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110 Stages of Nature 

features, and scattered plantings considered to be the main characteristics of the 
natural appearance of Chinese garden design were devaluated by Western observ­
ers as being too elaborate, forced, distant from the simplicity of nature itself, and 
therefore, finally, unnatural or possibly even monstrous.38 This change of attitude 
mirrored a more general change in Western perception of China that, from a posi­
tive model became a weak and decadent country, the prototype of despotism and 
stagnation. 39 

Criticism of the Chinese civ:ilization and of the Chinese social and political 
system constituted the justification of the two conflicts, which England and its 
allies used to impose on China expansion of their trading privileges: the Opium 
War (1840-1842) and the Arrow War, or Second Opium War (1856-1860). The 
Opium Wars marked a period of profound changes and political turmoil in China 
eventually leading to the collapse of the Qing empire in 1911. This second mili­
tary campaign was capped by the looting and burning of one of the symbols of 
Chinese imperial power, the park of Yuanming yuan, near Beijing, in 1860 by the 
joint Anglo-French military expedition led by Lord Elgin and Jean-Baptiste-Louis 
Gros.40 

In many accounts by Western travellers, Yuanming yuan was presented as the 
finest e_xpression of Chinese garden art.41 With its destruction in 1860, China was 
deprived of one of its most powerful symbols of cultural identity and political 
unity. At the same time, the European aggression had also damaged. Europe's 
own history by eliminating the park that more than any other had influenced the 
evolution of the Western garden art, thanks to the accounts of those who had the 
privilege of seeing it. 

38 Clunas 1997 (see note 8), pp. 23-25. 
39 Elizabeth Hope Chang, Britain's Chinese Eye: literature, Empire, and Aesthetics in Nineteenth-Century Britai11, 

Stanford University Press, Stanford, Calif., 2010, pp. 23-70. 
40 For a recent study on the destruction of Yuanming yuan and its implications in the European image of 

China see Greg M. Thomas, The Looting of Yuanming and the Translation of Chinese Art in Europe, in: 
Nineteenth-Century Arl Worldwide: A Journal of Nineteenth-Century Vima/ Culture 7 (Autumn 2008), 2 Seiten 
(http://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/index.php / autumn08 /93-the-looting-of-yuanming-and-the­
translation-of-chinese-art-in-europe). On the looting of Yuanming yuan see James L. Hevia, English 
Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century China, Duke University Press, Durham, N.C., 2003, 
pp. 7 4--111; and also Erik Ringmar, liberal Barbarism: The European Destruction of the Palace of the Emperor of 

China, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2013. 
41 For a recent dikussion on Western accounts of Yuanming yuan and its destruction, see Erik Ringmar, 

Malice in Wonderland: Dreams of the Orient and Destruction of the Palace of the Emperor of China, in: 
Journal of World History, 22, (2011), 2, pp. 273-297. 
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