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Preface

This book is the product of what might be called a “distant collaboration” in at
least two senses. First, distant in space: I have never met my young collaborators, Huang
Xiao and Liu Shanshan; we have only corresponded by email, and they have sent me a
photograph of themselves, seated beneath willows at one of the Palace Museum moats.
Secondly, distant in time: their contributions to this book were written recently, mine
mostly long ago. An account of how this book came into being will explain this strange
opening, and the form the book has taken.

My first contact with them was when, in the early part of 2010, Huang Xiao sent me
an email to inform me that his professor at Beida or Peking U., Cao Xun, had discovered
in the Beijing Library a book, of which this was the only surviving copy, that identified
the owner of the Zhi Garden, which had been depicted in the 20-leaf album painted by
Zhang Hong in 1627. I had written an essay on this album to accompany an exhibition of
all its leaves, and featured it in a lecture on Chinese garden paintings. Huang told me that
his professor did not have images of the leaves of Zhang Hong’s album, so I sent these to
him. From this beginning, and from our later correspondence, arose the idea for this book.
It would be made up, I proposed, from some writing I had done but never published, on
Chinese garden paintings and on the Zhi Garden album in particular, plus new writing
that they would do from their own research and from their professor’s (with proper

acknowledgement, of course.) After some consultation with Ms. Yang Le of Sanlian




Press, they agreed to this proposal, and the work was underway. I sent them my old texts
and images, along with some new materials. Over the nearly two years that have passed
since then, and with a lot of correspondence and sending of texts and images between us,
the book has taken shape, until now it is ready for publication.

I myself always made it clear, in my lectures and writings, that I do not qualify as a
specialist in the study of Chinese gardens; to become that would have required far more
reading and research than I have done. But I have worked for many years, at least since
the 1970s, on Chinese paintings of gardens. I gave a seminar on that subject at U. C.
Berkeley, and lectured on it a number of times, including a lecture given for Asia Society
in New York in April, 2004. My interest was principally in the different forms Chinese
artists had used for their representations of gardens — the hanging scroll, the handscroll,
the album — and what features and aspects of the gardens they were able to convey in
their representations. And considerations of these different forms and purposes always led
to the same climactic ending: a presentation of Zhang Hong’s Zhi Garden album as by far
the most visually informative record that we have of how a great Chinese garden, from
the greatest period of the garden in China,really looked. I used to conclude by saying that
with the visual information Zhang Hong has given us, we could in principle reconstruct
the Zhi Garden with some accuracy, if only we had the money, the water source and rocks
and garden plants and all the rest. This was of course only a vision, but it was a vision
capable of realization. Until just recently, that is, when Huang Xiao and Liu Shanshan
wrote to tell me that they had located the original site of the garden and visited the
place — to find, alas, that it had recently been covered over by a housing development
with a shopping mall. So ends a great vision, which existed only in the mind of someone
too old to adjust to the realities of today, and to the sad shambles that commercial
interests are making of much of the world he once knew.

So, I welcome the book as a pictorial record of a world largely lost, but partly visible

in these visually engaging paintings by old Chinese artists. And I thank Huang Xiao and
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Liu Shanshan for taking part, along with myself, in this project of presenting for the first
time an aspect and a category of Chinese painting as visual record and aesthetic recreation

of a great art, that of the Chinese garden.

July 2011
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