Sit, relax, and enjoy the Zen Gardens 

at Yuko-En on the Elkhorn
What is a Zen Garden?

It is said that the Japanese are keen observers of nature and that they celebrate it throughout every aspect of life.  Even Shinto, a native religion of Japan, is “born of the landscape.”  For centuries, Japanese people have captured the essence of nature and combined it with art to create gardens as places of serenity.  Even tiny gardens convey an impression of the larger natural world.  

Dry landscape gardens, called Karesansui (or flat gardens) grew from an art form that accompanied the advent of Zen Buddhism.  It is thought that Buddhism came to Japan in AD 552.  At that time, small gardens flourished in Zen temples and monasteries.  Several visitors from Japan have told us that our main Zen Rock Garden reminds them of one of the most renowned Zen Gardens at the Ryoan-ji monastery in Kyoto. 
Both the main Zen Rock Garden and the Children’s Zen Garden at Yuko-En on the Elkhorn are made with rocks arranged to simulate natural conditions and suggest images of the mountains in Japan.  Raking of the gravel creates the image of water in these dry gardens.  

How does one view a Zen Garden?

A Zen Garden is viewed within one’s own mind. Sit on the platform or bench next to the gravel.  Relax and let your mind be free and open.  Let your mind wander to create images among the pebbles and rocks.  Perhaps you will see the ocean or the mountains of Japan rising up out of the water or perhaps you will find a favorite place from your own memory.  

Children are likely to see turtles, water monsters, and more active images in the pebbles and rocks.  They also find many fun images in the wall.  This garden inspires creative thinking, which contributes to good health and provides a wonderful opportunity for spending quality time with children.  Visit frequently, and try sitting in a different area on the platform or come at a different time of the day.   Your experience will be different every time.

Main Zen Rock Garden at Yuko-En

The main Zen Rock Garden was created with river pebbles and local limestone found below the Bluegrass landscape.  The moss against the wall appeared on its own and provides a subtle green background for the gray of the stones.  Louisville Forge and Gear provided the funds for this garden, which was constructed by the Trustees of Yuko-En on the Elkhorn and local volunteers.   Trained volunteers frequently rake the gravel into different patterns. Come back often to see how the Zen Garden changes under their skilled hands.

Children’s Zen Garden
The small dry garden outside the wall of Yuko-En’s main Zen Rock Garden at Yuko-En is the Children’s Zen Garden.  It came about when a third grade student on a school field trip decided to convert his old sandbox into a rock garden.  That way, he could rake his own patterns in the surface.  

With the help of Eagle Scout Candidate Jared Westhoff, the idea of creating a place for children to `play’ became a reality.  Jared proposed his plan, and then along with his family and fellow scouts, he built the new Children’s Rock Garden in the fall of 2006.  His family not only worked with him to create this garden but they also donated all the materials for this project.  

Here, in the Children’s Zen Garden, we invite children of all ages to try their skills at creating patterns in the gravel.  Feel free to rake as many patterns as you wish in this hands-on Zen Rock Garden.  

You can read more about Zen gardens in Japanese Gardens in a Weekend by Robert Ketchell and Ortho’s All About Creating Japanese Gardens by Alvin Horton.
Contact us: If you would like to volunteer, would like more information, or wish to make a reservation for a guided group tour or school program, please contact the Environmental Education Program Director at 502-316-4554.  Also, check out our website at  www.yuko-en.com.
