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Japanese Water Gardens Refresh & Replenish
Of all the types of spiritual gardens, Japanese gardens are my favorite.  I’m not as wild about the dry Zen gardens; but stroll gardens, tea gardens, or hill and pond gardens that could all be termed Shinto gardens, thrill me.    

It’s not surprising that an island country like Japan with abundant rainfall would have water as one of the most prominent features in gardens. Notice I did not anything about flowers. Stone, green plants and water are the main features. Simplicity and nature are the backbones of these gardens, not flowers. Even a simple stone water basin can capture the simplicity and magic of water as surely as a waterfall with a stream and pond. Still, I love a good Japanese waterfall, stream, and Koi-filled pond. Add in a Japanese-style bridge and I’m in paradise.

The Japanese find water fascinating. To them it means purity and it is the heart of every Japanese garden. But even a dry-water feature makes the garden visitor feel the living presence of water even if there is none. If you want a focal point in a garden, then nothing comes close to a waterfall. The sound of rushing, soothing water cancels out the surrounding noises and stress from our hectic lives, taking us to a peaceful, more tranquil state. This is just one benefit of having a faith garden.

I recently learned that the classical Japanese manner of constructing a waterfall has seven basic stones. More stones can be used to enhance or extend this grouping, but seven is the normal configuration. Seven is the spiritual number of completion. 

Of course, for a waterfall to look natural it must have the illusion of a real source. It needs a natural progression that suggests a mountainous terrain. That’s the part that usually gives our flat lawns and gardens real trouble. Just as in nature, a pond has a source and an outlet.  That source can be a built-up corner of the garden if it suggests an unseen stream or other water source. A boundary wall can sometimes suggest a hidden landscape that continues upward and outward. 

Wherever you position your waterfall, make sure to leave space for a small reservoir of water called a “header pool” at the top. Otherwise, the water will flow directly from the hidden pipe from the recirculating pump and will gush across the top of the mirror stone in the center of the falls, and then outward rather than spread and drop in a natural way.  

The outlet to the system is usually some sort of pond with at least a few stones and marsh grass. It should always be asymmetrical in keeping with nature, and will preferably have relatively narrow sections to allow for that bridge I mentioned earlier.

Sound great? I think so. Our lives are so hectic that it’s no wonder we are beginning to realize our need for faith gardens.

Source:  Jerry Chenault, Urban Extension Regional Agent, Lawrence County
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