
Did anyone from the seventy nations which traded with Tang China ever set down a 

description of the garden arts of that period and place?

Copilot said:

Copilot

Yes—but with an important qualification: foreign visitors to Tang China left descriptions of 

Chinese cities, palaces, parks, landscapes, and court magnificence, but we have very few 

surviving foreign accounts that focus specifically on garden design as an art form.

The famous claim that Tang China traded with “seventy nations” reflects Chinese descriptions of 

the cosmopolitan Tang world, especially Chang’an and the Silk Road network. Many foreigners 

visited, but only a small number left written records that survive.

What foreign observers did record

The best-known surviving outsiders are Arab and Persian merchants of the 9th century, 

especially Sulayman (Sulaiman) al-Tajir and the compiler Abu Zayd al-Sirafi. They described 

Tang cities, administration, markets, tea drinking, porcelain manufacture, and the prosperity of 

China. Their accounts provide some of the earliest foreign eyewitness descriptions of Tang 

society.wikipedia+1

However, these writers were primarily merchants. Their interests were commercial and political, 

not aesthetic. As a result, they tell us much more about ports, trade, taxation, and urban life than 

about the principles of Chinese gardening.wikipedia+1

Do they mention gardens at all?

There are scattered references in medieval foreign accounts to:

 Large palace grounds.

 Artificial lakes and water features.

 Pleasure parks associated with emperors.

 Luxuriant vegetation around major cities.

But these remarks are usually brief and incidental rather than systematic discussions of landscape 

design. No surviving foreign account from the Tang period is comparable to a later garden 



treatise that explains composition, borrowed scenery, rock arrangements, or symbolic planting. 

The foreigners noticed the grandeur; they did not analyze the garden art.

Why the silence?

Several reasons:

1. Most foreign visitors were merchants or envoys, not literary aesthetes.

2. The greatest Tang gardens were imperial, and access was restricted.

3. The Chinese themselves had not yet produced the kind of specialized garden literature 

that became common in later dynasties.

4. Many records from foreign visitors simply did not survive.

Where we learn about Tang gardens instead

Our reconstruction of Tang garden art comes largely from Chinese sources:

 Tang poetry (especially Wang Wei, Bai Juyi, and others).

 Court histories.

 Archaeological remains of palace parks such as those associated with Daming Palace and 

Qujiang.

 Paintings and later textual descriptions preserving Tang traditions.

These sources reveal a sophisticated art centered on ponds, islands, rockeries, winding paths, 

pavilions, and the creation of idealized natural scenery.

Short answer

Yes, some foreigners from the broader network of nations trading with Tang China did 

leave descriptions of China, and a few mention parks, lakes, or palace grounds. But no 

known surviving foreign account provides a detailed, technical description of Tang garden 

art itself. Most of what we know about Tang gardens comes from Chinese literary and 

archaeological evidence rather than from overseas observers.wikipedia+2
Sources

You said:



What Chinese sources describe Tang gardens?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The most important Chinese sources for Tang gardens are poems, estate records, official 

histories, and descriptions of imperial parks, rather than dedicated gardening manuals. The 

great garden treatises come much later, in the Ming period.nih+1

1. Wang Wei's Wangchuan Collection (輞川集)

If you read only one Tang source on gardens, read this.

Wang Wei (699–761) owned the famous Wangchuan Villa near Chang'an. He and his friend Pei 

Di wrote a cycle of poems on twenty named scenic spots within the estate—bamboo groves, 

streams, hills, pavilions, marshes, and secluded retreats. The poems are short, but together they 

constitute the most influential surviving literary portrait of a Tang garden-landscape.wikipedia+1

The villa itself became legendary. Later painters repeatedly reconstructed it, and the site shaped 

the Chinese ideal of the scholar's landscape estate.si+2

What it tells us:

 Integration of architecture with natural terrain.

 Named scenic spots linked by movement through the landscape.

 Importance of streams, bamboo, rocks, and views.

 The garden as a place of contemplation rather than display.baidu+1

2. Bai Juyi (白居易)

Bai Juyi (772–846) is probably the richest source for late Tang garden life.

Unlike Wang Wei's somewhat idealized retreat, Bai's poems and prose discuss gardens he 

actually owned, built, altered, and inhabited. He wrote about ponds, plants, artificial hills, rocks, 

pavilions, and the emotional effect of garden spaces. Modern scholars often regard him as one of 

the first major Chinese literary figures whose writings reveal a coherent garden aesthetic.or+1

His works concerning:



 The garden of his Luoyang residence.

 The lake and gardens of Hangzhou and Suzhou.

 Collections of ornamental rocks.

 Garden retirement and daily use of landscaped space.jstor+1

What makes Bai valuable is that he describes not only scenery but also how gardens were lived 

in.

3. Tang Poetry Generally

Modern researchers reconstruct Tang gardens extensively from poetry because thousands of 

poems mention specific landscape elements. Recent scholarship has mined Tang poems to 

identify features of gardens, including water systems, architecture, vegetation, animals, and 

recreational activities.nih+1

Important poets include:

 Wang Wei

 Bai Juyi

 Li Bai

 Du Fu

 Meng Haoran

 Liu Zongyuan

Their poems collectively reveal what Tang people considered beautiful in designed 

landscapes.nih+1

4. Official Histories

The dynastic histories provide information on imperial parks and palace gardens:

 Jiu Tang Shu (Old Book of Tang)

 Xin Tang Shu (New Book of Tang)



These works describe palace complexes, pleasure parks, lakes, hunting grounds, and major 

construction projects around Chang'an and Luoyang. They are less poetic but often provide scale 

and layout information.nih+1

5. Accounts of Imperial Gardens

The great imperial landscapes of the Tang—especially:

 Qujiang (曲江)

 Daming Palace gardens

 Xingqing Palace gardens

appear in poems, court records, and historical compilations. These sources describe large lakes, 

islands, pavilions, banquet grounds, and festival spaces used by the court.blogspot+1

What is missing?

Notably absent is a Tang equivalent of Ji Cheng's later Ming-dynasty Yuanye (The Craft of 

Gardens). No surviving Tang text systematically explains:

 Garden design principles.

 Rock placement.

 Borrowed scenery.

 Construction methods.

 Planting theory.

To reconstruct Tang garden art, historians therefore combine:

1. Poetry (especially Wang Wei and Bai Juyi),

2. Historical records,

3. Archaeology,

4. Later paintings preserving early traditions.nih+2



In short, Wang Wei's Wangchuan Collection and Bai Juyi's poems and prose are the closest 

things we have to firsthand Tang descriptions of gardens, while the dynastic histories and 

palace records provide the larger imperial context.wikipedia+2
Sources
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