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Chinese style composition of scenery in Chishaku-in
by Wybe Kuitert
Abstract
Gardens in front of reception rooms at temples or 
residences in pre-modern Japan were to be viewed 
from one side. In some cases the garden scenery is 
easily recognized as a miniature landscape and formal 
composition may hint at Chinese ideas on perspective in 
landscape painting. Studying the composition of garden 
scenery in the garden of Chishaku-in, Kyoto, we can see 
that treatment of perspective and space is the same as 
in the Chinese landscape painting theory as formulated 
originally by Guo Xi. This analysis, in addition, gives an 
important clue that could motivate a restoration of a 
part of the garden that has been lost.1

Introduction
In Japan’s feudal organization of pre-modern society, 
knowledge on gardens and the taste for it were not, 
or hardly, popularized. Taste in landscape design was a 
private avocation. Space construction therefore, was 
very much the thing of one man sitting in one place – 
the literary man contemplating the composition of his 
garden at ease. These men were versed in poetry and 
classical literature and often liked to play with ink and 
brush producing a sketchy kind of ink painting. Naturally 
these men were interested in classic wisdom and read 
books, often Chinese. It is not so difficult to imagine 
that theories on Chinese landscape painting influenced 
their amateur painting and therefore also amateur 
garden composition.2 Chinese landscape painting 
theories provide detailed information on perspective 
composition. Ground breaking was Guo Xi’s eleventh 
century The Lofty Message of Woods and Streams that 
was turned into a practical guide for the painter with 
the printed Manual of the Mustard Seed Academy of 
the late seventeenth century. Both were compilations 
of centuries of existing practice, and specifically the 
Manual must have been around in many copies in Japan, 

ever since its appearance. It is not surprising then that 
rock gardens that represent a miniature landscape and 
were designed by literary men, were composed after 
similar ideas on representing reality. Two pre-modern 
gardens with an extremely elaborate composition of 
depth in perspective following principles of the Manual 
are the small sixteenth century rock garden at Daisen-in, 
and a larger seventeenth century garden without rocks 
at Jikō-in.3 Here we will discuss a third one: the garden 
in front of the reading room of the temple Chishaku-in 
in Kyoto.

1. Composition of space and perspective in the 
Manual of the Mustard Seed Academy
Landscape painters of China were concerned with the 
person in front of the painting. Their idea was to invite 

the viewer as a visitor to enter in the mind the painted 
scenery to walk around in it. To entice him, attaining 
depth of perspective on the flat surface of a painting 
was most important. Such realism was attained through 
diminishing size and indistinctness of the objects 
further away, adding other techniques. Basically a linear 
perspective with no fixed vanishing point and a distance 
perspective inherent to the human eye was combined 
with effects that relate to atmospheric circumstances. 
Trees further away were drawn smaller, less detailed, and 
vaguer, diluting the water-based pigments of ink. Distant 
mountains appear in landscape painting as misty; the 
lower part is not painted, as if it was invisible, covered in 
haze. The lack of one central point of convergence gives 
a lot of freedom in composing separate scenes that, as it 

Figure 1: The high distance of Guo Xi. Figure 2: The deep distance of Guo Xi. Figure 3: The level distance of Guo Xi.

Figures 1-3 all from the Manual of the Mustard Seed Academy (Jieziyuan huazhuan), late 17th century.
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were, can be painted all over the surface of the painting. 
Based on this practice, existent ever since the Song 
dynasty (960–1279), Guo Xi (ca.1020-1090) formulated his 
theory on the composition of perspective in more detail. 
A later, more explanatory interpretation of the three 
distances is found in the illustrated painters’ Manual 
of the Mustard Seed Academy (Jieziyuan huazhuan).4 
One section elaborates upon the perspective theory of 
distances of Guo Xi illustrated with three differing views 
of an imaginary landscape as sketchy schemes (Figures 1, 
2, 3).

The text in the upper half of the first illustration is a quote 
from Guo Xi, omitting though, apart from the head of the 
text, the character for ‘mountain’ in each sentence that 
explains the distance. ‘From below the mountain, looking 
up to the top, is called high distance’ in Guo Xi’s words 
becomes ‘From below, looking up to the top, is called 
high distance.’ Suddenly we are not talking any longer 
about being inside mountain scenery, but about being 
in the atelier of the painter. Guo Xi’s portent was about 
this high-angled view, looking upon, or overlooking the 
mountains from a high view point – being on a mountain, 
as if floating in the air. It is fundamental to the classic 
Chinese view on mountains. Without the word mountain 
however, the way Guo Xi uses distance becomes more 
diffuse too. Distance relates in his words directly to the 
distance perceived between the front of the painting and 
its deepest field, and must be understood as a straight 
synonym for perspective in the way we use the word 
at present.5 However that may be, the problem-solving 
illustrations in The Manual make us, modern humans, 
understand better how an academic game of perspective 
could be played as it is much easier to get the practical 
portent of Guo Xi’s words on composition technique. It 
is like getting the building blocks in the hand, with which 
every amateur can become a Guo Xi.

The high distance is a composition scheme in which 
a towering mountainous landscape is seen as looking 
from below upwards. It is a frontal picture of an 
almost inaccessible peak landscape, there is no clear 
foreground. Depth is achieved by layering mountain 
ridges on top of each other (Fig. 1). The scenery is lofty, 
magnificent, and full of light.

The scheme that illustrates deep distance shows a 
ravine-like landscape scene and we can look into its 
depth (Fig. 2). This time though, there is a foreground in 
form of a small path suggested in the lower left corner 
with a few lines. It seems to invite us to enter the 
picture, and from this foreground in the lower parts our 
eye travels up to poke into a deeper, further distance, 
somewhere in the upper half of the picture. Vapours of 
mist enter from both sides, which gives an added effect 
of depth, different from the bright, protruding peak of 
the previous picture. Layering is done, in this case, not 
with mountains or waterfalls but with the wisps of mist. 
The scene is gloomy, mysterious, and vague, different 
from the magnificence of the previous high distance.

The third scheme is the level distance. The perceiver 
seems to be looking at a distant scenery from a rather 
high standpoint; the landscape of hills and wide water 
stretches broadly away from a near to a far distance. 
The direction of view is rather level and the distance 
between us and the whole scenery is further than in 
the previous two schemes (Fig. 3). The level distance 
was used to express peaceful and glorious scenery of 
lakes, river mouths, inlets, valleys, and plains.

2. Landscape painting and composition techniques in 
the Japanese garden tradition
Medieval gardens in Japan received a strong influence 
from continental China and its approach to landscape 
painting. Landscape paintings were imported and 

some early fourteenth century gardens were probably 
made under Chinese supervision, perhaps even using 
Chinese labourers. Most conspicuous are rocks set in 
arrangements to represent a miniature mountain gorge, 
rising high in stacked composition with a waterfall, 
all similar to landscape scenes in Chinese landscape 
paintings that came in at the same time. The verticality 
of the scenery in such hanging scroll paintings 
matches the verticality of the waterfall compositions 
at Tenryū-ji and Kinkaku-ji that must have been made 
by Chinese in the early fourteenth century. The unusual 
skill in Chinese style landscape composition could 
not have been attained yet by any Japanese. There 
was a tradition to aesthetically enforce a waterfall 
with rocks, as seen in earlier gardens, but never in 
vertical compositions such as in these two cases. 
An early Japanese garden-making manual, from the 
1460s, features six compositional sketches that show 
how a garden design can be organized as scenery of 
decorative materials.6 In essence all six show the same 
idea: rocks and trees are set along wavy lines, that read 
as shores of a lake or river, with water, or without as in 
the typical dry landscape garden. The six sketches can 
be interpreted in terms of Chinese landscape painting 
composition theories. But one does not find a straight 
copying of ideas, neither a straight connection to 
the text of Guo Xi. But just like in Chinese landscape 
painting, the scenery in these sketches is vertical: 
rocks and trees are set above each other, the shore 
lines are drawn vertical (Fig. 4). The manual was made 
by gardening-priests of lower ranks not likely to have 
understood fully the intellectual world of the Chinese 
literary man.

The late seventeenth century witnesses several garden 
manuals often copied and referring to earlier, even late 
fourteenth century sources. These manuals feature 
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Chishaku-in. . . . .continued

again similar garden composition schemes, such as the 
Sagaryū teikohō hiden no sho, or Zenrin sekitei hiden 
from 1684 (Fig.5).

Garden picture books with abbreviated compositional 
schemes that lean on Chinese landscape painting were 
printed and mass produced from the early eighteenth 
century. These picture books influenced Japan’s garden 
art enormously since then.9 Some older, pre-modern 
gardens however, show the influence of Song landscape 
painting theory clearly; the three distances of landscape 
painting could be expressed in a garden as can be seen 
at Daisen-in or Jikō-in.10 

3 Chishaku-in
At this point let us take a look at the garden in front of 
the reading room of the temple Chishaku-in in Kyoto.11 
The garden was made in a period of prosperity and 
construction works under the seventh head priest Unshō 
運敞（うんしょう）僧正 (1614-1693). Unshō was a high-
ranking, respected, and famous teacher, attracting many 
students. In his biography we find that he, at the age of 
61, had several buildings constructed and made the best 
kazan 假山 of the whole Higashiyama area. The term 
kazan translates as artificial mountain and it indicates 
the illusory effect of a miniature hill scenery, where ka 
假 stands for ‘artificial’ or even ‘fake’. In this miniature 

landscape, water was brought in by hanging bamboo 
pipes to make a stream (以筧引水爲懸流) and the 
garden designer too was praised for having developed 
such a sense for gardening at his high age (用供晩齢
之遊目). We may assume therefore that perceptions of 
the literary man where involved when the garden was 
constructed.

However, the fate of the temple was not always equally 
favorable. Fires destroyed buildings, including the 
kyakuden, a hall for receiving guests, and the small 
and the big reading room in 1682. From the names it 
appears that these were all buildings that will have faced 
the garden. Buildings donated from an old palace of a 
most powerful lady Tōfukumon-in, a wife of the shogun, 
were brought in as replacement in 1685; the main hall 
Hōjō was among these. Fires again destroyed buildings 
in 1869 and 1882, this time not facing the garden. But 
in 1947 again the kyakuden and the shinden perished 
in a fire, the big reading room was burnt half, severely 
damaging the main hall (Hōjō).

Figure 4: Sansui narabini yakeizu, a hand written scroll on garden design and 
gardening technique has sketches that show rocks and trees set in scenic 
compositions that vaguely remind of Chinese Song landscape painting. 
Ninna-ji, Kyoto, 1460.7

Figure 5: Zenrin sekitei hiden gives a diagram for making a garden with small 
hills and beaches. Dated 1684, the copyist is Nomura Shinji, whereas as 
author Muso Soseki is given, clearly a false accreditation. Komazawa Library.8

Figure 6: Chishaku-in. Survey drawing of 1937 by Shigemori Mirei.
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A survey from 1937, ten years before the last fire, shows 
the main hall of 1685 and the garden. Clearly the most 
extensively done part of the garden is the mound 
studded with rocks that has the waterfall. The mound 
protrudes towards the north-east corner of the main 
building. The building in shoin style architecture has an 
inner corridor of one-tatami mat width that runs along 
the wooden verandah. Just in front of the mound with 
waterfall this matted corridor is a bit narrower because 
of a recess that has sliding windows that can be opened 
towards the mound with waterfall. The recess is part of 
a smaller 8.5 mat room within the large shoin hall. 
In the architecture of the building this corner is most 
detailed in design. It is the place where the priest, 
the leader of the household would sit, study, paint, 
and write. This place, the tsuke-shoin, faces the most 
important part of the garden. It is here that the literary 
man sat down, and pondered about the composition of 
his garden.

The present Hōjō building though, stands back from 
the edge of the pond, clearly farther away from the 
waterfall than before. Still however the general idea of 

the garden is clear, showing three distances of Chinese 
style perspective.

From the present tsuke-shoin, to the left, one looks over 
a bridge deep into the darkness of the forest. Effectively, 
one sees a deep distance (Figure 7).

Straight in front of the tsuke-shoin is the high distance 
with the waterfall. The scene sits fully in the light, and 

faces the building in a frontal way. Now, the waterfall 
is rather far away, but in the original composition, the 
building was much closer to the garden hill. A stone at 
the lower end of the photo seen below, might very well 
have been a foundation stone for the building at the time 
of construction of the garden, giving an indication of 
how close the two actually were (Figure 8).

Figure 7: Chishaku-in. Photo by author August 4, 2012. Figure 8: Chishaku-in. Photo by author August 4, 2012. Figure 9: Chishaku-in. Photo by author August 4, 2012.
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Chishaku-in. . . . .continued

Turning our line of vision to the right, we look deep into 
a valley with an extension of the pond. The scenery is 
ambiguous and vague for its spatial effect. A huge block 
of clipped shrubs, ō-karikomi, sits in a peculiar position 
(Figure 9).

This ō-karikomi has the effect to bind the stone bridge 
in the middle ground together with the wooden bridge 
deeper in this pond section. However it is not seen in the 
survey of 1937, where this southern part of the garden 
ends with a square pond and a narrow stream that 

drains the pond. In fact this is a re-used section of an 
even older garden that was abandoned when Unsō made 
his kazan in the late seventeenth century. It really gives 
the impression of a deep distance in accordance with 
the Chinese painting theory.

A picture of the garden appeared in Miyako Rinsen 
Meishō Zue at the very end of the eighteenth century 
(Figure 10).

In this picture there is indeed the ō-karikomi and it has 
the intention to reinforce an otherwise not very strong 

part of the garden, giving it a connection to the view as 
a whole. To strengthen the effort, a stone lantern, now 
disappeared, stands right in front of it, when seen from 
the main viewing point, the tsuke-shoin. The clipped 
shrubs also hide the path with stepping stones that leads 
deeper into this section of the garden.

All in all, it seems we see one high and two deep 
distances. The tight space, close to the hill side seems 
simply not to allow for a level distance. But taking a 
look, once more, at the 1937 survey, the northern end 

Figure 10: Chishaku-in in Miyako Rinsen Meishō Zue 1799. Figure 10a: Chishaku-in in Miyako Rinsen Meishō Zue 1799 (detail).
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has a square pond in an open setting. The edging is 
geometric and steps lead down to the water. It could 
have been conceived as an open and light section of the 
garden, an impression strengthened by the picture in 
Miyako Rinsen Meishō Zue. Here we see three straight 
slabs of rock as edging to this pond whereas two beds of 
sprouting plants are encased in a square frame, perhaps 
wooden planks, as a vertical line in the middle of one 
of the edges seems to suggest. Trying to make a guess 
about the botany of the plants in these beds, it is Iris 
that comes to the mind. After cutting the mountain, this 
part of the garden will have remained wet and swampy, 
certainly in the wet summer season, because of subsoil 
water coming up. Speaking about Iris, it could have 
been either Iris pseudacorus (キショウブ、黄菖蒲), seen 
elsewhere, semi-wild in the Chishaku-in compound; 
Iris japonica (シャガ) that features in the sliding screen 
paintings done by Hasegawa Tōhaku for the main hall; 
or even the Iris sanguinea (アヤメ、菖蒲) or perhaps Iris 
ensata (花ショウブ), that can be seen presently on the 
screen to the right side of the tsuke-shoin.

With garden details like the straight embankment and 
the Iris beds in focus, it is not difficult to view this part 
of the garden as a level distance, featuring a scenery of 
Iris fields as one could see in and around the city, and 
depicted not only by Hasegawa Tōhaku but also by later 
painters like Ogata Kōrin.

One may surmise that it was conceived by Unsō as a 
level distance once upon a time, and lost its appeal 
with the drying out of the site, and with the changing 
volumes of the buildings that replaced older, likely 
smaller buildings. In the post war evaluation of Kyoto’s 
temple gardens it was rather the naturalism that was 
appreciated, rather than designed geometry, giving 
another reason why the square pond is no longer in 

focus. Having said this, it would be nice if this area of 
the garden could be researched better, hopefully leading 
to a restoration of the entire idea of three different 
distances in the composition.
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