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YUANMINGYUAN GARDEN

Yuanmingyuan in the western suburb of Beijing is the collective name for the Garden of Perfection and
Enlightenment (Yuanmmingyuan), Garden of Eternal Spring (Changchunyuan) and Garden of Beautiful Spring
(Qichunyuan). Covering 350 hectares of land and unrivalled in landscape architecture, Yuanmingyuan was the
secondary palace of the Qing rulers. Its construction was undertaken by pooling manpowet and materials of the
whole country and continued for more than 100 years. The garden had followed and carried forward the fine
Chinese traditions in landscape gardening of the previous 2,000 years and incorporated the best of the northemn
and southern styles of gardens. The sky and earth were represented in miniature, and palace halls, terraces and
waterside pavilions stood in picturesgque surroundings. The elegant scenery of the regions of rivers and lakes in
the south existed side by side with the majestic mountains and rivers of the north. The garden which represented
and embodied the highest aesthetic realm of Chinese culture and landscapes was a great masterpiece of land-
scape architecture in imperial gardens at the end of the feudal society and occupied an important place in the
history of landscape architecture of the world.

First built at the beginning of the 18th century, Yuanmingyuan was originally a garden given by Emperor
Kangxi (reigning 1662-1722) to his fourth son, Yinzhen. After ascending the throne, Yinzhen started in 1725 a
large-scale expansion of the garden and added on the southern side the areas known as “Justness and Honesty”
and “Diligent in Government and Friendly to the Virtuous,” so that he could live and hold court in the garden. As a
result, Yuanmingyuan became a palitical centre outside the Forbidden City, where many historic decisions were
made and historical events took place. It was alsc a place where many seasonal festivities and celebrations were
held. During the reigns of Emperors Yongzheng, Qianlong, Jiaging, Daoguang and Xianfeng, over a period of 150
and more years, it had become a custom for the emperor to live, handle state affairs and give audience lo
ministers in the garden. On several occasions, Emperor Qianlong and Jiaging received envoys from Portugal, the
Netherlands, Britain and other European countries in the garden. Yuanmingyuan was, therefore, a garden of
special significance in China's modern history.

The reign of Emperor Qianlong (1736-1795) saw the last prosperous period of the feudal society in China
when Yuanmingyuan was at the zenith of its glory. As the ruler of a flourishing age, Emperor Qianlong said
complacently, “I cannct forget the joy | find in natural scenery,” and extensively embellished the garden. In addi-



tion to completing the 40 sights in the garden which had already taken shape at Emperor Yongzheng's time, he
annexed the Garden of Eternal Spring in the east and the Garden of Beautiful Spring in the southeast. He also
enlarged one after another the Serene and Clear Garden (Jingmingyuan) atthe Hill of Jade Spring (Yuguanshan),
the Serene and Comfortable Garden (Jingyiyuan) at the Fragrant Hill (Xiangshan) and the Garden of Clear Ripples
(Qingyiyuan) by the Longevity Hill (Wanshoushan) (today’s Yiheyuan, or Summe Palace), which, together with
the Garden of Cheerful Spring (Changchunyuan) built at Emperor Kangxi's time, were known as the Three Hills
and Fiver Gardens. By the mid-18th century, there had come into existence in the northwestern suburb of Beijing
a magnificent scenic area centred around the three gardens of Yuanmingyuan. As a whole, Yuanmingyuan re-
flected the culture, art and productive forces of China’s feudal society at the highest level and represented the
highest standard of scenic construction in the cities and the art of China’s landscape architecture in imperial
gardens in the 18th century. Yuanmingyuan soon became famous also to the West and was praised as “the
garden of gardens” and “a model the art of landscape architecture as a whole in China.”

Yuanmingyuan was a large man-made garden with water in it built on level ground. In overall arrangement, it
adopted the artist method of “representing the large with the small” in the traditional scholar’'s gardens. While
creating scenic views by rearranging water and hills, it had recreated a epitomized view of the world as imagined
by the ancients in China.

“Ciear Sky over Nine Prefectures” (Jiuzhougingyan) in the palace area was a scenic area with the Rear Lake
at the centre. The nine islets near the edge of the lake represented “the nine prefectures demarcated by Yu, the
reputed founder of the Xia dynasty” and symbolized the unification of the country.

The Lake of Blessing (Fuhai), dug in the first year of Emperor Yongzheng's reign (1723-1735), was the
largest body of water in the garden. The “Jasper Terrace on Penglai Island,” built at the centre of the lake, stood
for the three fairy mountains of Penglai, Fangzhang and Yingzhou in the sea in fairy tales. The Lake of Blessing
represented the East Sea.

“Purple and Green Mountain Lodge” (Zibishanfang) built on a hill of rocks in the northwestern corner of the
garden was the commanding height in the garden and represented the Kunlun Mountains in the western part of
the world in fairy tales. The man-made elevations with trees on them undulated like wooded hills in nature against
a background of mountain peaks in the west. Water in clear, winding streams meandered through valleys and
plains from west to east and connected the lakes and ponds into a variegated and complete water system. As the
water flew around the hills and through open ground, the surface of the water narrowed and broadened and
became now secluded and now exposed, creating infinita changes in atmosphere with mountains beyond moun-
tains and placid streams. The scenery was not natural but better than that found in nature.

During the most flourishing period, there were mare than 100 scenic sights, gardens within the garden,
palace halls and temples in Yuanmingyuan. They represented all the basic structures in ancient Chinese
architecture, such as halls, gardens, temples, village houses and market places. In architectural forms, they
embraced almost all the possible plane layouts and structural shapes in ancient Chinese architecture. There were



not only buildings with a single-eaved flat roof, but also palace-style buildings with multi-eaved roofs of glazed
tiles. There were not only regular courtyards with one main building and two side buildings or two main buildings
and four side buildings, but also complexes of garden buildings which were varied and unconfined in architectural
composition. In addition to the usual rectangular, square, round, I-shaped, A-shaped, hexagonal and octagonal
buildings, there were also the rare cross-shaped, enclosed-square, four-square, Buddhist-swastika-shaped, T-
shaped, triangular, double-lozenge, crescent and fan-shaped buildings. The Palace of Peace and Blessing
{Anyougong) built for holding memorial ceremonies for Emperor Kangxi and Yongzheng was a neatly arranged
and magpnificent structure. The Garden of Luxuriance (Qianyuan) was a copy of the gardens in Yangzhou. The
pavilions and terraces of uneven height and different styles and shapes with trees, rocks, bird houses and flower-
ing plants between them formed distinctive scenic zones and a colourful landscape architectural complex. Gar-
dens and structures like these, either hidden behind hillocks, standing on hill tops or by the waterside, were
gardens within the garden and turned Yuanmingyuan into a garden of infinite interest.

The scenic sights created in Yuanmingyuan embodied a diversity of themes, ranging from political and Con-
fucianist teachings and religious supplications to aspects of life of the ordinary folk, covering everything in heaven
and the human world. The largest number of them were imaginative towers and pavilions on fairy mountains,
recreations of the scenery depicted in ancient poems and paintings and abstractions of natural scenery and
famous and historical sites. Among the 40 scenic sights were the “Sound of Lute on Stream-Flanked Lake,” which
was based on the two lines of a poem by the great poet Li Bai of the Tang dynasty: “The mirror-like pond is flanked
by two streams, where the twin bridges arch like rainbows”; “Spring at Wuling” reproduced the haven of peace
described in the “Notes on the Land of Peach Blossoms” written by Tao Yuanming of the Jin dynasty; the “House
of Apricot Blossoms in Spring” recreated the mood of the poem “Clear and Bright” by Du Mu of the late Tang
dynasty; the “Light of the Sky High and Low” represented the majesty of the Yueyang Tower at Lake Dongting
described in the “Notes on the Yueyang Tower” by Fan Zhongyan of the Song dynasty; the “Jasper Terrace on
Penglai Island” with the imaginative “five gilded courtyards and 12 jade towers,” imitated the gold-and-green style
of landscape painting created by Li Sixun, a painter of the Tang dynasty; the “Vistas of Sea and Mountains” was
a round marble terrace in a pond of water with a triple-eaved tower on it, which looked like a distant mirage on the
sea and the land of the immortals. There were others, such as the “Distant Northern Mountain Village,” which was
based on Wang Wei's pastoral poems which emphasized the importance of farming; “Sitting on a Stone by a
Stream,” which imitated the elegant Lanting Pavilion in Shaoxing; the “Market Street,” which was really iike a
bustiing market. The “Moonlit Dwelling in Cloud” was the pure land of the Buddha echoing with the sound of
chanting of Buddhist scriptures. There were a great many more of scenic sights like these in the garden, which
made Yuanmingyuan indeed a garden of gardens.

Emperor Qianlong made six trips to the Yangtze Delta and bid the painters who travelled with him to draw
pictures of all the scenic sights he favoured during the journey and had them reproduced in the imperial garden.
The most famous ones were the 10 scenic sights of the West Lake in Hangzhou, which retained their original




names when they were recreated in Yuanmingyuan. The “Likeness Garden,” “Garden of Reflections,” “Lion Wood”
and “Little Sky Garden” in the Garden of Eternal Spring were copies respectively of the Zhan Garden in Nanking,
Qu Garden in Yangzhou, Lion Wood in Suzhou and Heyan in Hangzhou. The “Study of Four Accords” in
Yuanmingyuan was later renamed “Garden of Gentle Ripples” because it was a copy of the Garden of Gentle
Ripples in Ninghai. These gardens in the garden were copies in essence of the originals and recreations with
careful considerations of what to take and what to reject according to specific conditions. They had raised the art
of landscape architecture in imperial gardens in the north to a new level. Between 1747 and 1783, a group of
European-style palace buildings with fountains, popularly known as Western Buildings, were built in the northern
part of the Garden of Eternal Spring. These buildings, designed by Guiseppe Castiglione (1688-1766, an ltalian),
Michel Benoit (1743-1774, a French), Jean-Denis Attiret (1702-1768, a French) and other European missionaries,
furnished the first instance of large-scale introduction of Western garden buildings in the history of Chinese
landscape architecture and a noteworthy page in the history of cultural and architectural exchange between East
and West.

Flowers and trees grew luxuriantly in Yuanmingyuan and created different atmospheres as the seasons
alternated at the scenic spots. Many of the scenic spots were named after plants, such as the “Peony Terrace,”
“Peach Blossom Yard,” “Water Chestnut and Lotus Fragrance,” “Kafirlily Study” and “Willow-Shaded Reading
Room.” Plums from the south and mimosa from the West were cultivated in the garden. Wandering among the
luxuriant trees and flowers were a countless number of rare creatures like white monkeys, David’s deer, cranes.
peacocks and swans as well as gold fish of all colours in the lakes and ponds, which formed an organic part of the
scenic sights. Yuanmingyuan during the most flourishing period was like an imperial zoo and botanical garden in
the 18th and 19th centuries.

Yuanmingyuan was also the most important imperial museum and library in the whole country. Displayed and
stored in the beautifully decorated and elegantly furnished halls and rooms were the most valuable books, paint-
ings and calligraphic works of various dynastic periods together with jade articles, porcelain ware, bronzes,
cloisonne, clocks and other rare treasures from all parts of the country and the world. There were also a countless
number of goid and silver articles, pearls, precious stones, silks and satins, embroidered brocades, clothes, hats,
personal ornaments, furniture, toys and curios.

A copy each of the Complete Library of the Four Divisions of Books and Digest of the Complete Library of the
Four Divisions of Books, the largest collections of books in the world at the time compiled during the Cianlong
reign, were stored respectively in the Pavilion of Literary Source in the Garden of Perfection and Enlightenment
and the Weiyu Study in the Garden of Etemal Spring. The Calligraphic Copybook of Chunhua Study Recarved
with Imperial Approval was carved on stone and inlaid on the corridor walls of Chunhua Pavilion in the Garden of
Eternal Spring. The carving was so perfect that it was unexcelled by that of the famous Calligraphic Copybook of
Sanxitang in Beihai’s Yuegu Pavilion. The Buddha's City in Yuanmingyuan was a treasure house of Buddhist art,
where thousands of gold, silver and bronze statues, gold pagedas and images as well as Buddhist scriptures




were stored.

Yuanmingyuan, where the wisdom of innumerable engineers and artisans was embodied,was a symbol and
epitome of the ancient civilization of the Chinese nation.

Starting from the reign of Emperor Daoguang (1821-1850), the country was increasingly crippled by sociall
ctisis, and the Qing government was increasingly straitened in finance. But Emperor Daoguang still exerted every
effort to keep Yuanmingyuan in shape by dispensing with the fumishing of the Three Hills and stopping the annual
autumn hunting. Although the expense involved could not be compared with that of the time of Emperors Qianlong
and Jiaging, it still exceeded 100,000 ounces of silver a year. Even on the eve of the destruction of the garder,
Emperor Xianfeng still ordered the construction of the Hall of Clear Light. This showed how important Yuanmingyuan
was as the political centre of the time and how valuable Yuanmingyuan was to the Qing emperors.

When the Second Opium War broke out in 1856, the Qing government dilly-dallyed between war and peace
and lost several favourable opportunities. Eventually, as the British and French Allied Army advanced, the Qing
army retreated again and again in defeat. Emperor Xianfeng fled to Rehe in September 1860. In October,
Yuanmingyuan was piundered and set to fire by the British and French troops. Within a few days, the cultural
artifacts and treasures in the garden which had been accumulated in the course of several generations were
almost totally robbed or destroyed. The tragic destruction of the famous garden was a catastrophe in the modern
history of civilization of China and the worid.

During the reign of Emperor Tongzhi (1862-1874), Empress Dowager Cixi planned a partial restoration of
Yuanmingyuan, but had to give up halfway because of exhausted financial resources.

In 1900, when China was invaded by the allied army of Eight Powers, the capital was thrown into chaotic
confusion. The few structures and ancient and famous trees in Yuanmingyuan that had survived destruction were
thoroughly destroyed. With the downtfall of the Qing regime, the carved stones, exotic rocks, bricks and tiles at the
ruins were stolen, sold or put to other use in large quantities. Millet and wheat began to grow on the site and
gradually turned the garden of gardens into wilderness. The prosperity and decline of the famous garden indi-
rectly reflected the history of rise and fall of the Qing dynasty.

Today, the ruins of Yuanmingyuan have become a symbol of China's modern history. The glory and splendour
of yesterday can no longer be found on the lakes and among the trees. There are only the broken walls and
columns of the Western Buildings and other ruins for people to ponder on the past. In the misty dusk, auturmn
breeze and spring rain, they provide much space for people’s imagination. “Close to a sunken ship, a thousand
sails scud by.” Today’s Yuanmingyuan, with its unique tragic beauty and sense of history, reminds people of the
past and urges them to study the rise and fall, order and disorder of a nation. The soul-stirring power embodied in
Yuanmingyuan and its special historic place are far more than what are to be found in the ruins of an imperial
scenic garden.
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. Justness and Honesty

. Clear Sky over Nine Prefectures

. Front Lake

. Rear Lake

. Mountain High, River Long

. Largeness of Mind

. Peace and Harmony Everywhere

. House of Apricot Blossoms in Spring
. Light of the Sky High and Low

. Lotus in the Breeze in a Curved Pond
. Market Street

. Garden of Shared Joy

. Stone Seat by a Stream

. Simplicity and Tranquility

. Spring at Wuling

. Moonlit Dwelling in Cloud

. Sound of Oriole in Swaying Willows
. Graceful Water and Trees

. Buddha® s City

. Clear and Universal Justice

. Elegance of the Western Peaks

Cloud-like Crops

. Palace of Peace and Blessing

. Purple and Green Mountain Lodge
. Fish Jump and Kiles Fly

. Distant Northern Mountain Village
. Taoist Wonderiand

. Lake of Blessing

. Three Pools Reflecting the Moon

. Garden of Gentle Ripptes

. Gentleman's Study

. Sunset over Snowy Peaks

. Ripples-Watching Hall

. Land of Unique Beauty

. Palace of Extensive Cultivation

. Sound of Lute on Stream-—Flanked Lake
. Jasper Terrace on Penglai Island

. Overlooking the Island of Immortals
. Garden of Luxuriance

. Vast Vistas of Sea and Mountains

. Scripture-Storing Hall

. Purifying Study

43.
44.
45,
46.
47.
48.
49,
50.
51,
52.
33.
54.

Likeness Garden
Mirror Garden
East Gate

Lion Wood
Baoxiang Temple
Building of Exotic Delights
Water Tower

Bird Cage

Labyrinth

Temple of Another Land
Qverseas Hall

House of a Distant Land

. Great Fountain

. Display Fountain

. Parallel Mounds

. Square River

. Study of Four Accords

. Phoenix and Unicorn Islet

. Green—Mirroring Pavilion

Gate to the Garden of Beautiful Spring



PLAN OF THE THREE GARDENS OF YUANMINGYUAN
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“Justness and Honesty”

This was originally the main hall in the Garden of Perfection and
Enlightenment, where the Qing emperors held court. The inscribed board
was in the hand of Emperor Yongzheng. There were sword-like rocks
and ancient pines on the Hill of Long Life behind the solemn and quiet
hall. The sword-like rocks have been moved to the path leading to
Hanxin Pavilion at the foot of the Longevity Hill in the Summer Palace.
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Notes: 1) The names within quotation marks are the names
given to the scenic spots in Yuanmingyuan in the Qing dynasty.
2) The pictures of Yuanmingyuan reproduced in this

hook were the works of court painters of the Qing dynasty.
They are preserved in museurns in China and abroad.
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A portrait of Emperor Qianlong by Guiseppe Castiglione.

Qianlong was the longest ruling emperor of China of all time.
Dressed in everyday clothes and looking serene and dignified,
he is presented here as both an emperor and a man of letters.
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“Clear Sky over Nine Prefectures.”

This was the sleeping palace of the Qing empcrors. With
a lake in front and behind it, this was an extension of the
palace area and the beginning of the scenic area. The nine
islets in the Rear Lake were built during the reign of
Emperor Yongzheng. They set the standard for the size of
the landscapes in Yuanmingyuan. Structures built or ex—
panded later in the garden were all based on the size of
the islets.
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