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National Poetry Day

Poetry from the Tang Dynasty

The Tang dynasty (618–907) was a period of peace and prosperity. Goods and ideas flowed into China. 
The arts also flourished. Some of the greatest Chinese poetry was created during this time. 

During the Tang dynasty, older forms of poetry were used, and new ones were created and became 
popular. Some of the new forms had very complicated rules. One form, called lu shih, consisted of eight 
lines of five or seven Chinese characters. The first two lines had to be an explanation of the topic. The 
next four lines had to develop the theme, with some complicated rhyming requirements. The last two lines 
concluded the poem. Poets had to do all this while also writing beautifully and expressing deep emotion. 
Writing this kind of poetry required great skill. 

One of the most famous poets of the Tang dynasty was Li Bai, also known as Li Po (701–762). When he 
was young, he tried to gain employment as a secretary based on his poetry, but without success. When he 
was 55, he accompanied a military expedition of one of the emperor’s sons as their poet. But when the son 
was accused of treason and executed, Li Bai was jailed. When he was released, he was banished and died 
not long afterwards. 
 
In his twenties, and again in his forties, Li Bai spent periods wandering around the country. This may 
connect to the fact that a number of his poems are about solitude and nature. Below is a poem by Li Bai. 
What details of the landscape does he mention? What kind of feeling do you get from the poem? 

The Ching-Ting Mountain

Flocks of birds have flown high and away;
A solitary drift of cloud, too, has gone, wandering on,
And I sit alone with the Ching-ting Peak, towering beyond.
We never grow tired of each other, the mountain and I.

The works of Li Po, the Chinese poet; done into English verse by Shigeyoshi Obata, with an introduction and biographical and critical matter 
translated from the Chinese. London: Dent, 1923, p. 57. 
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! 
The Medieval World and Beyond, Lesson 18, China’s Contacts with the Outside World. 
More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Reflect:

1. Choose a place that you love. Using the poem by Li Bai as an example, create a “word picture” of that 
place. A word picture is any piece of descriptive writing. It can be a poem or a paragraph. Your word 
picture should include: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. When you have finished, read your poem or paragraph to a friend or family member. Describe what 
kind of feeling you get when you read your piece aloud. 

• a title
• information about what kind of place it is (for example, mountain, valley, parking lot, or field) 

and where the place you are describing is located
• at least five specific details about the place you are describing
• correct grammar and spelling

https://www.teachtci.com/

