viewpoint. It is the
reason why, in his mind, the pessimistic thought of “xudt thé” and the enthusiastic
involvement in the secular world are attached to each other, leading to
achievements in national governance as well as in literature. In this respect, in a
research paper entitled “Lé Thanh Tong - doi tho va nhitng dau hiéu trit tinh” (Lé
Théanh Téng: Poetic works and romantic signs), Nguyén Hitu Son commented that
“Lé Thanh Tong separated himself from the secular world in order to keep his mind
relaxed in nature ... All seems to lie within the oriental traditional poetic orbit, but
we can vaguely see something that shows his particular view. At all times, man
desires some privacy, where inner feelings can be expressed freely, while focused
on the common values of beauty and humanity. L& Thanh Tdéng was not an
exception” (Vietnam National University, Hanoi, 1997: 341- 342). Similar traits can
be found in the poems of Nguyén Binh Khiém in the later period.

4. Xudt thé in Nguyén Binh Khiém’s thought
It is not accidental that Nguyén Binh Khiém has been called “Tuyét Giang phu
tir” (Master Tuyét Giang), while he called himself “Bach Van cu si”” (The hermit in the

Bach Van Shrine). Those names stemmed from the places where he stayed, the content
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of his poems, and his lifestyle. All those factors combined to create a well-known
personality that is somewhat realistic and rather legendary in Vietnamese history.

Nguyén Binh Khiém wrote hundreds of poems on various topics such as
landscapes, ironies in life, fortune and misfortune, and preoccupation with changes
in the universe. Tran Thi Bang Thanh, a researcher on medieval literature, supposes
that Nguyén Binh Khiém’s poems “follow an aesthetic principle aimed at the poetic
ambition and are led by a philosophy, which at the same time pays attention to the
people’s lives, provides teachings, and observes world affairs; first of all, however,
it advocates keeping an unhurried and relaxed pace of living, while entertaining the
mind in the nature and the idyllic delights and considering relaxation as a lofty
pleasure” (Nguyén Binh Khiém, 2014: 62). To create a particular poetic manner and
a leisurely lifestyle and enjoy the pleasure seeming to be granted by the heavens,
firstly Nguyén Binh Khiém set up his precept of living as follows: “Mudn biét noi
day vui tuyét dinh/ Chit nhan thién c6 ché budng loi” (In order to realize that it is
extremely joyful here, don’t forget the need for leisure time) (Nguyén Binh Khiém,
2014: 221).

It is not easy to achieve a leisurely life. According to the law of cause and
effect, if one wants such a life, he will have to give up many passions, especially the
desire for fame and fortune. As Nguyén Binh Khiém was a great scholar, he was
psychologically greatly influenced by the expectations of his parents, relatives, and
the local community. In the contemporary feudal system, it was very common that
when a man became a governmental official, all his family members would receive
benefits. Probably due to psychological pressure, he decided to sit the Confucian
exams at the age of nearly 40 years old. Owing to his profound knowledge, he won
the first prize at the national exams and was appointed to important positions such
as bong Céc hi¢u thu (Editor at Pong Cac Palace) and Ta thi lang bo hinh (Vice
Minister of Justice). Nguyén Binh Khiém’ work as a mandarin surely earned him
honor and his family - wealth. However, he did not feel satisfied, because he could
neither express his own opinions nor persuade the king to chastise (behead) the
sycophantic courtiers. Thus, he wanted to give up his position to enjoy a stress-free
life: “Trung trc dién vién vinh khi qui/ Lio lai huu thuyét sy da vi/ Xuan hoa thu
nguyét khong nhi sac/ Thé cd nhan tinh thi canh phi/ Trudng kién 3o than na hitu
dugc/ Tu nhan chan tinh ban v6 ki/ Tuu dinh thy y cao ngdm tuc/ Thoi khén giang
cam, khé diéu phi” (Missing the joy of an idyllic life, writing poems like Tao
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Yuanming/ At an old age, | stopped talking about things [I am not happy with] /
The spring flowers and the autumn moon are Form but [at the same time]
Emptiness, All affairs in life can be right or wrong/ Good health is maintained
despite old age/ Life was leisurely, as, regarding my inborn character, I am in
pursuit of nothing/ Being drunk, lying and singing a song/ Contemplating birds
flying by the river and stream) (Nguyén Binh Khiém, 2014:195). The line of the
verse “Life was leisurely, when in pursuit of nothing” demonstrates his state of
mind, which, on the one hand, reflects his willingness to give up all those things
while, on the other hand, shows his dissatisfaction. He therefore thought deeply
about the Buddhist karma, particularly the four noble truths, which supposed that
the three poisons (trivisa) were the root of all sufferings in life. Giving up desires
and ambitions was therefore the quickest way to a leisurely life.

After working as a mandarin for almost ten years, Nguyén Binh Khiém
realized he needed to resign when he wrote the following lines of verse: “Bai khudc
hiéu phién danh lgi quan/ Khé tuyén tring (rc bac ngén hoan/ (...) / Phu quy ha ciu
tam lac tic, Vuong hau bat sy nhat than nhan” (Escaping from the circle of fame
and wealth in the secular world/ Longing to come back to the homeland to enjoy
life by the stream/ Not wishing to be wealthy, | am happy to [just] enough/ Not
being bothered by [striving for] social positions, | feel my life is one of leisure)
(Nguyén Binh Khiém, 2014: 278). Then, he decided to hand in his resignation and
return to his home village, where he had spent carefree leisurely days and opened
the “Trung Tan Venue” to provide an education for conscientious students: “Rugu
dén coi cay ta s& udng/ Nhin xem pha quy twa chiém bao” (As liquor is brought to
the stump of the tree, | will drink it/ While considering all wealth in life to be
dreamy) (Nguyén Binh Khiém, 2014:1527). Such a living philosophy, which is
divorced from reality and is of the pursuit of an easy, unhurried pace of life can
only be achieved after thoroughly understanding the Taoist teachings of “xuét thé”
and being awakened by the Buddhist “egolessness, impermanence, and causal
connection” so as to realize images of human beings in the scenery and vice versa:
“Hoa trung 4o xuat Phat trung than/ Mo lac triéu khai cyu canh tan/ Sic tuc thi
khong khong thi sic/ Nhit chi hoan dic ki phién xuan” (An image of Buddha is
vaguely seen in flowers/ Blossoming in the morning and fading in the evening,
getting old and then getting new/ Such a form means voidness and such voidness
means a form/ A branch has been passed by several springs) (Nguyén Binh Khiém,
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2014: 799). In this citation, “form” and “voidness” are two fundamental categories
showing the Buddhist outlook that covers “egolessness” and “impermanence” as the
essence of all things, which also includes human beings. Since a human being is a
tiny universe, it has to comply with the natural law on birth and death.

Continuing the thinking of the two predecessors seeing life as a dream,
Nguyén Binh Khiém visualized the large road in front of the Trung Tan Venue,
considering it a chess match of world affairs; the winner and the loser will
eventually be the same; after the match ends, both players will get back all their
chess-pieces to prepare for a new game. He wrote: “Nhat diéu dai 16 tiép thong tan/
Than dang na hiém hd thé tran/ C6 vang kim lai d6 thi mong/ Bat tri lyu dac ki ha
nhan” (A large road runs straight to the riverbank/ As the road is wide and even,
there is no need to worry about the dust of the world/ Everything coming back or
going away is just dreamy/ I don’t know if there are any visitors staying on that
road [of life]) (Nguyén Binh Khiém, 2014: 788). To formulate and follow the
viewpoint on keeping a peaceful and leisurely pace of life, however, one has to
cultivate virtue and morals and contain himself/herself, waiting for future
happiness. That is why he wrote: “Ch¢ dé ai 1a But Thich Ca/ Moi niém nhan nga
nhan thi qua/ Long vo su, tring in bong nudc/ Cua thang lai nhu gi6 thoi hoa/.. .
Thanh nhan 4y at 1a tién khach” (It is not easy to be Buddha/ Enduring sufferings
will make everything blow over/ The mind is pure like the reflection of the moon on
water/ Properties that suddenly come [to man] are like flowers swaying in the
breeze/... Having a leisurely life means one is an immortal) (Nguyén Binh Khiém,
2014:1497). Over his entire lifespan of almost a century, Nguyén Binh Khiém
cultivated virtue and talent for the above-mentioned goals, as commented on by
Nguyén Tai Thu in a paper titled “Nguyén Binh Khiém - nha tu tudng tiéu biéu cta
thé ky XVI” (Nguyén Binh Khiém — A typical thinker of the 16 century): “While
mandarins fought with one another for the sake of fame and wealth, Nguyén Binh
Khiém was completely unconcerned with this. Owing to his broad knowledge,
talent, and reputation, he could have become a high-ranking mandarin living a
wealthy life, but he rejected that. He resigned from his position and returned to his
home village to live amongst simple-hearted peasants. It was a pure and honest life.
Some criticized his secluded attitude. To be fair, however, there were no other
choices for keeping a noble virtue” (Nguyén Tai Thu, 1993: 364). It was the very
path of xuét thé that he learned from Taoist and Buddhist teachings.
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Holding the same opinion, Tran Lé Sang, a Sino-Nom researcher, wrote: “After
his resignation, Nguyén Binh Khiém built Bach Van Shrine, Trung Tan Venue, and
Nghinh Phong and Truong Xuan bridges. All these structures reflected in him the
image of a Taoist hermit like Laozi and Zhuangzi. We can figure out how it became
dangerous for Nguyén Binh Khiém after he had resigned and submitted a petition
asking for the beheading of 18 power abusing mandarins. At that time, he did not go
farway into hiding, but he stayed in his home village. Most probably, he disguised
himself as a Taoist hermit like Laozi and Zhuangzi” (Tran Lé Sang, 1986: 98). Thus, it
does not matter whether his decision about resignation or ‘“seclusion” is praised or
criticized; it was quite reasonable, righteous, and appropriate for the situation.

Although Nguyén Binh Khiém went to his home village, he did not hide
himself away from the rest of society and political affairs. After two years, the Mac
Dynasty king conferred upon him the title “Trinh Tuyén Hau” (Marquis Trinh Tuyén)
in the year of Giap Thin (1544) and the post of “Minister of Personnel” and “Tutor of
the Crown Prince” with the title “Trinh Qudc Coéng” (Grand Duke Trinh) afterwards.
That is why he was commonly known as “Trang Trinh”. Some researchers who
studied Nguyén Binh Khiém’s biography have argued that “Trinh Tuyén”, which was
referred to in the titles “Trinh Tuyén Hau” and “Trinh Qudc Cong”, stemmed from
the previous name of Trung Am Village, rather than deriving from the names of
Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao (Vietnamese versions: Trinh Di and Trinh Hao), who were
two representatives of Neo-Confucianism (School of Principle) in the Song Dynasty
in China. For 20 years, from 53 years old to 73 years old, Nguyén Binh Khiém did
not stay permanently in the imperial city, but he still undertook assignments, taking
part in discussing state affairs and accompanying the king to pacify rebellions. He
was highly respected by the Mac Dynasty’s king as a strategist. For important
affairs, the king often sent messengers to him, seeking his advice. He was
sometimes taken to the imperial city, but he would then return to Trung Am Village.
When aged more than 73 years old Nguyén Binh Khiém steadfastly resigned and
remained in his home village.

Nguyén Binh Khiém was one of very few feudal scholars who skilfully
combined the fundamental values of the three teachings: Confucianism, Buddhism, and
Taoism. He had to study hard for exams and his work, memorizing all the Four Books
and Five Classics. After his resignation, he went to his home village to live a secluded

life according to the Taoist teachings, to quote Laozi: “One will not be ashamed, if
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he/she knows when it is enough” and “According to the laws of nature, one should
back out, after being successful in gaining expected laurels”. Once back in his home
village, Nguyén Binh Khiém built the Bach Van Shrine and referred to himself as
“Bach Van hermit”, following the Buddhist way of life. Despite his reclusiveness, he
did not completely shy away from society; he still worked as an advisor for the royal
court and opened a school. It is the principle of xuit thé he learned from the Tran
Dynasty kings. In the research paper “Nguyén Binh Khiém - nguoi quan tir thoi loan”
(Nguyén Binh Khiém: An honorable man in the time of disturbances”, P Lai Thiiy
regards Nguyén Binh Khiém’s resignation as a “deviation from standards®, which was
taken as a last resort at that time (D6 Lai Thity, 2005: 268).

5. Conclusion

The three great thinkers in medieval Vietnam, Nguyén Trai, Lé Thanh Tong,
and Nguyén Binh Khiém, were notable Confucian scholars with broad knowledge,
who understood the Four Books and Five Classics and historical events in both
China and Vietnam very well. Confucian thinking, however, only helped them in
their administrative work and dealing with affairs of the state. Regarding lifestyle
and contemplation of the ways of the world, they were mostly influenced by
Buddhist and Taoist teachings of xudr thé. This is easy to understand, as
Confucianism mainly played a role in public education for the purpose of providing
officials for administrative systems. Confucian teachings regulated the standard
behaviors such as the Three Subjections and Four Virtues [of an ideal woman],
while people were assessed according to the Five Moral Obligations. At the same
time, Confucianism required people to comply strictly with the Three Moral Bonds
so it did not help relieve psychological pressures at work, which was quite
complicated in the feudal governmental apparatus. Meanwhile, Taoism and
Buddhism were very helpful in undertaking that function.

The xudt thé in the thoughts of the three typical poets contributed lively
colors and features to the panorama of the Pai Viét people’s lives in medieval
Vietnam. Reading their literary works, one can understand the connection and
harmony between the Confucian enthusiasm for improvement by taking part in the
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secular world and the Buddhist and Taoist ignorance of fame and wealth while
considering that a man’s life is so short like “a horse passing the window”. The
teachings converged in the minds of the three poets, creating the great spirit among
honorable men and taking them to top positions of power and reputation. They were
greatly admired by people and they exerted profound influence on the moral
standards and lifestyles of the next generations. They were bright shining examples
not only in their contemporary periods but also in the ones that followed.
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