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Shu-chuan Tsao is currently a professor of the Department of Chinese
Literature of National Taiwan University. After having received the doctoral
degree in Chinese Literature from National Taiwan University, she started her
professorship at Tamkang University known for its picturesque ambience
followed by working as a pioneering faculty member of Nanhua University in
Taiwan. Her devotion to teaching, researching and academic events is
accomplished through disconnecting herself from city clamor and sailing into
quietude. Chinese-garden literature and culture, Chinese literature in Ming and
Qing periods, and Chinese classic poetry mainly feature her research fields
where the literature way adopted by literati elite to express their
comprehension, sense and response regarding the existential conditions of
human beings is spotlighted. She was invited as visiting scholar of renowned

academic institutions, such as Charles University in Prague (Czech, 2008),
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Department of East Asian Languages and Civilizations at Harvard University (US,
2011), Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy at Academia Sinica (Taiwan,
2018) and Institute of Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences at
Nanjing University (China, 2018). Her main publications include The Beauty of
Chinese Nation and Civilization: Poetry (1986), The Conventions of Depicting
Objects and Voicing Aspiration in Han Fu (1987), Study of Spiritual Essay in Late
Ming China (1988), Writing in the Passage of Time: Exposition of Qi Biaojia and
his Yushan Garden (2006), Lightening Oneself in Solitary Moonlight: Utterance
and Practice of Late-Ming Literati (2012), Composure in Laboriousness: Garden
Literature and Culture in Late Ming China (2019), The Verse Biography of Qi
Biaojia: Chronicle and Commentary on Poem and Lyric of Yuanshantang (2020),
“Objects from JiangNan and the ‘Universe in the Pot’: The Aesthetic of Bai Ju-yi’s
Lu-Dao Garden” (2011), ‘The Reconstruction of Du Fu’s World of Ethics in Wan
Hua Thatched Cottage’ (2015), “Recapitulation and Transformation: The
Traumatic Experience of ‘Tonggu Qige’ and its Pastiches” (2016), and “From the
Farewell at Riverside to the Legacy of Famed Historic Spot: Implication

Transformation of the Painting ‘Farewell at the Jing River’” (2019), etc.
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From late Ming Jiajing reign to the collapse of Ming dynasty, the social and
cultural development in China was still flourishing despite a gradual
deterioration of its political situation. As a comprehensive art-and-culture
carrier, the art type of ‘garden’ had achieved its exquisite matureness in this
period. Accompanied by garden art, garden literature at that time had also
received its great booming. The materials of garden literature featured with
diverse characteristics to vividly archive the utterance and behavior of
protagonists have richly survived and are waiting for a re-exploration and

reinterpretation.

In addition to Introduction and Conclusion, this book discloses the new
frontiers exploited by late-Ming garden literature and culture from four different
aspects. Part one, ‘Experience and Expression of Garden Life’, discusses two
language systems of late Ming literati groups arising in their experience and
activity of garden life. Three different notions, i.e., xiaoyou (tiny possession),
wuyou (own possession) and wuyou (naught possession), respectively involving
distinct meaning levels of possession in territory, art creation and virtuality were
marked off, selected and described by late Ming contemporaries to consider

their connections with gardens. These notions are first examined in the book.
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Second, a focus on the serial literature interpretation of Amitayurdhyana Sdtra
in late Ming China follows. Through gliding back and forth in the fields of religion
and literature, i.e., combining the religious teaching of Amitayurdhyana Satra
and the reading approach of quotation as well as Shishuo Xinyu (A New Account
of the Tales of the World) style, late Ming literati transformed the visualization
of Buddha’s pure lands into their life experiences. Furthermore, these social
elites employed social buzzwords to successfully project their personal minds

and feelings.

Part two, ‘Practice of Everyday Life and State of Grasping the Way/,
expounds the ways of late Ming literati treating gardens as an ashram to practice
life lessons. The first case study is a leading figure of Korean Confucianism in the
Joseon period, Li Huang (1501-1570), who left plentiful Chinese literature works
along with the word-and-deed records noted down by his students. Through the
analogy of Han-culture circle in speech and activity, character meaning, and
philosophy, his construction of Taoshan garden to present a unique personality
and life history is decoded. The second case study is Yuan Hongdao (1568-1610).
For awaking to the issue of life and death, he decided to retreat to Liulanghu
garden and conformed to the Buddhistic practice of Pure-Land incorporated
with Zen in his midlife. Although it is difficult to identify his real success in the
practicing experience of Buddha, his converging demeanor and mind is
perceived from the text works written in the period of Liulanghu garden in

comparison to his works created in other places and times.

Part three, ‘Passing of Time and Interpretation of Meaning’, considers the

dual textual natures of garden. One is the text space built by both garden hosts
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and guests through a way of writing and compiling poetry and prose. The other
is the garden itself regarded as a huge text awaiting to be clarified. These two
natures are closely related but possibly segregate from each other. Two cases
are demonstrated in point of this idea. The literary gathering of Yushan garden
in Shaoxing, where its meaning rapidly altered in the dramatic change process
of personnel matter and era, is first examined. Several reconstructions of
Canglangting garden in Suzhou during the Ming and Qing periods exemplifies
the second case. The recall and illustration of Canglangting garden alongside its
reconstruction in the process of recurrent changing hands as well as in its falling

into abandonment is deliberated.

Fourth part, ‘Private Space and Public Sphere’, explores the correlation
between private property and public ‘navigation garden’, where the boat
garden, Buxiyuan (An Unfastened Garden), built by a Hangzhou resident Wang
Rugian (1577-1655) is given here as an analytical instance. Above all, Buxiyuan
was a cruising boat in lake but regarded as a ‘garden’ by its name. This ‘garden’
was able to travel between scenic spots of landscape. It not only put the idea of
‘not-being-in-one’s-possession’ proposed by Wang Rugian’ into practice but also
further developed the concept of ‘The garden lies where the idea resides.” held
by late Ming literati elites. The boundary defining private garden and public
space was hence challenged in this example. Buxiyuan also served as Wang's
important stronghold to organize literary gatherings of Hangzhou area and
cultivate talented ladies. Therefore, the role of Buxiyuan, was changed from a
location nourishing private friendships to a local place fostering talents and

conducting culture events. The function of Buxiyuan similarly echoed to his
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construction aspiration in the West Lake region.

This work is based on a foundation of extensive and detailed reading, and
attempts to disclose the information hidden in relevant literary texts. It is
concluded that through garden construction and traveling, late Ming literati
showed their typical personality, put their efforts into the arduous choice of life
values and the meaning realization of existence, and delivered penetrative self-
awareness and vigorous implementation character. The literary, philosophical
and social characteristics embedded in the garden culture cultivated by late
Ming literati substantially deepened the significance of Chinese garden culture,
and all these contents are concluded as ‘Composure in Laboriousness’ where the
name of this book comes from.
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