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‘Famous Garden Under Heaven,”an insecr iption in Chen Congzhou’s handwriting for
the Water-Rimmed Garden, rebuilt in 1991-1994/ AS ‘the later plofessors garden-
making swan song. His accolade for this litératus garden in Rugao, Jiangsu prov-
ince, applies as,well to all the gardens he elaborates in this book.
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Introduction

SHET 7 W N RPN B

Chen Congzhou, a Great Master of Chinese Gardens

OLLOWING in the steps of Ji Cheng (1582-c. 1642) and Wen Zhenheng
(1585-1645) of the Ming and Li Yu (1611-1680) of the Qing, Chen
Congzhou (1918-2000) was the only man in modern China who could

make gardens and restore old ones with his own hands while writing books
to appreciate and comment on Chinese gardens. In 1978, he was invited to
the United States and built the Astor Court, a replica of the Late-Spring Peony
Lodge of the Master-of-Nets Garden, Suzhou, in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art of New York City; upon its completion, it became the talk of the town and
drew rave reviews throughout the world as the first authentic Chinese garden
ever built by China in a foreign country. This event enabled the world to know
Chinese gardens better and established Chen Congzhou as modern China'’s
father of gardens.

Chen Congzhou was an eminent specialist in ancient Chinese architecture
and the craft of Chinese gardens. The best garden maker among his contem-
poraries, he knew better than anyone else about how to appreciate gardens
and go sight-seeing in them. Whenever he set about restoring a traditional
garden or building a new one with his own design, he made a point of bring-
ing the traditional Chinese landscape gardening techniques to best advantage
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while incorporating the latest scientific and technical results in innovative
ways. In his craft of gardens he was fastidious in his pursuit of pleasant and
serene ambience, exquisite layout, and state-of-the-art buildings that are also
up to the highest standards. The artificial mountains he had built and the wa-
ters he had harnessed in a garden always appear labyrinthine in unaffected
ways; the flowers and trees he had planted look perennially new; his interior
decorations always look elegant in classical simplicity. His buildings are al-
ways fire-proof, sturdy and made to last; his gardens are always studded with
scenic attractions; the views he had put in his gardens always change with
the shift of the visitor’s footstep. His gardens are, too, graced with a wealth of
poetic inscriptions, calligraphic couplets and other cultural elements, which
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never fail to strike a deep chord in the heart of the beholder and make him
reluctant to go away.

One of his masterpieces is the eastern garden built in the 1980s in the
Gratification Garden in metropolitan Shanghai. Sequestered in peaceful re-
pose in an elegant setting and laid out in an exquisite design, looking unaf-
fected classical, with verdant wood and luxuriant artificial mountains all
over its precincts, it offers a cozy place where people come to relax and have
a good time while attracting a constant stream of tourists from around the
world. As a name card of Shanghai, it is where foreign heads of state and oth-
er distinguished guests are received.

| say the late professor knew better than anyone else in appreciating gar-
dens because, in the belief that “every garden has its own personality,” he
could always fathom out how such a garden “follows the law of nature and
captures the appeals of nature” and why it is “imbued with poetic sentiments,
picturesque appeal and scholastic fascination.” It is through his studies, com-
ments and introductions through books and lectures that the gardens of Su-
zhou and Yangzhou became well known in the world.

| say he was better than anyone else about how to go sightseeing in a
garden because he was always aware that the Chinese garden is known as a
scholar garden. Scholars always build gardens the way they write articles in
which they invest their thoughts and passion. Visiting a garden ought to be
treated like reading a book, for only thus can we grasp the garden’s theme
and the beginning, development, transition and conclusion of its makeup.
In some of his writings, such as Collected Discourses on Gardens and The
Rhythms of Gardens, he teaches readers what to see inside the garden they
are visiting. He would begin introducing such a garden by presenting back-
ground information, such as the age in which it was born, a biography of its
owner, its vicissitudes, and its topography and environment. Then he would
offer an optimal sightseeing route that covers the garden’s major sights each
having a different spatial feeling, so that touring the garden is like unfolding
a long scroll of Chinese painting that can easily catch the viewer’s fancy. At
times he would turn himself into a voluntary tourist guide, like what he does
in his books Famous Gardens in China and On Gardens, in which he shows his
guests around and tells them how to ruminate what's special about the gar-
den they are visiting.
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It was through hard work that Chen turned himself into a stellar garden
maker, appreciator and visitor. In “On Gardens 3,” he stresses the relationship
between making and appreciating gardens by saying,

Only those who appreciate gardens can craft gardens; only those who
aim high can muster their abilities to measure up to it. A man who can-
not tell tastes apart can never come up with a cookbook.
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He adds in “On Gardens 5,"

For this reason I would like to reiterate that if you do not appreciate
a garden you should not go see it; if you cannot go see a garden, you
should not make one.

All this shows he not only cherished his practice in making, appreciating and
touring gardens, but also prized the accumulation of experiences and never
stopped upgrading them.

In his lifetime Chen authored some twenty books on gardens, amounting
to over one million words. The Suzhou Gardens, published in 1956, put his
name on the Chinese map of landscape gardening. The On Gardens, published
in 1984, is his representative work. The Remnant Ink From Carpenter’s Studio’,
released the year before his death, was his swan song. In these works he left
behind an all-encapsulating and systematic legacy of traditional theories on
garden making, but he also initiated at least five new theories.

Firstly, the theory on in-situ viewing and in-motion viewing.

He begins his “On Gardens 1" by saying,

The first thing to consider before making a landscape garden is that
there are vistas for in-situ viewing and those for in-motion viewing, the
former pointing to sceneries that people can take in while sitting down,
and the latter calling for a tour route of considerable length so that the
vista changes with the shift of the visitor’s feet. Small gardens should be
predicated on sights for in-situ viewing and supplemented with those
for in-motion viewing, courtyard gardens should be catered entirely to
in-situ viewing, but it should be the other way round for large gardens.
The Master-of-Nets Garden of Suzhou is a typical example for small
gardens, and the Humble Administrator’s Garden of Suzhou is a case in
point for large gardens.

Again in “On Gardens 5,” he states.

Feeling that I have not said enough about in-motion and in-situ view-
ing in landscape gardening in ‘On Gardens 1, [ would like to get all my
thoughts on it off my chest in this final installment of my discourse on
gardens. Motion and stillness are relevant to each other insofar as sce-
nic viewing is concerned. Where there is motion there is bound to be
stillness, and vice versa. In sightseeing, however, stillness is contained
in motion, whereas motion stems from stillness; together, they conjure
up innumerous visual changes and scenic wonders. As the Commentary
of the Book of Changes goes, ‘It is by interspersing numbers that change
proceeds. The numbers are combined in various ways, which exhaust
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all aspects of changes, and, in consequence, the hexagrams form the pat-
tern of Heaven and Earth. Motion and stillness can also be interpreted,
in landscape gardening parlance, as moving scenes and still scenes re-
spectively. To someone sitting in a pavilion, the drifting clouds and
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1. Carpenter’s Studio # % is the name chosen by Chen Congzhou for his study:.
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flowing water, flying birds and falling flowers are moving views, whereas
rockeries and trees are still views when observed from a moving boat. A
body of tranquil water is a still view, and fish that swim in it are moving
views. Thus motion and stillness interact in an engaging way. Therefore,
scenery unveils itself to a perceiving eye which sees motion in stillness
and stillness in motion.

According to him, in-situ viewing and in-motion viewing are pivotal to the
conception of a garden design. Motion and stillness have since ancient times
been a pair of dialectical opposites in philosophy, creative literature and art,
and in garden making in China and the West, but it is Chen Congzhou who
enunciated them ever so clearly and singlehandedly elevated them to the
height of garden-making theory.

Secondly, the theory of “creating scenery out of passion.”

He declares in his essay, “Poetry and Prose and the Craft of Gardens,”

As the Carving a Dragon at the Core of Literature calls for “making
compositions out of passion,” | would like to suggest, “Let scenery be
wrought out of passion.” Passion yields literature, so can it yield scenery,
for literature and scenery stem from the same root.

He knows only too well the value of ““making compositions out of passion.”
“Composition” offers the media for creative literature and art and the form
through which “passion” is conveyed; such media run the gamut from poetry,

lyrical verse, songs, balladry, and rhapsodies to prose, novels, painting, cal-
ligraphy, theater, movies and television plays. Material media like paper, pen,

language, letters, lines, patterns, music notes, outer door scenes, figures, and
stage property can also be instrumental in expressing the thoughts, feelings,
experience, and ideals arising in one’s bosom in response to myriad phenom-
ena and changes in nature, society and everyday life.

Chen Congzhou believes that the Chinese garden is an artistic synthesis
of architecture, rockery, water, and horticulture, that to make a garden is to
make sceneries, and that the sceneries in a garden — plum orchard, bamboo
garden, landscape garden, water-bound garden, exotic stone garden, peacock
garden, etc — are, like compositions to feelings, not only media for creative
landscape gardening but also forms through which passion is conveyed. By
dint of such material media as bricks, tiles, lime, cement, sand, stone, Lake
Tai rocks, yellow stones, trees, flowers, birds and beasts, and by basing them-
selves upon the varied forms of high mountains, perpendicular peaks, steep
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slopes, overhanging cliffs, winding stream, long rivers, seas, marshes, lakes,
waterfalls, forests, bamboo trails, flower gardens, flying birds, running beasts,
and the halls, parlors, verandahs, gazebos, terraces, towers, lofts, and bridges,
garden makers can also express their perspectives on nature, society and life
and invest their joys, sadness, cares, anger, emotions and thoughts in what
they are making. His theory on “making sceneries out of passion” shall have
an immeasurable impact on future garden making efforts.

Thirdly, it is a no-no for architectural structures to dominate the
landscape of a scenic resort.

In his essay, “It Is Proper to Build Mountain Dwellings and Guesthouses in
Famous Scenic Resorts,” he spells out this idea,

Scenic spots and sites of historical interest, rather than architectural
structures, are the principal elements of a scenic resort. Architectural
structures brought in to serve tourism and provide spaces where tour-
ists can sit, stay, and have something to eat and drink can only play an
auxiliary role in view highlighting.

He adds in “On Gardens 4,

I believe the buildings in a scenic resort should be low-key rather than
high-profiled, scattered rather than clustered, low rather than tall, on
foothills rather than on mountaintops, and in rich and varied designs...
but at the same time their character as indigenous dwellings should not
be compromised....

This theory was directed against the garden-making spree of the early 1980s,
in which high-rises, television towers and crane decks rose one after another
in tourist resorts under construction across the land, which changed local
landscape beyond recognition. His dismay is obvious as he comments,

If a mountain is weighed down by a tall building, and drowned in road
traffic and the din of honking automobiles, even the bravest of all birds
could be startled away. Observed from the top floor of the building, peo-
ple on the ground are reduced to tiny beans and houses shrink to a few
square inches — to discover smallness in a large world like this, what
meets the eye is too small to be of any account. To erect buildings that
otherwise belong to cities on a wooded mountain can do nothing but
rob it of its idyllic appeal, mar the beauty of the landscape, and discour-
age the travelers.

His appeals, which were echoed by many other personages of vision of his
time, drew positive responses from colleagues around the country, and many
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such buildings, cableways, and television towers were demolished as a result.
Chen’s idea that buildings should never be allowed to obscure the sceneries
of scenic resorts has worked in protecting scenic zones, conserving natural
resources, and promoting rational development of scenic zones.
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