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Introduction, by Tom Turner, to the Chinese
edition of Garden history, philosophy and design
2000 BC to 2000 AD.

This book was published in 2005 with the title Garden history,
philosophy and design 2000 BC to 20004D. 1t should perhaps have been
called Western gardens: history, philosophy and design 2000 BCE to
2000CE, because it deals with western but not eastern Asia. My reason
for limiting the geographical coverage was a belief that East Asia has an
entirely separate garden design tradition. I have since been researching
eastern gardens''’ and have come to realise that the gardens of east and west
can be described equally well as ‘very different’” and ‘very similar’. It is the
same with people; the two most interesting things in the world are the great
similarities and the great differences between individuals. Let us look at the
similarities.

If a Zhou king had visited Ancient Egypt, in the first millennium before
the Common Era (CE), the walled palaces and walled tomb compounds
of Egypt would have reminded him of China. Then he could compare
the processional routes to Egypt’s pyramids with spirit paths to Chinese
imperial tombs. In Egyptian palaces, the courtyards enclosed by buildings
would also have been familiar to a Zhou king and he might then have
returned to China thinking that planting grape vines on overhead structures

was rather a good idea, if not so well suited to the climate of North China as

[1] The results of my work on eastern gardens will be published either as a companion volume
to this book or on the website www.gadenvisit.com
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North Africa.

In the first century of the Common Era, had the Emperor Hadrian
journeyed to China and visited a Qin capital, its walls would have
reminded him of Rome and its imperial park (huangjia yuanlin) would
have seemed not so different from his estate and hills at Tivoli. Like
Qin Shi Huang, Hadrian traveled far and wide in his empire and, when
at home, was as keen on hunting as the Qin emperors. He used the Tivoli
hills for this purpose and built temples in the landscape to honour gods. In
his garden, now called Hadrian’s Villa, he had several grottos built (page
60) and he would like to have made contact with the spirit world in China.
Shamans, wu and fangshi would have seemed not unlike the priests he
met at Eleusis, in Greece (figure 3.22).

In the fifteenth century of the Common Era, if the Yongle Emperor
had visited Florence and the Medici villas, he would have been amazed
at the comparatively small size of the city and its villas, compared
to China. But, like his Zhou predecessor, Yongle, might have been
impressed by the idea of using gardens to display art and to grow
choice fruit and flowers. Yongle and Cosimo di Medici could then have
congratulated each other on laying the basis for two of the truly great
periods in garden design: Ming China and Renaissance Italy. In passing,
they might have noted that Timur Tamerlane had done something similar
for Central and South Asia, as had Ch’an-inspired Zen priests in Japan.
For an unexplained reason, the sixteenth century was the best period
in garden histories of West, Central, South and East Asia - North Asia
remained a land of barbarians.

I do not know when China first heard about European gardens, but I do
know that knowledge of Chinese gardens spread to Europe in the eighteenth
century. This was the time when European parks, led by England, were
becoming like the parks which China had been making for the previous
2000 years. But the ancient philosophy of garden design at the two ends
of Eurasian continent was not as different as one might think. Both were
influenced by religious ideas from Central Asia, carried by holy men and

horseman to Western Europe, Northern India and Northern China. This



is hardly a surprise since, according to the new science of mitochondrial
genetics, each of these regions was settled by people who streamed ‘Out of
Africa’ to live in Eurasia. They must have brought beliefs with them.

In both Chinese and European art there is a deep-seated belief
that, to use a European phrase, ‘art should imitate nature’. But ‘nature’
did not mean the everyday visible world. The western theory was that
artists, including garden designers, should be inspired by the essence of
nature. Similarly in China, there is an ancient belief that painters, poets
and garden designers should be inspired by the essence of mountains,
water and other aspects of nature (shansui). There was never any wish to
produce realistic (‘photographic’) paintings of the everyday visible world,
or accurate copies of real scenery in gardens. Pond and rock compositions
were symbolic, whether they were as small as a tray garden (penjing) or
as large as Behai Park.

A shared belief that garden design is one of the fine arts and that
it should draw from ‘the nature of Nature’ is a great and unexpected
similarity between garden design at the east and west ends of the Eurasian
continent. It also explains the convergence of eastern and western
designers in making modern Abstract Style gardens (see Chapter 10)
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Religious ideas, which have
often inspired garden designs, vary from country to country and we must
respect each other’s opinions. But this does not apply to the empirically
determined scientific truths with which we now explain the ‘nature of
Nature’. They are everywhere the same. Stone is always harder than
grass; the sun always rises in the east; water always flows downhill
(except perhaps in California - where it is said to flow ‘uphill and towards
money’!). Yet if gardens are based on the abstract truths of empirical
science, they will come to look the same everywhere. Is this what we
want? No. As a historian, as a traveller and as a human being, I prefer
the character of English gardens to be English, of Indian gardens to be
Indian and of Chinese gardens to be Chinese. Nor would I want to see
the landscape of China becoming like that of California. Emphatically,

this does not mean that I want future garden and landscape designs to be



Garden History AR %4

sentimental imitations of old designs. What it does mean, is that garden
designers should have as much knowledge as possible about the history
and philosophy of garden design. That was one reason for writing this
book. Great arts require more knowledge than can be gathered in single
lifetime; they stem from design traditions.

As a lecturer in garden history and landscape architecture at the
University of Greenwich, 1 have been very pleased to have a number
of Chinese students in recent years. There is much work to be done in
conserving old gardens and creating new landscapes. East and west can
learn from each other and I hope my Chinese readers will find the book of

interest.

January 2007, Greenwich.
Tom Turner
Department of Landscape Architecture

University of Greenwich, London, England
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