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Set Scenery and Borrowed Scenery

Xiao Chi”

Abstract

Started with an observation of two ways of inscribing sceneries for Ming literatus Qi
Biaojia’s garden, Yushan yuan, this article traces the origin of “borrowed scenery,” one of
the fundamental concepts of Chinese garden. Scholars usually believe that the four-
character caption of “jing” in eight-jing tradition originated from Northern Song painter
Song Di’s series paintings “Eight Sceneries of Xiao-Xiang.” The author of this article on
the other hand tracks its aesthetic archetype to the Liang poet He Xun whose poetry
presents an image of time centered natural landscape. However, resulted from the
localization of the eight or ten-jing tradition, the opened space was closed. Combined with
the specific image of time in this tradition, the eight or ten-jing tradition finally restrains
individuals’ landscape aesthetic experience. The article demonstrates that another way of
inscribing sceneries for Qi’s garden was actually broadly applied in Ming literati garden.
By quoting a lot of Ming writing for gardens, the article contends that this way of
inscription essentially only stipulates a site, while let time sufficiently open. In this regard,
the meteorological and floral changes through seasonal and diurnal passage of time provide
with infinite possibilities for occasionally aesthetic stimulus. Noting the fact that the Tang
poet Wang Wei’s Wangchuan valley was used by Ming literati as the most popular
metaphor for their gardens, the author compares Wang’s poems with his friend Pei Di’s
poems on the same sites of Wangchuan and thereby argues that the beautiful scenery here is
nothing but dasein’s comprehension and open-up of the world of beings while he is within
the torrent of the beings. The beautiful scenery therefore is absolutely not repeatable. Like
Wang Wei loitering around his Wangchuan valley, the Ming literati living in their gardens
might also have poetic inspirations spontaneously. The Ming theorist of garden, Ji Cheng,
uses one word, “borrowing,” to indicate that the scenery here depends upon an individual
poetic incitement of here-and-now. The undecided part of a constructed garden, like the
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blank space in landscape paintings after Song or “scenery beyond scenery” in the theories
of poetry, is a space reserved for visitors’ imagination.

Keywords: Qi Biaojia, eight-jing tradition, literati private garden, Wangchuan valley,
Borrowed scenery



