Primary Source Assignment: Chinese Poems
When the Tang Dynasty took over China, it re-implemented the civil service exam for people hoping to get a government job.  One of the most important elements of the test under the Tang was a demonstration of literacy.  As poetry was considered to be the most refined and intellectual means of expression by the Chinese, applicants taking the exam needed to be able to write poems.  This is why the Tang and Song Dynasties produced such an abundance of poems.  While the Chinese were using these poems as demonstrations of literacy then, we can now use them as evidence of the moods during the Tang and Song Dynasties.

For this assignment, you will be looking at examples of poetry from the Tang and Song Dynasties to create an illustration of moods during those periods.  Follow the instructions below.

Instructions:

1. Read the included collection of poems below:
“Autumn Air”

Li Bai
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	The autumn air is clear,
The autumn moon is bright.
Fallen leaves gather and scatter,
The jackdaw perches and starts anew.
We think of each other- when will we meet?
This hour, this night, my feelings are hard.


“Hearing a Flute on a Spring Night in Luoyang”

Li Bai
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	From whose home secretly flies the sound of a jade flute?
It's lost amid the spring wind which fills Luoyang city.
In the middle of this nocturne I remember the snapped willow,
What person would not start to think of home!


“Seeing Off a Friend”

Li Bai
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	Green hills above the northern wall,
White water winding east of the city.
On this spot our single act of parting,
The lonely tumbleweed journeys ten thousand li.
Drifting clouds echo the traveler’s thoughts,
The setting sun reflects my old friend's feelings.
You wave your hand and set off from this place,
Your horse whinnies as it leaves.


“Nocturnal Reflections While Traveling”

Du Fu

旅夜书怀

细草微风岸
危墙独夜舟
星垂平野阔
月涌大江流
名岂文章著
官应老病休
飘飘何所似
天地一沙鸥
Gentle breeze on grass by the shore,
The boat's tall mast alone at night.
Stars fall to the broad flat fields,
Moon rises from the great river's flow.
Have my writings not made any mark?
An official should stop when old and sick.
Fluttering from place to place I resemble,
A gull between heaven and earth.

“The Solitary Goose”
Du Fu

孤雁

孤雁不饮啄
飞鸣声念群
谁联一片影
相失万重云
望尽似犹见
哀多如更闻
野鸭无意绪
鸣噪亦纷纷
The solitary goose does not drink or eat,
It flies about and calls, missing the flock.
No-one now remembers this one shadow,
They've lost each other in the myriad layers of cloud.
It looks into the distance: seems to see,
It's so distressed, it thinks that it can hear.
Unconsciously, the wild ducks start to call,
Cries of birds are everywhere confused.

“Dreaming of my Deceased Wife on the Night of the Twentieth Day of the First Month”

Su Shi

十年生死两茫茫
不思量自难忘
千里孤坟无处话凄凉
纵使相逢应不识
尘满面鬓如霜

夜来幽梦忽还乡
小轩窗正梳妆
相顾无言唯有泪千行
料得年年肠断处
明月夜短松冈


Ten boundless years now separate the living and the dead,
I have not often thought of her, but neither can I forget.
Her lonely grave is a thousand li distant, I can't say where my wife lies cold.
We could not recognize each other even if we met again,
My face is all but covered with dust, my temples glazed with frost.
In deepest night, a sudden dream returns me to my homeland,
She sits before a little window, and sorts her dress and make-up.
We look at each other without a word, a thousand lines of tears.
Must it be that every year I'll think of that heart-breaking place,
Where the moon shines brightly in the night, and bare pines guard the tomb.
“New Year’s Watch”

Su Shi
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	Soon now, we'll mark the year's end that approaches,
It's like a snake that crawls into a hole.
Already half its scaly length is hidden,
What man can stop us losing the last trace?
And even if we want to tie its tail,
No matter how we try, we can't succeed.
The children make all effort not to sleep,
We laugh together, watching through the night.
The cockerels should not cry the dawn for now,
The drums as well should give the hour respect.
We sat so long the lamp's burnt down to ash,
I rise and see the Plough is slanting north.
Next year, perhaps, my span of years could end,
My fear is that I've just been marking time.
So exert ourselves to the utmost here tonight,
I still admire the exuberance of our youth!


“Who Can Explain Why We Love It”
Ouyang Xiu

[image: image5.png]1A B H FHOT
ERTA
Bk
HETEABRER

RO Fak
%’%ﬂﬁ

Hé rén jié shang xi h hao
Jiajing wu shi

Féi gai xiang zhut

Tan xiang hua jian zul yir zht

Shuf zH xian ping lan gan chi
Fang c0 xé hur

Shul yuzin yan wei

1 dian cang zhou bai I fei



 
	
	Who can explain why we love it- West Lake is good.
The beautiful scene is without time,
Flying canopies chase each other,
Greedy to be among the flowers, drunk, with a jade cup.

Who can know I'm idle here, leaning on the rail.
Fragrant grass in slanting rays,
Fine mist on distant water,
One white egret flying from the Immortal Isle.


“On the Pure Brightness Festival”

Ouyang Xiu
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	On the Pure Brightness festival- West Lake is good.
Everywhere flowers abound,
Why does anyone need to speak?
Green willows and red wheels of decorated carriages passing.

As sun sets the visitors start to move off together.
Drunk or sober, making a noise,
The road bends, the dyke slants,
All the way to the city gate, everything is flowers.


2. Consider the following characterizations of the Tang and Song Dynasties…
TANG POEMS: Tang poetry was noted for its expression of personal emotions. Many Tang scholar officials and soldiers wrote poems about their homesickness when duty called them to outlying regions of the empire. 

SONG POEMS: Song poets were noted for their interest in everyday observations. As Song dynasty rulers turned away from the expansionist policies seen in the Tang to focus on strengthening China’s security at home, poets of the period similarly began to look carefully at the world close to home and celebrate the details of Chinese daily life. 
3. Answer the following questions: (Keep in mind that these are opinion questions—so there really aren’t any wrong answers so long as you explain your opinions.)
A. What emotion did you experience while reading these poems?
B. Why do you think you felt these emotions?

C. Do you think the author of these poems meant for the reader to experience the emotion you felt? Explain what emotion you think the poet intended.

D. Do you think there is a disconnect between your 21st century experience when reading these poems and the intent of the poet?  Why or why not? 

E. Did these poems reveal anything to you about what was happening in the life of the poet? Explain how art and literature from a time period could be used to illustrate life during that time period (even if you didn’t get that from these particular poems.) [Give me at least a paragraph on how primary sources of art and literature can reveal things about history.]

F. The first five poems, by Li Bai and Du Fu, were written during the Tang Dynasty.  The last four, by Su Shi and Ouyang Xiu, were written during the Song Dynasty.  Did you notice a difference in tone between the two dynasties in the poems?  If yes, explain what that difference was.  If no, explain why you think they share a tone.
G. Based on these poems, what would you say was the general mood of the two dynasties?  Explain.
4. Submit your answers when finished.
