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Abstract

The result of the Western transposition of the Japanese garden is able to
create more of a material harmony than a spiritual one, losing part of its
initial effect, that of an axis mundi, of the sacred communion between Heaven
and Earth. In literature and arts the hyperbolized garden, endowed with
fantasy features is able to create the state of reverie. Western garden,
decorated with grottos, Japanese bridges, pavilions and pagodas, with the
direct scope of facilitating the coupe meeting and reverie, becomes a
reflection of the states of mind, and taste of an entire period, dominated by
megalomania. The comparison between Japanese and Western culture is
based on the iconological analysis of the literary text and the visual elements.
The transmitter and the receiver of the influences are not related directly,
being mainly separated by the linguistic barrier, but the intermediaries
assume the role of mediation and promotion of the specific Japanese cultural
elements, unknown before in Europe.
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Is there any connection between the way we interpret the
common elements of the visual and literary text? More specifically,
can we interpret a certain theme, such as Romantic exoticism, through
the system of symbols, common to the two arts? Beginning with
Aristotel, who considers both poetry and painting as imitation arts,
continuing with the Horatian aphorism, ut picture poesis, visual arts
and literature have continuously been sees as sister arts (Vranceanu,
2002:47).

Abbot Jean-Baptiste Du Bos, tries to develop a theoretical
system of argumentation for the interdisciplinary study of literature
and painting, starting from an emotional level. Arts represent a
process of imitation. As in real life, art is a source of emotions. As
Plato, Du Bos invests poetry with an indispensable social status, even
if, from arts’ perspective, it is inferior to the others.
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In poetry and painting the characters, scenes and events are
organized in a semantic unit, ensuring characteristics such as decency
or veracity. Poetry allows reader to imagine the scenario, while in
painting; the effort is merely that of decoding the information, in order
to reach the meanings of the narrative. When reading the image, the
effort is that of interpretation, of decoding the visual message, and
interception of the details.

Beginning with the Romantic period (1780-1840), garden
arrangements become tributaries of the exotic garden. We can talk
about plants belonging to distant realms, which reached Europe on the
commercial routes between the East and the West, or we can present
gardens where the vegetation is arranged in terraces, as in the case of
Japanese gardens, which became extremely fashionable in Western
Europe, during this period.

We should mention the fact that, before Charles Darwin’s
book, The Origin of Species, Romantic man felt the need of a
clarification, regarding the different species of plants, so that later on,
they should become a, important source of inspiration for literature.
Literature was inspired by nature, and it was also nature as a source of
inspiration for painting, so that at the end of the Romantic period, the
artist could acquire a complex landscape, tributary to the notion of
exoticism, but extremely original.

19" century is marked by the appearance of a new type of
garden, where the element of novelty perfectly combines with
tradition, exoticism with modernism, opulence with simplicity.
Gardens, similar to those of the antiquity, become a pasteboard,
reflecting the social status of its owner. Once the new social class of
bankers, industrialists and manufacturers appeared, the so called
nouveau riche, garden art becomes more and more specialized, under
the impact of the touristic and exploratory trips to exotic destinations.
Rare plants, new methods of cultivation and obviously the
development of new technologies, all play now an important part in
the appearance of a typical Japanese or Chinese garden, in a park in
England or France.

As a result of the appearance of a number of specialized
publications, such as Garden magazine (1826), Gardens Chronicle
(1841), Ladies Magazine of Gardening (1841), the interest of the
public opinion is shifted towards the art of gardening and that of
garden and park decoration, according to the rules of the exotic
garden.
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Once the notion of exoticism is introduced in Western
vocabulary, nature is more and more idealized; nature is understood as
man, feelings, emotions, euphoria, ecstasy, nature becomes a
landmark for the understanding of the surrounding world, making us
aware of the limitations of our consciousness.

Gardens start being represented in literature and painting, but
not earlier than the 16™ century, when Joachim du Bellay speaks about
natural beauty in one of his sonnets, published in 1549.

William Chambers, author of the study Dissertation on
Oriental Gardening visited twice East Asia before publishing his book
in 1772, anticipating Romantic taste for the elements of exoticism,
thus bringing some changes to the environment at Kew Gardens, by
introducing a pagoda and a pavilion with panels, decorated with
scenes form Confucius’ life. Yet, the French and the British lose very
quickly their interest in East Asian garden, after the French
Revolution and a rebirth of classicism.

From Japan and China the Europeans have taken less the
landscape architecture, but more of the exotic plants, which have been
adapted to the climate conditions of the continent, thus leading to the
appearance of green gardens with glass walls, for the protection of
plants in winter time. The three types of garden that Chambers
mentions are: the pleasing, the terrible and the surprising.

“Acclimation is the great discovery of the 19" century, even if
it is not an invention of this century. Plants such as glycine,
chrysanthemum, peony, anemone, gardenia, jasmine of camellia,
honeysuckle, yellow bells or numerous varieties of decorative trees,
such as cherry tree, sakura, prune tree, etc.

Literary critics consider that the poem Kubla Khan, by Samuel
Coleridge was inspired by the descriptions of Japanese gardens, that
he probably had the chance to read in British magazines of the time,
where the pleasing apect of the Japanese garden is key: with
hedgerows, shrubs, blosoming trees, river channels, with arched
bridges, pavilions, etc.

So twice five miles of fertile ground

With walls and towers were girdled round:

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.
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Nigel Leask considers that the first thirtysix rhymes of the
poem Kubla Khan, make reference to a landscape garden, an artificial
scenery, result of the poetic imagination, being inspired by the reality
of the English parks. Unlike the palace gardens of Kubla Khan, as
they appear in the travel stories of Marco Polo, in Coleridge’s poem
they are very close to the European orientalist theoretica thinking of
the 18™ century (Leask, 2006:184).

With the help of alliteration and assonance, Coleridge is able
to create a real incantation of a world of dreams, a terrestrial Paradise
comparable to a fantasy garden, surrounded by high walls that make
us think of the garden architecture of the East Asian region. Still the
poem makes reference to Xanadu, the summer residence of Kubla
Khan, placed in central Mongolia, a magical realm that marco Polo
had the chance to visit in 1275, and which the explorer charaterises as
opulent and full of grandeur.

Nigel Leask reviews the most important literary texts where
Japanese gardens appear. He mentions Sir William Temple, Joseph
Addison, Horace Walpole and Oliver Goldsmith, important writers of
the 18™ century, who are considered a landmark in oriental studies in
Europe.

In literature, and even in certain religious texts, the garden is
hyperbolized, endowed with fantastic features, able to enhance the
mystery, creating the state of Romantic reverie, dominated by
exoticism. Laila leads Thalaba in such a garden, in Southey’s poem:

She took him by the hand,

And through the porch they pass’d.

Over the garden and the grove,

The fountain streams of fire

Pour’d a broad light like noon;

A broad unnatural light,

Which made the rose’s blish of beauty pale,

And dimm’d the rich geranium’s scarlet blaze
Pious verdure of the grove

Now wore one undistinguishable grey,

Checquered with blacker shade. (Southey, 1814:136)

Although literature had the tendency of exaggerating the
elements of the described garden, real gardens were endowed with
unusual elements, belonging to the sphere of fantasy, in order to offer
them a unit for their hyperbolization.

Nature is also endowed with a special power, that of opening
the gates of total love; being the silent witness of secret meetings of
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the young lovers, and having the function of concealment and secrecy
of the forbidden couple relationship, attending the beauty ritual and
becoming synonymous with feminine sensuality.

The garden or the park becomes a space for reverie, where the
individual can isolate himself and can experience some of the most
contradictory sensations.

Opulent, extravagantly decorated, based on a strictly
geometrical structure, the garden arrangement at Stourhead is a source
of inspiration for William Turner’s painting Rise of the River Stour at
Stourhead (c.1824). Stourhead was the perfect embodiment of 18™
century desire to rediscover the Vergilian Arcadia. Stourhead Park
was created in a rampant valley, which was turned by Flitcroft into a
lake, surrounded by secret pathways, able to offer an original
perspective, with temples, statues, grottos, which all integrate the
strata of a visual, literary and even a personal allusion (Trachtenberg
and Hyman, 1986:403-4).

L, P

Stourhead Park

At Stourhead we have the perfect mediation between the
picturesque architecture and the exotic one, in a purely Romantic
sense, reviving the architectural and decorative Romantic classicism.
The semicircular vault arches which can be observed in Turner’s
painting can be perfectly found in the architectural structures of
Stourhead garden, which suggests the perfect assimilation of the
original architectural element.

Turner’s landscapes, reproducing British parks and gardens,
resemble those of Poussin and Claude Lorrain, through heroism. They
transpose the reader of the visual text into an imaginary world,
populated with titanic characters. There is such a force of rendering,
which was never equaled by any Romantic artist, especially because
most of these park and castle representations are accomplished in
watercolor technique. In Turner’s case we can speak about such a
mastery of the technique, without any chance of returning on the
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surface, the transparency and subtlety of the color variations being
able to create an atmosphere, pretty gloomy at the beginning, but
monumental at the same time.

Romantic gardens were decorated with ornamental structures,
the so called fabriques, most of the time acquired from the Egyptian
antiquity and having Masonic connotations. The obelisk, as a solar
symbol, the pyramid, with mortuary connotations, the temple as a
sacred place for meditation, the sphinx with protective role, Isis, as a
symbol of the individual’s regeneration, are all mythological symbols,
but also components of an illuminating philosophy, centered on
meditation and melancholy.

”All these fabriques — grottos, Japanese ponds, pagodas,
kiosks, Roman or Gothic ruins, pyramids, obelisks, little temples —
were used in accordance with their structure, as meeting points or
meditation rooms, retreat houses or exotic greenhouses”(Humbert ,
2006:191).

The garden becomes a reflection of the tastes of mind and of
the tastes of an entire generation marked by grandeur and importance,
totally indifferent to the social problems, political conflicts and
spiritual disintegration.

Symbols such as the obelisk, the pyramid or the Sphinx,
suggest an exoticism exclusively targeted at the initiated. The obelisk
at Stourhead dates from 1746, being erected by William Privet,
ordered by Henry Hoare I, who wanted a garden as perfect as that of
Arcadia.

Humbert observed the use of the expression Ef in Arcadia Ego
with regard to the British garden architecture, as a combination of
symbols related to happiness, love and death, which had been
“celebrated by the previous century architecture, with Gian Francesco
Barbieri Guercino or Nicolas Poussin” (Humbert, 2006:195).

View of the Bolton bey
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The entire Romantic period is dominated by artificiality in
landscape painting. Although we can speak about a natural raw
material, the plants are organized in an artificial way, mimicking the
natural. The result of this garden is an unreal one, but the geometry of
shapes, the separation into four or eight quadrants, suggests more of a
material harmony, than a spiritual one. Very often the fountain, placed
at the center of this quadrant, as the central point of the entire garden,
represents an axis mundi and a symbol of the sacred communion
between Heaven and Earth”( Hankiss, 2001: 105).

We should also observe an interesting detail related to the
different structure between the East and the West, with regard to
garden arrangements, more specifically the climatic criterion. It is
obvious that the Western man started to copy the Eastern model of
exotic garden, but it was almost impossible to adapt it perfectly to the
climate conditions of the northern regions of the continent. The
gardens of Sintra Palace, Portugal, the most exquisite example of
Portuguese Romantic architecture, is built on the exotic model,
capturing solar light on a vertical line, with ponds built in the shadow
of the perennial trees , brought from East Asia, Australia or America
(ginkgo biloba, sequoia sempervirens, thuja plicata, cupressus
lusitanica, camelia sasanqua).
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In the previous image we can see the layout of the garden
plants on different layers, being perfectly adapted to the climate
conditions of Portugal.

The thematic diversity of the Western world has, as a final
outcome, the representation of love, joy, sadness, fury or courage,
generally those states of the mind that the man experience with a
maximum intensity. In Japan, no matter how powerful the emotions
are, they are not represented, they do not want to show them publicly.
It is a symbol of decency. That is why western emotions and feelings
are replaced in the East with dispositions, feelings of a less powerful
intensity. Western artists insistently made appeal to poetic, allegoric
and romantic associations, in order to offer an illusion of the evasive,
of the untraceable of the state of mind. Compared to the western
world, Japanese culture had a vocation for the superior harmonies, of
natural reverberations, while the allusions were abundantly inserted, in
order to codify the visual and the literary text.
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