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Abstract: Shan-shui is the cultural core of the Chinese landscape
architecture, reflecting the Chinese people's unique view on
nature, humanities and practice. The wisdom of Chinese Shan-shui
landscape creation is based on the core idea of "heaven and the
earth live together with me, and the myriad things and I are one",
and a practical theoretical system formed under the concept of "man
and nature are in harmony". The landscape architecture construction
practice under the above concepts is centered on the harmony of
human and nature, which emphasizes creating landscapes according
to spatial and temporal conditions. In this context, spatial and
temporal conditions serve as the backdrop where humans create the
landscape and achieve the balance of the three. The practice under
the guidance of the wisdom of Shan-shui creation is manifested in
the integration of human environments and natural environments
from the spiritual level to the physical level. Specifically, it can be
embodied in four types of practice: conservation with respect for
Shan-shui, planning following patterns of Shan-shui, governance
following the laws of Shan-shui, and design based on the artistic
conception of Shan-shui. From the perspective of time and space,
the wisdom and the practice of Shan-shui creation influence each
other and cyclically evolve. How to adapt to local conditions,
conserve the natural environments and design human settlements
are the core of research and practice of landscape architecture in the
21" century.

Keywords: landscape architecture; nature conservation; landscape

management; landscape planning; landscape design
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Shan-shui Landscape Creation in Ancient China: Wisdom and Practice

YANG Rui, HOU Shuyu, CAO Yue

1 Shan-shui Landscape Creation

In traditional Chinese culture, Shan (mountains)
and Shui (water) are the foundation of the
physical world. Since Confucius linked the natural
landscapes with the moral characters by stating,
"The benevolent enjoy the mountains and the
wise enjoy the water", Shan-shui begins to reflect
both physical and spiritual meanings. The esthetic
appreciation of the Shan-shui was created, and a
series of related artworks emerged under the unique
social and cultural background of the Wei and Jin
Dynasties. Since then, Shan-shui has been widely
used as a cultural concept with spiritual significance
that reflects the Chinese people's unique natural
and aesthetic views.

Shan-shui landscape creation in its broadest
sense encompasses all landscape activities,
including the practice of conservation, planning,
management, and design of landscapes. Shan-
shui creation can take place in both natural and
artificial environments and have both physical and
spiritual implications. Through thousands of years of
development, the Chinese have developed unique
landscape ideologies and practical theories based
on China's Shan-shui culture, which have been
continuously applied and improved in practice.

2 Wisdom of Shan-shui Creation

We define the wisdom of Shan-shui creation as
understanding natural laws and the capacity to act
appropriately and creatively in shaping landscapes.
It is a comprehensive theoretical system that is
rooted in Shan-shui culture and encapsulated
through practices. As a form of practical wisdom
(or phronesis), the wisdom of Shan-shui creation
serves as a paradigm of thought and a guideline for
actions to maintain a balance between mankind and
nature. It is founded on the fundamental concept
of "Heaven and the earth coexist with me, and the
myriad things and | are one", that is derived from
the practical concept of "Humans coordinate with
nature".

The wisdom of Shan-shui creation centers
on the harmony between humans and nature.
Under its guidance, the characteristics of Shan-

shui creation practice are primarily manifested as
"creating landscapes properly according to spatial
and temporal conditions". In this context, spatial
and temporal conditions serve as the backdrop
where humans create the landscape and achieve
the balance of the three. This also corresponds
to the "three talents" theory of heaven, earth, and
human, as well as the fundamental concept of
"(humans) follows the morals of heaven and earth"
in ancient China. These theories are rooted in the
traditional Chinese understanding of nature, and
humanistic values, combined with the practice
values of landscape creation activities represented
by "humans coordinate with nature" to achieve a
synthesis of function and aesthetics.

3 Practice of Shan-shui Creation

In ancient China, people created Shan-
shui under the guidance of the wisdom of Shan-
shui creation. By integrating human settlements
and natural landscapes from spiritual concepts to
physical reality, the guiding ideology of a harmonious
relationship between humans and land is manifested
in practice. The practice can be classified into four
categories: conservation with respect for Shan-
shui, planning following patterns of Shan-shui,
governance under laws of Shan-shui, and design
based on the artistic conception of Shan-shui.

3.1 Conservation with respect for Shan-shui

Conservation of landscapes and nature based
on awe is a significant coexistence with nature
that the ancient Chinese people have continuously
accumulated through their practice. From emperors
to the general public, there are various ways to
protect nature at multiple levels and across the
range of temporal and spatial scales.

Last dynasties' relevant decrees codified the
conservation regulations for specific mountains and
rivers at the policy level. For example, during the
Tang Dynasty, the Wuyue Mountains were regarded
as "forbidden lands", where forest destruction was
strictly prohibited. Throughout the Song Dynasty, the
government designated numerous border forests
and prohibited logging "bamboos in forbidden
mountains”.

The general public has established numerous
behavioral constraints in their daily lives, such as
delimiting sacred mountains and lakes, Feng-shui
forests, and mountain closure lines, all of which have
ecological conservation effects in practice. Some
studies quantified the biodiversity conservation
and ecological restoration values of such areas.
They discovered that these areas have significant
biodiversity values in terms of forest coverage,
species richness, and preservation of native
ecosystems, which supported their protective effect
on these areas to a certain extent. Likewise, the
results reflect a way of life in which people coexist
with nature. Additionally, some sacred mountains
and lakes and rural Feng-shui forests have been
incorporated into China's modern protected areas
system.

At all levels of conservation practice, there
are also requirements for the time dimension.
Representative strategies include a variety of
"temporal prohibitions" that prohibit the use of
resources during a specific period when things
begin to grow while allowing appropriate use in
other periods.

3.2 Planning following patterns of Shan-shui

Everything from national land planning to
the selection, layout, and development of urban
and rural human settlements to constructing
mausoleums and cemeteries in ancient China is
strongly influenced by the Shan-shui pattern.

In ancient China, the whole country was
planned as Jiu-zhou (nine states) according to
mountains and rivers. Jiu-zhou was a geographical,
astronomical, and cultural division of the entire
country at the time. It was an attempt to explore
and classify the natural characteristics and laws of
Shan-shui.

Urban and rural human settlements are located
according to the regional Shan-shui pattern. The
city's site selection process should "comprehend
the harmony of Yin and Yang, taste the water,
inspect the land suitability, observe the vegetation,
and then build a city".

Cemetery planning was also inextricably linked
to an understanding and practical application of
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Shan-shui. Its relationship with Shan-shui creation
was primarily manifested in two aspects: Feng-shui
site selection and mausoleum-mountain relationship
creation. For example, the Ming Tombs are laid
out according to Shan-shui pattern, with 13 tombs
and structures that perfectly complement the site's
topographical patterns.

At the temporal dimension, Shan-shui pattern
is the city's foundation in the urban-rural layout
development plan, and the landscape pattern has
a profound effect on the city's construction and
development mode over time.

3.3 Governance under laws of Shan-shui

The primary objective of ancient Chinese Shan-
shui governance was to establish an integrated
infrastructure and management system for natural
resources and disaster response. Floods and
droughts were the two most frequent natural
disasters plaguing ancient agriculture in China, so
the construction of water conservancy projects was
one of the most significant historical activities.

For instance, the Dujiangyan grand water
conservancy project serves multiple purposes,
including water diversion, storage, and flood control.
It also creates an exceptional natural environment
that reflects the wisdom of Shan-shui creation and
has been designated as a World Cultural Heritage
Site. The dam-free water diversion technology used
in Dujiangyan enabled the entire water system to
operate in good condition for more than 2,000
years. The project was jointly maintained and
managed by the state, region, locality, and residents,
including the army of multiple counties.

The "annual renovation system" is also an
essential manifestation of the Shan-shui wisdom.
Every winter and spring, the dam will be maintained
and renovated as necessary, and it has also
formed a traditional system that the whole society
participated. The management theories in the
inscriptions and the conventions in the Dujiangyan
area have fully embodied the understanding
of natural seasonal laws in constructing water
conservancy projects.

3.4 Design based on the artistic conception of
Shan-shui

Gardening and architectural construction
are the primary design practice type in traditional
Chinese Shan-shui creation. In the construction
experience, the ancients summed up a series of
paradigms, concepts, and guiding principles for
landscape design. The preserved works of ancient
architecture and gardens vividly demonstrate these
pearls of wisdom. Yuan Ye, an ancient classical
Chinese gardening book, summarizes the core

concept of garden design as follows: "Although
artificial, it is comparable to a natural wonder."
The Chinese garden is modeled after Shan-shui,
the natural world. On the one hand, the designer
draws inspiration for nature's physical and spiritual
connotations. On the other hand, they attempt
to incorporate the garden into the Shan-shui
landscapes perfectly and harmoniously.

Chinese gardens are all about the pursuit
of nature in landscapes, from site selection to
foundation establishment, naming, and finally,
creating of specific spots. Yuan Ye summarized the
criteria for evaluating gardens as "to conform or
borrow scenery where appropriate, and everything
is perfect". It is critical to fully comprehend the
potential relationship between the designs and the
context to eliminate the dilapidated landscape while
bringing in the appealing one. "Perfect" requires that
all landscapes consider their scale concerning the
character of the site. Simultaneously, the Shan-shui
form should be used flexibly. By analyzing the Shan-
shui situation of the area, designers can determine
the layout of the garden, including locations for
artificial mountains, ponds, buildings, and viewing
spots.

The perception of time is also ingrained in
garden design, sometimes capturing the changes of
daylight and other times creating different scenery
in the four seasons. In gardens, one can typically
appreciate plants in various light, shadow, and
weather conditions; there are designated viewing
areas for sunrise, sunset, moonlight, and season
transitions. Traditional gardens are frequently
constructed chronologically to achieve unique
viewing effects and sublimate artistic concepts in
various periods.

4 Conclusion

The wisdom and practice of Shan-shui
are extensive and profound in China. It is a
representation of Chinese civilization and a unique
part of global landscapes. It is founded on a
thorough understanding of the laws of nature,
and the transformation of land into "Jing" (high-
quality environment) through Shan-shui creation
activities, resulting in a profound integration of the
physical and spiritual world. The wisdom of Shan-
shui landscape creation in ancient China, which
was highly developed in agricultural civilization, is a
priceless Chinese cultural asset. It provides critical
illumination for landscape activities in contemporary
China and the world in ecological civilization.
From ancient times to the present, the central
concept of Shan-shui creation has shifted from

"the myriad things and | are one" to "community
of human and natural life" with a clear inheritance.
The conservation of natural environments and the
development of appropriate human settlements in
response to spatial and temporal conditions are at
the heart of landscape architecture in the twenty-
first century. Studying, absorbing, and applying the
wisdom of ancient Chinese Shan-shui creation will
contribute to the advancement of contemporary
landscape architecture and the pursuit of the ideal
state of living in harmony with nature.

(Editor / LIU Xinya)
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