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Chinese garden has a long history. Through
people's artistic processing and creation, it integrates
buildings and floras with rockeries and waters, com-
bining natural beauty and artificial sceneries in one,
thus forming the unique characteristics of garden
construction. Lingnan garden is one of the forms of
Chinese gardens, which has a regional feature due to
its specific geographical environment and social cus-
toms of Lingnan area.

Lingnan garden began to emerge in the period of
South Yue State, the most typical of which was the
Medicine Islet of Immortal Lake in the imperial garden
of the South Han Dynasty. Breaking through the former
layout of Qin and Han garden construction, this gar-
den building focused on waters, forming the qualifica-
tion of Lingnan gardens which was different from styles
of either the North China or the lower part of the Yangtze
valley. Since Ming and Qing dynasties, garden build-
ing began to boom with the economic development of
this region. Influenced by western cultures, Lingnan
garden building followed the patterns of European gar-
dens not only in the philosophy but also in the plan
and layout. Lingnan area has excellent natural sur-
roundings with wet climate and fertile land, and it also
has a developed economy, which lay solid foundation
for its garden building. Lingnan garden centers in the
Pearl River delta and spreads to Guangdong, Guangxi,
Fujian Provinces and even Taiwan district.

Lingnan garden is famous for its style of purity,
freshness, simplicity and liveliness. It forms its own
characters in the overall plan, uses of spaces and
colors, building patterns, flora and rockery and water
arrangement. Lingnan gardens are transparent,
elegant, graceful and spacious, not as magnificent as
gardens in North China, or as delicate as gardens in
Jiangnan area. Being equal to the other two types of
gardens, Lingnan garden has become one of the three
great forms of local garden construction in China.
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Chapter 1 History and Evolution of Lingnan Gardens

Lingnan Gardens were best recorded in the South Han period. But with the excavation of the remains of
palaces and imperial gardens in the State of South Yue during the West Han period, the known history of Lingnan
Gardens was stretched back by over 1,000 years. According to historical records and still existing gardens, the
garden building in the Lingnan region did not experience consistent development as in Central China area and
Jiangnan regions. Instead, it was only prosperous during certain historical periods. The development of traditional
Lingnan Gardens went through several major periods: South Yue Dynasty, South Han Dynasty, Ming and Qing
Dynasties and the modern times. In those periods, with each large-scale garden construction, the building of
Lingnan gardens was brought to a new climax, and breakthroughs were made, although the respective highlights
of the periods were different. Those developments have laid the foundation for the creation of the unique styles
and characteristics of Lingnan Gardens.
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The qupo of the ditch for controlling water

I. Gardens in the State of South Yue

At the end of the Qin Dynasty, Zhao Tuo founded
the State of South Yue in today's Guangzhou City af-
ter taking the place of Ren Xiao, former governor of
the district appointed by the Qin emperor. He named
himself the Wu Emperor, and built an imperial palace
for himself at the foot of the Yuexiu Mountain in
Guangzhou, following the style of Qin imperial palaces
and gardens. He also built Yue Wang (King of Yue)
Platform and Chao Han (Worshiping the Han Emperor)
Platform on top of the mountain.

The remains of palaces and imperial gardens in the
State of South Yue during the West Han period were
discovered sometime between 1995 and 1997 in the
archeological exploration on Qin and Han dynasties in
Guangzhou. This site proves to be the earliest impe-
rial complex of palaces and gardens ever discovered
in China. In the part of the complex already excavated,
there is a large bucket-shape stone pool, a turtle
chamber, a stone ditch, flat bridges and wells, and
pavements made of bricks and stones, etc. The re-
mains of the imperial garden, though only a small part
of the whole site, demonstrate what Lingnan gardens
were like at that time.

The large stone pool, covering an area of about 4,
000 square meters, was approximately square-shaped,
and its banks were sloping toward its bottom. The sec-
tion of the stone ditch was a trapezium. Its floor was
paved with flagstones of cracked-ice pattern, covered
with dense deep-gray cobbles and sparsely scattered
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big yellow and white cobbles (Fig. 1). The east end of
the ditch was a crescent-shaped pond, which was di-
vided into three parts by large vertical flagstones in
the middle. The upper part of the pond had been
destroyed. However, the structural analysis tells us that
there should have been some architecture above it. In
the silt on the bottom of the pond, there were layers of
hundreds of turtle remains, which led to the conclu-
sion that the architecture on top of the pond should
have been a crescent-shaped stone turtle chamber
(Fig. 2). Outside the crescent-shaped pond, a few turtle
remains were also found at the bottom of the ditch.
There were three splays and two qupos in the ditch.
The splays were considered by archeologists to be for
the purpose of allowing turtles to move in and out of
the ditch (Fig. 3). The arch-shaped qupos were made
of two curving slates, lying across and at the bottom of
the ditch to control the water flow and to create waves
(Fig. 4). At the west end of the ditch, there was a flat
stone bridge, on each side of which there were stone
steps leading to a brick pavement in the north, prob-
ably one of the main routes from the garden to the
palace. Walking in the garden, you would see waves
in the pool, water flowing in the zigzag ditch and among
lots of trees and flowers. It was a place of rest, enter-
tainment and games for the royal family of the South
Yue State. In 111 B.C., with the invasion of the Han
emperor, the State of South Yue was put to an end.
Han soldiers set fires in the city and the palace, to-
gether with its garden, was destroyed in the fire.
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1. Gardens in the State of South Han

The ancient Guangzhou went through the rule of
three dynasties, which had ten emperors in total, and
South Han dynasty was one of them. In the early pe-
riod of South Han, the State enjoyed political stability
and prosperous economy. The emperor spent large
amount of money and resources in expanding impe-
rial palaces and building gardens. It was recorded in
history that “the Lius (translator's note: family name of
the emperor of South Han) family had hundreds of
palaces". In interior royal court there were even more
halis and palaces.

Among the imperial palaces and gardens, the most
famous one was the Medicine Isiet of Immortal Lake.
Located in the west of the ancient Guangzhou City,
the lake was also called West Lake. It was one of the
big gardens in South Han period. The Immortal Lake
was originally a natural swamp, formed by spring wa-
ter flowing naturally from its bottom. Liu Yan, the South
Han emperor, excavated and expanded the area to
receive water from Wenxi Stream of Baiyun (White
Cloud) Mountains in the north. In the east, the water in
the lake flowed to Sha'ao, which finally converged with
the Pearl River. Ships and boats could sail straight to
the lake. The West Lake had a circumference of over
1,600 meters and the water was green and clear. In
the middie of the lake was an islet, where the red medi-
cal herbs were planted. Liu Yan also invited alchemists
to the islet to make pills of immortality. That is why the
islet was called the medicine islet. There were nine
famous pieces of stones, called "Nine Star Stones",
for people to appreciate on the islet, which symbolized
the nine shining stars in heaven. The hint here was
that this place, although in the mortal world, was as
beautiful as the heaven, thus the place was also called
the Stone Islet. It was a beautiful attraction blessed
with flowers, stones, the lake and the islet competing
with each other for beauty. The South Han garden
building was greatly influenced by Taoism. The appeal
for immortality was shown in the names and designs
of the gardens. The Medicine Islet and the West Lake
had always been a major natural attraction in the an-
cient city of Guangzhou during the Song, Yuan, Ming
and Qing Dynasties. It was given the name "White
Lotus Pool" during the South Song Dynasty, because
people at that time planted white lotus in it. In Ming
Dynasty, “the Start of Spring in the Medicine Islet’ was
one of the eight attractions of Guangzhou. Later on,
due to the expansion of the city streets, the vast West
Lake disappeared. The "Nine Star Garden", next to
the South Theater on Jiaoyu Road in today's
Guangzhou, was the remain of the South Han Medi-
cine Islet more than a thousand years ago (Fig. 5~7).
There is still a small pool of about 300 square meters
in it. As for the famous "Nine Star Stones”, only five
survived, scattered in or beside the pool, as precious
historical heritage (Fig. 8~9).

At the foot of the Yuexiu Mountain in the north of
the city, there was a complex composed of Fangchun
(Flowering Spring) Garden and Ganquan (Sweet
Fountain) Garden, which was also one of the impor-
tant gardens during the South Han dynasty. The com-
plex covered a large area and had such architectures

as Ganquan Hall and Summer Pavilion, and
waterscapes, etc. In summer, the South Han emperor
would come to stay in Ganquan Palace to escape the
heat. A brook zigzagged across the garden, on both
sides of which were planted wiliwill and ceiba, giving a
delicate sense to the garden. It was said that the maids
of the emperor often threw flowers they wore into the
brook, and the flowers flew away with the water. Thus
the brook was given the name “Flowing Flower Brook®,
and the bridge on it was called "Flowing Flower Bridge®.
Up until now, there are still four Chinese characters
carved on the bridge, meaning “ancient flowing flower
bridge" (Fig. 10). The water in the brook came from
the Changpu Spring of Baiyun Mountains, and flew
into the Litchi Bay. All the South Han imperial palaces
and gardens could be reached by traveling on boat.
Along the waterway, flowers blossoming and willows
getting green, pavilions, terraces and open halls, as
well as palaces and gardens could be viewed. At the
spot where the King's Terrace of South Yue dynasty
had once stood, Liu Yan, the South Han emperor, built
a touring plattform, with stone steps in front of it. On
both sides of the steps were planted exotic flowers and
rare herbs.

The Litchi Bay is in the west of Guangzhou City.
This beautiful place was once called Litchi Islet in an-
cient times. It was said that in the beginning of the
West Han Dynasty, Lu Jia, who came southward to
Guangzhou at the order of the Han emperor to per-
suade Zhao Tuo, emperor of South Yue, to surrender
to the West Han dynasty, planted litchi trees here. The
place has been famous for its litchi since Tang Dynasty.
A famous Litchi Garden was once built here. During
the Five Dynasties, Liu Chang, South Han emperor,
built a large number of gardens and palaces here,
which were given a name of the West Gardens.
Changhua Garden had an area of over 10 square
kilometers, Each summer, when cicadas cried and lit-
chi ripened, Liu Chang would visit the garden and set
up a litchi banquet with his empress, concubines and
internal officials in court, which they called "red cloud
banquet". Fanghua Garden was built to be connected
to the Thousand Buddha Temple by a small river. The
temple was famous for its Pagoda of a Thousand
Buddha. The West Gardens were a huge group of pal-
aces and gardens linked together by waterways and
were most unique for its flowers. Up to the Ming
Dynasty, Litchi Bay maintained its beauty with thou-
sands of litchi trees full of red fruit and white lotuses
presenting themselves elegantly in the water. Fisher-
men would go out for fishing in earty moming and come
back with their boats loaded with fish at dusk, while
singing to each other in fisherman's songs. This beau-
tiful scenery of rivers and lakes here was honored in
the Ming Dynasty as one of the eight attractions in
Guangzhou, namely, "Fisherman's Songs in Litchi
Bay".
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Private gardens in Guangzhou during Ming and Qing Dynasties
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Painting of Haishan Xianguan by Xia Luan, a famous painter of Qing Dynasty
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Plan view of the garden of Little Painted Boat Studio
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Boat Hall in the Little Painted Boat Studio

111. Residential Gardens in Central
Guangdong During the Ming and
Qing Dynasties

Since Tang and Song Dynasties, with the improve-
ment of life quality and development of culture, people
began to seek comfortable and appealing living
environment, thus emerged the residential gardens.
Some were mainly for the purpose of growing flowers
and fruit trees, while others were just for recreational
purposes. This kind of private gardens reached its pros-
perity in Ming and Qing Dynasties. Most of the gar-
dens were located in Guangzhou (Fig. 11~12), and in
the central and east regions of Guangdong Province
as well.

There were 50 to 60 famous private gardens in
Guangzhou City in Ming and Qing periods. Those in
the north of the city were mostly located in the south-
east of the Yuexiu Mountain. Xiao Yun Lin (Little Cloudy
Forestry) in the southern part of Yuexiu Mountain was
built by Li Shixing, a poet in Ming Dynasty (1548). There
were architectures such as pavilions, halls, bridges,
towers and terraces, all of which were in the neighbor-
hood of a pool. The pool covered an area of five mu,
and was surrounded by Chinese scholartrees, willows,
peach and plum trees. Rocks were piled up to take the
shape of mountains, and ancient banyans stretched
out their huge shades. Exotic and rare flowers blos-
somed and gave out sweet smells.

Jiyuan Garden was once a famous private garden
in Guangzhou. It was small, but was exquisitely
designed, embodying pavilions, platforms, storied
buildings, rockwork and pool in a very small area. In-
side the garden there was an ancestral temple, a study
called Tuisi Hall, a building to keep collections of books
called Jingwei Tower, a study for children called

Yangling Hall, and also other buildings. Flowers and
trees endowed the garden with more beauty. Not only
were there winter plants such as pine trees, bamboos
and plum trees, but also country style sceneries such
as lotus pond and vegetable gardens.

Donggao Villa in the east of the city was built in the
fourth year of the reign of the Ming emperor
Chongzhen. It embodied all kinds of designs such as
pools, pavilions, storied buildings, hills covered with
trees and crop fields. Architectures in the garden were
various kinds, but the garden was abandoned by the
end of Ming Dynasty.

The Litchi Bay in the west of the city has always
been famous for its "green spring water surrounded
by red litchi trees". During the reign of the Qing em-
peror Jiaqing, Ruan Yuan, then governor of Guangdong
and Guangxi Provinces, paid a visit here. So
impressed, he described the scenery as "white lotuses
and red litchis covering half of the lake". Many wealthy
families and senior officials built large gardens and vil-
las here in the Ming and Qing Dynasties. During the
reign of the Qing emperor Daoguang, a wealthy busi-
nessman Pan Shicheng built Haishan Xianguan, mean-
ing "a fairy's house on the mountain amidst the sea",
covering hundreds of mu. The garden was very big
and extravagant, embodying various kinds of buildings.
It gained the title of "No. 1 Garden in South Guangdong"
(Fig. 13~14). The hill in the garden was about a hun-
dred meters high and was densely covered with big
trees. There were stone steps leading up to the top of
the hill. The lake at its foot was connected to the Pearl
River. People could row boats on the lake. There was
a magnificent hall next to the lake, which was deco-
rated by exquisite carvings and paintings on its beams
and rafters. In front of the hall was a snaky cloister.



