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Yuan Zhongdao’s Garden Landscapes and

his Search for Inner Peace:

A study of Yuan Zhongdao’s Yuquan Garden

Shen Yan-xi"

Abstract

This paper focuses on Yuan Zhongdao’s (courtesy name: Xiaoxiu, artistic
name: Lay Buddhist Chaizi) garden landscapes produced during his reclusion
in Yuquan Mountain. It attempts to expound on his landscaping aesthetic and
reclusion experience, as well as the extent to which these two things reflect his
inner spirit and sense of life. This paper first analyses the main reasons for
Zhongdao’s reclusion on Yuquan Mountain, in particular the death of his
brother Yuan Hongdao (courtesy name: Zhonglang, artistic name: Shigong) in
the Year 38 of Ming Emperor Wanli. In search for a spiritual sanctuary from his
solitude and despair, Zhongdao decided on Yuquan Temple, a site both brothers
had previously visited together, as his destination for reclusion. The death of
his brother was a life-changing and self-reflection-inducing experience for
Zhongdao, one that spurred him to consciously place greater value on life by

observing greater moral prudence and spiritual piety. This paper subsequently

* M.A. student, Graduate Institute of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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explores Zhongdao’s design of living spaces in Yuquan Garden, where he
situated the Chaizi Buddhist convent, Duilan Pavilion and Shuanglai Pavilion.
His choice of site and unique aesthetic enabled him to convert Yuquan Garden
into a serene and peaceful place of seclusion, one that was not only surrounded
by beautiful valleys and rivers, but more importantly was spiritually liberating
and free of secular burdens. As the garden gradually became his home,
Zhongdao established a deeper and closer relationship to the space, ultimately
acquiring the ability to view its natural flora from an inhabitant’s perspective.
Reacting to events that transpired in his time at Yuquan Gardens,
Zhongdao reflected more deeply on the personal experience of life and death
while he was there. For example, by immersing himself in the scenic landscape,
he endeavored to attain a state of inner silence by utilizing the “coldness” of
the landscapes to drive away the “heat” of secular life and habits. He also
engaged in discussions involving Zen Buddhism with lay Buddhists and
eminent monks; he also practiced self-reflection and Buddhist mindfulness in
order to dispel anxieties and fears surrounding life and death, engaging in
methods of spiritual cultivation and enlightenment presented by Zen and Pure
Land Buddhism. Indeed, through an analysis of Zhongdao’s poems, letters, and
diary entries, it can be seen that the landscape, the gardens, the Dharma, and
his spiritual confidants played an important role in helping him attain inner

peace in an otherwise lonely existence.

Keywords: Yuan Zhongdao, garden, Yuquan Temple, landscape healing, peace

of mind
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