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For my students

“Whoever told people that ‘Mind’ means thoughts, opinions,
ideas, and concepts?

Mind means trees, fence posts, tiles and grasses.”

Dogen (Philosopher and founder of the Soto school of Japa-

nese Zen)

Among us, the beauty of building and planting is placed chief-
ly in some certain proportions, symmetries, or uniformities;
our walks and our trees ranged, so as to answer one another at
exact distances. The Chinese scorn this way of planting, and
say a boy that can tell a hundred, may plant walks of trees in
straight lines, and over against one another, and to what length
and extent he pleases. But their greatest reach of imagination is
employed in contriving figures, where the beauty shall be great,
and strike the eye, but without any order or disposition of parts

that shall be commonly or easily observed.

Upon the Gardens of Epicurus
Sir William Temple, 1685
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I am indebted to Feng Shao for translating this story, to Lai Fun Lee
for the first Foreword and to Runwu Fang for the second Foreword. I
would also like to thank Komaki Kawaguchi for the quote from Do-

gen and all my students who assisted me with their conversations.
Credits

Some of the qualities, displayed by Chi Ling when she returns to Chi-
na, are inspired by two characters who were created by Carson Mc-
Cullers; Mick from “The Heart is a Lonely Hunter’ and Frankie from
‘The Member of the Wedding’

The quotes from ancient philosophy are from the Tao Te Ching by
Lao Tzu.

Chapter thirteen was inspired by the writing of Neil Munro.

The poems by Jalal Uddin Rumi; You and I Have Spoken All These
Words and the Ode were translated by Coleman Barks and John
Moyne. That Journeys Are Good was translated by Robert Bly. They
were published by Sphinx 2, A Journal for Archetypal Psychology and
the Arts; edited by Robert Bly, London, 1994. (I made changes to their

interpretations)
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FOREWORD TO
THE FIRST EDITION

I am a Chinese woman, a former student of Peter Stickland;
I am neither a writer nor an academic. It was a great honour,
but overwhelming when he asked me to write a Foreword. Re-
searching the definition of a Foreword, I decided that it would
be a testament of my own experiences with the subject matter

of the novel and sent him this response:
Dear Peter,

I hope you are well and very relaxed after your holiday. I have
decided to write a very brief Foreword as I do not want to over-

shadow you with my genius!!! As below:

A creative person is filled with an extensive collection of
thoughts. These thoughts have been amassed from their wak-
ing and sleeping life, housed in their mind’s shoebox, until
an opportune time is suitable for the use of a single strand of

thought. And then the hot and messy process starts.

“all converging towards a given spot...and then, when the
time comes - over the top! Zero Hour. Yes, all of them con-
verging towards zero ...”

“Towards Zero,” by Agatha Christie.
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Peter understands the tangle, the excitement and the release.
He will gently spin you into the right direction, but whether
you land in the right place is then up to you.

I hope you are not disappointed with my Foreword, I did be-
lieve that keeping it short was necessary and that it should be a
bit vague. I couldn’t resist a crime novel quote; that’s why you
asked me to do it right? Because you wanted me to give you a

detective crime reference!

Best wishes,

Lai Fun Lee

Peter felt it needed development and further expansion. I was
confused as to the exact approach I should take. With some
prompting and a feeling of confusion, this was increasingly
feeling like a tutorial with him and I could feel my brow in-
creasingly knot into a familiar pattern.

With the respect I have towards Peter, the novel and this
Foreword, I am becoming increasingly aware of the comedy of
my personal situation. In humorous fashion, true to Stickland’s
style, the boundary between reality and fiction is already res-
onating between this piece of writing and the novel. Of Chi-
nese heritage and having formerly studied Design, I am now

currently facing the challenge of writing a Foreword for The
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Nature of Things, which I could easily be a character in. This is
the direction of the Foreword.

Stickland's tutelage has greatly influenced my academic and
professional life and continues to do so. The Nature of Things
is not simply a novel but a celebration of the creative process.
Typically, he blurs the lines between reality and fiction and cre-
ates a meta-fictive guide to challenge the written narrative by
the production of a part-autobiographical and imagined real-
ity. Stickland's The Nature of Things uses the fictitious world
to explain a process which cannot be explained by convention-
al instruction. The creative process is a rite of passage for all
those involved in the invention industry. This process can be
a very lonely and misunderstood procedure, particularly for
those who have found themselves in a newly vulnerable situa-
tion like our heroine Chi Ling.

Read as a work of non-fiction, The Nature of Things provides
a gentle avenue of guidance through uncertainties and demon-
strates that through experimentation and abstract reasoning
the success and contention of such a process is the completion
and enlightenment of the individual. This completion of the
self is the natural order of the world. On the first page Stickland
reminds us that the Chinese equivalent for order is composed
of a four-letter sequence: “select; organise; explore; connect.”

This is what we do in life. This is what the novel does.

Lai Fun Lee
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FOREWORD TO
THE SECOND EDITION

It has taken me a very long time to understand why the word
concept is so harmful to the design process.

I also had to constantly develop my design thinking before
I gradually began to understand what the term “sequence”
meant. When Peter Stickland, as my tutor, led my design pro-
cess he created a physical and mental dialogue for me between
the objects I was designing. I began to realise the limitation on
design thinking brought about by preconceived ideas. Design is
an instinct, but it cannot be easily classified as a special skills.

Very, very Luckily,I met Peter Stickland - my master tutor
when I studied interior design on the graduate diploma course
in University of the Arts London six years ago. Peter is not only
my course leader tutor but the mentor of my design spirit. We
established a very good and trusting friendship over the past
years.

In October 2013, Peter invited me to visit him in Beijing.
Since then I have always accompanied him during his lectures
in China. I asked how we could engage with everything that
lay before us — making decisions with actual objects and the
emotions — and he said we can start with an accident our hand
makes or by finding an unexpected material. Thus begin my

unexpected design adventure.

7 <A BT

)EH TARKARAC KIS (1] > AT S > A RO X 35
R o

FEANWT T S AT 2R S b > FRIH T 46 17 A BT 9 ik
5o JINPTHZPeter  Stickland B 5[4 S HHE FEATH)
T TAIADHXT > A s B R - B R i B
il o B MARRE > T RIER IS L I AE -

JEHSEIsH > AENFREAMBTEAR F I N &
[ > 4 DL A 5 ifi——Peter Stickland > AU U FKAIAL
WE IR > RN T HD RIS - G2 A T
AR A » 20134210 H Peter ZRORFHE AL > Peter i3
JEIIE] > BADERAE - PR TR S scimhig s Bl
Ay 2T SR BIFRATIRAT Y A — ) XA AR
SEERI A > AT AR — RS o NIRRT T A S b
SRR > BATth A LA ABE A F B — ARSI
R AR XA R IR IR —
SRR R BB P

‘5 ORI G R 22 R P I P B XIS 0 X IE 2 Peter
Stickland fE PUEEFTXTIRAAES | - 250 > FOOFRAEEHIZ




He said this. “Try to engage in a conversation with the ta-
ble, chairs and walls you are designing. Listen to what they
say to you.” This was four years ago. In the beginning, I mel-
ancholically “talked” with the table and chair in my drawing,
but I did not “hear” their intermittent responses to me in
my heart until today. They communicate very quietly and if
a designer’s practice isn’t deeply sensitive they may not hear
the sounds at all. Success is not guaranteed and language, as
a tool, has defects, but the best communication tools can be
silent, our instincts, intuition and five senses, for example.

In “The Nature of Things,” we follow the story of Chi Ling -
an intelligent Chinese girl, who has studied design in the UK
and then starts her design practice in China. On this path she
discovers and establishes her design faith. In this seeming-
ly simple story, Peter introduces his understanding of design
thinking and this little story is worth rereading. I have deep
feelings for this story. I read it the first time, the second time
and then again six months later; each time feeling different-
ly about it, each time finding new meanings brought on by a
word or a sentence I had missed previously. This also corrob-
orated my progress in design thinking in the past two years.
Even if I did not fully understand something Peter told me,
I continued to believe in him and devoted myself to design
matters. I always ruminated and often recalled and final-
ly the muddle became clear. So respect has given me tuition
and the education can really bring benefits to me in China.

Peter not only respects Eastern philosophy, he also has high
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praise for the “Tao-te Ching.” This thinking underlies “The Na-
ture of Things.” The book is published in two languages, even in
the UK publication Peter uses the English and Chinese forms.

I tried for two years to publish the book in China and dur-
ing this time I remained in close contact with Peter. He invited
me to join his Chinese design workshops so that once again I
became close to him, regaining the feeling I had when I was
listening to his teaching. I was like a child going out into the
world for a long time and once again returning to his father.
As early as ten years ago, I heard a description of the states of
life. The first state is to see mountains and rivers as they are.
The second state is to see that mountains are not mountains
and the water is not water. In the third state we see mountains
as mountains and we see rivers as rivers, but the mountains
and the rivers are different from what we saw originally. This is
true of design sequences.

Depending on the different levels you have learned from de-
sign you can get different feelings back from this book. Your
feelings will not represent gains and losses or high and low
achievements, but if you can “hear” the sound outside of the
text in this book then your heart door will be opened further.

I give thanks to my mentor, Peter Stickland, who started my
design journey and blessing to everyone who is reading this
book.

Ray Fang

November 7, 2014

Hangzhou, China
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STARTING

TO

BREAK FREE

During the heat-wave many retreated into the shade. Chi Ling
passed her lone days strolling through Battersea Park. She was
waiting to graduate in design and had time on her hands. The
only entry in her diary was the immanent degree ceremony.
The thought of it excited her, but she was edgy. She ambled
beneath the giant trees avoiding the glare of the sun while
attempting to expose a niggling emotion that was obstinate-
ly elusive. In those benevolent shadows she was nursing the
vague sensation that something profound in her needed to be
brought into the light.

Chi Ling was intelligent, but she had not managed to make a
connection between reasoned judgements and basic instincts.
Her mind made no reference to her body and her dreams had

no place in her waking life. She’d no idea that these detached
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states needed interaction or that she was leaving the possibil-
ity of their mutual enrichment to chance. She argued that her
feelings of vulnerability were the result of studying abroad and
clearly it was tricky, this valiant bid to span different cultures.
She could never have guessed how much would be demanded
of her or how intricate communication would be. Even little
things could be bewilderingly complex. The Chinese equivalent
for the word order, for example, is a four-word sequence; se-
lect; organise; explore; connect. How could she have expected
to engage with elaborate theories when a single word defied
clear definition?

Chi Ling’s liberation started on the day her parents arrived
from China; with startling ease her disconnected feelings con-
joined and her confident voice began to break free. She woke
from a dream she couldn’t remember, declaring it to be both
remarkable and peculiar. Without resolving to understand its
meaning, she gently coaxed this dream out of its comfortable

unconscious state and caused it to resurface.

I am lying on my bed hoping that a breeze will get up to an-
imate the atmosphere. I am back in China. A strange stillness
is upon me. It is very quiet. For reasons I cannot understand, I
feel relieved that I am not in trouble. I lie motionless, conscious
of breathing evenly, trying not to draw attention to myself.

Suddenly, a dominating authority is present in the room. I
wonder why I am not scared. It lifts me off the bed and takes

me to see a painting hanging on the wall. A clear, educated
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voice describes how the remarkable light and dramatic tonal
qualities brings enchantment to the architecture. Transfixed,
immobile, fascinated, I agree with the strange presence.

“The artist has achieved an impressive and delicate sense of
balance,” I say, “but architecture is at its best when it invites
its users to delight in the way it can be used.”

I wonder how I can possibly contradict this dominating

will. I am no longer the woman who can’t offer her opinion.

Chi Ling rubbed her eyes to feel the physical presence of her
body and returned to her conscious world. Gradually, and a
little reluctantly, she cajoled her consciousness out of its liber-
ating submission. She felt re-energized, confident and delight-
ed with this newfound ability to express herself. The desire to
speak out had long been locked deep inside her.

After a meditative breakfast, Chi Ling phoned her mother.
Mrs Lao, weary from the long flight to London, revived when
she heard her daughter’s voice. A gentle, softly-spoken woman,
she rarely became animated, either in speech or action. She felt
assured when Chi Ling spoke of her happiness, but she did not
articulate this. She invited her daughter to visit their hotel at
two o’clock, after she and her husband had taken a rest.

Her parents thought of their daughter as a beautiful flower, a
sweet dreamer who was impossible to predict. They hoped she
had grown stronger since living and studying in London.

Chi Ling returned to her bed, thinking she would reconsider

her dream, reinforce her belief in herself and remember how
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proficiently she had spoken her mind; instead, she read a few
pages of verse that her tutor had distributed at the beginning
of the year. The title for these pages was, Sell your cleverness
and buy bewilderment. They were from the pen of a thirteenth

century Persian poet called Jalal Uddin Rumi.

That Journeys Are Good

If a pine tree had a foot or two like a turtle, or a wing, do
you think it would just wait for the saw to enter?

You know the sun journeys all night toward the east, if it
didn’t, how could it throw up its flood of light at dawn?

And the salt water climbs with such marvellous swiftness
to the sky, if it didn’t, how could the vegetables be fed with the
rain?

And the grain of sand separated from its father, the boul-
der, and only then was it introduced to the oyster and became
a pearl.

Do you remember Joseph?

Didn’t he leave his father in tears and then later learned
how to understand dreams and give away grain?

And that man with the long nose, wasn’t he forced to leave
his country? Only then could he travel through the three
worlds.

As for you, I suggest you leave your country, go into your-

self, become a ruby mine, open to the gifts of the sun.
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This journey could be from your manhood to your inner
man, from your womanhood to your inner woman. By a jour-
ney of this sort, earth became a place where you find gold.

Leave behind your many complaints, your self-pity and
this yearning for death.

Don’t you realise how many fruits have already escaped

out of bitterness into sweetness?
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THIS JOURNEY COULD BE

FROM YOUR MANHOOD TO YOUR INNER MAN,

FROM YOUR WOMANHOOD TO YOUR INNER WOMAN.

BY A JOURNEY OF THIS SORT, EARTH BECAME A PLACE WHERE YOU

FIND GOLD.
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A BREATH OF
FRESH AIR

On her way to the hotel Chi Ling delighted in the possibility
that she was beginning to find her confidence. She never want-
ed to consider the subject of her vulnerability again, or hear her
voice utter the thin, crackling sound it made when someone
was putting her under pressure to respond. It was a question
from her father that focussed their discussion for the remain-
der of the day. While taking tea in the hotel lounge Mr. Lao had
asked Chi Ling to explain the difference between British and
Chinese designers and his daughter told him that in London
they knew how to proceed without concepts.

“What’s wrong with concepts?” Mr. Lao enquired.

“A concept is a static thing; it isn’t inevitable that it will ma-
ture. At the start of a project we generally communicate a con-

cept or an idea to ourselves, but it would be more profitable
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if we went in search of strategies that could open up a path of
development. Evolution is at the heart of the matter.”

“So, a concept is only a seed,” her father observed.

“Yes, growth should change it. It’s better not to have a clear
idea. Knowing how to nurture material is the important issue.
Early in the process we must not expect too much. Ideas grow
in strength gradually. When they finally take root in an object
it will have a life of its own; only then can it be assigned a role.
This role is more than its function; it should provide the object
with a clear voice. Function, style or economic viability don’t
inevitably contribute something meaningful to architecture.”

“Are these the rules for inventing interiors?” Mr. Lao asked.

“Yes, but the term invention in interior design is complex.
We need several models to interact simultaneously; we bring
them together and make the installation the unifying form.”

“Is this like the different components of a collage?”

“Yes, it’s a multifaceted unity and this complexity is ide-
al territory for creating a sense of place. Without playing the
game it would be difficult to imagine the risks and mysteries
encountered in the process. We must discover its secrets with-
out controlling how it matures. Often we work intuitively and
automatically. We co-operate with chance. We interrogate
every situation and question all our strategies; you wouldn’t
believe the number of questions we have to ask.”

“Sounds like the search for truth,” Mr. Lao suggested.

“I doubt that architectural truth is truth in the way you mean

it, father. At the end of a project we want it to be true; we want
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it to have an authentic identity. If people recognise that a place
has life, that it has a sensual resonance, then this place is a suc-
cess. We don’t necessarily have to describe how it works.”

“But surely your tutors talked about the way it works.”

“Oh yes, but they also talked about the possibility that it is
the pen that does the dreaming, not us. I was once advised to
gaze at my drawings first thing every morning and then to lis-
ten to them. These people know how to get themselves out of
the way and invite the greater imagination to come into play.”

“Is the greater imagination beyond the personal then?”

“Yes, it’s our ability to be receptive. Spatial designers deal
with the material world, we have to connect with the objects of
the world. Is this too esoteric and complex father?”

Mr. Lao smiled, Mrs. Lao nodded wisely and Chi Ling
blushed, delighted at the words flying past her lips. She had the
feeling that an army of half-remembered phrases were rising
up in her throat, queuing up for their turn to be spoken. She
saw great sequences of them scattered about a large house and
she saw herself walking through, retrieving each thought as
she passed by. She was also making strange new connections.
There was no doubt about it; the time had come for her to speak.

“You make objects sound like sentient things,” said Mr. Lao.

“Objects aren’t just empty matter waiting to be used; we can
transform their role by being open to them, by facilitating their
growth. Once they have an identity and a social function they
can be named; then they become part of a language and we can

craft them into a story. This is how designers create narratives.”
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OBJECTS AREN'T JUST EMPTY MATTER WAITING TO BE USED;
WE CAN TRANSFORM THEIR ROLE BY BEING OPEN TO THEM,

BY FACILITATING THEIR GROWTH.
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“What kind of narratives?” Mr. Lao asked.

“They’re concise, like a synopsis and they work when the
materials we use and the installations we make have a voice.
Silence reigns if an object’s true nature is ignored. We must
make ourselves available to them; let them teach us how they
might express their identity. I'm learning how to nurture these
things, how concepts grow and how objects gain meaning.”

“Do some objects have more meaning than others?”

“When an object has a role in the place that is carrying the
story, then it has meaning. Anything can be a vessel for this; it
depends upon the story we want to tell. If a door or a window
inspires feelings or conjures memories then it has resonance.”

“So,” Mr. Lao replied, “you have been learning something
about the way our ancient forebears thought about the world.
Our world only began when we began to imagine a place to be
more than a physical location. Did you realise this?”

“No,” said Chi Ling, thoughtfully.

“Think about it, it must be true; the graves of our ancestors
were never located in an empty, insubstantial place. Our fore-
bears never created harmonious but empty forms to celebrate
the life of a family member; what they made had meaning. This
is the place where hope resides; where virtue thrives. Listening

and being submissive was the way they achieved their aims.
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OUR WORLD ONLY BEGAN WHEN WE BEGAN TO IMAGINE A PLACE TO

BE MORE THAN A PHYSICAL LOCATION.
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You should read what the old Feng Shui masters had to say
about it. You should also read Lao Tzu too.”

Chi Ling praised him. “You're a breath of fresh air, father.”
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MAYBE THEY ARE ALWAYS ABOUT TO BEGIN.
EITHER WAY, WE MUSTACCEPT CONTRADICTION IF WEARE TO GETTO

THE TRUTH OF THINGS.




54

MERGE
WITH
THE DUST

The little trio made their way along the Thames embankment
to Parliament Square. After photographing Big Ben they entered
Westminster Abbey by the North Transept where the sonorous
sounds of the choir greeted them. They followed the crowd of
tourists and stopped to sit in the Lady Chapel. Here they gazed
up at the magnificent ceiling, watched the light play upon the
exotic stained-glass windows and allowed the splendour of the
harmonised voices to wash over them. Mr. Lao was proud that
Chi Ling could talk about her subject. He hadn’t been certain
that she would succeed so well, but on this day, the eve of her
graduation, he realised that she could express the ideas used by
interior designers and, more importantly,that these ideas were
also hers; she owned them when she used them.

After a tour of the Abbey, the Lao family strolled across
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Westminster Bridge, rode on the London Eye and admired the
Festival Hall; this was the place where the graduation cere-
mony was to take place the following day. They gazed at the
Thames, taking in the delights of the twilight; at first a vibrant
orange, it changed gradually to a curious blue-green colour be-
fore finally fading to a gentle grey. The vision of it had com-
forted them. The air was soft, the trees had darkened and birds
whirled around the rooftops as though looking for a place to
sleep. Mr. and Mrs. Lao were surprised that such peace could
exist in the centre of a city as big as London. They walked along
the river to Gabriel’s Wharf and ate supper in the Riviera Res-
taurant. Everything was to their liking.

Back at the hotel they ordered some tea and Mr. Lao asked
Chi Ling what she would change about the world if she had the
power to influence it.

“You don’t want me to answer that, do you father? I can’t
think about it. I'd have to name millions of things and even
then I couldn’t list all the things I'd like to change. Imagine
all the eternal matters I would have to include, not to men-
tion those that are a mystery. And what about those subjects
that need the light and those that need the dark? The request is
quite impossible.”

“The task is to try,” Mr. Lao exclaimed.

“Wisdom suggests otherwise; in the end, such a quest will
turn out to be folly. We all want to achieve something good, but
none of us has any idea how this might be realised.”

“Chi Ling, my daughter, you sound like Lao Tzu. He said that
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we only know goodness as goodness because there is evil.”

“Exactly, and knowing this means we can no longer enjoy
our innocence. What else did Lao Tzu say?”

“He said many things. He knew that having and not having
must occur together, that the difficult and the easy will always
appear at the same time and those things that are long and
short will often occupy the same place.”

Chi Ling Laughed, “You’ve answered your own question.”

“But even if high and low rest on each other, even if front
and back follow one another, it doesn’t mean you can go about
the world doing nothing. If this design course taught you how
to connect with things without possessing them, how to work
without taking the credit, then you must know how to engage
with change. Please don’t imagine you must decline to act be-
cause you are without the ability to affect the rise and fall of ten
thousand things.You must be braver than that.”

Mrs. Lao had her eyes closed; she was smiling peacefully.

“Not exalting the gifted prevents quarrelling,” she declared
in a voice designed to sound like an ancient philosopher. “Not
collecting treasures prevents stealing. Not seeing desirable
things prevents confusion for the heart.”

“Mother,” Chi Ling exclaimed. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. These are ancient sayings. I recalled them
because you two were talking in such a strange manner; you
sounded like antiquarian academics disputing theories.”

In the old days Mrs. Lao’s grandmother had taught her to

recite these phrases, but she had since forgotten them. The old
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woman would use phrases like, “Blunt the sharpness, untangle
the knot, soften the glare or merge with the dust.” Mrs. Lao
never asked how a young girl was supposed to do these things.
Her school friends were given a similar store of words. Chil-
dren loved unravelling these phrases and repeated those that
they easily understood. Parents used their popularity to de-
scribe the nature of things. Empty vessels are used, but never
filled. Important things lie hidden and are always present. The
more it moves, the more it yields. More words count less than
you think.

Many of Mrs. Lao’s generation have phrases like these in
their memories still. For Chi Ling it was vague territory, but
she was intrigued. She asked her mother to recite more sayings
and Mrs. Lao stroked her brow while considering the request.

“Wise people rule by emptying their hearts and filling their
bellies, by weakening ambitions and strengthening their bones.
If politicians lack the knowledge and desire to rule, then the
clever people will not interfere with them. If nothing is done,
all will be well.”

“Mother,” Chi Ling cried, “what are you saying?”

Mrs. Lao shook her head and pointed her nose in the direc-
tion of her husband. It was her way of saying, “Ask him.”

“Taking no action means taking no action that is contrary to
nature,” Mr. Lao affirmed.

“But how can we do this?” Chi Ling asked.

“You must now cease my daughter. That’s enough of this

clever stuff. It’s time for sleep. Tomorrow is an important day.
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BE LIKE SOFT GROUND; BE CRUMBLED.
IN THIS WAY WILD FLOWERS WILL COME UP WHERE YOU ARE.
YOU'VE BEEN STONY FOR TOO MANY YEARS.

TRY SOMETHING DIFFERENT, SURRENDER.
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Chi Ling didn’t want to sleep and she didn’t want to ignore an
interesting old saying because it was difficult to understand; it
meant more to her on account of it being obscure. She again
asked her father to explain the meaning of her mother’s words.
She had to wait awhile while he searched for the answer.

“Chi Ling, your mother’s statement was important to those
in the ancient world who were keen to teach the practice of im-
partiality. In the old system they needed to believe that heaven
and earth were impartial, that they never killed living things
out of cruelty or gave birth to them out of kindness. We also act
like this. When we use paper to decorate a room, for instance,
we don’t use it because we love paper, we use it because pa-
per is right for the job. Then, when the celebration is over, we

throw the paper into a bin, not because we hate the paper, but
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because it’s job is done and we are impartial to it.”

“The space between heaven and earth is like a bellows,” Mrs.
Lao asserted, without any particular reason for saying it.

“Sometimes it seems that this heaven and earth business will
last forever,” Mr. Lao declared. “Maybe they are always about
to begin. Either way, we must accept contradiction if we are
to get to the truth of things.” Then it was his turn to mimic
the voice of an ancient philosopher. “To gain we must yield. To
grasp we must let go. To win we must lose. If you are wise you
will stay behind; in this way you will keep ahead.”

The Lao family laughed and clapped their hands. Chi Ling
felt she had drunk far too much wine and was no longer capa-
ble of thinking sensibly. She decided to treat herself to a taxi
ride home and the family parted with tomorrow’s celebrations
uppermost in their thoughts.

Once back at her apartment, an endless stream of questions
filled Chi Ling’s head. The evening’s discussion had greatly
stimulated her and she needed to read something soothing be-
fore sleeping. She picked up Jalal Uddin Rumi and read.

The following morning Chi Ling woke early. She had had an-
other dream and she desperately wanted to remember it. Com-

pelling her unconscious to return it, she wrote these words.

All the members of my family are celebrating my return
and as the entertainers have not turned up, I offer to sing for
them. I stand on the stage and as the first shaky tremors from

my vocal chords arise, I am close to collapse. Suddenly, like a
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bird taking flight, my voice sings out as sweet as a silver bell.
I can tell from their smiles that the audience are transfixed by
the wondrous sound coming from me. With each song I grow
in confidence; charging every new phrase with ever deeper
feeling, bringing new meaning and delight to the old songs.
The look on my father’s face is beatific. I picture myself trav-
elling through space, past the transient stars, in a Universe
that is mine.

I bathe in new winds issuing from the mountains, clearing
the mists that have been mustering in the streets. Water that
has long stagnated in secret wells is flowing again, washing
the land and filling the air with fresh scent. The birds perch
in the trees and accompany me as they do the golden sunsets
that fill the western sky. Suddenly, the old ways have returned
to this ancient empire and poetry is once again on the lips of
all and the folly of love is behind every action.

I see my mother, gazing at me, amazed by my powerful
presence. I hear my voice and presume it is being carried on a
breeze brought in from the sea. I look out to the great expanse
of bright, blue ocean and smell perfume on the air. Flowers
are everywhere and a garland of red roses sits proudly on my
head. I am not singing in a hall, I am in a sunlit garden, bath-
ing in its beauty. I have grown miraculously tall.

Unexpectedly a shadow crosses before me and I know this
shadow is doubt. With this shadow, my ecstatic voice leaves
me. I tell the assembled guests that my recital is at an end and

once the sound of applause dies down, my mother rushes to
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me.
“We were surprised by the brightness and warmth of your

songs, just as the first day of spring surprises us. How could

you have a voice that can reverberate across mountains?”

“I don’t know mother. All I did was surrender.”

Chi Ling ceased her writing with the word surrender reso-
nating in her head. Jalal Uddin Rumi had used it in a poem she

had read the previous evening. She found the verses.

You and I have spoken all these words, but as for the way
we have to go they have not been a preparation.

There is no getting ready other than Grace.

My faults have stayed hidden; one might call that a prepa-
ration! I have only one small drop of knowing in my soul; let
it dissolve in your ocean.

There are so many threats to it.

Inside each of us, there is the continual dying.

In the autumn our leaves fall and are blown out over the
water.

A crow sits in our blackened limbs and talks about what’s
gone.

Then generosity returns; it comes with spring, moisture
and intelligence, accompanied by the scents of hyacinth, rose
and cypress. Weep and then smile.

Don’t pretend to know something you haven’t experienced.

There’s a dying that’s necessary and then our breath returns.
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Very little grows on jagged rock.
Be like soft ground; be crumbled.

In this way wild flowers will come up where you are.

You've been stony for too many years.

Try something different, surrender.
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THINGS NEVER HAPPEN
IN ISOLATION

The award ceremony opened with a speech from the Rector
and closed with a speech from one of the students. The invit-
ed graduate was Chinese, but Chi Ling had not met her at the
College. The student talked about the support she had received
from her teachers and how they had encouraged her to make
work out of the things that were important to her.

“I discovered that being a woman is important to my art,”
she affirmed, smiling and certain that her words had value.
“This, after all, is how I give birth to things and nourish them.
I cherish delicacy and softness, I am open to chance and I wel-
come happy accidents. I try to find out what my work wants to
become; I've no intention of pre-determining its meaning.”

After a few words about how exciting the life of an art stu-

dent had been, she offered some traditional Chinese advice to
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her fellow students.

“Water gives life to everything and does not strive. Often it
flows in places we can easily reject. When meditating we should
go deep into our heart. When dealing with others we should be
kind and gentle. When speaking we must be true. When lead-
ing we must be just. It is better to stop short than to fill life to
the brim. Over sharpen the blade and the edge will soon blunt.
Amass a store of wealth and no one can protect it. Desire to
own too much and it is certain that disaster will follow. Retire
content when your work is done.”

There was considerable applause for the student. Afterwards
Chi Ling explained to her parents what the young woman had
said. Mr Lao expressed his surprise and then declared that the
student was echoing a spirit similar to the one that had accom-
panied their thoughts on the previous evening.

“These things never happen in isolation it seems. Now
enough of this ancient business, Chi Ling, we must prepare to
celebrate your success; we are going to China Town remember?
Have you invited your friends? How many are honouring us
with their presence?”

Of course it was not the end of the ancient talk because after
dinner Chi Ling asked her friends if they could remember any
of the ancient proverbs. Sure enough, the little group sat for
some time trying to summon up phrases from memories that
were too young to have gathered up any great number of them.

“You can also invent sayings if you wish,” Chi Ling added,

after silence had reigned for some time. “This will bring us a
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very particular kind of good luck.”

“Help me out,” Ting Xu requested. “Do you remember those
phrases that are used to describe the usefulness of absent
things; you know the ones where the material itself is unim-
portant?”

It was Mrs. Lao who proudly provided the answer.

“Thirty spokes make the wheel’s hub, but it is the centre hole
that makes it useful. We shape clay to make a vessel, but it is
the space within that gives it its function. We construct doors
and windows for a room, but it is the holes in these walls that
are have the real value.”

“Colours blind the eye,” Zhu Lin offered, nervously. “Tones
deafen the ear. Flavours dull the taste.”

She was not certain she had remembered correctly and ad-
mitted she could not explain their meaning. When the group
called out for more, she offered two further phrases.

“Precious things lead one astray. The sage is guided by what
he feels, not what he sees.”

All the guests clapped enthusiastically. They repeated their
applause after each recital, even when the saying was only half,
or mistakenly remembered.

Chi Ling wrote down all the sayings she considered worth
keeping. She liked, “accept being unimportant” and “surrender
humbly.” She disliked, “tolerate misfortune.” She wrote “don’t
be concerned with loss or gain,” because she valued it and “love
the world as you love yourself,” because it confused her.

“Look at it, it cannot be seen; listen to it, it cannot be heard;
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take it in your hand, it cannot be held.”

These came from Pei Lin who claimed she had invented
them, but everyone insisted they had heard them before. Be-
fore long the group became adept at mimicking ancient philos-
ophy; caring little for how abstract or nonsensical it sounded.
Their laughter was infectious and other guests sitting nearby
joined in the merriment. One, an old man from Sichuan, of-
fered these.

“The form of the formless is indefinable. The image of the
imageless is beyond imagination. If you stand before it you
will not see the beginning. If you follow it, you will not catch a
glimpse of the end.”

Chi Ling regarded her final days in London as a series of
gifts. Once back in China she tried talking to her friends about
the exciting processes she had learned, but she never managed
to regain the sense of connection and meaning that accompa-
nied these magical days. She discussed ideas with people from
all walks of life, not just designers, and some were sympathetic,
but she never got the sense that they fully appreciated the kind
of connections she was trying to make. Talking with her father
was different, he knew more, but she suspected he was over
indulgent towards her. She decided that if she could not gather
up meaning out of the things that intrigued her, then they were
either a fantasy or she was ill equipped to put her finger on the
matter. She could not avoid the obvious conclusion; Chi Ling,

the designer, did not know what she was talking about.
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IRONICALLY, DURING THIS TIME, SWIMMING BECAME A RECURRING
THEME IN HER DREAMS, BUT INSTEAD OF MOVING THROUGH WATER
SHE SWAM THROUGH CROWDS OF PEOPLE. HER CONSCIOUSNESS
SURFACED DURING THESE DREAMS, FOR SHE WAS VAGUELY AWARE

OF SHOUTING AT THE CROWDS TO MOVE ASIDE.



NURSING FANTASIES

The time came when her memories of London felt far away.
Chi Ling decided she must stop worrying about vague student
ambitions and cease her yearning for a closer understanding
of abstract, poetic processes; all it achieved was anxiety. She
told herself that if this kind of creative activity was never called
upon in the commercial world of design then it was clearly re-
dundant. She wanted to be sensible and popular. She didn’t
need frustrated aspirations fermenting inside her, poisoning
her attitudes and she didn’t want to foster ambitions that re-
quired her to swim against the prevailing current.

Ironically, during this time, swimming became a recurring
theme in her dreams, but instead of moving through water she
swam through crowds of people. Her consciousness surfaced
during these dreams, for she was vaguely aware of shouting at

the crowds to move aside. It didn’t help her; she simply sank
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down, ending up at their feet, where shoes carelessly kicked
against her body as she tried to move forward.

More than anything, Chi Ling wanted to balance her think-
ing, settle her misgivings and accept the world as she found it.
Trying to be sensible was fine, she told herself, but if dreams
of drowning came as a consequence of reasonable goals then
maybe the price she was paying was too high. She wondered
where the fault lay. Was her job in a design office the cause of
it? Was it her friends who never said anything to inspire her?
She hated it when her colleagues spent long hours describing
how their designs won the approval of the client. She hated it
when they chatted endlessly about impossible romances that
never came to fruition. If most workers found themselves in
similar predicaments and learned how to cope, why couldn’t
she? She vowed to remain buoyant and optimistic.

Despite her best efforts, Chi Ling could not suppress her un-
welcome misgivings or hide from the uncomfortable insights
that brought disappointed evenings. The facts were clear. She
had ceased to play open-ended games and the days no longer
ran at the speed of light; they were painfully closed, detached
and slow. That her life had become an overcrowded struggle
where everything was predetermined, lacking any promise of
change, was a horrible distortion of all she had dreamed of. She
envisaged an enormous canyon between her dreams and the
place she wanted to be and it was obvious she had no idea how
to construct a bridge to cross over into another kind of reality.

She wondered if her early aspirations were like diversions
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invented for children, fine at the time, but leading nowhere.
She had become over cautious again when answering questions
and her voice took on a thin, cracked quality when talking to
those who made her feel uncomfortable. What finally made her
take action was hearing the words she used when describing
her work in the design office. She had called it ‘stupid’ too often
and it shamed her. This, she decided, was a habit that had to
cease; describing her life in this way would eventually ruin her.

Her first resolution was to take the office projects home. She
sat up at night re-inventing the design brief and re-orienting
the site conditions. She drew while remembering her tutor,
who insisted that drawings should arouse a sense of beauty.
The words resonated in her head as she gazed upon the stun-
ning results. Having re-worked the drawings until they pleased
her eye, having laboured to create pages that aroused her emo-
tional response, she was content, but then she questioned her
effortless ability to draw beautifully. She didn’t want to use
this facility to fool herself, to convince her false nature that she
was doing something important. She longed to be certain that
drawings of beauty were worth the effort.

Despite her doubts Chi Ling continued with her night work.
She laboured with the belief that those who longed for success
achieved their goal if they worked conscientiously. She had
to become that person who accomplished what they set their
heart upon. She was determined to remain busy whether she
experienced optimistic times or melancholy times. In this way

her drawing activity never faltered. The nagging sense that she
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was still far from the place she wanted to be never left her, but
she was grateful to be active.

To help with the despondent days, Chi Ling nursed a fantasy
that slept deep in her heart. It was a sentiment she remembered
from childhood and when it rose up into the light she smiled.
She knew it was simply a naive daydream, but she had no in-
tention of ignoring it. She imagined that the Fates had issued a
decree, directing Destiny to bestow fame and fortune upon her.
Occasionally the fantasy arrived like an exaggerated vision; it
overwhelmed her and afterwards she wondered how she could
truly imagine she was destined to become a renowned inventor,
a genius architect and designer who created astounding spaces
and fabulous installations. Nevertheless, the fantasy never left
her; she would create wonderfully inspiring places that were
the marvel of the world and change people’s lives for the better.

When these fantasies held her attention Chi Ling thought
of herself as a conjuror, a maker of spaces that played tricks
and created illusions for her visitors to marvel at. She im-
agined groups of people walking through her world, never cer-
tain where the spaces began or ended. In this dream world she
pictured herself seducing her visitors ever onward to explore
deeper and deeper into the rooms and vistas she had devised.
Chi Ling, the magician, created a great wealth of marvels, more
than anyone could count or comprehend. The spaces were not
legible as such, but they moved the visitors. She imagined them
sitting quietly, shedding a tear or two for the beautiful yet in-

visible relationships she had fashioned for them.
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CHILING NURSED A FANTASY THAT SLEPT DEEP IN HER HEART. IT WAS

A SENTIMENT SHE REMEMBERED FROM CHILDHOOD AND WHEN IT

ROSE UP INTO THE LIGHT SHE SMILED.




THERE WERE TIMES WHEN MUSIC MADE HER SAD AND TIMES WHEN IT
EXHILARATED HER, BUT WHEN SOUNDS HAD THE ABILITY TO SADDEN
AND EXHILARATE HER AT THE SAME TIME, THEN THE WORLD BECAME

A MAGICAL PLACE.




s 2ih L 4
THE WHOLE WORLD 1S RS A

MUSIC

Fantasy stimulated Chi Ling’s much needed optimism in life,
but music gave it a more profound kind of buoyancy. It helped
to deepen her spirit and broaden her understanding. There
were times when music made her sad and times when it exhil-
arated her, but when sounds had the ability to sadden and ex-
hilarate her at the same time, then the world became a magical
place. When she was sensitised by emotions such as these, Chi
Ling invented descriptions to reflect the mood of the music.
Bright spring blue after roaring thunder; tiny summer
clouds, feathery still; red autumn leaves entertaining the wind.
Phrases like these charmed her. She loved the connection
between words and music. Songs had a very particularly place
in her heart. She often woke with the words to songs that had
been running through her head. The name she had for them

was ‘wake-up songs’ and they gave her an insight into how she
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was feeling. She marvelled at their ability to present a mirror to
unnamed feelings and desires that had been sleeping inside her.
Music encouraged ideas to spring up in Chi Ling - giving her
the impression that her consciousness was expanding - and
listening to music in the open air had an even greater, more
dramatic effect upon her sensitivity. Outside, where she walked
freely and gazed up at the sky, profound thoughts accompa-
nied the sounds; she travelled then to realms that were beyond
her description. Secretly, she imagined she could pick up in-
formation that was too sensitive for others to hear. She once
described this extraordinary ability to her father, who felt it
was his solemn duty to seek further clarification. A deliberate
puzzle of furrows lined his brow and his enquiry was tentative.
“Do you really see yourself as a radio receiver, Chi Ling? You
walk to the rhythm of music and imagine you are picking up
data on a wave length that is inaccessible to the rest of us?”
“Yes,” Chi Ling replied, happily. “It sounds a bit odd,
but it’s not unusual. Do you think it’s too exotic or radical?”
Mr. Lao reflected. “Maybe we all attempt this kind of thing;
inventing another universe so we can distance ourselves from
our existing one. I probably did it in my youth. I once tried to
read a friend’s mind, but it made me feel hot and giddy.”
“Sometimes music heats me up,” Chi Ling declared. “If I'm
feeling particularly receptive it freezes my muscles and then
it heats them up, all of them, from head to toe. During these
times the music becomes very clear and I know exactly what

the following sequence of chords will be. Even if I have never
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heard the music before, I can hum the melody.”

“You could always recall a tune without the least effort.”

“For me, the whole world is music. I only wish I could listen
more intently. I suspect that if we could listen well enough we
would hear the planet breathing and drinking.”

“That is truly an intense form of listening,” Mr. Lao agreed.
“It would be very nice to hear all the different parts of life work-
ing together; hearing those things that cause nature to grow.
These musical fantasies are entirely real to you, my daughter;
music defines you better than anything else.”

That summer, while struggling to overcome the misery of be-
ing rejected by a boy friend, a striking and profound sequence
of chords echoed deep inside Chi Ling’s heart. She stood still,
imagining there was not enough of her to listen to these chords
as intensely as she should. This was the hardest hurt she could
imagine and tears sprang to her eyes. For weeks afterwards she
admonished herself for not composing music, for not initiat-
ing something important, for not struggling to get something
right or for not making things in the way she truly wanted them
made. She was frustrated with her lack of skill, with her gross
inability. She admonished herself for having no thoughts or
feelings of her own. It left her feeling empty and isolated.

Chi Ling experienced this emptiness in the form of hunger;
it had nothing to do with food or actually feeling hungry. The
words resounding in her head were, ‘I want...” but they never
connected with a subject that defined what it was that she actu-

ally wanted. All she knew was that she didn’t have it and nothing
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would be right until she did.

During these weeks and months she saw stinginess and dis-
honesty wherever she looked. Everything she owned, even the
food in her fridge was part of a system that profited some peo-
ple and victimised others. She hated the idea of lending her
support, albeit tacitly, to a world that had this kind of mean-
ness as its foundation.

Mr. Lao worried about his daughter and visited her often. He
always brought flowers and talked for hours; sometimes they
read poetry. Chi Ling loved hearing her father read. She was
delighted when she found the long forgotten poems of Jalal

Uddin Rumi in a neglected drawer.

Those who don't feel this Love pulling them like a river,
Those who don’t drink dawn like a cup of spring water
Or take in sunset like supper,

Those who don’t want to change let them sleep.

This Love is beyond the study of theology;

That old trickery and hypocrisy,

If you want to improve your mind that way, sleep on.
T've given up on my brain;

T've torn it to shreds and thrown it away.

If you’re not completely naked,

Wrap your beautiful robe of words around you and sleep.

Chi Ling decided she must learn how to become completely na-

ked. She knew she would have to teach herself this lesson.
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CHI LING EXPERIENCED THIS EMPTINESS IN THE FORM OF HUNGER,;
IT HAD NOTHING TO DO WITH FOOD OR ACTUALLY FEELING HUNGRY.
THE WORDS RESOUNDING IN HER HEAD WERE, ‘| WANT...” BUT THEY
NEVER CONNECTED WITH A SUBJECT THAT DEFINED WHAT IT WAS
THAT SHE ACTUALLY WANTED. ALL SHE KNEW WAS THAT SHE DIDN'T

HAVE IT AND NOTHING WOULD BE RIGHT UNTIL SHE DID.
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A SUDDEN
FLOWERING

As the weeks passed, Mr Lao became increasingly despond-
ent about his daughter’s future. He told her that if she was not
careful she would end up living the life of a hermit on some
distant mountain and counselled against such an option. He
invited her to speak her mind more frequently and to accept
with certainty that nothing was too complex to resolve.

“Allow me to help you give form to the intricacies of your
half-formed notions,” he beseeched her. “Let us study your
thinking and determine how to express it in the simplest terms.
Your ideas might yet be self-evident propositions.”

“But father,” Chi Ling exclaimed, “you must not regard my
struggles as some kind of game or mathematical problem. I
know that when you want to solve an equation you break it
down into its component parts, but this isn’t the way you will

understand how I put my world together.”
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“But I want you to see how your philosophy changes when
you're confident,” he said. “We can attend to your impractical
propositions no matter how paradoxical they are. We don’t
have to worry about verifying them, only about enjoying them.”

“Thank you, father; you, yourself, are quite a paradox. I will
also welcome your oddities and help with your challenges.”

It was conversations like this that kept Chi Ling tuned to
those possibilities that were on the threshold of flowering.

That autumn Chi Ling gazed from the office window and
spied a flock of geese flying south. Wanting to fly with them,
she felt saddened by their departure, Realising she must find a
way to lift her spirits she decided to reconnect with old friends
who lived far away. She asked them to tell her what they would
do if they were in her shoes and described her predicament like
this.

“Imagine yourself climbing a hill and once at the top you feel
the sudden urge to fly. You allow the wild sense of freedom to
take over and open your arms wide to let out a great yell, a
shout for the whole world to hear. Now imagine you are back
down from the hill and you have a sudden desire to sing. All
the songs you know are moving up towards your throat, but no
sound is coming out. What should you do?”

“Employ a singing teacher,” Ting Xu suggested.

“Be brave and toughen yourself up,” said Rachel, reminding
her of a directive their tutor had used.

“Find a gallery and exhibit your beautiful drawings,” Feng Li

told her. “Everyone is sure to enjoy them.”
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“You must write poetry,” Zhu Lin said. “Poetry is the best
medium for finding your voice; it celebrates ambiguity and
shies away from certainty. This is surely what your spirit needs
to feel free and start to sing again.”

“Visit the old gardens of Suzhou,” Antonietta suggested,
“and once you have absorbed them you can adopt the methods
of the gardeners.”

Chi Ling entreated her vulnerable spirit to be brave and took
every opportunity to make fearless decisions. By springtime
she had met a singing teacher who recommended that she join
a choir rather than sing by herself. The China Academy of Art
in Hangzhou had agreed to exhibit her drawings and later they
invited her to teach drawing. Chi Ling did not write poetry, but

she wrote lyrical notes in her diary.

We sang together and joined hearts.

Try laughter; diligent work you know too well.
Today, with daring and resilience, I avoided fear.
Tomorrow I will be awarded an accolade for bravery.
Act with conviction. Trust and be trusted.

Without needless speech my work progresses calmly.

Chi Ling travelled to Suzhou. She visited the Humble Ad-
ministrator’s Garden, The Lingering Garden, The Great Wave
Pavilion, The Lion Grove Garden, The Master of Nets Garden,
The Mountain Villa with Embracing Beauty, The Couple’s
Retreat Garden, The Garden of Cultivation and finally, The
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Retreat and Reflection Garden. While she was sitting in The
Lingering Garden a tour guide passed by speaking English to
a group of tourists. She joined them and his learned words af-
fected her as much as the garden itself.

“The ancient master gardeners were subtle, mysterious,
profound and responsive. The depth of their knowledge was
unfathomable. All we can do is describe the results without
knowing how they achieved them. They were watchful, like
men crossing a winter stream; alert, like men aware of dan-
ger; courteous, like visiting guests. They were yielding, like ice
about to melt; simple, like blocks of wood not yet carved. They
were hollow, like caves and opaque like muddy pools.

Which of us is prepared to wait quietly while mud settles?
Who can remain still until the moment for action comes?
The old gardeners were not seeking fulfilment; they were not
swayed by a desire for change, they emptied themselves of
everything and let their mind become still.

While they were still, ten thousand things rose and fell and
the gardens in their charge waited patiently. The ten thousand
things grew and flourished and then returned to the source.
Returning to the source is stillness, which is the way of nature.
The way of nature is unchanging. Knowing constancy is insight.
Not knowing constancy leads towards disaster.

It is only in this way that we can keep the mind open. With
an open mind, we can be openhearted. Being openhearted is
the finest way to make a fine garden. Though the body dies, the

garden will never pass away.”
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A GARDEN IN THE SKY

Chi Ling gave up working in the office. She asked her father if
he had any land she could use to construct a garden.

“How much land and what kind?” he asked.

“Any kind of land, providing it is in the city. Something you
can’t use for your usual developments.”

“I own nothing with this description,” Mr. Lao exclaimed.
“Land in the city is far too expensive, but I will give your re-
quest some serious thought. Something always turns up if you
think about it often enough.”

Mr. Lao owned a small chain of supermarkets, so Chi Ling’s
request was not a complete fantasy. One morning, some months
later, he phoned his daughter, asking if she would accompany
him to Qingpu, a district to the west of Shanghai. Within the

hour, he and his daughter were driving westwards.
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“I have made a deal with the Ming Tao Garden Centre,” Mr.
Lao explained. “We have agreed that I will sell their products
in my stores. I need you to tell me how I can make an installa-
tion to display them. I've no idea how to sell plants; what kind
of spectacle they need and where to situate them in the store.”

Chi Ling was delighted. First they travelled to Dianshan Lake
to visit the Garden Centre. She was impressed by its size. More
than fifty hectares were dedicated to growing bamboo, acers,
magnolias, bonsai, rattan, palm and sedge. She never imagined
so many reeds existed. Beside the open fields were a series of
sheds where gardening tools and other nursery products were
on sale. She was surprised by the quantity of cut bamboo, mat-
ting and reeds and she was delighted that it could be woven
in so many interesting ways. The fencing materials fascinated
her. She wanted to buy great quantities of them.

After lunch Mr. Lao drove his daughter to the supermarket
in Qingpu. It was a shed with a large car park that displayed
no striking or pleasing features. Chi Ling walked around the
building with her father. Soon they were joined by Mr Li, the
store manager. Mr. Lao asked his daughter to give them her
thoughts. Chi Ling suggested they move the trolley park away
from the door to provide room for the display of planting under
the canopy. Then she explained how the front section of the
store could be re-arranged to make room for the plants. She
suggested they purchase display shelves from the same suppli-
er the garden centre used and recommended that bamboo and

reed fencing be constructed as a backdrop to the planting.
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“You should create the feeling of a garden,” she told them.

Mr. Lao applauded his daughter’s vision. “You can design
the installation as you wish, but I should like you to allow a
designer from the company’s firm of architects to assist in the
process. They must understand the rules of your prototype.
Later they will design similar installations in all the stores.”

Chi Ling took a series of photographs while her father and
the manager went to the office to find drawings she could use to
develop her design and produce a proposed layout.

The project took six months to complete and during this
time Chi Ling enjoyed many happy hours. While the store was
being prepared for her installation, she practically lived in a
workshop at the garden centre where sheds, fencing and floor
matting were fabricated. She was given a small place to work
and Chi Fen, her design assistant, expressed amazement at
Chi Ling’s continual experimentation with the materials. She
explored weaving techniques, joined components together in
unexpected ways and made installations out of rattan, palm
and sedge. Chi Ling also made a little bridge in this fabrication
workshop and later she used it as the entrance to the store’s
plant section.

During the installation Chi Ling made a discovery that had
dramatic consequences. There was only one place where the
sink could be installed because the supply pipe had to come
from the ladies washroom abutting the planting area. This
wasn’t a problem, but the waste pipe was; it had to run along a

wall and leave the building in the exact place where an external
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staircase started to rise up to the roof. Until this discovery, Chi
Ling had no reason to mistrust the plans she had been given
and on these the stair was shown further along the wall.

Chi Ling studied the staircase to determine if she might alter
the base section to prevent the waste pipe from colliding with
it. It wasn’t a difficult task, but while she considered the op-
tions she decided to view the roof. The outlook delighted her.
To the east the city was in full view, to the west the countryside
panorama provided a fine setting, just as one might expect a
landscape garden to display a villa to best effect. She walked
over the expanse of asphalt, lost in thought. She sat on a low
parapet wall and entered a timber-clad construction, to discov-
er it was the housing for a water tank.

It occurred to Chi Ling that she could build a garden up here
and slowly she grasped the meaning and the implications of
this wild inspiration. She smiled; telling herself in strict terms
that the idea was impossible, but in seconds she substituted the
word ‘impossible’ for ‘difficult’. Shortly after this she phoned
her father in an optimistic mood and told him she wanted to
build a garden on the roof of his store. He declared his love of
roof gardens, but not on his supermarket. He told Chi Ling she
must find a place capable of enchantment. Despite these initial
words Mr. Lao and Mr. Li were discussing Chi Ling’s dream
for the supermarket roof before the day was over. Within days
she had named it The Garden in the Sky and she was drawing
plans, making models and dreaming all day about the plateau

on the edge of Shanghai that was hers to dream about.
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A WEALTH OF
ADVANCES AND
RETREATS

Chi Ling had questions; she had so many questions she even
wondered if it was possible to retain any kind of appetite for
action after such rigorous interrogation.

How do traditional gardens delight their visitors? How do
their wealth of features and spatial experiences work togeth-
er? Do they communicate anything that touches upon mean-
ing? If T described a walk through a garden would it be like
telling a story? If I accidently introduced an unrelated object,
an immobile and inert thing foreign to the nature of my garden,
how would I recognise this? Do I really know how to trigger the
material imagination? We experience gardens while walking
through them, but how exactly do we experience them? What
can I say about it? What do we see? What work do the plants
and architecture do together? What relationships do they
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communicated by a path, a view, the planting, a bench, a wall,
the stones or a pavilion? If they work together, might they con-
stitute a story? How should I name the characters of this sto-
ry? Are there common themes that might inspire connections
between the diverse elements? Could I identify them in a walk
and create a sequence of spaces to improve the qualities of this
narrative? Will it stay in the memory? Could it grow into other
stories? Could my garden have some of the qualities of theatre?

Chi Ling never wrote poetry, but she continued writing notes
in her diary. These words confirmed her preoccupation with

process. She wrote these phrases as entreaties to herself.

The beginning is fraught with danger.

There is nothing to do but get tough.

Regard all problems as your ally.

Allow a garden to speak to you.

A gardener is a speaker and a listener.

Trust chaos. Start with what is fishy, provocative and risky.
Welcome the unknown waiting to be discovered.

Subject yourself to marvellous accidents.

Chance occurrences can break outworn connections.

What we know too well causes drowsiness.

Structure is affirmed when repetition is broken.

Look for the threshold of new recognitions.
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CHI LING’S DREAM WAS TO CREATE A WEALTH OF ADVANCES AND RE-

TREATS, A TREASURE HOUSE OF VISUAL INITIATIONS AND CELEBRA-

TIONS THAT WOULD SUMMON A VISITOR TO ANOTHER WORLD. SHE

WANTED TO ENTERTAIN THEM, TO FEED THEM, AND YET ALSO TO IN-

VITE PERPLEXITY. HER INVITATION TO DREAM HAD TO COME FROM

EMOTIONAL CONTENT THAT WAS NOT ENTIRELY OBVIOUS.
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Associations take place where reassembly occurs.
Mistakes will guide you; disruption is inevitable.
Make decisions with your eyes closed.

Confirm it only if it strikes the eye.

Establish a close affinity with the heart.

Delight in the relationship between order and chaos.
Proceed quickly without preconceptions.

Forget your desire for recognition.

Banish understanding and trust your spirit.
Imagine a garden that sits at the heart of the world.
Let your artefacts enjoy shared meanings.

Find activities where everything is interchangeable.
Find processes where poetic identifications flow.
Meaningful walks occur unconsciously in daily life.
Connect with themes that thrive beneath everyday life.
Make walks that concretise your feelings.

Create spaces that welcome the imagination.

Make discrete places where dreams arise.

Narratives unfold and deepen in detached places.

It was clear to Chi Ling that a narrative walk was full of life
whether it is two or three steps through a doorway or whether
it is a long walk of many different events. It was her ambition
that visitors walking through her garden would continually
turn around to face the space they had just moved through, al-
ways anticipating the spaces that lay ahead. With each turn,
each look back their progress would be halted and they would

FRATRBMG IV

T AR AT A

R AN, FELAALKE,
P AR B R AR

ho B8 1 AR IR AR L] VAR AEE .
TN EFGBET,
FE AR R LR ALY B A7 R B IRTE
T &A ARG KB B,
SRAREHFRNGIEE,
TMREFHEDME A THER,
FH—EALEAEERZCHLR.
AR A R B FER
HE—ART AL T7 RFAT Ao
BEFEBR T FREAL,
AERNITALETHBEENT LT,
FAT ARG RE B Z A,

Bl AR e M,

IR S AR T,

FEAR RO T M E G R I IR,

ARBIE > WA B T E e AR R H 2L - R 2
— 8 P R R =28 B R E R R B R R o bR
FRIFETF R 2R A 777 A 1 2 2 /1S ) T e 1 e
AR ZE R o I AR R AT A 22 o S AR
FUBFIC o BT > f— RSB M A 1) 22 TP ] B2 o i

129



130

reflect.

She wanted to create an increasing sense of privacy and to
clearly articulate the sequence of spaces that established this
seclusion. She wanted the architecture clearly defined; an en-
trance area, a meeting room, a courtyard and a pavilion. She
wanted the pavilion to occupy the heart of the garden and have
it visible from the meeting room. The pavilion would have a
window that resembled a theatre box and from this place she
would look out over the courtyard as if it were a stage.

Chi Ling’s dream was to create a wealth of advances and re-
treats, a treasure house of visual initiations and celebrations
that would summon a visitor to another world. She wanted to
entertain them, to feed them, and yet also to invite perplexity.
Her invitation to dream had to come from emotional content
that was not entirely obvious. She wanted her visitors to ask
themselves what it was that made this garden extraordinary.
All this was unlike any design work she had undertaken be-
fore. She wrote a list of things to keep her focussed on the task
ahead.

Create stories that are evoked solely by the materiality of
the objects. Trust that the imagination of the place resides in
the objects of the garden, not inside me. Have the conviction
that anything properly arranged will act as a spur for dream-
ing. Never accept forms that lack vibrancy or those that spurn
lively interaction. Make a garden that is the centre of a world,
not some vague geographical location. Fill the garden with a

resonance that inspires visitors to listen as it tells its stories.
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THE RHETORICAL
LANDSCAPE

Chi Ling settled down to draw plans; she drew so many there
was no possible way of counting them. Some were layouts to
clarify the function and others were diagrams to explore where
social interaction might take place. In a morning she might di-
rect her attention to the location of habitable spaces, move on
to explore their internal layout and then switch her attention to
consider aspects of the garden walk. In the afternoon she might
make numerous sketches to explore architectural forms and
the qualities of space, invent notations to evaluate the use of
materials, make illustrations to show the possibilities of colour
and create diagrams to analyse the play of light. Alternatively,
she might edit the entire set of drawings she had produced that
morning only to re-edit them again the following day.

The formal conditions that instigated her drawn material
were the site, its context and orientation, but by putting herself

in the way of marvellous accidents, she found other reasons to
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IN THE AFTERNOON SHE MIGHT MAKE NUMEROUS SKETCHES
TO EXPLORE ARCHITECTURAL FORMS AND THE QUALITIES OF
SPACE, INVENT NOTATIONS TO EVALUATE THE USE OF MATE-
RIALS, MAKE ILLUSTRATIONS TO SHOW THE POSSIBILITIES OF
COLOUR AND CREATE DIAGRAMS TO ANALYSE THE PLAY OF
LIGHT.



136

draw. Being well practised in this art, she was grateful for any
surprises, mishaps or mistakes. Equally, if a metaphor or rhe-
torical theme suggested itself, Chi Ling would visualise it and
rearrange her design to bring it into the picture. These tricks
helped her to create striking visual effects which would in time
help to dramatise the narrative sequences of her walks.

When Chi Ling mentioned the project to her singing teacher,
Qing Ge, she asked to visit the site. Qing Ge is renowned for
composing while walking. Sometimes she walks in a straight
line and sometimes she takes a circuitous route. It matters
greatly what the musical theme is, for this affects the time it
takes. A musical walk to a celebratory dance tune progresses
at half the speed of a normal walk and a walk to a melancholy
tune will be so slow, it is possible that the activity might not
even qualify for the term walking.

Chi Ling watched Qing Ge walking across the supermarket
roof; the movement of her feet, arms and hands erratic, turning
her into a picture comic eccentricity.

“Are you composing again?” Chi Ling asked.

“Yes. I get to know a place by composing in it.”

“But how can you compose music in your head?”

“My limbs allow me to work on different orchestral parts
at the same time. I keep the tempo with my legs and the
melody with my right arm. I move my left arm to follow the
sounds of the bass, while my left hand expresses the sus-
tained notes. The movement of my right arm is more com-

plex than the left because the melody is more expressive
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than the chords I improvise around the bass line.”

“You are joking,” Chi Ling, exclaimed, incredulous.

“No,” Qing Ge laughed and launched into a song, her voice
echoing her melodic movements, her legs punctuating the
rhythm; each action a riot of exaggerated speed changes.

“I denote punctuation like this,” she called out and, standing
still, she pointed her toe in front of her and then dug her heel
into the ground. Chi Ling was astonished.

Chi Ling, eager to learn about the words of songs in musical
composition, asked how she managed to align the individual
word accents to the tune of the music she was creating.

“I've no idea,” Qing Ge replied, “it seems to me that the
words join with the music of their own accord.”

Chi Ling laughed. “You’re teasing me. You may possess par-
ticular qualities or even genius, but words can’t possibly exhibit
independence on your behalf; it’s beyond belief.”

Despite her scepticism, she had the feeling that Qing Ge’s elo-
quent talent for coupling music with language was similar to
her own talent for coupling architecture with language.

They talked then of artfulness, how it stimulated decisions,
inspired ideas and created theoretical propositions. Artifice
was at play behind every musical line and every drawn line they
created. They spoke about sounds, where they came from and
how they placed themselves inside the projects they worked on.

They discussed lyricism, talked of those things that best car-
ried a generous invitation and how their vision of the end prod-

uct had to be born in emotion. Chi Ling stated that she had to
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be in the space she was designing not looking at it and that she
could walk through architecture in her mind’s eye and feel its
dramatic occasions. Such a walk corroborated the viability of
her spatial events and instigated the language she needed to
form narratives. She said it was crucial to dream the plan as
a theatrical event before the space was built, adding that liv-
ing in an installation before it exists enabled her to test those
dramatic gestures that operate down at the ordinary level of
experience.

Qing Ge agreed that she inhabited her music in a similar
manner, dreaming sounds as visual material which in turn in-
stigated a series of rhetorical themes.

“This is how my spatial language emerges,” Chi Ling said.

“Remind me what this spatial language is?” Qing Ge asked.

“Any memorable, concise account of a place can be a spatial
language,” Chi Ling offered. It’s the structure that underpins its
resolutions; it is the engine that drives decision making. My tu-
tor claimed that designers become exhausted by the hundreds
of decisions they must make, so a language is needed to make
the connections. The spatial language is probably the quality
that is read by the visitor, the thing that makes it readable and
worthy of description.”

This conversation with Qing Ge stayed with Chi Ling while
she drew and while she slept. She wanted more of her company,
but their worlds rarely coincided; she invented argumentative
monologues as a substitute. Other than that, students at The

China Academy of Art were her most stimulating companions.
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A ROOF TO
REVOLUTIONISE
BEAUTY

Chi Ling inhabited the supermarket roof as though it was her
country estate, covering every millimetre of the asphalt terrain
to dream her garden. When she came into view from below,
the shoppers pointed her out. They couldn’t imagine why she
concentrated so deeply or why she waved her hands about as
though she were talking to someone. She imagined she was
talking to her music teacher, Qing Ge, but she was nowhere
nearby. If the shoppers asked about her activity, she told them
she had to continually walk over the roof to dream the spac-
es that would become her garden landscape. Most were happy
to remain none the wiser for this information, but a few were
keen to ask further questions. Chi Ling was always generous
with her replies and sometimes the ensuing dialogue confirmed

matters that had, until then, only existed as vague thoughts at

— AR R R TH

THH 60 B 5 2 e e T R TEL AR A9 2
> T SR R TS A L - A e
AT T AMAIRET o HRLLRE 2 I AR B R A
O REEE S B B2 88 T P (AT AT« 9
o A G TERIAE I 2 S T (LR N
TR RERE © AR P BB 77 > Reat i
TR TR 177 12 2 T TR M0 IO 2 7 TSR 1
R o Sk 2N S I SR J BT - A D AR
SR 2 AORE - MR IR A7 0 125 BT A7
17 58 1 0 S AR T ¥ 2 R T T 2 A 2R
Wi AE R I A -

143



144

the back of her mind.

In all weathers and at every time of day and night, Chi Ling
photographed the surrounding scenery. She created strips of
photographs joined together to make continuous panoramas
and exhibited these at The China Academy of Art. Later they
were exhibited by The Photographer’s Gallery, who easily sold
the work and commissioned her to produce other panoramas.

When Chi Ling had eventually drawn everything that was
possible to draw, she decided that material concerns should
now take over from the intellectual ones. Most of her research
was carried out at the garden centre. Here she made models
with fine woven materials that looked similar in small scale
to the rattan, palm and sedge materials she would use in the
real landscape. She met a gardener who told her about the best
trees and shrubs to use and what kind of pots she needed. She
also met a services engineer who helped her resolve the issue of
watering the vegetation and draining the great expanse of roof.

Her most dramatic chance encounter was with Chuan Di,
a specialist in peat-free growing material. Chi Ling’s roof
garden was the kind of project he had often dreamed of. Be-
ing keen to show his interest, he constructed a growing bed
for her. He had long experimented with a variety of compost
mixtures and he made up a mixture that would suit this lo-
cation and climate. It comprised mainly of bark, coconut fi-
bre, wood fibre and green compost, but he also added small
amounts of inorganic materials such as grit, sharp sand and

rock wool. Chi Ling regarded Chuan Di as a genius. He taught
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her about the wonderful qualities of bark and before long she
was using it in every conceivably way. She placed it around the
edge of her growing bed, constructed prototype rock forma-
tions with it and used it as the structure to form mounds of
peat-free soil. With the influence of Chuan Di she was begin-
ning to envision the supermarket roof as a landscape of trees in
gently rolling hills.

Mr. Lao was delighted to see a model of the garden, but he
was concerned when his daughter talked of a small lake and
running water. She explained that it was not real water, but
neither was clear about what it would be. He then became con-
cerned about a small construction next to the water tank.

“And this?” he asked, pointing, “is it the penthouse suite?

“Not exactly,” Chi Ling offered, “but I am going to live here.
Why make a place of great beauty and only visit it on rare oc-
casions. The garden will need constant care and attention and
I can’t afford to pay someone to do this. It makes sense and it’s
only a little larger than the meeting room I had planned.”

Mr Lao became silent. He didn’t have a licence to construct
an apartment here and he suspected that the authorities would
refuse permission even if he applied for it. He said nothing
about this situation, preferring instead to praise her efforts.

“This roof will revolutionise beauty,” he declared. “There is
only one thing more important than inviting people to a place
of beauty and that is to invite them to a place of radical beauty.”

This was the best thing he could have said to Chi Ling; the

highest compliment she could have wished to receive.
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Later that day Chi Ling received a call from her mother.

“I have bad news.” Her speech was slow, her voice dejected.
“Your grandmother has just died. Please come home quickly.”
Chi Ling stood immobile as the words exploded inside her. The
pain was unimaginable and it caused a sudden outcrop of goose
bumps to emerge. She stood frozen still for a long time.

“We have lost Grandma,” she said slowly, as though utter-
ing the words might help her adjust to their meaning. “She was
perfect for this world.” Tears gently trickled -from her eyes,
her body gave an involuntary jerk and a sob leaped out. “I was
with her just three days ago, full of life. She was beautiful.”

Mrs Lao and Chi Ling cried and hugged each other all
night. They talked of everything, but the subject that most
easily settled their grief concerned the building of a mon-
ument to honour the memory of this fine woman. She had
been through so many changing times in her life and as she
moved into each new era she kept her graceful optimism alive.
She was a model for Chi Ling, a signpost that declared that it
was always possible to weather a storm; any kind of storm.
As the sun began to rise, Chi Ling declared that she would
build a monument to her grandmother on the roof garden.

“No, that’s too much,” Mrs. Lao insisted. “Just construct the
garden in her honour; that will bring you good luck.”

“Are you sure,” Chi Ling exclaimed, “because if you are, I will
call it Grandmother’s Garden in the Sky. This is a fine name for
a landscape. I like to think of Grandmother in the sky. It also

suggests that we are referring to a utopian place, a dream place
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as well as a real garden.”

“On second thoughts,” Mrs. Lao added thoughtfully, “you
might construct a tiny mound. A simple bank of earth will be
a perfect monument. This alone would speak eloquently of the

presence that was once ours and the sorrow we now live with.”
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IN THE SPIRIT OF
SPRING

When anyone asked Mrs. Lao to say when her daughter
might start thinking about a husband, her reply was always,
“any day now.” None of those inquiring were fooled by this
dexterous attempt to deceive them, but the phrase did make
incessant probing a fruitless activity. Mr Lao, like most men,
was bound to feel that it was no urgent matter, but it was ex-
traordinary that Mrs. Lao joined him in this relaxed approach.
A casual attitude towards marriage had never been the prefer-
ence of Chi Ling’s relatives though and the subject of finding
a husband was bound to be a major talking point during the
funeral ceremonies.

“Itis as if death required another birth to balance the family
account,” Chi Ling thought to herself. She could not reply to

her relatives as her mother had done, for they would demand
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further details and it was certain they would have no interest
in hearing about chance encounters with a man who inspired
love, they would want proof that he was a good match; meaning
that his material wealth had to be worth talking about.

The thought of endless interrogation terrified Chi Ling, but
she was adamant she would not allow shame to be transferred
to her by those who loved interfering in her life. She had to
invent a strategy to protect her from embarrassment and the
first course of action that occurred to her was deception; she
would invent a false husband. She wondered if Chuan Di, her
soil expert, would take on this surrogate role, but quickly cast
the deceit from her mind. She could not ask him to perform a
sham engagement and keep up the fabrication throughout the
coming weeks of rituals. She would also have to declare that he
came from a wealthy family and as far as she knew this was un-
true. Chi Ling also recognised a further flaw in her strategy; she
suspected Chuan Di was already attracted to her in a romantic
way and she did not wish to confuse or upset his feelings.

Before all this worry made her anxious and she became too
overwhelmed to act upon any kind of notion, Chi Ling sent
Chuan Di a text message to say that her grandmother had died
and work on the garden would have to cease for several weeks.
She had no idea how to end the text and asked him to meet her
in Yuehu Park.

“T'll be there in an hour,” was Chuan Di’s reply. “Meet on the
crooked bridge by the round gate.”

Within forty minutes Chi Ling was strolling in The Garden
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of Happiness. She had by now moved beyond the nervousness
that had threatened to overwhelm her, but the feeling of peace
that was her companion, surprised her. She gazed into the
water and felt purified. All the old heaviness had left her and
she half imagined she was floating above the ground. She did
not think about what she was going to say or about anything
else; time stood still. Everything she gazed upon prompted her
curiosity; even a floating leaf had the potential to absorb and
delight her. She looked into the faces of passing visitors, not
with the doubt or shyness that was often hers, but with calm
assurance.

When Chuan Di entered the park Chi Ling was sauntering to
and fro, swaying her featherweight body. She stopped on the
bridge and hummed a song in a sentimental mood. Sunlight
warmly lit her neck, her ears and her mouth, but her brow was
high in shadow. Chuan Di fell into an ethereal fervour the sec-
ond he saw her. It seemed to him that Chi Ling’s body hung
in the air. Her white cotton dress coiled around her like a sea-
shell. Rising in a ripple from her ankles, it swelled in circling
waves up to her shoulders. It revealed her to him in glimps-
es; she was like an apparition born of the sea. For Chuan Di,
Chi Ling was an aspiration realised, a happy morning thought,
a vapour with the scent of perfumed flowers. She lived in the
spirit of spring. He had been waiting for her since childhood.
He had seen her in pictures and heard of her in songs. She was

his rapturous joy and his reverie. She was his purpose in life.

B ZE R TS AR TR R > AR A R Pl b o Abigers]
EK SR — R L » BrA A H AR TR R B 14 -
ibAGE B DRI R b o MR AR A O R
B > S5 b ARSI AEAE 5 WRRRTBERT T o AbATBERLRY
— USRI 0 5 H R R TR S TS IR
WM RITE ST o MbEE A B E R R FAY - A MY
HE & I SE Az LS - BUmACZ B2 — R RiRE -

BV A 2 B O I it 4 LE AR ARSI ] ] b PR 52, > HediB i
RS IS ERG LT IE e — ARG RO AR Ptk
RER T b > SRR o AR o (ARG JE B
e JIVETAE LI A AR — ROl e A —FRALSER A3 o (At
BRI N SRR AR 22 = IR AR AR 5 L — Rk
R o AL AR BARGEE BT > IR heE i — HE)
WbHIJRIES © dE T HRA 5 bR S AR RORS EE o B
JIEAGHE » g2 MBS 2 AV B > — I REER RS
R AL A RKIR o M ARTRAE R RIS IR © RS
S ST AR A RS, o A2 SR SR BREERTEAE - At
NAERHAE -

157



CHUAN DI FELL INTO AN ETHEREAL FERVOUR THE SECOND HE SAW
HER. IT SEEMED TO HIM THAT CHI LING’S BODY HUNG IN THE AIR. HER
WHITE COTTON DRESS COILED AROUND HER LIKE A SEA-SHELL. RIS-
ING IN A RIPPLE FROM HER ANKLES, IT SWELLED IN CIRCLING WAVES
UP TO HER SHOULDERS. IT REVEALED HER TO HIM IN GLIMPSES; SHE
WAS LIKE AN APPARITION BORN OF THE SEA.
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Chi Ling gazed at the surface of the lake, her body swaying
gently to the music in her head. On seeing Chuan Di, her face
suddenly flushed with delight. She displayed a smile, so sweet,
so beautiful and so true to the glory of those moments that an-
yone who happened by chance to gaze in her direction would
have been filled with the desire to know everything about her
charms. It was Chuan Di’s eyes that held Chi Ling’s gaze and
at that moment he sent a loving kiss from his fingertips in her
direction. Chi Ling tossed her hair from her temples, just as the
sun burst through the clouds. She beamed brightly and merri-
ly, returning his kiss with a daring charm.

They came together on the crooked bridge and shared a look
that could only mean one thing. Neither tried a second time to
engage the tender encounter, but the taste of it lingered while
they talked. Every word they spoke captivated their hearts.
They were mundane words, but they were also magical re-
frains that made apparent the possibility of the sweetest kind
of communication. These words flowed past lips that displayed
a smile of the wonder and pleasure of this new connection.

As soon as Chi Ling had conveyed all news of a practical
nature, the tumultuous feelings she had experienced began
to die away. She could say nothing about her plan. Together,
she and Chuan Di walked towards the exit. Chi Ling’s nerv-
ousness returned, but then a voice from deep inside her de-
clared that everything that had happened in her life had been
preparing her for this moment. She knew this was an ageless

longing, a thing shared by all, yet she knew it was truly hers.
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She could hear constant rhythms of sweet music in her heart.
“Oh, one more thing,” she exclaimed, and stopped.
“Yes,” Chuan Di replied. It was a clear, confident yes, noth-
ing at all like a question; it was an answer. “Yes, I will.”
Chi Ling was happy beyond imagining. They kissed. For a

while the euphoric couple were not in need of words.
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ANCIENT CHOIRS

The funeral rites lasted three weeks and our new-born garden-
er, like a fish out of water, couldn’t wait to dive back into her
work. Chi Ling rented an apartment close to the supermarket
and, with Chuan Di at her side, she launched into day one of
her construction phase. That day she had a call from an Italian
friend, Antonietta, who was in Shanghai and wanted to come to
Shanghai to meet her. It was Antonietta who had suggested she
visit the old gardens of Suzhou, which in turn inspired her love
of landscape design.

Two days later the old college friends met, Antonietta intro-
ducing Chi Ling to Lorenzo, her new husband, and Chi Ling in-
troducing them to Chuan Di. On their way to see the supermar-
ket roof, Chi Ling learned that Lorenzo was a composer who

had created music for a number of gardens. He and Antonietta
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had come to Shanghai to promote their company, ‘Sonic Gar-
dens.” Once they were standing in the site of Chi Ling’s garden
on the supermarket roof, her guests gazed in astonishment at
the setting.

“No garden under the sun has scenery to match this,” Chi
Ling told them. “The spirit which guides the entertainment
here, the dance and interplay between foliage and architecture,
will be as profound as any that the ancient gardeners made for
us. Imagine this roof, a bed of sweet and fragrant flowers; a riot
of dynamic forms sitting among the luscious greens of grass,
shrubs and trees.”

“And can you imagine,” Lorenzo asked, “sounds issuing out
of this nature sweet enough to refresh any visitor’s tired sens-
es after a working day? I could immerse this space in crystal
sounds of flowing streams, the finest bird song and wind rus-
tling through the trees. I could even conjure majestic wood-
ed groves by a calm lake mirroring distant mountain peaks. I
could fill this little world with the sound of all kinds of stringed,
wind and percussion instruments and invite you to wander in
the direction of ancient choirs singing in the distance. I could
enchant and restore your visitor’s over-busy lives.”

“And we could also bring the light of heaven down to you,”
Antonietta added with a brimming smile. “Just imagine, as the
day’s brightness dims, we could adjust your vision of the dwin-
dling light with a subtle illumination that infuses the trees. Af-
ter the sun has set we could bath visitors in a luminescent glory

that slowly lightened the darkness. We could reflect a gentle
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radiance off a sea of silver trunks to set you dreaming and to-
gether with the sound of Chinese harps you’d imagine yourself
in a land of ethereal timelessness.”

Chi Ling, astonished, hadn’t considered the benefits of light
and sound. As her friends spoke, the music they conjured for
her was flowing through every fibre in her body. She stood en-
tranced as Lorenzo spoke of how she might walk over this roof
top sensing numerous harmonies that issued from harps as
they wove joyful tunes together like a collective breath of love
breathing through the landscape. She wanted only to dance to
the delicious melodies they invented for her, to surrender her-
self in grateful thanks for her delivery from a life of fear and
bewilderment.

From that moment on the four worked together to put into
action the production of their garden. The Shanghai Munici-
pal Council, The China Academy of Art, the Ming Tao Garden
Centre, Mr. Lao and the manufacturers of equipment for both
sound and light all agreed to help with financing the technolo-
gy. As the weeks rolled by Chi Ling completely changed her ide-
as about the garden. She resolved not to build habitable build-
ings, only boundary walls. She wanted the natural elements of
her landscape to be solely responsible for the sense of intima-
cy she dreamt of. She had imagined that architecture, with its
potential for clearly articulating a sequence of spaces, would
take responsibility here, but now the flora and a few stones
were going to establish her sense of seclusion. She and Chuan

Di wanted to play only with contours, planting and natural
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materials now.

The planning, designing and intentionality that had pre-
occupied Chi Ling for months was left behind in favour of an
organic form of growth that is nature’s manner of operation.
The mounds, plants and trees were positioned by chance and
stones sat on the landscape as if they were waiting to be moved
to their final destination. Her spaces were still clearly defined
— there was still an entrance area, a meeting room, a court-
yard and a pavilion, but these existed now only as names in the
landscape. Some names described memorable events during
construction, some were metaphors, some landscape features
and others were of mythological origin. There wasn’t a space
bigger than six square metres that did not have a name. The
pavilion still occupied the heart of the garden, is was still visi-
ble from the meeting room and it still had a space that resem-
bled a theatre box where visitors could look out over the court-
yard as if it were a stage, but in her scheme, imagination had
a greater role to play. Lorenzo and Antonietta were intimately
part of the design team and created a sound and light installa-
tion that reinforced Chi Ling’s vision. They all shared the con-
viction that the spaces they created were true to their names.

Nothing specific had to be achieved, but a growing was nec-
essary. The four accepted that they had to listen to the rhythm
of growth and submit to the assumption that we hear through
our bones as well as our ears. Having first learned how to de-
light in generous instincts it became acutely obvious to them

that the old way of judging had proven itself worthless. New
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loves were being born, but they did not need to eschew the old
loves. Fear was being slowly elbowed out.

This work expanded their magnanimous attention. Nothing
of the old ways were missed, they simply attended wholeheart-
edly to the unlearning that was necessary. Every decision al-
lowed them to connect with each other and each new day felt
like a life-span. The changes were not without hiccups and
stumbling, or some sudden awareness of self-consciousness
that intimated vulnerability, but gradually, as the habit of using
fear to predict risk was replaced by a benign casualness in de-
cision making, so the carefree buzz more assuredly hummed.
Their mischievous process confirmed their rich enjoyment of
pleasure and affirmed the collective certainty that anything

is only worth the candle if playfulness is its starting point.
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HOW THE WORLD
FILLS ITS HEART

While all this was in progress, Mr Lao informed Chi Ling
that the garden centres in his supermarkets were now com-
plete and he asked if she would come up with a small land-
scape installation to advertise them. Chi Ling discovered that
her father wanted her to design a ‘plant feature’ to sit outside
the stores, so she, enthusiastic as ever, set about visiting the
various sites and making designs for a series of small gar-
dens. They each had a timber podium, a protecting wall and
roof of bamboo, planted foliage and a bench made of reeds for
visitors to sit on. To attract attention she had banners made
that rose up out of the garden. She did not want to adver-
tise the store directly, so she had phrases by Lao Tzu printed
upon the banners. Knowing when to stop averts trouble. You

don’t have to fear what others fear. These were typical of the
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phrases she used.

One evening, as she and her father studied the first installa-
tion, she saw a mother and daughter begging outside the store.
They sat without hope of receiving anything from the shoppers.
Chi Ling talked with them and learned that they had no place to
live and no income to live on. She bought them food and invited
them to sleep at her apartment. Mr. Lao offered the mother, Jia
Ying, a job at the supermarket and her daughter, Mei Xu, spent
her days helping Chi Ling. After a few weeks she and Chuan Di
found a place for mother and daughter. They continued to see
each other most days. One evening Chi Ling asked Mei Xu what
she thought of the little gardens she had helped to build.

“There’s not enough colour in them,” the little girl replied.

“And what should I do about this?” Chi Ling asked.

“You could paint the walls bright colours,” she said.

Jia Ying shook her head disapprovingly, Chuan Di laughed
and Chi Ling smiled. She was certain that Mei Xu had been
considering this for some time and the girl’s insight intrigued
her.

“Would you do the painting for me?” she asked Mei Xu.

The young girl consented and asked if she could also choose
the colours. Chi Ling agreed and the next day, she, together
with Jia Ying and Mei Xu went to buy paints and brushes. As
the days passed, Mei Xu and her helpers painted the all the
walls that surrounded the garden. Chi Ling and her father were
delighted. No bird under the sun had plumage to match the

colourful scenery they painted; it looked like a wall of sweet
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and fragrant flowers, it was a riot of colourful blooms. Chi
Ling could never have made such a bold decision, nor could
she have gone about it in the carefree manner that Mei Xu did.

The evening came when the sound and light installation was
to be turned on for the first time. Chi Ling had been too busy to
attend the days of testing that preceded the launch, so she was
hearing it for the first time. Suddenly, like a bird taking flight,
sounds rang out as sweet as a silver bell. The look on Chi Ling’s
face was beatific. Sounds came from nowhere; not feint sounds,
but a music that filled the garden, making it a solid space of
resonant vibrations which seemed to absorb her. It came out of
the air, it came up through the ground and it came out of her
body. She could only imagine that she was in a movie, a movie
that enjoyed the most enchanting sound track. Each step she
took was a performance for the world to see, so totally was she
immersed in the occasion.

Chi Ling told Chuan Di that she could see herself travelling
through space, past the transient stars. She was certain that
new winds issued from the mountains, winds that were clear-
ing the mists that had been mustering in the streets for dec-
ades. She said that she imagined water, which had long stag-
nated in secret wells, had started flowing again, washing the
landscape and filling the air with fresh scent. The speakers in
the trees led her to believe that birds were perched there, their
singing accompanying the golden sunset that filled the west-
ern sky. Poetry was on her lips and the folly of love inspired

every step she took. She could smell perfume on the air and
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her flowers, resting for the night, enjoyed a new light. She was
inhabiting a soothing moonlit garden, bathing in its beauty,
nourishing herself on the invitation to revitalise her senses.
It was the timeless message of bird and flower, of wave and
wind that she heard and, after feeding on the scenic harmonies
of Lorenzo’s sound track, she immersed herself in the certain
knowledge that this must surely have been how the world has
filled its heart from the beginning of time.

It was something like a sob that Chuan Di heard first, a faint
sound, but it was enough to wake him from his own enchant-
ment. He turned to Chi Ling and seeing tears in her eyes his
heart went out to her. They were the kind of tears shed by those
who are sensitive when sensing that beauty is brief. He wanted
only to hold her.

“Your tears come quickly on this happy occasion,” he said,
not knowing what else he might say. “Please say you are not
sad.”

“Sad? No,” she replied. “My tears know nothing of sadness
after such sounds, but ...” and she stopped briefly, “but it’s just
possible that I should admit to feeling, well ... that the sounds
could have made me feel just a little bit lonely.”

“Lonely,” said Chuan Di passionate. “Whoever can be moved
by days and scenes like these can never be lonely for long.” He
saw the curve of her neck, the throb of her bosom, the convic-
tion that the world without her would be desolate and suddenly
he was filled with the notion that he must ask her to marry him.

“Is it possible,” he enquired, “that we could simply decide to
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be together for as long as the stars continue to shine?”

His words surprised him, but Chi Ling understood com-
pletely and, looking up to him as though the stars were hidden
in his face, she placed her hand in his and nodded her head.
The truth of her love was in her arteries and her heart shivered
with joy at being so close to him. Together they swayed, guided
by the same spirit.

“The essence of the ancient days are directing our move-
ment,” she told him and for a short while they felt the world
that surrounded them had disappeared in a haze of light.

Antonietta and Lorenzo gazed happily upon their ecstatic

moments and reaffirmed their love for each other.
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HAVENS OF
INNER STRENGTH

Mr. Lao had started a TV advertising campaign to promote
his stores. The videos featured Chi Ling’s series of miniature
gardens outside the supermarkets and he showed a short clip
of her roof garden. Within weeks, and for reasons no one could
explain, the miniature gardens with their poetic banners were
being reproduced everywhere. They had captured the public’s
imagination and everyone wanted to make one. Any piece of
neglected land was turned into a little oasis or Haven of Inner
Strength; as everyone was now calling them. People arranged
to meet friends in these havens or they stopped by for a rest on
their way home. Web sites were dedicated to recording their
charms, offering images of the best examples and giving ad-
vice on how best to construct them. Great efforts were made

to use remarkable phrases and the variety was endless. Drift
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like the waves of the sea, High winds do not last all morning,
and Come together to feel the gentle rain, were Chi Ling’s fa-
vourite expressions. The authorities soon recognised the pow-
er of these small gardens, but they saw no threat in them and
some even encouraged their construction.

On the day Chi Ling celebrated the opening of her garden,
some unknown visitors had built a Haven of Inner Strength at
the base of the steps leading up to her roof top garden. The
phrase on the banner was - The Nature of Things.

The mayor of Shanghai had agreed to perform the opening
ceremony and he, together with his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Lao
and a great number of other guests bathed almost in disbelief
at the graceful sights and sounds of the natural habitat they
wandered through. The press and a TV crew were recording
everything so that everyone in the Shanghai region could enjoy
the celebration and launch. It was agreed that anyone could
visit the garden for free but numbers were restricted. Chi Ling
was told that it was fully booked for the next three months.

The time came for the Mayor to deliver his speech. The sounds
gently faded out and all the guests gathered around the ‘court-
yard.” The Mayor’s voice came to them from every direction.

“No one is waiting around now for things to change,” he
said. “With this beautiful garden the new transformation has
started and we are all beginning to feel the warm glow that ac-
companies our new found enthusiasm for branching out. The
conditions prevalent in the ancient days of empire, those times

of disenchanted bureaucracy have disappeared, along with its
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advocates, and it has become clear that with every expelled
breath a new healing is now occurring. The early years of our
rapid development gave us the fractured debris of over con-
sumption, but now our spirits are being settled and remould-
ed to accompany a new optimism. With this garden, spon-
taneity has been fertilised and we have been offered silver
linings where none could have been imagined before. It was
the mass of contradictions in our culture that held us all fro-
zen for so long, but now I feel we have broken through; a lit-
tle light is just visible. Young and old alike are beginning to
sense their way through the confusion of past decades and I
would like the citizens of Shanghai to celebrate this new era
by visiting this garden in the heart of our city. I congratu-
late all who have worked so hard to achieve this remark-
able landscape and I say to Chi Ling, whose vision this is,
you have made us all very proud to be citizens of this city.”

The sound of applause filled the garden and many of the
thousands who were watching on their televisions shed a little
tear of joy. All seemed to let out a sigh of relief.

A woman journalist appeared at Chi Ling’s side asking if
she could interview her, but Chi Ling refused; she was far too
overwhelmed to speak even one word. But the journalist was
a skilled practitioner and she kept up a monologue with the
young designer until she was eventually drawn into a conver-
sation.

“Could you explain how your little havens of inner strength

have become so remarkably popular?”
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“I've no idea,” Chi Ling replied. “Maybe these things sim-
ply rise up naturally, as osmosis does. Maybe they are carried
like pollen on the breeze. Some may have contracted it by the
sneezing of others and never know how it happened.”

“But this garden you designed was no accident. You must
have taken great pains to design it.”

“I can assure you that no pain was attached to the making of
this garden. The pain I suffered accompanied the many years
of doubt and struggling growth that were mine before I learnt
how to respect myself and grow in skill and confidence.”

“Did you study design?”

“No, I was taught how to listen.”

“How can you design something by listening?”

“You can’t; you also have to know what you have.”

“So what do you have?”

“T have what comes to me. I think that whatever it’s called, it
arrives in much the same way that we collect burrs on our socks
when walking across a field of grass. They attach themselves
without our consent or choosing. We just have to remember to
stop now and then to see what we have gathered.”

“Are you proud of your success?”

“I don’t have any success.”

“But you are famous.”

“I am only famous if you invent that fame. All I did was de-
sign a garden and a series of little installations to advertise
plants for sale in my father’s chain of supermarkets. I did it

to please him, to say thank you for all the years of support he
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offered me.”
“Can anyone design in the way you do?”
“Of course they can.”
“Will you teach me?”

“Certainly, would you like to start now?”
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MAKING THE
INVISIBLE
VISIBLE

Within days of Chi Ling’s momentous reception, she received
a phone call asking if she would attend a meeting with the New
Shanghai Garden committee. This large new garden, after
many years of rigorous design work, was soon to be opened
to the public. At the committee meeting Chi Ling learned that
some areas of the garden still needed design attention and, giv-
en their ambitious visitor numbers, they expressed concerns
about its potential popularity. She was asked if she would come
up with some concepts to help make this garden a major suc-
cess, and better still, a global success if this was possible. Chi
Ling had an aversion to concepts. With her friends she could
make a sound garden as she had done on the roof of her fa-
ther’s supermarket, but the New Shanghai Garden needed

something spectacular if it was going to achieve international
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distinction. She had never started a design programme with a
concept - it went against everything she knew - but she could
not explain that they were making an impossible request. Not
wishing to be a disappointment to them, she agreed to return
with a presentation the following week.

When Chi Ling left the office, all the doubts she had ever
known came flooding back to her. The very concept of a concept
would never help a garden resonate with the kind of loving sig-
nificance that resided in her heart. She returned home, talked
endlessly with her friends and meditated deeply whenever she
had the opportunity. She drew nothing. Chi Ling entered the
committee room to present her design concept without a single
drawing. The chairman asked if she had prepared something
to show them and Chi Ling said she had not. They were a little
surprised. Chi Ling told the committee that she would narrate a
story and when she had finished they could ask questions. The
chairman consented to her request and Chi Ling commenced

her story.

Once upon a time there was a beautiful young girl called
At Jun. Ai Jun lived mostly in her dreams. One day, when she
was wandering by herself, she came upon a door in the old
town wall that she had not noticed before. She tried the han-
dle and was intrigued that she could open the door and pass
through. Suddenly she was in a small secluded wooded dell
with a beautiful stream running through it. She wandered

for hours, meeting no one. At last Ai Jun sat down on a giant
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stone that bridged the stream and sang of the day when she
would meet the man of her dreams. Ai Jun visited her secret
dell as often as she could and one day, while she was sing-
ing on the giant stone over the stream, she thought she heard
a whisper on the air followed by the sound of footsteps. She
turned towards the unexpected sound and imagined that her
eyes saw a young man disappearing into the trees. Ai Jun fol-
lowed after him, past old ruins and long forgotten walls, to
the bottom of the dell and the topmost groves until she was ex-
hausted. Laying down to rest on a grassy bank by the stream,
she fell into a deep sleep.

AiJun repeated her restless search each time she visited the
dell and each time she fell asleep on the grassy bank. She con-
tinued her search in her dreams, following the sound of mag-
ical notes, longing to have their secret revealed to her. Ai Jun
never knew if the sounds came from a young man, a young
gazelle passing by, or a bird fluttering off to sing in the trees.

Then, on the day of her birthday, she woke to see a young
man kneeling next to her. He spoke soft words to Ai Jun and
although she could not understand his speech she understood
his feelings for her. He led her by the hand to a thin finger of
land surrounded by the stream and sat with her on a stone
bench. He started speaking again and, as his words became
clear to Ai Jun, the stream lit up, revealing millions of tiny
crystals sparkling in its bed.

The young man told Ai Jun that his name was Bing Wen. He
spoke of the wooded dell and of the deer and birds that filled it.
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He spoke of secret pathways that lay forgotten, of the shrubs
that bloomed in every season and of the thick, soft grass by the
stream. After his eulogy, Bing Wen talked of his family.

“My mother is an enchanted being,” he explained. “She vis-
ited this place long ago when it was a garden. In those days
my father was the gardener. Defying the laws that ruled their
different worlds, my mother and father fell in love and in-
stantly the garden transformed into a wooded dell. They are
destined to remain here until a young woman passes through
the wall with the intention of marrying me.”

“Am I to be your wife?” Ai Jun asked.

“Yes if you consent,” said Bing Wen, “but first my parents
must give their blessing. If they agree I will come to live in
your world and my mother and father will return to the en-
chanted world that is my mother’s birthplace.”

Ai Jun went with Bing Wen to his home. His mother, a kind
looking woman, smiled when they entered, but she did not
stop sewing the cloth she was weaving. The thread she was
sewing with was the thread of Bing Wen’s life. His mother
was well aware that her son was about to leave home and
start his journey through life. Then Bing Wen’s father entered
their dwelling. He greeted Ai Jun and handed his son a ring,
informing him that he had made it for Ai Jun at the place of
fire. As Bing Wen was placing the ring upon his bride’s finger,
his mother cut the thread with her teeth and henceforth Bing
Wen’s life was his own. The young man kissed his mother on

the cheek and at that very moment, deep wrinkles appeared
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on her dark forehead. She spoke gently to her son.

“My dear Bing Wen, the love in our hearts is mixed with
the pain of our parting, for on this day you and Ai Jun must
return through the door in the wall to start your life together.
We pray that you will find happiness together. You must take
great care of your wife, but for now you must follow her, for
only Ai Jun knows where the door to the other world can be
found. This door will only open for her.”

And with that the young couple set off to begin their life to-
gether.

When Chi Ling had finished reciting the story she was asked
to explain how this story would help to make a garden and
in replying to them she was surprised by the confidence with
which she spoke.

“In this story, all the various components of the landscape
have a name. No place in nature should exist without a name.
This is the most compassionate motive we can adopt for mak-
ing anything. Every little feature in our garden should form
part of the narrative and they must all be connected to each
other. In a place of great beauty we do not see a piece of stone
here, a dip in the landscape there, we know each place for the
part it plays in revealing itself. We will call this place The Crys-
tal Dell, a place where nature itself relates the narrative that
tells of the advances and retreats it has lived through. Where Ai
Jun goes in this wooded dell, we will follow; she invites us to re-

live her journey. Is Ai Jun dreaming when she hears whispers
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and footsteps, when she sees her vision of the young man? Is
it perception or hallucination she experiences? Ai Jun makes
the invisible visible and when we are in her garden we too will
make the invisible visible; we will, by reading and understand-

ing its features, relive her story.”
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The questions from the committee were many. Chi Ling helped ;ﬁ& B ANF A R o b3 B B AR AN B AR Y
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light when she had a sense of it. Having started out with the P ) . ‘
e B (S0 SR T AR S 2y AT ) AR T A A R R 4% 8

expectation that modern ideas would bring honour and fame
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ning was an act of surrender.
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will be plenty of opportunities for radical interventions and

flights of the imagination. The celebrity aspect of this wooded
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dell will be the sound. You have visited my roof garden so you
know how magical the sound will be.”

The firing of questions continued unabated until the chair-
man called a halt and asked Chi Ling if she intended to con-
struct a garden.

“No,” was Chi Ling’s reply, “it’s a wooded dell with a stream.
All T know is that we must keep the story of this place firmly in
our minds while we are making decisions. If you will allow me
to go with the graceful beginning I propose, I will take you and
the design team on a spectacular adventure. First I need you to
help me find some old stones that I can place in the landscape.
If you can offer me an old ruin of a dwelling, no more than the
lower stones that once were walls, we will transport these to
the garden and place them where Bing Wen’s mother and fa-
ther lived. If you know where to find a stone that might act as a
bridge and fragments of old walls that we are allowed to adapt
and extend, then we will find a place for them to live.”

The committee wanted to know how visitors were going to
read the story, imagining that she would place captions next to
the stones. Not all were certain that stones built for different
purposes, coming from different places would work together.

“There will be no reading of words,” Chi Ling insisted. “We
will read the stones in the same way that we read archaeolo-
gy. In some archaeological sites new stones are added to the
old stones to make the function more readable. So we need not
fear difference. If there isn’t a gap in a stone wall which looks

like the door Ai Jun entered, we will make it. If the bridge isn’t
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convincing, then the stone mason will add the stonework to
complete the picture. We will build something to represent ‘the
place of fire’ and something to mark the beginning and end of
the stream. These sculptures do not have to define anything
specifically. It is important that our perception remains on the
edge of imagination; ambiguity is crucial to the spirit of this
place. It is not a landscape where things are complete. We will
not use stones that already have significance. I have no wish to
upset historians.”

“Sothereisnolandscape design as such,” the chairman asked.

“Once we have a diagram of how the stones sit in relation to
each other, we will mould the landscape. We will do this before
placing the stones. We must form dips and hills and plant trees
and shrubs in such a way that they reflect the wooded dell in
the story. We will decide where to place Ai Jun’s bed on the
grassy bank and where the stream will take its winding course.
There will be a bench on a finger of land where Ai Jun finally
understood Bing Wen’s words. We can add more stones than
the story describes; natural stones and dressed stones. Visitors
can sit on them and invent new events that may have occurred
in the original story. We also need stones for the stream.”

“Do you intend to build a stream?”

“Yes a real stream with a bed of a million tiny crystals, spar-
kling in the light. We will invite visitors to buy a bag of these
crystals they can drop into the stream. Perhaps they will make
a wish. It would be fitting if children, on their birthday, were
allowed to take up a handful of crystals and take them home.
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Rituals are very important.”

The committee liked the stream, but they were not certain
about the stones - would they inspire many thousands of visi-
tors, they asked.

“We can make many different sound installations in the gar-
den,” Chi Ling told them. “Not all of them need to tell a sto-
ry. Imagine a bed of roses with sounds rising up through the
ground. Imagine the noises of the city disappearing, because
they have been masked at the entrances with other sounds. We
could make an audible feast for visitors wherever they roamed.
They will see stones on the ground, they will see bird like forms
in the trees, but they will never know where the sounds that fill
the air originate from. The speakers will be lost in the ancient
fragments and the sounds will be woven into such a complex
quilt, there is no telling how they have been composed.”

“But are we selling this to potential visitors as a magical
place?”

“Yes. Exotic flowering shrubs and the singing of birds is al-
ready magical. We will add stories and the most moving music
you have ever heard to this. It will be magical. Visitors will for-
get there is a train overhead. We will not even attempt to mask
the architecture that supports the railway. It will disappear in
the dreams we are dreaming.”

“But what will they hear?”

“They will hear music that sounds like nature and nature
that sounds like music. Imagine walking along one of the old

forgotten paths. You hear the sound of hoofs in the nearby turf.
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A dainty bird scuttles by. You imagine an animal stirring in
the thicket. The sound of a flute and the sound of the steam
intermingle. A deer nibbles leaves in the clearing, wood doves
murmur in the tree and birds in the bushes fill the air with
song. All of it music to delight the ear and all of it accompanied
by orchestral sounds from a wealth of instruments. This is a
place where people in love will want to roam.”

“It all sounds very romantic.”

“Yes and it could also be a place of great comedy. Visitors
will walk in a landscape packed with incident, alive with places
of intimacy and spectacle. We can construct amphitheatres in
the landscape and make platforms where people can gather;
places of performance and places to view performance. Some
will want to enact scenes and others will want to watch and lis-
ten. Some will recount the old story and others will invent new
stories. It’s just a beginning. Here is a photograph of a wooded
dell; that’s all I can imagine. ”

Chi Ling reiterated that the beginning is fraught with danger.

“It is the most difficult thing to get right. The rest follows.”

The chairman agreed with her, saying that her beginning
gave them a strong foundation.

“Let us give it a trajectory directed towards stardom.”

“I'm not sure about stardom,” Chi Ling replied, “but I'm sure
about The Nature of Things and I know how important it is
for China to construct places that have the power to nourish

hearts.
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