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The slender margin between the real and 
the unreal

Chikamatsu Monazaemon (1653-1724) comments that ‘art is 
something which lies in the slender margin between the real and 
the unreal’.¹ He is referring to the need for eminent Kabuki actors to 
imitate real characters in favor over fictitious characters. This book 
borrows Chikamatsu’s statement, in order to explore the connection 
between the representation of raw nature or wilderness and that of 
idealised nature or nature improved. 

We investigate the ‘slender margin’ between these two positions 
by considering pleasure gardens from the eighteenth century and 
their distant cousin, the stroll garden from the Tokugawa (1615-
1868) and Meji (1868-1912) periods of Japan. Through the device 
of the borrowed landscape (referred to as shakkei in Japanese), 
both the real and the unreal are captured in the present where we 
start to see their dependence on each other. It is this dependency 
and similarity that is addressed. We have chosen to study – and to 
speculate on – garden spaces, examining their construction and 
representation, as they employ many aspects that contribute to the 
relation between the real and the unreal, such as mimicry, allusion, 
deception, and pretence. 

The escape from the real in gardens presents  an interesting 
contradiction, as garden spaces are constructed and maintained 
in order to express a heightened sense of reality or hyper-/super-
reality. They often satisfy our modern taste for comfortably entering 
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a particular historical period or travelling to far-off lands without 
the inconvenience of travel. Both the European and Japanese garden 
spaces have boundaries, such as in the garden at Shugakuin in 
Kyoto, whose boundaries are difficult to define as the entire vast 
space becomes a single entry under a unifying sky. Similarly, the 
view from Harewood House across the formal garden suggests that 
the estate boundaries stretch further than they actually do. 

We have entered into dialogue about the garden as both a catalyst 
for the imagination and as a source of creative outputs. Due to 
our different locations (England, Scotland, France, Japan), our 
conversations were conducted largely through e-mail, and, when 
possible, visits to particular gardens allowed new understanding to 
emerge. Our exchanges influenced our thinking about the wider 
associations that gardens offer.

The Destruction of Boundaries
Gavin Morrison

Formal gardens in Europe and Japan are spaces of peculiar 
cultural significance. In differing ways, their forms condition the 
experiential encounter to make the garden a site of philosophical 
engagement. Gardens offer a particular opportunity to materially 
enact a culture’s understanding of the individual’s relation with  
the extended world. Fundamental to this is the sense of the garden 
as a zone of uncertainty, as a space between the outer boundary  
of a property and the dwelling. In a functional sense, it determines 
a distance between the world and home – an expanse that may be 
employed for a variety of purposes (grazing, crops, leisure, etc.) 
 – yet its principal logic is that of separation and mediation. 
Therefore, as idyllic as a garden may seem, it is not without sense to 
make an appeal to the rhetoric of warfare in its description. It is  
a territory defined by site lines, frontiers, and camouflage, all of  
which serve to control the permeability of the garden as a membrane 
between the home and the external world. 

The garden’s ability to function as a site of projection and 
theatricality tested the tolerance of the garden critic Horace 
Walpole. Specifically, the artifice of constructed grottos and ruins 
in the picturesque garden setting was met with pronounced 
annoyance. There were instances, he could concede, where the 
effect was almost acceptable, perhaps even sympathetic, but what 
raised his ire beyond restraint was ‘the hermitage or scene adapted 
to contemplation.’¹ He felt it ‘almost comic to set aside a quarter 
of one’s garden to be melancholic in.’² His displeasure, expressed 
in his essay ‘On Modern Gardening’ (1770), appears to stem 
from whimsical histrionics, an ornamental directive to emotional 
compliance. 

The objects of Walpole’s derision create a visual and conceptual 
parallax to the experience of the garden. The intended contrivance 
of the emotional experience of the garden may cease to affect a 
feeling of melancholy in the viewer, but their incorporation suggests 
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of the cultural functioning of the ruin continues from the folly, as 
a representation of a deteriorating antiquarian structure, to the 
example of the Gandy watercolour that uses the idea of the ruin 
to portray a potential building of the future. Instead of a mere 
romantic perspective on history, this conceptualisation of the  
future in ruin prophesises the decline of the present order. The 
garden folly, of Hundy Mundy’s type, may be seen as presenting  
a quiet rejoinder that the modern age will one day be the antiquity. 
The garden becomes a space of objectivity in countenance to the 
bravado of the modern day. 

However, there is another explicit function of the folly in general 
and Hundy Mundy in particular. Positioned atop the brow of a hill, 
it draws the eye to the Cheviot Hills beyond, mediating between the 
immediacy of home and the expanse of the outside world. It focuses 
a perspective upon the distant view, in effect, providing a means  
of continuum from the garden to the extended landscape. This type 
of visual appropriation of vistas beyond the garden as a part of  
a specific experience of the garden has a parallel in Japanese garden 
design. The garden at the Imperial Villa of Shugakuin (c. 1659) is in 
the foothills of the Higashiyama Mountains. In this dramatic setting 
the scenery from the surrounding countryside becomes an active 

a wider engagement with cultural preoccupations beyond that 
of mere mood setting. For instance, at Mellerstain – a Georgian 
country house, which was designed by William Adam in 1725 
(and completed by his son Robert) in the Scottish borders – the 
gardens were initially planned by William Adam in the form of 
waterways and lawns which lead from the house to a series of 
coppices. These woodlands serve as the boundary to the garden. 
Yet looking from the house to a tree line a couple of kilometres 
further south following the brow of a small hill, the silhouette of 
a ruin – appearing as a church gable or possibly a castle keep – is 
visible. This structure, known as Hundy Mundy, was designed by 
William Adam as a folly, and as a device to draw the eye beyond 
the gardens to the Cheviot Hills. In this context the folly extends 
the relational space of meaning for the garden. Viewed from 
the house it contrasts with the ordered and rational lawns of the 
garden, suggesting an exterior world of subtle malevolence. This 
constructed ruin becomes a totem to the unknown beyond the 
home, which through theatrical representation is made palatable 
and less threatening. 

However, the inclusion of a ruin in relation to the careful 
order of the Georgian house and gardens furthers a fundamental 
disparity, one that may be thought to be infused with pessimism. 
This addition of 1727 to the landscape is a precursor to the Gothic 
revival and romantic cultural periods and, as such, focuses on 
the breakdown and degradation of cultural structures. Whether 
this is to be understood as a reaction to the nascent machine 
age and rationalism of the Enlightenment is not made explicit. 
However, Hundy Mundy and other follies may be seen as not 
simply reactionary, but as a conscious attempt to depict a historical 
perspective that understood cultural systems as being transitory.  
Of particular note in this context are Joseph Gandy’s illustrations  
of the architect John Soane’s plans for the Bank of England.  
A 1798 watercolour depicts an evidently neo-classical structure and 
the fiscal heart of England in ruin; the central dome is crumbling 
with shrubs growing out of its dilapidated walls. This furthering 



Transmission: The Rules of Engagement8 The slender margin between the real and the unreal 9

the garden design. The viewer of the garden is held in a particular 
position to achieve this pictorial effect. 

This acute subjective relation to the garden is well demonstrated 
in the karesansui of Ryoan-ji (c. 1489). In a walled enclosure fifteen 
stones rest upon a ground of raked white pebbles. The viewing 
position is carefully controlled to allow only fourteen of the stones 
to be viewed from any location. The philosophical precedents for 
this garden, in Zen Buddhism, understand the number fifteen as 
one of completeness, and so the impossibility to see all fifteen stones 
asserts the impossibility of complete understanding in this world. 
From this context, the wall to the garden defines the limits known, 
or the knowable universe; it has an allegorical presence that is 
suggestive of the extents of human consciousness. 

This is furthered when considered in relation to the symbolic 
relations to which certain examples of karesansui are said to relate.³ 
For instance, the garden created by the poet Sesshu Toyo (1420-
1506) at Joei-ji Temple is said to be based upon one of his paintings, 
depicting a Japanese landscape with a pond near the centre that 
is in the form of the Chinese character for ‘heart’. Therefore, with 
such strategies, the drawing in of the external landscape occurs 

aspect to the experience of the garden. Through the technique of 
shakkei (meaning ‘borrowed landscape’), specific views are framed 
through judicious planting and trimming of trees and shrubs. 
The term is said to have derived from the word ikidori, literally 
'captured alive'. This sense of arresting a part of the larger tract of 
landscape relies on the framed distant view remaining unaltered 
and the spectator's position in the garden being closely controlled. 
The perspective of the viewer is arguably more closely constrained 
and of higher critical importance in the Japanese tradition. The 
means of capture of the distant landscape are of a more considered 
bracketing in the garden. 

The garden at Entsu-ji (1639) near Kyoto is situated to the east  
of Mount Hiei; this dominant mountain could be thought of as  
a distant subject of the garden. The hedge, which bounds the 
garden, functions as a backdrop to the karesansui (an arrangement 
of stones, or a dry landscape), and also provides a firm delineation 
to the view beyond. The stratification of the visual plane can be 
seen as at variance with the Western tradition. Here the elements 
of the garden are clearly defined as foreground, middle ground, 
and distant view. This visual layering is effective through the 
accentuation of the void between these planes. The physical distance 
to the mountain is a presence in itself in the structured approach of 

Entsuji, Kyoto, Japan

Ryoan-ji, Kyoto, Japan
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by both allegorical and perceptual means. Importantly, both these 
design methods rely on an understanding of absence as having a 
physical aspect. The combination of discrete entities finds cohesion 
in the dynamic interplay of the spatial relation; important in this 
mechanism is the function of the boundary as backdrop, conceptual 
terminus, and framing device in those instances where that 
boundary is purposely made porous to incorporate a distant object 
in the visual field of a garden view. 

Returning to Walpole we can discern in his writings a certain 
empathy for this approach to garden design. Of particular note  
for him was the contemporary invention of the ha-ha, a discovery 
that he attributes to Charles Bridgeman (1690-1738), the garden 
designer responsible for grounds at Rousham House and 
Cassiobury Park. The ha-ha was a sunken wall that provided  
a functional boundary while allowing an uninterrupted view, giving 
the appearance that the lawn continued without interruption into 
the extended landscape. This form of dematerialising the boundary 
to the garden was a central aspect of the Jardin Anglais tradition in 
the eighteenth century. Its less formal approach was an innovative 
departure from the formal French tradition which dominated 

Western Europe. Rather than explicitly contorting nature, its 
advocates – Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown (1716-83), William Kent 
(1685-1748), John Vanburgh (c. 1664-1726), et al. – sought to 
integrate and adapt a more naturalistic approach to gardening. The 
ha-ha therefore enabled this style of garden design to develop  
a seemingly more integrated relationship to the wider countryside. 

However, the perspective which the ha-ha facilitated is markedly 
different from that of the Japanese tradition of shakkei. While the 
planar stratification of the visual space is used to isolate a specific 
view or object in the Japanese context, in the English landscape 
tradition the intention is to form a cohesion from garden to the 
external landscape. Walpole makes this case when praising William 
Kent – the designer of gardens at Badminton and Holkham Hall 
amongst others – for his ability to understand that:

all nature was a garden. He felt the delicious contrast of hill and valley 

changing imperceptibly into each other […] and while they called in 

the view between their graceful stems, removed and extended the 

perspective by delusive comparison.4

This demonstrates not only the ideas of inclusion of the 
wider landscape but also that that landscape is understood and 
appreciated as essentially an undifferentiated totality. This contrasts 
with the shakkei tradition in its use of elements of landscape as 
discrete objects. 

The difference in approach between the Western landscape 
garden tradition and that found in Japanese garden design to the 
way the boundary of the garden is mediated appears to rely, to 
a large extent, on a divergence in the conceptual and functional 
situation of the individual perspective in respect to the visual field. 
Contextually it would be expected that these divergent strategies 
would reflect back upon the philosophical momentum of their 
cultural surroundings. Undoubtedly the impetus and intentions of 
the garden designers from the respective cultures display variation; 
however, certain commonalities prevail. In particular these appear 

Harewood House, Yorkshire, England
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to be the invention of reflexive mechanisms that use the garden 
and its surroundings to mirror or provoke consideration of the 
individual’s position in the extended world and the temporal order. 
The garden exploits its proximity to the domesticity of the home 
to create a sense of safety and protection, which in turn allows the 
spectator to occupy a space of meaning where the constituting 
aspects of individuation are made contingent. 

The relation between the garden and the buildings it serves 
exerts considerable influence over how the garden is understood. 
In particular the disparity of the traditions of fenestration between 
Japan and the West underscores the importance of the viewing 
position and perspective to active understanding. Notable in this 
context is the practice of parterre – with its complex form of planted 
beds and particularly, hedges, laid out in ornate scrolled patterns 
and strict geometric symmetries – which was prevalent throughout 
Europe and reached its apogee in the gardens at Versailles. André  
Le Nôtre (1613-1700), who was responsible for the design of the  
gardens, was a rigorous scholar of architecture and optical 
perception. The extension of these interests is evident in his work 
on the gardens, which can be understood as a contrivance of space 
through the use of perspective and optical effects. The gardens were 
planted on level planes which prevent spectators passing through 
the garden from being aware of the totality of the design due to 
their lower point of view. One is only capable of understanding 
the complete design from the idealised perspective of the plan. 
This strikes a resonance with the experience at Ryoan-ji where the 
entirety of the karesansui garden is only appreciable as an object 
of the mind. However, in the case of the parterre garden another 
perspective is available from the house, or sometimes a terrace.  
This elevated position affords an oblique perspective upon the plane, 
which in turn allows for another comprehension of the garden design. 

The position of the spectator in both traditions is given 
obvious attention and underscores certain suppositions on the 
nature of experience and consciousness. In the Western tradition 
certain extensions and influences can be drawn. In considering 

the perspectival influence, added sense is accrued when we can 
consider the shift between the elevated perspective from the house 
and the direct experience in the garden in respect to the approach of 
the Italian scholar Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374). Often portrayed 
as the founder of humanism, which manifested during his hiatus 
in France, Petrarch articulated a novel relation to landscape 
and viewing. While sequestered near Avignon, he undertook an 
expedition to the summit of Mount Ventoux. This mountain rises 
high above the Provence countryside, its summit a barren expanse 
of limestone scree. Petrarch’s reason for undertaking this journey is 
expressed as merely a desire to see out, to gain perspective on the 
landscape. Of the impetus for his expedition he states that it was: 
‘nothing but the desire to see its conspicuous height was the reason 
for this undertaking.’5 This apparent trivial impetus connects with 
the development of parterre as a dedicated form of pleasure garden, 
a space for leisure pursuits as opposed to the functional and kitchen 
gardens. Yet through Petrarch’s journey a more profound realisation 
emerges, concerning the effect of the heightened perspective. After 
an arduous trek Petrarch proclaims himself:

overwhelmed by a gale as I had never felt before and by the unusually 

open and wide view. I looked around me: clouds were gathering below 

my feet, and Athos and Olympus grew less incredible, I turned my eyes 

in the direction of Italy, for which my mind was so fervently yearning. 

The Alps were frozen stiff and covered with snow – those mountains 

through which that ferocious enemy of the Roman name once passed.6

Petrarch’s musing on the spectacle from this high position 
aligns his perspective with that of the Gods on Olympus but it 
also transcends the immediacy of the view, making reference to a 
cultural reading of the expanse before him. Physical space incurs a 
mental space of projection and transcendence. Implicit in this new 
perspective for Petrarch is not an abstract detachment from the 
lived world but rather an imbedding of magnitudes and contexts 
experienced.
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With respect to this combination of perspective forces upon the 
experience of parterre, the elevated position, though importantly 
without the laborious journey, counters the immediacy of 
engagement that results from promenading through the hedgerows. 
Yet in reversal to Petrarch’s experience this mapping of the terrain 
gained from the detached perspective resides with the individual 
as s/he enters the garden. The garden simultaneously exists on an 
immediate experiential level and through the refinement gained 
from the raised view from the house or terrace. This relation can 
be seen at its most developed in the shift between the rational 
appreciation of the garden maze from an elevated position and the 
nature of the haptic understanding and confusion when one enters 
and attempts to progress through it.

It may be tempting to consider the nature of this disparity of 
experience with reference to the nascent empirical models of 
consciousness and the function of induction in Renaissance and 
Enlightenment thinking. However, it is perhaps more illuminating 
to turn to Albrecht Dürer’s (1471-1528) etymological appraisal that 
‘perspectiva is a Latin word which means ‘seeing through.’⁷ With  
this sense of transparency and spatial extension applied to the 
viewing of the garden from the two differing vantage points we 
move close to understanding it as having a dimension of relativism, 
a change in perspective changing appreciation, and in turn, 
meaning. This outlook is necessarily subjectively originated and 
developed through physical movement. 

However, if we reflect upon Dürer’s comment in respect to the 
gardens in Japan, a differing aspect of ‘seeing through’ is generated. 
In this context the functionality of buildings with respect to 
gardens appears highly integrated. The gardens at the Katsura 
Imperial Villa (1663) comprise multiple buildings situated around 
a landscaped lake. Architectonic program of their internal spaces 
implicate the viewer in prescribed views. This functionality of space 
relies upon openings and apertures in the building from within 
which the landscape is revealed and framed. In contrast to the 
effect of the dual shifting perspectives upon the parterre, here the 

fixed perspective is paramount. In particular, certain architectural 
approaches in Japan limit sightlines for the individual as s/he 
progresses through space and only allow windows and openings 
to provide views from the seated or kneeling position. At Katsura 
there is a tsukimidai, which extends out toward the small lake; this 
structure – attached to the Koshoin buildings – appears as a platform 
and is intended for viewing the moon. However, when seated in the 
room behind the tsukimidai and looking out over its breadth, one is 
afforded a view of the moon reflected in the surface of the lake. The 
tsukimidai structure is a means to frame the view of the lake, and 
in concert with a purposely heavily wooded island, plays with the 
sense of scale to make the lake appear much wider. These devices 
are only optimised in the seated position; once the spectator starts 
to move the effects perceptibly separate. This adherence to a single 
viewpoint conditions the appreciation of the space into a planar 
field which obviously relates the experience to that of looking at a 
painting. A furthering of this connection occurs in those structures 
which use apertures or windows to physically frame a view and with 
the use of walls to provide a backdrop or ground to a floral feature, 
for instance.



Transmission: The Rules of Engagement16 The slender margin between the real and the unreal 17

This relational position to painting also occurs in the opposite 
direction. For instance, the garden designed by Sesshu (1420-1506) 
at the Joeiji temple in Yamaguchi is considered to be a physical 
reproduction of a scene from one of his landscape paintings. The 
importance of Sesshu in the history of Japanese landscape painting 
provides additional significance to his decision to extrapolate the 
two-dimensional form of a painting into the form of a garden. He 
undertook two years of training in landscape painting in China and 
his angular depictions of rocks and mountains hint at this heritage, 
one that he developed to engage the specifics of Zen sensibilities, 
finding a form which could be described as proto-cubist. Of 
particular note is his work Winter Landscape (c.1470); central to 
the work is an erratic vertical line that exists as a seam or pivot in 
the landscape. Its presence is emphatically non-representational, 
yet it has a naturalistic sense that can be read as related to lightning, 
cracking ice, or a rugged cliff face. However, it is this ambiguity 
and abstraction in form that gives the work its spatial and temporal 
acuity. 

This inter-relation between garden space and pictorial space 
gains additional emphasis in another work by Sesshu. A hand 
scroll, or makimono, titled Sansui Chokan, or Long Scroll (c. 
1486), around fifteen metres long, is designed to be experienced 
by being progressively unwound and rewound to move through 
the scenes. The Sansui is also a landscape work of seasonal shifts. 
The effect of progressing through the makimono relates both to a 
temporal and spatial movement. The preference of a single dictated 
viewpoint in experiencing a garden finds significant parallels in the 
pictorial space of the makimono. It contributes a single but evolving 
viewpoint that nevertheless unfolds in a progressive manner. 
Importantly this is specific to the individual experience, for it is the 
viewer of the makimono who unravels the scroll, dictating her/his 
pace through the experience, and given its size, one that is intended 
for solitary contemplation. 

To return to the garden at Joei-ji, even though there is a specific 
relation to one of Sesshu’s landscape paintings, the experience of the 

garden is not restricted to one position. By means of a perimeter 
path one progresses around the garden, resting at particular 
waypoints to appreciate a specific view. There is a cohesive approach 
between the experience of the garden at Joei-ji and the intended 
engagement with Sansui Chokan.

Throughout the disparate traditions of garden design in Western 
Europe and Japan, there is a common fundamental engagement 
with the individual in her/his experiential condition. However,  
the divergence in approach and application can be traced to  
a shifting dynamic of philosophical circumstances. Between these  
two radically different cultural situations it is interesting to  
note that there was indeed a breadth of commonality. This 
becomes particularly evident when we compare two key texts on 
the respective gardening traditions. Antoine-Joseph Dezallier 
d'Argenville (1680-1765) – secretary to the King of France and 
a connoisseur of garden design - dictated his instructive text on 
gardening theory to Alexander Le Blond titled under the title La 
theorie et la pratique du jardinage (published anonymously in 1709 
but in the third edition the publication was attributed to Le Blond):

 
The garden must be in harmony with the conformation of the land, 

that is, in accord with the situation whether it is in the mountains, on 

the seashore or in a desert such as the American Southwest; it must 

be planned for the climate, in terms of whether it is hot or cold, damp 

or dry, or combinations of these; it must form a unit with the house, 

harmonizing with its proportions as well as its size and style.8 

If we consider this extract in respect to a similarly seminal 
Japanese treatise on garden design the common expression is 
evident. In the book Sakuteiki (dating from around the eleventh 
century), four principles to garden design are specified: shotoku 
no sansui (mountain water of living nature), stating an intention 
to create in the likeness of nature; kohan ni shitagau (follow the 
request), planning in accordance to the topography of the site; 
suchigaete (off balance), including asymmetrical elements; and 
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Theatres of Deception
Andrew Sneddon

What are we thinking about when strolling through the grounds 
of a seventeenth-century country house or stately home? Are we 
being seduced by the spectacle of grandeur and opulence? Are we 
being tempted by the unspoken romantic and poetic invitation to 
imagine a particular period of social and political dominance in the 
world? Alternatively, are we enjoying participating in the theatre 
of deception and trickery? Normally no one likes to be deceived 
or tricked but perhaps this is an opportunity to indulge ourselves 
in the theatre of deception, a moment of escapism. Gardens of 
this period were often created to show wealth and good taste, to 
demonstrate social standing; they also offered the opportunity 
of making distinctions in class and wealth. Now these spaces are 
often seen with our contemporary eyes as playgrounds or theme 
parks visited on a Sunday afternoon. Are we still charmed by their 
brilliance, by their compositions and vistas?

A direct comparison can be drawn here with their distant 
cousins, the gardens of the Edo and Muramachi periods of 
Japan. These gardens and buildings were also created by wealthy 
landowners and cultured warriors. They were created to display 
their owner’s intellectual importance and cultural standing. As 
diligent and eager tourists, we often view these gardens, beguiled by 
beauty, proportion, and scale at every turn. We are seldom allowed 
the time, space, and privacy to fully appreciate the quiet meditative 
qualities that these spaces may afford the weary cultural tourist.  
A cacophony of chattering exotic languages, clicking camera 
shutters, and the shouting of impatient tour guides combine to 
distract the meditative pilgrim.

These gardens do deceive the viewer into believing what s/he is 
seeing is real or, at least, a form of truth. Can this observation be 
true and false in equal measure? The acquisition of truth through 
science was a dominant pursuit of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. How the world operates was a significant driving force 

fuzei (a breeze of feeling), capturing and presenting the spirit of the 
location. Though there is evidently a divergence in language and  
not a wholesale correlation, the parallels are evident with their 
mutual attention to the need for the garden to relate to its context. 
Where the French document advocates the pragmatics of context, 
the Japanese favours the essence of the locale. Yet it is in the totality 
of these methodologies with respect to context that we can see as 
the fundamental root of variation, for the context is not limited to 
the geographical location but naturally incorporates the cultural 
milieu. As much as gardens are a space created by thought, they are 
also a space for thinking.
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that signaled the Enlightenment period. Aesthetic taste was also 
affected by a desire for knowledge, none more so than the belief in 
the need for art to move from simple imitation or the mimicking of 
nature towards an imagined and improved depiction of an idealised 
landscape. The preceding dominant taste for formal garden layout/
design was brushed aside in favor of a more ‘natural’ appearance. 
Rolling landscapes punctuated by clumps of signature specimen 
trees were the order of the day. Manufactured lakes and naturalistic 
waterfalls were also common. 

In Japan similar aesthetics concepts were beginning to be 
developed. The stroll garden was fashionable, with its framed views 
and borrowed vistas. The boundary of the garden in both styles 
was beginning to blur, as was the relation between the real and the 
unreal, the natural and the manufactured.

The gardens of the eighteenth century were often laid out with 
a particular route in mind, which encouraged the visitor/spectator 
to view the garden in a particular order. This carefully calculated 
control was devised by the designer-architect in order to frame 
the view from specific advantage points. These constructed views 
strictly control the viewer in what s/he sees, when s/he sees it, and 

how it is encountered.
This recalls my first experience of viewing a Japanese garden, 

Katsura Imperial Villa on the outskirts of Kyoto. Katsura was built 
in the early Edo Period for Prince Toshhihito (1579-1629), and 
work began when he was forty. The prince was the main designer, 
working with Kobori Enshu, a tea master, government official, and 
garden designer. A lake was dug, hills and islands formed, beaches 
made, pavilions built, and planting undertaken. The result was 
a pleasure landscape of the kind described by Lady Murasaki in 
The Tale of Genji, 620 years earlier.¹ The Katsura Imperial Villa 
is considered the epitome of the stroll garden, combining rustic 
simplicity and picturesque nature on a larger scale than had been 
attempted before. 

The viewer is controlled before even getting to Katsura as 
permission is necessary before a visit can take place. All visitors 
must obtain permission in advance from the Kyoto office of the 
Imperial Household Agency. As foreigners we must produce our 
passports and arrange a time for the visit, limited to a small number 
of people. Some gardens are further controlled by prohibiting 
photography. On arrival at Katsura we must wait outside the garden 
until the stated time, which contributes to the anticipation. Non-
Japanese speakers are encouraged to use cumbersome audio aids to 
fully experience and appreciate the pleasure of the visit. Finally we 
see a glimpse of Katsura villa, only to have our hopes dashed as we 
are escorted single file along narrow paths. 

‘Step on stones, not moss.’ cries the guide. Not that easy when 
juggling unfamiliar audio equipment in one hand and camera in 
the other, trying desperately to keep the audio track in sequence 
with the discretely positioned numbers placed at key points along 
the route, while diligently remembering to avoid stepping on moss. 
Difficult enough becomes more so as we are briskly ushered along 
by the guide. More obstacles await us along the path with the other 
dozen similarly encumbered fellow visitors in the party. Our guide 
routinely stops at key points for the prescribed amount of time. 
Uncomfortable politeness abounds, with fellow visitors vying for 

Katsura Imperial Villa, Kyoto, Japan
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the principal position in order to record the memory and vista. 
Before I knew it the tour was at an end, the garden no more than  
a vague and uncertain memory.

Many eighteenth century treatises divided our mental powers 
into three faculties: sense, imagination, and understanding.² We 
are invited to navigate the cultivated space of the European and 
Japanese gardens as we adopt the role of the perceiving subject;  
i.e., we experience place through our senses, through touch, 
smell, sound, sight, and taste. The spectator’s rhythmic and 
continuous shifting of perspectives activates the relation between 
body and space. The continuous opening and reopening of space 
and sightlines make the invisible visible. In The Phenomenology 
of Perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty refers to his own flat to 

understand spatial experience:

I can of course take a mental bird’s-eye view of the flat, visualize it or 

draw a plan of it on paper, but in that case too I could not grasp the 

unity of the object without the medium of bodily experience, for what 

I call a plan is only a more comprehensive perspective: it is flat ‘seen 

from above’, and fact that I am able to draw together in it all habitual 

perspectives is dependent on my knowing that one and the same 

embodied subject can view successively from various positions.³

John Urry refers to the way in which a traveller or visitor 
might view a scene or a spectacle as ‘the Tourist Gaze’, which is an 
interesting phenomenon.4 I recall an encounter with an American 

Jojei-ji Temple, Jamaguchi, Japan
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tourist whilst visiting the Sistine Chapel in Rome. He entered the 
chapel with everyone else, and for the entire duration of the time 
he spent in the chapel he did not once remove the Camcorder from 
his eye. His monocular vision would be the only memory of the 
experience. It occurred to me that his sensory connection to the 
space would only be experienced via ‘playback’, to be viewed away 
from the location, at another time in another place. The adoption 
of the role of the ‘souvenir producer’, as opposed to the souvenir 
consumer, embraces much of the thinking behind the Grand Tour 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The denying of the self 
in favour of sharing with others is interesting as it might suggest, or  
bring into question, the reason why we visit or travel in the first place.

Each opening out of a vista creates well balanced and harmonised 
compositions that build a set of memorable tableaux inscribed and 
stored in the mind. This is clearly where the garden and art meet, 
particularly in relation to painting. This is also where imitation 
and allusion inform each other. Many European gardens created 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were constructed 
and influenced by sights and scenes recorded from the Grand 
Tour. The romantic and poetic aesthetic form of the ruin and folly 
founds the allusion to far-off landscapes or places. The paintings 
of Claude Lorrain (1600-1682) played an important role in the 
relation between sites of antiquity, gardens, and landscape painting. 
Real and imagined visions by Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1729-
1778) contributed in providing etchings which were a source of 
reference for European garden designers. Ruined mausoleums, 
gothic temples, ruined abbeys, grottos, and Palladian-style bridges 
are all elements from antiquity that are to be found in the European 
seventeenth-century garden. At the time they would have indicated 
the wealth, culture, and social standing of the landowner, but today 
they form a different function. The sight of these structures acts as  
a reminder, transporting us through time. 

There are few similarities between the European and Japanese 
gardens with regard to the construction of false architectural detail, 
except for the use of water. Manufactured lakes were created to 

seem bigger than they were by the careful shaping and arrangement 
of islands so that the water could not be seen all at once. Viewing 
was skillfully contrived in order to control the perspectives and 
sightlines from which to view lakes and vistas. Great care seems 
to have been taken in concealing a view until it appears at its 
best advantage. The differences are equally as important as the 
similarities, as the Japanese garden declines the temptation to 
mimic the past, although garden elements are used to evoke or to 
suggest through the imagination. We use the word ‘representation’ 
to signify the mental idea or image of any object that is experienced 
as being external to the mind. Representation can be taken to 
be the means by which meaning is constructed. A definitive or 
concrete singular meaning is never possible as there will always be 
a difference between intention and reception, between original and 
copy. Sesshu’s garden at Joei-ji temple in Yamaguchi is an obvious 
example of this approach, where a central peak of a rock with 
carefully cultivated vegetation imitates or represents the shape of 
Mount Fuji. The small pond with rocks is also said to symbolise the 
terrain and topography of the coastline between Japan and China. 

The theme shared by European and Japanese gardens of this 
period is the attempt to improve upon nature or to tame or 
harness wilderness. The notion of wilderness, which Emmanuel 
Kant refers to as ‘rohe Natur’ (raw nature) is as untrammeled, 
uncultivated, uncivilised, and untouched. Kant also links the search 
for wilderness to the pursuit of the sublime, another Enlightenment 
project. I am reminded of Blaise Pascal’s remark: ‘The eternal 
silence of these infinite spaces terrifies me’.5 Many people in 
Pascal's era were unsettled by the idea of boundless space. From 
a contemporary perspective, we start to see the limitations of the 
Enlightenment project in the apparent search for the wilderness. 
The stripping away of formal garden spaces by ‘Capability’ Brown 
throughout England in favor of a natural look has left a lasting 
impression on the nation’s landscape.

The legacy of these spaces has shaped an expectation, forming 
a vision of what might be considered to be the quintessential 
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landscape of rolling hills punctuated with clumps of trees 
strategically placed along sightlines with grazing sheep contently 
inhabiting the scene. This idyllic and romantic view of landscape, 
along with images of ‘raw nature’, helped form notions of the 
picturesque. William Gilpin (1724-1824) is often attributed with 
promoting the picturesque, the blending of the beautiful and the 
sublime. Alexander Ross says ‘Gilpin's theorising sometimes brings 
the real and the ideal into contrasting relationships.’6 Theories of the 
picturesque were born from lengthy discussions which attempted 
to quantify, measure, to find rules, principals, and to put into words 
and language the body’s experience of being confronted with  
a particular scene or landscape that moves the soul towards a state 
of contemplation.

Picturesque in the Darkness
Kiyoshi Okutsu

We have to look at the terms from the historical theories of 
aesthetics in Japan in order to investigate the characteristics of 
the Japanese gardens. I would like to examine closely the words 
of Chikamatsu Monzaemo: ‘Art is something which lies in the 
slender margin between the real and the unreal’.¹ These are written 
in a preface of Naniwa Miyage (Souvenir of Osaka), which is the 
first essay on the art of the Jōruri, or tragic puppet opera in Japan, 
a kind of Ars Poetica. It was published in 1738 by Hozumi Ikan, 
Chikamatsu’s disciple and one of Japan’s Confucian scholars, 
fourteen years after his death.

‘Art is something which lies in the slender margin between 
the real and the unreal’ is a translation by Donald Keene.² That 
of Makoto Ueda reads: ‘Art exists in the thin margin between 
reality and illusion’, in his ‘Chikamatsu and his Ideas on Drama’.³ 
An almost literary translation by Michael Brownstein is: ‘Art is 
something that lies between the skin and the flesh [hiniku], between 
the make-believe [uso] and the real [jitsu]’.4  

The Chinese character translated as ‘unreal’, ‘illusion’, or ‘make-
believe’ is usually pronounced as kyo, but Hozumi endows it with 
a Hiragana letter uso. Kyo has many meanings but uso is univocal, 
a lie. Kyo-Jitsu is also an antithesis that comes from Confucian 
thought. Brownstein explains this as follows: 

In this context, uso referred to the imaginary or the make- 

believe, in contrast to jitsu, the true or the real, but he characterizes 

uso and jitsu in terms of surface and depth as ‘skin and flesh’ (hiniku). 

Moreover, because art ‘lies between’ the two, it is both and neither: ‘Art 

is make-believe and not make-believe; it is real and not real.’

This academic terminology in the original is adapted to an 
antithesis, uso-jitsu in an ordinary Japanese language. For example, 
it was the height of bad taste to take the lie of a harlot seriously. 

Chatsworth House, Derbyshire, England



Pretending to believe the lying harlot who says ‘I love only you, 
my master,’ the man of the world frequents houses of ill fame and 
enjoys her specious lie by himself. Uso-jitsu is not a logical  
antithesis entirely distinguished. Uso contains already a little jitsu, 
jitsu has also a little uso. Therefore, they are two sides of the same 
coin. Their only distinction is like that between is skin and flesh. 
Art as a kind of entertainment, gei, is accomplished only in the 
extremely thin membrane.

This phrase appears in the last of six short passages of a preface. 
How was this conclusion arrived at? I would like to interpret it more 
exactly by enquiring closely into the entire preface. 

The first passage of the preface begins after a proviso of being a 
verbatim report from his master that jōruri differs from other forms 
of fiction in that, since it is primarily concerned with puppets, 
the words must all be living and full of action. The ‘other sōshi’ 
differentiated here from jōruri means literally a booklet, which is 
a particular art of language, reading matter like The Tale of Genji 
or Facetiae, popular then. Here Chikamatsu refers to the diaphora 
as the use of words as ‘living and full of action’. Diaphora is an 
Aristotelian terminology, an essential characteristic, which makes it 
possible to differentiate species. [As distinction or variance, diaphora 
is a repetition, which perform two logical functions: to designate 
and to signify. Ed.] When defined, the propriety of the definition 
depends essentially upon which specific difference (diaphora) one 
may discover. It is a specific distinction between words in a Japanese 
traditional theater (Jōruri, Kabuki and Nō) and Sōshi. He then 
differentiates Japanese dramas in general from the other language 
arts by this diaphora. 

It would be too hasty to interpret it as a particular feature only 
for the Jōruri from the phrase, ‘since it is primarily concerned with 
puppets’. Chikamatsu started as a playwright of Jōruri but later 
wrote many of the classics of Kabuki. It is more difficult for him 
to write the Jōruri than the competitor Kabuki, because he has to 

capture the sympathies of the audience by endowing inanimate 
wooden puppets with a variety of feeling without relying upon ‘the 
art of living actors’. ‘Since it is primarily concerned with puppets’,  
a device in a language of Jōruri is needed much more than Kabuki. 

Chikamatsu states that he received a full-fledged hint of such  
a difficult device from an episode in ‘The Safflower’ chapter of The 
Tale of Genji. The passage is as follows: 

on the occasion of a festival, the snow had fallen heavily and piled up. 

An order was given to a guard to clear away the snow from an orange 

tree. When this happened, the pine next to it, apparently resentful that 

its boughs were still bent with snow, recoiled its branches.5

He receives ‘a stroke of the pen which gave life to the inanimate 
tree’ here, and has ‘the feeling of real life to imagine a scene.’ Hikaru 
Genji, the protagonist of the tale, was very impressed that the 
inanimate pine without soul behaved like a ‘resentful’ human being, 
just the same as a puppet. He grieved then that present at this scene 
was only his uneducated plain-looking lover called Safflower, not 
one of his chic friends who could share this impression. 

To evocate the landscape (Kyoushou) 
Chikamatsu states that it is important not only to endow inanimate 
dolls with pathos, but also for a playwright to gain ‘what is called 
evocative power in poetry (Kyoushou)’. In a scenario, Brownstein 
translates it as ‘evocative imagery’:

Thus, even descriptive passages like the michiyuki to say nothing of the 

narrative phrases and dialogue, must be charged with feeling or they 

will be greeted with scant applause. This is the same thing as what is 

called evocative power in poetry […] For this reason, it should be borne 

in mind that feeling is the basis of writing.6



Donald Keene refers a note to a part of the ‘michiyuki’ and 
promotes reference of a certain scene. It is that of a fugacious 
suicide journey of the lovers in ‘The Love Suicides at Sonezaki.’7

Farewell to the world, and to the night farewell. 

We who walk the road to death, to what should we be likened? 

To the frost by the road that leads to the graveyard, 

Vanishing with each step ahead: 

This dream of a dream is sorrowful.

Ah, did you count the bell? Of the seven strokes 

That mark the dawn six have sounded. 

The remaining one will be the last echo 

We shall hear in this life. It will echo 

The bliss of annihilation. 

Farewell, and not to the bell alone, 

We look a last time on the grass, the trees, the sky, 

The clouds go by unmindful of us, 

The bright Dipper is reflected in the water, 

The Wife and Husband Stars inside the Milky Way.

The frost vanishing with each step ahead, the sound of the 
bell telling the time of death and the Wife and Husband Stars 
symbolizing to be under pledge in future life; these are all realistic 
description of the landscape around the lovers, but it is a strong 
stroke of the pen that gives us the vivid inward imagery of the 
lovers. It is not simply an objective description of the landscape 
(Jokei), but Kyoushou. Kyoushou means to evocate the landscape. We  
would be able to consider it as the first characteristic of mimesis 
that Chikamatsu pursues. The phrase of the ‘slender margin’ is said 
as a response: 

People nowadays will not accept plays unless they are realistic and 

well reasoned out […] it is thus that such people as Kabuki actors are 

considered skilful to the degree that their acting resembles reality.8

He answers in the negative:  ‘Your view seems plausible, but it is  
a theory that does not take into account the real methods of art. Art 
is something that lies in the slender margin between the real and 
the unreal.’ However, Chikamatsu himself describes the importance 
of realistic and logically convincing description at the third and fifth 
passages. 

Mimesis as Utsuri 
The third part of the preface is a mimesis theory by Chikamatsu:

From the time I first began to write J�ruri, I have used care in my works, 

which was not true of the old J�ruri. As a result, the medium was raised 

considerably. For example, inasmuch as the nobility, the samurai, and 

the lower classes all have different social stations, it is essential that they 

be distinguished in their representation (Utsuri) from their appearance 

down to their speech. (…) such differences must be established.  

This is because it is essential that they be well pictured (Utsuru) in the 

emotions of the reader. 

He is proud that he made the Jōruri having both a flower and a fruit 
or being of ‘colourful beauty’. Brownstein translates this as: ‘my 
first principle is to distinguish between (…) to depict (Utsuri) them 
accordingly, from their demeanor to the way they speak’. A Japanese 
noun of Utsuri is not univocal. Utsuri is here a Hiragana letter that 
consists only of sound, and therefore it can correspond to various 
Chinese characters with different meanings. For example, it may 
be to move, to be reflected, to appear, to copy, and so on. Here it is 
translated as ‘representation’ by Keene or ‘to depict’ by Brownstein. 
It would be an objective mimetic representation. However, one 
must not overlook a connotation by his use of the un-univocal 
Hiragana. Jun’ichiro Tanizaki deals with Toko-Utsuri in his In Praise 
of Shadows.9 Toko means a Japanese picture alcove in the room.  
In the Toko we decorate a hanging scroll and a flower arrangement. 
However, Tanizaki says:



the scroll and the flowers serve not as ornament but rather to give 

depth to the shadows. We value a scroll above all for the way it blends 

with the walls of the alcove, and thus we consider the mounting quite 

as important as the calligraphy or painting.

In his original Japanese text he wrote the words ‘in other words, 
Toko-Utsuri’ after the phrase ‘for the way it blends with the walls of 
the alcove’. Utsuri connotes the correlation or harmony between the 
two. Therefore, he continues:

Even the greatest masterpiece will lose its worth as a scroll if it fails to 

blend with the alcove, while a work of no particular distinction may 

blend beautifully with the room and set off to unexpected advantage 

both itself and its surroundings.

Such a connotation lurks in the interactive relation between the 
original and the copy in mimesis as Utsuri. It would not be able to 
be a simple objective mimesis. Chikamatsu refers to even the Utsuri 
‘in the emotions of the reader’, as in Kyoushou which I mentioned 
above. Such a mimesis is that of a peculiar kind of Kabuki and Jōruri 
and deeply concerned with Jitsu in his theory of art of ‘the slender 
margin’. He points out in the fourth passage that there is the case 
that a playwright ‘writes things which are not true, in the interest of 
art’. One typical example is as follows: 

In recent plays many things have been said by female characters, which 

real women could not utter. Such things fall under the heading of art; 

it is because they say what could not come from a real woman's lips 

that their true emotions are disclosed. If in such cases the author were 

to model his character on the ways of a real woman and conceal her 

feelings, such realism, far from being admired, would permit no pleasure 

in the work.

This example is the case when the truth does not become 
amusement and the falsehood becomes art adversely. It is directly 
connected with Uso in his last theory.

The most famous Kabuki actor in Edo era Sakata Tōjūrō conveys 
similar words from a viewpoint of a performer. Tōjūrō is ‘a born 
genius’, as it was said: ‘Among those who can be called great today, 
one cannot think that there is one who reaches the standard of 
Tōjūrō’.10 He often said ‘no matter what sort of role Kabuki actors 
played, there was no other way to do it but with the intention of 
reproducing things as they are.’ However, there is an exception. It 
is when playing the part of a beggar. He advises that one ‘should 
see to it that the whole performance, including the facial make-up 
and the clothing, is not like the original.’11 The reason for this is that 
in Kabuki as an entertainment ‘every thing should be of colourful 
beauty.’12

Flower in secrecy 
In Nō plays such a colourful beauty or pleasure is pursued from 
a different point of view. Zeami Motokiyo (1364-1443) uses the 
word ‘flower’ (Hana) as a metaphor of the beauty or the secret of 
his art in his famous oral instruction, Teachings on Style and the 
Flower (Fūshikaden,) in 1420, 300 years earlier than Naniwa Miyage 
(Souvenir of Osaka):

In this secret teaching, I wish to explain how to understand of what the 

Flower consists. First of all, one must understand the conception that, 

just as a flower can be observed blooming in nature, the flower can  

be used as well as a metaphor for all things in the N�. When speaking  

of flowers, in all their myriad varieties, it can be said that they will 

bloom at their appointed time during the four seasons; and because 

they always seem fresh and novel when they bloom at that appointed 

season, they are highly appreciated. 13



Zeami’s flowers are beautiful ‘because they always seem fresh and 
novel when they bloom at that appointed season’ to the spectators 
each time. Yamazaki, however, notes:

the reason why he compared the beauty of the performing arts to  

a flower was not simply because a flower is perceived as beautiful in  

a sensuous fashion. To this great artist, a flower was beautiful because 

it would shed its petals. In the sense that a flower undergoes constant 

changes in front of the viewer, it can be compared to an artistic ideal.13

Shiore 
A flower grows up from bud, reaches maturity, and ‘sheds its petals’ 
beyond maturity. Zeami answers to the question ‘in criticising every 
kind of art people say that such and such an artist has "gone beyond 
maturity." What does this mean?’, noticing that ‘no explanation can 
capture its beauty’:

But such a thing exists in the artistic world. The reason why they 

use this phrase is that they are thinking of hana. It is because of the 

supreme artistic importance of hana that they make so much of this 

elegance beyond maturity. As already said, to study hana is of the 

utmost importance; however, this post-maturity is the supremely 

important thing, being on a higher level.15

This ‘elegance beyond maturity’ is Shiore in Japanese Hiragana, 
which can be translated to ‘bending’ or ‘sweet fading’. Shiore is the 
higher symbolic style that Hana alone can create. 

Flower blooming in the rocks 
Zeami points out another aesthetical ideal from Flower:

I wrote that a good performance of a demon role was ‘like a flower 

blooming in the rocks’, because the only appropriate style of acting for 

such roles calls for strength, fierceness, and a frightening manner. This 

particular art represents the rocks. And the Flower? It comes when an 

actor gifted with Grace and who can play in a variety of styles performs 

a demon role, contrary to the public's expectations, and so creates a real 

sense of novelty. This is the Flower.

Yamazaki explained such the Rocks as a shade of Flower:

Zeami required a shade of splendor and charm; he described the 

effect as ‘a flower blooming on a dead tree.’ Needless to say, what he 

demanded in these instances was not mere compromise or eclecticism, 

but a dramatic conflict between two contradictory elements, the rock 

and the flower, or the dead tree and the flower.16

Aesthetics of ambiguity 
Moreover, he says that Japanese aesthetic thought does not pursuit 
any absolute aesthetic ideal in one direction of purification: 
‘Rather, to the contrary, all aesthetic effects are believed to become 
what they are while containing contradictory elements within 
themselves.’ And he interprets it as ‘aesthetics of ambiguity’, ‘since 
Japanese art is created not before a transcendental being but by one 
human being for another, it is natural for its aesthetic ideal to show 
an essentially paradoxical and ambiguous character.’17

We are now able to obtain many relatively oppositional aesthetic 
concepts concerned with a Japanese sense of beauty. They are 
originally various senses of beauty that the oldest Japanese art, the 
thirty-one-syllable Japanese poem (Waka) evoked. They are the 
make-believe (Uso) and the real (Jitsu), the description of scenery 
(Jokei), and the evocation of the landscape (Kyoushou), realistic and 
symbolical Mimesis (Utsuri), the Flower (Hana), and the elegance 
beyond maturity (Shiore) or the Rock.

Japanese gardens 
These aesthetic concepts containing contradictory elements in 
themselves are helpful in considering a Japanese garden. We can 



differentiate it into three types. They are the three corresponding to 
the extremes mentioned above and an intermediate of the both. The 
extremes are, for example, Kaiyu-shiki or strolling garden such as 
Ken-roku-en in Kanazawa, and Japanese rock garden (Karesansui) 
in Ryoan-ji Temple. In the former a feudal lord could choose 
various routes freely and appreciate flowers or landscapes constantly 
changing in front of him any time during the four seasons. A one-
way route restricted for current viewers obstructs an original way of 
enjoying the flower of the garden. In the latter we can imagine the 
elegance beyond maturity (Shiore) or a flower blooming in the rocks 
easily by borrowing the evocative power of the symbolical simple 
gardening. Sakuteiki, a famous Japanese gardening classic, begins: 
‘When creating a garden, first be aware of the basic concepts’.18

A translator notes that ‘creating a garden’ is expressed as ‘setting 
stones’, ishi wo taten koto, literally, the act of setting stones upright. 
Comparing it with the big rock in Huan Xiu Shan Zhuang in 
Suzhou (China), one can find the characteristics of Japanese sense 
of beauty far from an old Chinese original. A Chinese gardener, Ge 
Yuliang, created the rock with an entrance to Xanadu by assembling 
stones with a glue made by mixing iron fillings with glutinous rice. 

Now what is an intermediate between them? It would be the 
Sesshu-garden in Jojei-ji Temple (Yamaguchi), because it is both 
a simple strolling garden and a rock garden with water. The three 
are products of the same taste in three ways, but the Sesshu-
garden is the most Japanese due to its intermediate nature or 
ambiguity. It serves the visitors not only for meditation but also for 
entertainment.

Ueda investigates the reason why Chikamatsu turned only to 
the puppet theatre for the rest of his life, writing the majority of his 
great works for it, and he estimates that ‘it was the puppet theatre 
that best suited his idea of a theatre’. He continues: 

Using puppets for human actors, the jōruri in its very nature 
refuses to reproduce life as it is; allowing puppets to imitate human 
actions, it also avoids falling into the slow ritual of symbolic drama. 

In other words, the puppet stage claims a position between the two 
poles of dramatic art, the naturalistic and the poetic; it is the type of 
art which ‘lies in the thin margin between reality and illusion’.19

Needless to say, the two dramatic arts compared with the Jōruri 
here are realistic Kabuki and symbolic Nō. 

Beauty in the Darkness
Since Japanese Nō is a symbolic masque with sublimity, it would be 
more comparable with Greek tragedy than Kabuki and Jōruri,  
a tragedy mixed with a comedy. In the respect of the dim lightning 
of old Japanese dramas, it is entirely different from Greek tragedy 
staged in sunlight. Tanizaki deals with the problem of the dark stage 
in his In Praise of Shadows: 

If actors of old had had to appear on the bright stage of today, they 

would doubtless have stood out with a certain masculine harshness, 

which in the past was discreetly hidden by darkness. […] A senseless 

and extravagant use of lights, I thought, has destroyed the beauty  

of Kabuki.20 

I have once experienced such an embarrassment from the second 
Sakata Tōjūrō of the day who was very beautiful in his youth. 
Concerning the Bunraku, Tanizaki writes: 

A knowledgeable Osaka gentleman has told me that the Bunraku 

puppet theatre was for long lit by lamp-light, even after the introduction 

of electricity in the Meiji era, and that this method was far more richly 

suggestive than modern lighting. […] But in the dim lamplight, the hard 

lines of the puppet features softened, the glistening white of their faces 

muted, a chill comes over me when I think of the uncanny beauty the 

puppet theatre must once have had.

He adds in another context:



The women of the Nô; portrayed by masked actors, are far from 

realistic; but the Kabuki actor in the part of a woman inspires not the 

slightest sense of reality. The failure is the fault of excessive lighting. 

When there were no modern floodlamps, when the Kabuki stage was 

lit by the meager light of candles and lanterns, actors must have been 

somewhat more convincing in women's roles.

Concerning the female puppets, he says ‘they consist only of 
a head and a pair of hands’, and ‘to me this is the very epitome 
of reality, for a woman of the past did indeed exist only from the 
collar up and the sleeves out; the rest of her remained hidden in 
darkness’.21

Apart from the excellent idea of Tanizaki, it has become an 
established theory among researchers that a doll of those days is 
unpolished, different from a modern precise one. The darkness of 
the stage is useful to conceal the lack of skill in both the making of  
a doll and in the art of a puppet master. The Kabuki actor of the 
living body often mimics retrogradely the movement of an empty 
doll to give a spectator amusement by his transcendental art. This 
would be really an art in the slender margin.

Concerning ‘the beauty in the darkness’, I recall an interesting 
episode when the Mona Lisa came to Japan in 1974. A lighting 
technician realised that Leonardo da Vinci did not paint it 
under a fluorescent lamp, so he used a method of illumination 
contemporary with the painting. A curator from the Louvre saw the 
exhibition and said that this Mona Lisa was much more beautiful 
than that of the Louvre to the parties concerned who had nervously 
expected a scolding. The Mona Lisa regained her original ‘beauty in 
the darkness’ in Japan. 

The beauty in the painting originated from the shadow
Chikamatsu completes his artistic theory in the following episode of 
a certain court lady who had a lover: 

but the lady lived far deep in the women's palace, and the man could 

not visit her quarters. […] She longed for him so desperately that she 

had a wooden image carved of the man. Its appearance was not like 

that of an ordinary doll, but did not differ in any particle from the man. 

[…] the only difference between the man and this doll was the presence 

in one, and the absence in the other, of a soul. However, when the 

lady drew the doll close to her and looked at it, the exactness of the 

reproduction of the living man chilled her, and she felt unpleasant and 

rather frightened. Court lady that she was, her love was also chilled, and 

as she found it distressing to have the doll by her side, she soon threw 

it away.22

This may even be called super-realist criticism. This anecdote 
lets us remember an episode of the young Corinthian girl that Pliny 
describes:

Butades, a potter of Sicyon, was the first who invented, at Corinth, the 

art of modelling portraits in the earth which he used in his trade. It was 

through his daughter that he made the discovery; who, being deeply  

in love with a young man about to depart on a long journey, traced the 

profile of his face, as thrown upon the wall by the light of the lamp. 

Upon seeing this, her father filled in the outline, by compressing clay 

upon the surface, and so made a face in relief, which he then hardened 

by fire along with other articles of pottery.23 

On the farewell to her lover she traced his profile ‘by the light of 
the lamp’, not by moonlight or sunlight, wrapped in darkness of the 
night in a dark room. This is one paragraph of a legend of the origin 
of the painting by Pliny. The Corinthian maiden made it possible 
to remember a feature of her lover eternally by tracing his profile in 
an opposite way to that of the court lady. The aesthetic taste or ideal 
which we to be typically Japanese, might be more universal, as Pliny 
reports that the beauty in the painting originates in the shadow. It is 
connected with the aesthetic ideal of Jōruri, the Sesshu-garden, and 
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