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Reflection on the Gardens and
the Historical Meanings of Writings on

Derelict Gardens in the Qing Dynasty
Hou, Nai-huei’

Abstract

The Garden Literature of the Qing dynasty generally follows the content,
style and features of traditional garden literature, while at the same time adding
unique modes of expression, among which writings on derelict gardens is the
most distinguished. Following the great prosperity of the Song and Ming
dynasties, a large corpus of poetry and literary works written on derelict gardens
began to appear in the Qing dynasty. This paper first explains the phenomenon
of leisure activities undertaken in the derelict gardens often seen in the Qing
dynasty, and then analyzes the reasons why derelict gardens were visited. Based
on this background, the physical outlook in derelict garden writings is discussed
for a reflection on the corresponding relationships between the key elements of
the garden, nature and humanity. Furthermore, the sentimental themes in these
writings are analyzed, and the philosophic theories and the structure of the theme
of recalling antiquity are explained. This paper further investigates and analyzes
the strong derelict consciousness often expressed in the garden literature of the
time. Evers when a garden was at peak, the literati often would anticipate its
future dilapidation. They took great pains to record the history of the gardens
and the process of dilapidation, revealing the latent feelings of impermanence
and of the derelict consciousness in the literati of the Qing dynasty. Finally the
paper summarizes the meanings implied by derelict garden writing, including the
conscious reflections on the essential meaning of the gardens, and the historical
meanings of the development of the gardens.

Keywords: Qing dynasty, gardens, derelict gardens, garden literature, recalling
antiquity

* Professor, Department of Chinese Language and Literature, National Taipei University.
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