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BORROWING THE LANDSCAPE
Theory in China's Yuanye (1634) and
Practice in Japanese garden art of the seventeenth century

-Abstract-

In Far Eastern landscape design a typical technique to incorporate a distant view outside
the garden, as part of the garden design is called Borrowed Scenery. Borrowed Scenery
has become known to the world in English with its Japanese name shakkei and many old
Japanese gardens with a landscape scene as background, are thought to have been
designed on purpose as a shakkei garden. But shakkei is for the first time in Japan’s
history a purpose of design in some gardens of the 17" century. Shortly before these
gardens were made, the garden book Yuanye appeared in China that writes in much detail
about the meaning and technique of borrowed scenery, using the same word shakkei,
pronounced jiejing in modern Chinese. It can be no coincidence that practice and theory
appeared almost at the same time. In similar ways, in China as well as in Japan, the
well-educated elite wanted to understand the natural world - and man’s creative energy to
improve it.

Yuanye was written by Ji Cheng, who was fully aware of the workings of landscape
design, not in the least because his context was a society that was much interested in
natural landscape and in building gardens in it. Yuanye holds therefore profound teachings



about human understanding of landscape — and jiejing, borrowing landscape, is the term
with which Ji Cheng chose to explain his uppermost level of understanding landscape
design. Not only visual scenery is borrowed, the whole landscape is borrowed with all its
goodness that we can perceive, not only with our eyes, but with all our five senses, as well
as our intellect, including poetic emotion: a rich human experience of landscape becomes
the foundation of the garden world.

But we can only understand Ji Cheng’s intellectual wordings, if we also have an
understanding of topography, of the physical, geographic landscape where borrowed
landscape was created. This article introduces therefore the physical landscapes of the
Japanese gardens of Entsu-ji, Shugaku-in, and Jiko-in. All feature a spectacular borrowed
landscape. All three are gardens originally made in the seventeenth century, all
constructed only a few decades after Yuanye had appeared. These gardens have been
preserved without major changes, and are historically authentic creations of the
seventeenth century. All three relate to the Japanese Emperor Go Mizunoo. This Emperor
was a great sponsor of the arts, including landscape art. When we compare the words of
Yuanye with the garden building strategy of these Japanese gardens, we can better
understand what Ji Cheng wanted to say, as this article intends to show.

Strictly speaking there is no proof that Yuanye directly influenced the gardens of Entsu-ji,
Shugaku-in, or Jiko-in. But speaking from the close connection between Emperor Go
Mizunoo and Chinese priest Yinyuan Longqgi from Fujian, it is clear that two literary
elites in China and Japan were in close contact. Both had a great interest in natural
landscape and knew how to invigorate our enjoyment through borrowing it in the garden.

This is an extended version of an article that appeared in Chinese Landscape Architecture, Beijing, as
Mg thE CRdin ) (1634) Blig 517140 H A b 2R8I [l 4k J Vol .24/150, 01-06, 2008.
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