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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 Japanese Zen)

Among us, the beauty of building and planting is placed chiefly
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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Foreword

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.
Researching 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
overshadow you with my genius!!! As below:

A creative person is filled with an extensive collection of
thoughts. These thoughts have been amassed from their waking
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 converging
towards zero ...”

“Towards Zero,” by Agatha Christie.

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, 1 did
believe 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
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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
increasingly 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
resonating between this piece of writing and the novel. Of
Chinese heritage and having formerly studied Design, I am now
currently facing the challenge of writing a Foreword for The
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
creates a meta-fictive guide to challenge the written narrative by
the production of a part-autobiographical and imagined reality.
Stickland's The Nature of Things uses the fictitious world to
explain a process which cannot be explained by conventional
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 situation 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
demonstrates 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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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 obstinately 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 states
needed interaction or that she was leaving the possibility 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; select; 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
conjoined 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.
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A grey haze welcomes the day when a clear blue sky was
promised. I am lying on my bed hoping for a morning breeze to
animate the cotton drapes. 1 am back in China. A strange
stillness is upon me. For reasons I cannot fathom, I feel grateful
that I am not in trouble. I lie motionless, conscious of breathing
evenly, trying not to think about the coming days.

Suddenly, a dominating authority takes possession of the
room. It lifts me off the bed and takes me to see paintings
hanging on the wall. An educated voice describes the
remarkable light and dramatic tonal qualities of the paintings.
Transfixed, immobile, enchanted, I wonder how I can possibly
smile when another’s will is dominating my own. I explain to
the presence how the architecture functioned in the paintings,
how it achieves a delicate sense of balance. I am no longer the
woman who can’t voice her observations.

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
liberating submission. She felt re-energized, confident in her
thoughts and delighted in her newfound ability to express ideas
that had for so 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.

20
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Chi Ling returned to her bed, thinking she would
reconsider her dream, reinforce her belief in herself and
remember how 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 boulder, 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 yourself,
become a ruby mine, open to the gifts of the sun.

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.

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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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
wanted 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
remainder 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
mature. At the start of a project we generally communicate a
concept or an idea to ourselves, but it would be more profitable
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.”

26
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“Is this like the different components of a collage?”

“Yes, it’s a multifaceted unity and this complexity is ideal
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
without 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
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
success. 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 listen
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.
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“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.”

“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
forebears 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. 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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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
Westminster Bridge, rode on the London Eye and admired the
Festival Hall; this was the place where the graduation ceremony
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 before finally
fading to a gentle grey. The vision of it had comforted 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 Restaurant.
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.
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“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 mention 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 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
because 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.”
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“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
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. Children
loved unravelling these phrases and repeated those that they
easily understood. Parents used their popularity to describe 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
direction 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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Try something different, surrender

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
impartiality. 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 paper 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 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 capable
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.
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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
before sleeping. She picked up Jalal Uddin Rumi and read.

The following morning Chi Ling woke early. She had had
another dream and she desperately wanted to remember it.
Carefully, she compelled her unconscious to return it.

I am back in Westminster Abbey, alone in the Lady Chapel.
The sound of the choir fills the great edifice. I am transfixed by
the complexity of the music and wonder if it is possible to
understand its composition by reading the musical notation.

A young man walks by. He is lost in concentration and
dressed in a costume from many centuries earlier. His head is
lifted up, his eyes are closed and his fingers move as if he is
conducting a piece of music. Suddenly he turns, takes me by the
hand and marches me to a music room adjacent to the cloister.
He gathers up his manuscripts from the table and fills the empty
space with a large roll of paper. It is covered with words,
diagrams and musical notation.

“The entire opera is notated here,” he says. “The section on
the left shows the six scenes together with a description of the
predominant emotion of that scene. Each scene has its own key
and each key is aligned to dramatic events in the narrative.”

“You aren’t giving me time to follow what you’re saying.”

“No one has aligned musical keys to dramatic situations
before. In this particular pattern the scenes alternate between
minor and major keys. The Queen’s emotional turbulence at
being in love is in a minor key and this is followed by the King’s
declaration of love, which is in a major key.”

As he extemporises upon the conjunction of moods and keys,
he scribbles notes to express his current inspiration. He is
definitely too young for such complex elaboration.
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“If I shift the emphasis from the King to the Queen it would
marry perfectly with the alternating pattern and the sequence of
keys. What do you think?”

“I don’t know, Sir. Your information is like a whirlwind. 1
need more time to get better acquainted with your vision.”

“Bah, it’s not time that you need. You just have to surrender
yourself to these beautiful sounds and follow their dance.”

Chi Ling returned to consciousness with the word surrender
resonating in her head. She had read a startling use of the word
the previous evening. Jalal Uddin Rumi had used it in a poem.
She stretched out her arm and 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 preparation!
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.
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 invited
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
welcome 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
student had been, she offered some traditional Chinese advice
to 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 leading 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
accompanied their thoughts on the previous evening.
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“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
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 unimportant?”’

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
admitted 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.
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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;
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. Before
long the group became adept at mimicking ancient philosophy;
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, offered 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 accompanied
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.

54



BRETAMARAIENERTRNEE, BERIULASEETER
MEOHER XME. FERDEFE XM, #ETFTEEUES
K ERBRSXAERENEMBRET EHAREEAC RRNXTE

‘IEEE, EFETAE  BERIE , ERTERTN ; RIETEIFE
ERTRREE. "

XAERBME  #EHBECRATXAE , ARESNAE AN
MHEX T, ZREZAR , B SETROGAEZRNES ; FTEFX
LEmERBNANBRFER S, ENNXERREARNTAN , £t
MNEFERMATMENNREREK, F—UREEINEARBETEXLA—F
o

‘ERHERAREUHERY, ETERGHERREFERN. MRMRUEEE
WHIE , RRETEERNECHTH. IRRRECHEE  FRREEELEN

MREBELCBNKRE—RAFEE-ESNILY. —DIHEHER
HERES RN BARMNEAFEI NS ANBHERE | TBEREDE
EFNREBLEEERN B FERRENBEZRRANB LR BAREET
B ANREE , AFTRRNRUIT , EREF-HIARTERR , ER
WARBREASIAMNNBLEHBREZRTNEZINT2INE. MBEEN
RENRZELTRE , ESES  THRTREEREITIRACSHE L.
MWRENMRE S TRMBLERBHEEZONSEEPEEHALELE , B4
EARRBELIBHRHNRERMTEEFNE. LT EBR—MREAIZN
210 ; e, XAMRUW , FAEmE S ERIE 4 L.

55



56



57



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
redundant. 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 required
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
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
thinking, 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.
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Despite her best efforts, Chi Ling could not suppress her
unwelcome 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
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 stunning
results. Having re-worked the drawings until they pleased her
eye, having laboured to create pages that aroused her emotional
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.

60



REMRTHRANSE D , ERBRERRENHEECTE LM L
BB, RS RERNTTFRONESHNRENRR. TXRER.
WAREEEXREEELERNBERARA BB FHUABRE—FTHT ;
HRBFEGHEEHAER  XBREFEES. WAL BEIERS,
AN —IMELTMARMESFT , RZEMEAZNER , X/LF2MEE
RIMSERNBERT. HEACHTRMNNBECREIENUEZ HIRE
T—MERKNBA , AARAZH |, A TANEMARE - MFRUBBR
SHA—HIXK,

REMRECHERETEARRIILEMIRT  EBNREZL , AR
BRBILACERBEN GG, HEERENMRBXESTTMERHN
BEREESUNETRBESHTTRNABR. KLLLMRIIT R 2
WEESERITESMEHRECHERNFILAKERE , XiLRE
EZM. MRESFAEIEXNMFRIE , EHIXRERECHALELRERERT
WED,

W E—MERSERIEESANME ZRRM. AT —BREFET
RITGEAF BEMIRE THH M. M B H B8 it 1Y S U 15 33 R 4 2
BZMBXRERR. HHENEECHRR  XTEEHNEEERE. -
ERRERAEICILLNRBERIFE., T INLHXERANTE
RGBT HHEERN  HREE  ERERBEHNEACETAENIEE
T FERXERE, FRAXNTIEXRBRBRES  EHWNBCHBECE
H—EREENSE., tEERBTFRPLEIWHEARESSIN.

61



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
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
intention 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 imagined
groups of people walking through her world, never certain
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
invisible relationships she had fashioned for them.
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The whole world 1s 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 exhilarated
her, but when sounds had the ability to sadden and exhilarate
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 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 accompanied
the sounds; she travelled then to realms that were beyond her
description. Secretly, she imagined she could pick up
information 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?”
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“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
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
working 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
being 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 initiating
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.
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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, ‘I 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.

During these weeks and months she saw stinginess and
dishonesty wherever she looked. Everything she owned, even
the food in her fridge was part of a system that profited some
people and victimised others. She hated the idea of lending her
support, albeit tacitly, to a world that had this kind of meanness
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.
I’ve given up on my brain;

I’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
naked. She knew she would have to teach herself this lesson.
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A sudden flowering

As the weeks passed, Mr Lao became increasingly despondent
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.”

“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.
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“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.”

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

“Visit the traditional gardens of Suzhou,” Jessica suggested,
“and when you know everything about 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.
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Chi Ling travelled to Suzhou. She visited the Humble
Administrator'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 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
affected 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 danger;
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
request 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.

“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 installation
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, matting 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.
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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 supplier
the garden centre used and recommended that bamboo and reed
fencing be constructed as a backdrop to the planting.

“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.
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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
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 options
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 discover
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 together?
Do they communicate anything that touches upon meaning? If I
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 | say about it? What do we see? What work do the plants
and architecture do together? What relationships do they enjoy?
How would I know if one sequence of spaces is more fulfilling
than another? How could I tell if one thing was inspiring other
things? Is arrangement the most important aspect? Is it possible
for a garden to alienate visitors? What are the remedies? What
is communicated by a path, a view, the planting, a bench, a
wall, the stones or a pavilion? If they work together, might they
constitute a story? How should I name the characters of this
story? 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.
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The beginning is fraught with danger.

There is nothing to do but get tough.

Regard all problems as your ally.

You must allow the 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.
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’s joined to the heart of things.
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 the mundane.
Can we make walks that concretise feelings?

Could a garden be a metaphor for our inner processes?
How can I create spaces that welcome the imagination?
I want to make discrete places where dreams arise.
Narratives unfold and deepen in detached places.
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It was clear to Chi Ling that a narrative walk was crucial. It
might be two or three steps through a doorway or it might
include a great number of 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, always
anticipating the spaces that lay ahead. With each turn, each look
back their progress would be halted and they would 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
entrance 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
retreats, 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 before. 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 dreaming.
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
direct 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
draw. Being well practised in this art, she was grateful for any
surprises, mishaps or mistakes. Equally, if a metaphor or
rhetorical 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.

Chi Ling mentioned the project to her singing teacher, Qing
Ge, who asked to visit the site. Qing Ge could use everything
that happened in her life to inspire her musical compositions.
This impressed her pupil, but it was her dynamic conversation
and great sense of humour that made Chi Ling nervous about
discussing her work. She rehearsed topics to chat about, but the
high spirited Qing Ge easily kept Chi Ling entertained. Their
bright conversation soon touched upon the delight they
experienced when discovering words in their dreams.
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Chi Ling, eager to learn Qing Ge’s views on 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
particular 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
eloquent talent for coupling music with language was similar to
her own talent for coupling architecture with language. Chi
Ling was delighted that they both shared a similar appetite for
gentle melodrama and artfulness. Any couple who were born
with the scent of the theatre in their bones, who were born with
a fully formed appreciation of the importance and intricacies of
dramatic artifice, were bound to find common territory.

They talked then of artifice, how it gave them reasons for
decisions, how it could carry an idea and how it became a
theoretical proposition. Artifice was 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 were working on.

For Chi Ling, drawing was always an attempt to verify her
dreams. She had to imagine herself on the journey proposed by
the plan's layout before she could validate the drawing as
authentic. Similarly for Qing Ge, words had to be confirmed by
her sense that they would truly come from the heart of a singer.

They talked about danger, turning a problem into an ally and
the effectiveness of the imagination when it has a dilemma to
deal with. It fascinated them that they used similar words for
practices designed for different outcomes. With functionality
they could have been poles apart, but Qing Ge declared that in
musical composition there were times when she needed
functional themes and times when she needed lyrical ones.
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They discussed lyricism, talked of those things that best
carried the invitation and how they inhabited the future. Chi
Ling affirmed that she always imagined herself being in the
space she was designing rather than looking at it. She claimed
she had to walk through the architecture to feel the dramatic
occasions and corroborate the viability of spatial events. Such a
walk instigated her language and helped to form her narratives.

“I dream the plan as a theatrical event before my spaces are
built,” she said. “I love living in an installation before it exists.
Without this kind of thrill we can’t know if a dramatic gesture
operates down at the ordinary level of experience or not.”

“I inhabit my music like this,” Qing Ge agreed. “I have to be
over-sensitive towards it; that’s the only way to prove that I
hear everything. I know where we differ, though. I start with a
pattern in my head and you have to go in search of a pattern.”

“True. You also have words, whereas my design language
only emerges when I have discovered the pattern.”

“You need words to find your definitions.”

“Yes, [ improvise experiments and search the visual material
for rhetorical themes until a spatial language emerges.”

“Remind me again; what is this spatial language?”

“Any memorable and concise account of a place is spatial
language. It’s also the structure that underpins its resolutions;
my tutor referred to it as the engine that drives decision making.
He claimed that designers become exhausted by the hundreds of
decisions they must make, but the language helps judgments to
arrive by connection. The spatial language is also the quality
that is read by the visitor, the thing that brings life to the design,
the thing that makes it readable and worth describing.”

The 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 were 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. In truth she was; she was
talking to her father, but Mr. Lao was nowhere nearby. If the
shoppers asked about her activity, she told them she had to
continually walk across the roof to dream up the spaces 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
for her that until then had only existed as vague thoughts at 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.
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Her most dramatic chance encounter was Chuan Di, a
specialist in peat-free growing material. Chi Ling’s roof garden
was the kind of project he had often dreamed of. Being 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 location and climate. It
comprised mainly of bark, coconut fibre, 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 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 formations with it and
used it as the structure to form mounds of peat-free soil. With
the influence of Chuan Di she was beginning to envision the
supermarket roof as a landscape of gently rolling hills.

Mr. Lao was delighted when his daughter showed him her
model of the garden. He was a little concerned when his
daughter talked of a lake, but when she explained it would not
be a lake filled with water he was relieved. He then became
concerned 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
occasions. 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.”
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This was the best thing he could possibly have said to Chi
Ling; the highest compliment she could have wished to receive.

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 uttering
the words might help her adjust to them. “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 monument 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 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 extraordinary that
Mrs. Lao joined him in this relaxed approach. A casual attitude
towards marriage had never been the preference 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.

“It is 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
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 untrue.
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.
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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 the FangTa Garden in Qingpu.

“I’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
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
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. Rising 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. 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.
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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
anyone 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 merrily,
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 refrains
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 nervousness
returned, but then a voice from deep inside her declared that
everything that had happened in her life had been preparing her
for this moment. She knew it to be the ageless sound of birds, of
the waves and the wind. High constant notes of sweet music
came to her; voices were singing and they bathed her in the
certain knowledge that this is how the world nourished its heart.

“Oh, one more thing,” she exclaimed, and stopped.

“Yes,” Chuan Di replied. It was a clear, confident yes,
nothing 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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Havens of inner strength

The funeral rites lasted three weeks. Chi Ling, like a fish out of
water, couldn’t wait to dive back into her work. She rented an
apartment close to the supermarket and with Chuan Di at her
side she made preparations for construction to begin. Within six
weeks they were supervising a team of builders employed to
construct the habitable buildings and the boundary walls. Chi
Ling, never so excited about architecture before, spent all her
waking hours following the progress and taking photographs.

When the builders had completed their work, she was eager
to take up residence, but Chuan Di persuaded her to wait until
they had begun to clarify the contours of the landscape and all
the materials were on site. It was a sensible suggestion, but
students from the interior design department who were helping
with construction soon got into the habit of staying overnight in
the garden apartment or the pavilion. Chi Ling accepted it. She
was learning how to work intuitively, how to be calm while
dealing with complex problems and how to mix a relaxed
natural attitude with a decisive approach.

One day Mr Lao informed Chi Ling that the garden centres
in his supermarkets were now complete and he needed to
advertise them. He asked if she would design a ‘plant feature’
to sit outside the stores. Chi Ling, enthusiastic as ever, visited
the various sites and made designs for a series of small gardens.
They each had a timber podium, a protecting wall 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 advertise 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 phrases she used.
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Once the landscape of her roof top garden was complete, Chi
Ling made preparations to move into the apartment. She wanted
to contemplate her garden and make decisions in this place
where peace and quiet reigned. One evening, just before the
move, she saw a mother and daughter begging outside the store.
They sat without hope of receiving anything from the shoppers.
Chi Ling learned that they had no place to live and no income to
live on. She bought them food and invited them to stay in her
apartment. As the days passed, Jia Ying and Mei Xu took up
residence in the garden. They made themselves busy; moving
objects around and tidying up the landscape so the beauty of the
terrain could be appreciated.

Chi Ling became attached to mother and daughter and with
Chuan Di they spent many evenings together. One day Chi Ling
asked the young Mei Xu what she thought of the garden.

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

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

“You could paint the flower plots 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 this intrigued her.

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

Mei Xu consented and asked if she could also choose the
colours. Chi Ling agreed and the next day, she, Jia Ying and
Mei Xu went to buy paints and brushes. The young girl bought
a pot of every colour available in the shop. As the days passed,
she and her mother painted each clay object in the garden - and
there were a great number. Chi Ling was delighted. She could
never have made such a decision nor could she have gone about
it in the carefree manner that Jia Ying and Mei Xu did. She
photographed mother and daughter at their work and made them
the subject of a hugely successful exhibition.
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Mr. Lao used the miniature gardens Chi Ling designed in a
TV advertising campaign. For reasons no one could explain, the
gardens with banners captured the public’s imagination. Soon,
similar installations were being reproduced everywhere. Any
piece of neglected land was turned into a little oasis or haven of
inner strength; which was the title everyone now used. 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
advice on how best to construct them. Great efforts were made
to use remarkable phrases and the variety was endless. Drift like
the waves of the sea. High winds do not last all morning. Come
together to feel the gentle rain. The authorities soon recognised
the power 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,
news came that visitors to the Forbidden City had built a ‘haven
of inner strength’ in the square before The Hall of Supreme
Harmony. The phrase on the banner was - The nature of things.
Images of it appeared in the press and everyone waited for its
dishonourable removal. Days passed and many went to visit the
little garden. Chi Ling talked to no-one, but she answered a
phone call from her father. He told her to turn on the television.
She did as he requested and saw the mayor of Beijing walking
slowly towards The Hall of Supreme Harmony with his wife,
accompanied by Mr. and Mrs. Lao. Then the nonchalant quartet
entered the little garden haven to enjoy its gentle invitation as
all before them had done. Then, showing no concern about the
importance that had been attached to this installation, they
walked back the way they had come. A crew from CCTV asked
for a statement from the mayor and he told them that it was
natural for everything to be the subject of change. Images of
them were sent around the world.
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Coda

It wasn’t long before a journalist appeared at Chi Ling’s door
asking if he could interview her. Chi Ling refused, she even
declined to confirm who she was, but he skilfully kept up a
monologue and eventually drew her into a conversation.

“Could you explain how your little havens of inner strength
have become so remarkably popular?”

“I’ve no idea,” Chi Ling replied. “Maybe these things simply
rise up naturally, as osmosis does. Maybe they are carried like
pollen on the breeze. Some might contract it by the sneezing of
others and never know how it happened.”

“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?”

“I 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
design a little installation to advertise plants for sale in a chain
of supermarkets. I did it to please my father.”
“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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