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Introduction
Chinese classical gardens, as one of the world’s three major garden systems, are famous for their high 
artistic achievements and unique styles. Chinese classical gardens are rooted in nature and higher than 
nature because the garden owners often use scenery to express their emotions and convey their aspi-
rations. Taking the Humble Administrator’s Garden as an example, this paper will firstly give a brief 
history of the garden and then introduce the forms of the artistic conception of Chinese classical gar-
dens; Finally, we will analyze the principal gardening elements of the Humble Administrator’s Garden, 
including water, rockeries, plants and architectures. It is out of the artistic conception creation of the 
Humble Administrator’s Garden that we can appreciate the exquisite art of Chinese classical gardens 
and explore the artistic conception of literati garden and the spirit world of those owners.

1. The brief history of the Humble Administrator’s Garden
The Humble Administrator’s Garden ( 拙政园 ) has a long history, which can be tracked back to the 
Tang Dynasty (618-907). But at that time, it was just the residence of the poet Guimeng Lu. Later in 
the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368) it was rebuilt as the Dahong Temple. During the “zhengde” reign (1506-
1521) of the Ming Dynasty, an officer Xianchen Wang retired to Suzhou due to his official frustration. 
He hired a famous artist named Zhengming Wen to help him design a garden blueprint and it took 16 
years to complete the garden.1 
The garden was named after a verse by the famous scholar official of the Jin Dynasty, Yue Pan, in his 
prose - An Idle Life ( 闲居赋 ), “I enjoy a carefree life by planting trees and building my own house...I 
irrigate my garden and grow vegetables for me to eat...such a life suits a retired official like me well”.2 
This verse symbolized Wang’s desire to retire from politics and adopt a hermit’s life in the manner of 
Yuanming Tao. In the Xianju rhyme-prose, Tao writes “This is the way of ruling for an unsuccessful 
politician”.3 The Humble Administrator’s Garden reflects Wang’s helplessness and self-deprecating 
complex mentality, and it is a spiritual home for seeking comfort and relief.
After the death of Wang, his son lost the garden to pay gambling debts, and it has changed hands many 
times since and it was gradually abandoned. In 1631, the wasteland in the eastern part of the garden 
was purchased by Xinyi Wang, Vice Minister of the Justice Board. After 4 years of renovations, the 
east garden was renamed Dwelling Upon Return to the Countryside ( 归园田居 ). The center garden 
was purchased by Qi Jiang, Governor of Jiangsu in 1738. Jiang renamed the center garden The Garden 
Rebuilt ( 复 园 ) after its extensive renovations. In the same year, the west garden was purchased by 
Shikuan Ye who was a Chief Histographer, and renamed The Garden of Books ( 书园 ). In 1877, the 
garden of books was purchased by Lüqian Zhang who is a merchant and the west garden was renamed 
The Subsidiary Garden ( 补园 )4.
As Mr. Cao Xueqin’s grandfather had worked in Suzhou Textile Government (a bureau responsible for 
making cloth for the royal family) as official for many years, Mr. Cao Xueqin had lived in the Humble 
Administrator’s Garden with his grandfather during his teenage years. Therefore, some scenic spots 
1 Ping Zong. The past of the Humble Administrator’s Garden. Famous tourist sites, 2009(3):134-137.
2 Xuehan Yuan, Jianyi Gong (1999). The Classical Gardens of Suzhou. Jiangsu people’s. 
3 Clunas Craig. Fruitful Sites: Garden Culture in Ming Dynasty China. Durham: Duke University Press, 1996.
4 http://www.szzzy.cn/Home/Detail?Detail=c51a53bc-da71-46d1-acb6-08ae8f483800

http://www.szzzy.cn/Home/Detail?Detail=c51a53bc-da71-46d1-acb6-08ae8f483800
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in the garden have been reflected in the Grand View Garden (a famous scene in Cao’s famous novel 
Dream of the Red Chamber). No wonder many people feel something familiar when they come here.
In the long history, the owner of the garden has been changing and the role of the Humble Administra-
tor’s Garden has also changed with the identity of the garden owners. It used to be a private garden, an 
office of local officials and a folk house. It was not until the 1950s that the three divided part of garden 
were merged into a whole and the old name of the Humble Administrator’s Garden was restored. In 
1997, the Humble Administrator’s Garden was officially given UNESCO World Heritage status.
The garden has witnessed the changes of dynasties, whether it is experiencing prosperity or decline, the 
four seasons will always change on time in the garden. No matter what season, the visitors can enjoy 
its unique scenery and find inner peace in the garden, which is inseparable from the artistic conception 
creation and the gardening elements of Chinese classical gardens.

2. The forms of the artistic conception of Chinese classical gardens
The forms of artistic conception are not fixed, some of which are invisible, and some even require spe-
cific time and climate conditions to be viewed. In addition to the fixed-form “landscape” composed of 
water, plants, rockeries, architectures that are easily captured by the eyes, the common artistic concep-
tions of Chinese classical gardens are as follows:
(1)“Fragrant scape” is the use of scents, often using the fragrance of plants to cause aesthetic experi-
ence and express a certain mood.
(2)“Color scape” is the use of colors in garden scenery, such as the elegant colors of the white walls 
and blue tiles of buildings, the blooming and falling of plants, and the seasonal changes of leaf colors. 
Colors have a suggestive effect on human psychology, which are often used to convey emotions in ar-
tistic conceptions.
(3)“Hazy scape” is formed by meteorological landscapes such as light, moon, cloud, and fog, and 
sometimes requires specific time or conditions to fully express it.
(4)“Soundscape” is the artistic conception conveyed by different sounds in the garden, the sound of 
nature such as wind, rain, water flow, tweet is the most important soundscape element which occupies 
a large proportion in the soundscape construction of Chinese classical gardens. At the same time, there 
is no shortage of the sound of zithers and Chinese traditional operas in the garden. The combination of 
the sound of nature and humanistic voices reflects the ancient literati's thoughts of empathizing with 
natural landscapes and pursuing the unity of nature and man, which adds vitality to the silent garden 
environment and can arouse the emotional resonance of visitors.

3. The principal gardening elements
The Humble Administrator’s Garden, one of the four famous gardens in the region south of Yangtze 
River in China, is a model of Chinese classical garden and a comprehensive art of water, rockeries, 
plants and architectures. The garden scenery is focused specially on water, mingling with rockeries. It 
has a strong flavor of Jiangnan features with exquisite pavilions and thriving flowers. As changing at 
every step, the garden demonstrates the archaic, rustic, extensive and naturalistic features of the Chi-
nese classical garden in the Ming Dynasty.
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3.1 Water 
The existing water area accounts for about 3/5 of the whole garden and the vitality of water can be seen 
everywhere. The philosophical meaning of water, the spiritual state of water, and the clear flow of wa-
ter are the direct reasons to use water as the main gardening element. The water body of Humble Ad-
ministrator’s Garden is known for its vastness, and its scattered places win with twists and turns. 
The water in the center garden forms several large and small centers as the water surface changes. In 
the open area, a relatively independent spatial environment is formed by the arrangement of pavilions 
or rocks which are built against the water to expand the rich space. Water plays a role of communica-
tion and connection in the garden, so that each space is both self-contained and interconnected. A clear 
stream in the east garden connects scattered scenic spots and uses streams to guide visitors forward. 
The water in the west garden has a curved shape, mainly scattered, supplemented by gathering. The 
northeast section of the pool is a long and narrow water surface. On the west bank, there is a series of 
natural scenery of rocks and trees. The east bank boundary wall constructs a corridor on the water and 
the north section of the corridor is connected to the “Tower of Reflection” ( 倒影楼 ), which is the end 
of the long and narrow water surface and the best place to watch the reflection in the water. The reflec-
tion of the tower is particularly vivid in the water from the front pool, which is the important part of the 
water scenery in the west garden. The wall facing the water is installed with transparent and exquisite 
long windows in which there are some low wooden hurdles. Leaning the hurdle, the visitors can enjoy 
the water scenery of the floating shadow with the clouds, the bright moon and the delicate architec-
tures.

                                                   

                                                      
                                                                      (The Tower of Reflection 倒影楼 )

The characteristics of the Humble Administrator’s Garden on the water layout can be summarized as 
the following four points:
(1) Taking water as the main body and making use of water to reflect the scenery
The entire garden is centered on the pool, and architectures are arranged around the pool, thus forming 
a centripetal and cohesive pattern. Using this form often makes the limited space more open.
(2) Realizing the harmonious unity of dispersion and concentration 
In addition to using a whole piece of concentrated water surface to make the entire garden more inte-
grated, it also divides the water into several interconnected small piece, making visitors feel that the 
water is flowing inexhaustibly.
(3) Enriching spatial vision with water surface
The long and narrow water surface is used to expand the line of sight, combined with the lay out of the 
architectures and plants, to create a borderless sense of water and enrich the spatial hierarchy.
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(4) Taking the water surface form of narrow and curved instead of wide and straight 
Taking advantage of the continuity of the belt-like water system, the narrow water surface serves to 
shrink the field of vision, which makes people feel a sense of openness gradually from narrow to wide 
water due to a strong contrast between the width and the narrow area.

3.2 Rockeries
The building of rockeries and stacking rocks is the main gardening activity in the Chinese classical 
gardens. Rockery is an imitation of natural rocks. Through various compositions and techniques, rocks 
of different shapes, textures and colors are piled into various shapes of rockeries. The major use of the 
rockeries in the gardening technique of coming straight to the point is known as “obstructive scene” 
(it makes visitors unable to see the whole scene by setting obstruction), which plays the role of fasci-
nating. Taking two examples in the Humble Administrator’s garden, we can appreciate the ingenious 
arrangement of the rockeries.

(1) The Falling Cloud Peak
A huge rockery like clouds is surrounded by verdant bamboo grove and ancient trees. On the west side, 
there are two pieces of oddly-shaped lake stones, between which is a narrow path. The rockery in the 
middle is named “The Falling Cloud Peak”, like a giant screen, blocking the sight of the visitors. “The 
Falling Cloud Peak” is the legacy of the Ming Dynasty, designed by the gardening master Siyuan Chen. 
It likes a cloud falling down the world, or likes a screen hiding the scene of the garden. It stands in the 
shadow of the green bamboo with two oddly shaped stones, which makes “Connected Wall”. Many 
visitors have a kind of familiar feeling when they come to see this rockery, because the scene of the 
rockeries near the entrance in the Grand View Garden as mentioned before was inspired from here. 

                         

                          (The Falling Cloud Peak 缀云峰 )                          (The Connected wall 联壁 )              
   

(2) Loquat garden 
The garden gate of the “Loquat garden” is cleverly designed as the verse going, “After endless moun-
tains and rivers, there is no doubt whether there is a path out”. If visitors enter the garden, they will see 
a cloud wall in the front with two sides planted with peony. Unexpectedly, as long as they move for-
ward, they will be surprised to find that a next door is blocked by a rockery piled with yellow-stones. 
As they approach step by step, the doorway expands gradually. Reaching the door, they find that the 
doorway is like a moon embedded in the white wall. Along the doorway and then forward, the moon 
has been slowly covered by rockery stones near the side of the lake.
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                                                                                 (Loquat garden 枇杷园 )

3.3 Plants
The plants are the carriers of Chinese scholars’ cultural information in the ancient time. They often use 
the natural attributes of the plants as a metaphor for people’s social attributes, to express people’s ideal 
character and will, and embody “a flower and a grass see the spirit”, and further use it as the theme or 
artistic conception of scenic spots. It is undeniable that the utilization of plants is mostly related to the 
season. The owner of the Humble Administrator’s Garden carefully planted various plants to match the 
different seasons. 
(1) Spring - Wisteria 
Wisteria is the famous ancient tree of the Humble Administrator’s garden, which is planted by Zheng-
ming Wen, a calligragher and painter, at the beginning of building the garden. The trunk of the wisteria 
is 22 centimeters wide. When it is blossoming in March, the branches hang down, just like a bunch of 
mauve jade. This scenery has a high ornamental value, which is regarded as “one of the three treasures 
of Suzhou”.

(2) Summer - Lotus
In summer, when all the lotuses bloom the fragrance spread hither and thither, which is described alike 
in an essay “On My Love of Lotus” by the writer Dunyi Zhou in the Song Dynasty, saying “the more 
distant its fragrance drifts, the purer it will become”. The lotus is the essence of the Humble Admin-
istrator’s Garden. As the theme image of the garden, the lotus exudes alluring charm from the round 
tender leaves to the delicate flowers. Even in the autumn pond, withered lotus is still poetic. The garden 
owner compares the lotus to him expressing the lofty sentiment. 

(3) Autumn - Osmanthus fragrans
There is no garden without osmanthus fragrans in Suzhou because it has the characteristic of smell-
ing its fragrance before seeing its flower. The Chinese classical gardens are designed to create artistic 
conception, pay attention to poetry and painting, and blend scenes. When using plants, “paying more 
attention to the fragrance instead of the color”, often use aromatic plants to enhance the cultural conno-
tation of the garden landscape. In addition to its ornamental value, osmanthus fragrans can be used as 
an ingredient for Suzhou specialty snacks. It can be said that osmanthus fragrans is a treasure in terms 
of practical value and ornamental value, and it plays an indispensable role in the gardening plants.

(4) Winter - Plum blossom
The word “Xue Xiang” ( 雪香 ) is often used to describe the white and fragrant flowers by the ancient 
poets, which mostly refers to the plum blossom. In the garden, there is a pavilion called “The Snow-
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like Fragrant Prunus Mume Pavilion” is suitable for appreciating the plum blossoms in the late winter 
and early spring. Plum blossoms are planted near the pavilion with subtle fragrance floating. The plum 
blossoms are not afraid of the severe cold, they keep blooming even when the other flowers wither in 
the winter. This character of indomitable in adversity is a vivid portrayal of the “gentleman” personali-
ty worshipped by ancient scholars.

                                  

                                   (Wisteria 紫藤 )                                                                       (Lotus 莲花 )

                     
                            (Osmanthus fragrans 桂花 )                                        (Plum blossom 梅花 )

3.4 Architectures
The architectures in the Chinese classical garden have many practical functions such as being liveable 
and observable. The plaques, couplets, and inscriptions on the top and sides are the sustenance of the 
owner’s spiritual world. The Humble Administrator’s Garden has various architectural forms, using a 
wooden frame structure, secluded among water, rockeries and plants, with implicit beauty. Even though 
the following four special architectural forms in the garden can all be translated as pavilions in English, 
each is completely different in Chinese.
(1) 亭 Tíng
The pavilion ( 亭 ) is a place for people to rest and stay and is a common architectural form that is still 
in use at the present time. The pavilion in the Humble Administrator’s Garden is not only intentional to 
highlight the artistic conception of gardening, but also has a strong control over the space.
“The Heaven Spring Pavilion” ( 天 泉 亭 )is obviously attractive with some hipped gables and some 
octagonal eaves under the blue sky and white clouds. According to legend, here is the original site of 
the Dahong Temple in the Yuan Dynasty. The pavilion is given the name “Heaven Spring” because it is 
below a well which does not dry up all the year round and is full of the sweet water. From the outside 
view, it seems to be two layers but it is only a layer from the inside view. To match with the octagonal 
pavilion style building, there is an octagonal antique wooden table and pane and short walls are deco-
rated with octagonal patterns. If visitors gaze at the drifting clouds standing under the hipped gable of 
the pavilion, they seem to feel it flying in blue sky. These hipped gables are used not only for lighting 
and ventilation, but also for dynamic beauty, which has become some of local characteristics of the 
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buildings in Suzhou.

                                                                                                          

                                                              (The Heaven Spring Pavilion 天泉亭 )

(2) 轩 Xuan
The pavilion ( 轩 ) is a kind of architecture, whose shape is like the coach. It has door frame on both 
ends of the porch, but has no door in order to come in and out randomly. There are windows opened on 
the wall on both sides in order to view conveniently.

In front of the “Tower of Reflection” as mentioned before, there is a winding water corridor and the 
ground is nearly on the surface of the pool. There are glistening waves on the surface of the pool and 
uneven surface on the ground, which makes the visitors feel trampling over water floating. Near the 
pool across the bank, there is a small pavilion, like a folding fan, which is commonly known as fan 
pavilion and named “With Whom Shall I Sit Pavilion” ( 与谁同坐轩 ). It is said that Lüqian Zhang, 
the owner of the west garden, especially paid much for building this fan-like pavilion in order to com-
memorate the fan business history of his ancestors. “With whom to sit here? The moon, the wind and 
I.” The owner would like to use the verse written by the poet Shi Su in the Tang Dynasty to express his 
narcissistic mood and his lofty. 
                                                       

                                                     
                                                           (With Whom Shall I Sit Pavilion 与谁同坐轩 )

(3) 榭 Xiè
The pavilion ( 榭 ) is a typical architecture in Suzhou, built near the water or on the hillside aerially or 
semi-aerially with a light shape.
A dome architecture built near the lotus pool called “The Lotus Pavilion” ( 芙蓉榭 ) is the best place to 
watch the lotus. Facing the lotus pool, the pavilion leans back the high wall, which gives people a sense 
of tranquility-half open and half closed. If visitors go across the gate of the Lotus Pavilion and look to 
the west, they can see the door frame of the waterside pavilion with an aureole cover of carve patterns. 
Through the aureole cover, they can see the bridges in the front, like an oil painting embedded in the 
round frame. If visitors go over to look carefully, they can find the waterside pavilion at the edge of the 
water frame with a rectangular ground cover of carve patterns. There are rivers twisting and turning, 
red peach blossoms and the green willows, which introduce a kind of quiet, simple and natural atmo-
sphere. There is a common kind of gardening technique in Suzhou, called “framing”. By this technique, 
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garden owners want to focus the visitors’ sight on the best angle in order to achieve a satisfactory ef-
fect.

                                                     
                                                            

                                                                            (The Lotus Pavilion 芙蓉榭 )

(4) 楼 Lóu
Although the pavilion ( 楼 )is not as peculiar as the previous architectural forms, it is a high-rise build-
ing that is often used in gardens.
The name of “Mountain-in-view Tower”( 见山楼 ) originates from a famous line of verse by the poet 
Yuanming Tao who is a representative figure for pastoral poems in Jin Dynasty. The poem goes: “the 
South Mountain comes into view when I’m picking chrysanthemums by the east hedge.” It is said that 
the Taiping Loyal Prince Xiucheng Li once directed the public affairs here. Though the pavilion names 
after “Mountain-in-view”, in fact, it is an important theme of waters-cape in the park. It is surrounded 
by water on three sides, by rockeries on both sides. From the west, the visitors can enter the bottom 
through a flat corridor bridge and go upstairs by climbing gallery or rockery stones. It is connected by 
the two bridges from the north to the south, which is a place where the owners recite the poems and 
compose verses.

(Mountain-in-view Tower 见山楼 )
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Conclusion
Presented by the Humble Administrator's Garden, Chinese classical gardens are abundant with an idyl-
lic sense and reflects the life philosophy-living a simple life. No matter what season, the visitors can 
enjoy its unique scenery and find inner peace in the garden, which is inseparable from the artistic con-
ception creation and the gardening elements of Chinese classical gardens. Although we have separately 
introduced the four principal elements of Chinese classical gardens, it is obvious that the owner of the 
garden skillfully matched them together to create an unparalleled view during the building process. 
Come to visit the garden and appreciate the pastoral scenery, you will calm down yourself  with a sense 
of transcendence which combines your heart with the nature completely. “it looks like a painting, but 
hears like a song”, as it did in the case of the Humble Administrator's Garden in Suzhou. 
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