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Thirty-five years ago, shortly after arriving in Washington, D.C. to pursue graduate studies, I visited
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial for the first time. Walking down the sloping path, I was struck by the
quiet force of the V-shaped descending wall: the way the polished granite held reflection and absence,
and the earth seemed to open into a shared chamber of memory. Encircled by the circular path and
framed by the Washington and Jefferson Memorials, the wall entered into a dialogue with its sur-
roundings—sky and earth, past war and present moment.

Nearby lies a quiet lake bordered by gardens. I often crossed the small island at its center,
known as Signers Island, to practice Tai Chi. Breathing within this open, contemplative space, I felt
my movements begin to mirror the still water and the willows.

When I learned that the memorial architect was Maya Lin, a 21-year-old Chinese American un-
dergraduate at Yale University, my fascination deepened. The memorial’s resonance suggests a sensi-
bility beyond formal innovation, rooted in a cosmological worldview. Over time, this intuition be-
came clearer. Lin was born in Athens, Ohio, to Chinese immigrant parents: her father, a ceramist and
dean, shaped her early sense of structure and material; her mother, a poet and professor of English
and Asian literature, nurtured her attunement to language and symbol.

Lin often begins her designs as small, handmade clay models, a tactile process inherited from
her father’s ceramic studio. She writes in Boundaries, “1 think with my hands. These models, which I
also refer to as sketches, have a clue or thread that will give me an understanding of what I am trying
to do. . . I am blind without these models” (Lin 2000, 3:09). These studies explore how form receives
light and expansion, how a circular shape holds silence, and how humans move spontaneously
through space. This sensitivity suggests an artistic intelligence attuned to forces larger than the self,
one that echoes, even if unintentionally, classical Chinese aesthetic principles.

Maya Lin’s approach resonates with the cosmological triad of Heaven—Earth—-Humanity (tian di
ren KB N), a foundational structure in Daoist and traditional Chinese thought. This framework has
shaped classical Chinese aesthetics and continues to guide modes of perception.

Table 1
Heaven-Earth-Humanity in Daoist Cosmology and Classical Painting

Expression in Shanshui

Element Daoist Meaning Painting

Sky, light, cyclical time, breath Mist, clouds, sky openings, atmos-

Heaven (i), change, moral order (yang) | pheric depth, layered distances

Ground, water, memory, materi-
Earth al form, endurance, receptivity
(yin)

The harmonizing presence; ethi-
Humanitycal awareness; body aligned
with Heaven and Earth

Mountain forms, stone texture,
water paths, brush solidity

Small figures, poetry inscriptions,
implied movement or gaze

This triadic way of seeing was not confined to abstract thought; it was cultivated through sus-
tained practices of perception, most visibly in the traditions of Chinese landscape painting. Shaped
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by Daoist cosmology, this tradition embodies the continual interplay of gi (life force), yin and yang,
and the dynamic alignment of Heaven, Earth, and Humanity. Laozi articulates this cosmology suc-
cinctly in the Daode jing: “Humanity follows Earth; Earth follows Heaven; Heaven follows Dao. Dao
follows what is natural” (ch. 25). The sequence describes not a hierarchy but a chain of attunement,
forming the foundation of Chinese aesthetics. Within this framework, an essential artistic principle is
mind-scenery (yijing 71%): while the external world provides form, the true landscape emerges within
the heart-mind of the viewer.

While Maya Lin does not explicitly invoke this framework, the sensibility of her work resonates
deeply with this way of seeing —in its reliance on natural processes, its ease with emptiness, and its
portrayal of the human as small yet integral within a larger field.

Later in Boundaries, Lin articulates the degree to which Chinese aes-
thetics informed her sensibility. The book’s cover, her hand holding a
stone, quietly affirms that human presence participates in, rather than
overrides, the shaping forces of the natural world (image, below). The
stone is not carved by the artist; it is shaped by wind and water. The
hand receives it and merges with its energy.

Now questions arise: To what extent can Maya Lin’s major works be
understood through the cosmological triad of Heaven-Earth—-Humanity,
and might her work be viewed as an extension, transformation, or con-
temporary re-expression of classical Chinese landscape painting (shanshui
Ll 7K, literally “mountains and rivers”)? What does such a reading reveal

about her distinctive contribution to modern environmental art?

Unlike Western landscape traditions that emphasize optical realism or dramatic perspective,
classical Chinese painting uses emptiness, layered distances, and brush rhythms to create an experi-
ential field. Artists such as Wang Wei, Fan Kuan, and Guo Xi believed the purpose was to let gi
breathe through the brush so that viewers could enter the painting, walk through mist, rest under a
distant pine, or follow a waterfall into depth. This became known as giyun shengdong FEEEH), ex-
pressing the vitality and inner rhythm that make the work come alive. The outer mountain and the
inner mountain were reflections of one another. In Chinese painting, poetry is frequently added to
open the viewer’s imagination beyond the limits of a two-dimensional still image. This aesthetic aris-
es directly from Daoist cosmology: nature is the living expression of Dao or the Way.

Lin’s earthworks roll like ink washed mounds (image
from Wave series, next page). Her reflective surfaces act as
voids through which sky enters the composition; her me-
morials unfold as long journeys akin to a handscroll'. The
viewer, moving through these spaces, becomes the wan-
dering scholar whose shifting vantage point completes the
scene. Lin’s works, in this sense, can be understood as con-
temporary landscape paintings on the scale of land, water,
and atmosphere.

More importantly, the Heaven—-Earth—-Humanity
structure provides a lens through which the coherence of
Lin’s work becomes unmistakable. Heaven, the breath of
sky, appears in her use of light, reflection, weather, and the
shifting conditions of the day and season. Earth, the body
of earth and water, takes form in stone, soil, flowing water, erosion, and the memory of land. Human-
ity, the bridge between the two, completes the circuit through touch, grief, walking, remembering,
and, in her later works, ecological responsibility. Her art is activated by presence: the fingertips trac-

! Maya Lin noted that inscribing the names at about half an inch for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial was essen-
tial. She wanted visitors to read the names as they would read a book, not glance at a billboard.
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ing a name, the body descending into the earth, the quiet recognition of loss, or the awakening to en-
vironmental change.

Seen through this cosmological frame, Lin’s work reveals not just aesthetic unity but ethical co-
herence. From the Vietnam Veterans Memorial to Ghost Forest and What Is Missing? each project asks
what it means to inhabit a world shaped by both natural processes and human actions, and how one
might restore balance between them. Her art becomes a practice of listening: to the breath of sky, to
the body of earth, and to the resonant role of the human being situated between the two. Lin often
speaks of her public works as conversing quietly with the landscapes around them. Interestingly, for
me writing about Lin’s work became a form of Daoist practice. I notice, attune, and allow the triad of
Heaven—-Earth-Humanity to reveal itself in her prolific portfolio.

Across four decades, Maya Lin has created art, architecture, and what she calls “memory works”
that resonate with both earth and sky. Her works invite natural elements—light, water, wind, ter-
rain—to refine or even complete the experience. Rather than depicting nature, Lin’s practice echoes
the tradition of painting: she creates spaces where the viewer’s inner landscape awakens. Shifting
light, flowing water, and undulating ground become outer scenes that stir inward reflection. Like the
poetry inscribed on classical Chinese paintings, her use of prose explanation reaches beyond form
into meaning. In this way, Lin brings the ancient ideal of mind-scenery into contemporary public art,
crafting environments where Heaven, Earth, and Humanity meet both physically and spiritually.

Lin is frequently categorized by critics within the frameworks of minimalism and environmental
art, but these labels often flatten the full symbolic and perceptual richness of her work. Critics have
praised her for formal clarity and sensitivity to natural materials, but often fail to see how her art
functions as a cosmological and ethical space. As Michael Brenson writes, “Lin’s works are about si-
lence, absence, and the eloquence of restraint,” emphasizing affective minimalism but overlooking the
deeper spiritual architecture her forms evoke (Brenson 1994). Similarly, Suzanne Muchnic, reviewing
Lin’s environmental works, notes, “Her forms are elegant and unobtrusive, rooted in the land,” yet
frames her work primarily through material and ecological terms (Muchnic 2002). In her 2009 TED
talk, Lin describes her process as guided by “a strong, simple idea” that distills complexity into form,
but insists that her work seeks emotional resonance and ecological awareness beyond formalism (Lin
2009).

These critics’ interpretations, while not inaccurate, are incomplete. They tend to emphasize phys-
ical form or sustainable practice, missing how Lin’s spaces invite modes of perception aligned with
Daoist cosmology —where emptiness becomes presence, and the human body becomes attuned to the
pulse of earth and sky. Lin is not merely making art; she is expressing a way of life, one grounded in a
worldview where human presence is harmonized with sky and earth. Her works are not minimalist
reductions or eco-objects; they could be read as contemporary enactments of the Heaven-Earth—
Humanity triad, quietly reawakening an ancient rhythm of belonging.

Heaven: Breath of Sky, Light, and Yang

In Daoist cosmology, Heaven refers not merely to the sky above but to the intangible forces that move
through the world: light, breath, wind, clouds, reflection, season, and time. Heaven is what changes,
what circulates, what cannot be held in the hand yet shapes all forms. Maya Lin’s art draws its vitality
from these very forces. Even when working with stone or soil, her true medium is often the sky: light
sliding across granite, the reflection of clouds on water, the slow choreography of weather across a

site.
. o —— — W Lin treats light as a living element that reveals
\ : and conceals, brightens and erases, touches and
N withdraws. This duality echoes the Daoist notion that
Q yin and yang are not opposites but alternating phases
of one continuous breath.

ol
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At the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (image, right), yang light appears in the direct brilliance of
the sun, catching the engraved names and animating the surface with sharp reflections. Yin light ap-
pears in the darker intervals, cloud-shadow, dusk, the faint illumination of a candle brought by a visi-
tor. Standing before the wall, one sees not a fixed monument but a shifting field: bright one moment,
dim the next, its meaning changing with the hour. Lin allows the yang of sunlight and the yin of
shadow to co-author the memorial’s emotional register.

The human bodily experience is important. Visitors often recount that they suddenly saw them-
selves in the wall as if light itself revealed their participation in the story. This is Heaven at work: the
sky serving as a mirror that places the living beside the dead, the present beside the past. The motif
of “mirror” or reflection functions as a philosophical device rooted in the Daoist relationship between
emptiness (xu) and fullness (shi), the idea that what is “empty” draws the mind in, while what is
“full” anchors form.

At the Civil Rights Memorial (image, next page),
the thin sheet of water sliding over black stone trans-
forms the surface into a liquid mirror. One sees sky,
face, inscription, and flowing water layered upon one
another. The yin of water’s darkness and the yang of
sky’s brightness mingle into a continuous field of per-
ception. Touching the memorial becomes an act of join-
ing that field. Lin notes that the touch of the hand slows
the water, allowing visitors to read the engraved words
quietly, as if the gently moving stream were emerging
from the stone itself (May Lin Boundaries, 4:29).

In What Is Missing? Lin extends reflection to the planetary scale. The works’ glowing surfaces,
projections, and floating panels mirror not just the viewer’s face but the ecological losses of the An-

thropocene—vanishing species, disappearing habitats, eroding cultural memory. Heaven evokes
global awareness.

Heaven’s elements play a critical role in Lin’s work. Where many artists seek to protect works
from the natural elements, Lin invites the elements to participate. Rain, shadow, frost, wind, erosion,
even drought, are part of her palette. At the Vietham Veterans Memorial, on rainy days, rain falls on
the stone like tears, deepening the wall’s emotional charge. Snow settles along the descending path,
softening the wound. Her Confluence Project, spanning seven sites along the Columbia River, makes
weather an explicit collaborator. Cloud cover shifts the color of basalt. Mist blurs the edges of carved
lines. Wind across water animates the river’s surface, turning the entire installation into a breathing
landscape. Visitors return at different times of day or year and discover that the site has changed —
because Heaven has changed.

What Is Missing?, Lin’s final self-directed memorial, is a dispersed work commemorating biodi-
versity loss, tracing vanishing species and habitats in patterns that unfold like celestial cycles. Sky is
no longer just atmosphere but planetary breath: fragile, shared, and diminishing.

In her Pin River series, silver pins mark Hudson River paths on museum walls, yet Heaven ap-
pears not in the metal itself but in the shadows it casts —shadows that shift with changing light. Yang
light reveals; yin shadow shapes. Viewers sense the Hudson’s flow not through image, but through
movement, alignment, and perception.

These works embody the Daoist insight that Heaven is never still, and humans participate in its
rhythms. Lin teaches us to look with the sky, and see the world as living movement, and to locate
ourselves within that unfolding field.

Earth: The Body, Water, and Yin

If Heaven is breath, atmosphere, and change, Earth is body, density, and memory. In Daoist cosmolo-
gy, Earth is not passive matter but a receptive force, the yin that holds, cools, steadies, absorbs, and



Li, “Maya Lin” / 41

transforms over long durations. In Maya Lin’s work, Earth appears not only in the physical materials
she chooses such as granite, soil, water, stone, but in her instinct to let form emerge from the land or
material’s own history. She treats Earth not as a surface to build upon but as a sentient partner carry-
ing its own wounds, stories, and rhythms of renewal.

Her works descend, soften, pool, erode, roll, and settle. The element that moves them is not hu-
man will but gravity, water, and time. Through these qualities, Lin reveals Earth as alive and dynam-
ic, embodying the quiet power of the yin that grounds all experience.

Lin’s engagement with Earth is most visible in how she shapes terrain and stone to hold emo-
tion. Earth, in her work, is endowed with memory, awakened through human movement. The Vi-
etnam Veterans Memorial remains the clearest example: it begins in the air but ends in the soil. Visi-
tors descend into a cut in the earth, as though entering a geological wound. The black granite wall
deepens with each step, taking the viewer lower into quiet and shadow. The descent is physical, emo-
tional, and symbolic, a return to the ground where grief can be held safely.

The coolness of the stone, the hush that settles as one walks downward, the lowering of the hori-
zon line, all embody Earth’s receptive yin quality. Earth here does not erase sorrow; it steadies it. The
wall does not protrude skyward in monumental assertion but sinks inward, offering a space for re-
flection and mourning. By the time the path rises again, many visitors feel physically changed, as
though the Earth has absorbed part of their burden.

Lin’s choice of granite, basalt, and fieldstone across her works reinforces this connection. These
materials speak of deep time. Their textures, fractures, and mineral densities carry a geological calm.
Rather than imposing polished perfection, Lin embraces the “imperfections” of stone: pits, inclusions,
surface variations. These features echo the Chinese scholar rocks treasured for centuries in gardens
and studios: stones shaped over millennia by water, pressure, and erosion, admired for their asym-
metry, hollows, and the sense that they contain mountains within themselves.

If stone holds memory, water expresses transformation. In Daoist philosophy, water is the su-
preme teacher: yielding yet persistent, gentle yet transformative. Lin’s water-based works embody
this paradox. They are quiet yet powerful, calm yet emotionally charged.

At The Women'’s Table (1993), numbers spiral outward like a water vortex. The shallow pool atop
the granite table cycles in a continuous circular motion. This spiraling movement symbolizes the
steady, generational flow of women entering Yale across time. Visitors run their fingers through the
water, creating temporary disturbances that instantly regroup into smooth motion. Water thus be-
comes the medium through which past, present, and future meet.

The Civil Rights Memorial uses water in an equally powerful but more solemn manner. A thin
film glides across black stone engraved with key moments from the civil rights movement, turning
the memorial into a sheet of moving time. To trace a date or name is to place one’s hand into history’s
flow. Water becomes an agent of both grief and renewal —yang in its motion, yin in its quiet persis-
tence. Rain, too, could become part of the memorial, linking sky and earth in a ritual of remembrance.
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Even in works where water is absent as a physical
material, its spirit is present. The smooth, wave-like pro-
files of Wave Field evoke the surface of a vast body of water
frozen in mid-breath. The form suggests both motion and
stillness, yang and yin, crest and trough, a sculptural em-
bodiment of water’s dual nature. The inspiration of Wave
Field came from Stokes water wave images the artist found
when she was researching fluid systems.2

Maya Lin’s lifelong fascination with water deepens
the resonance of her earthworks. Even her name carries this affinity: Maya, evoking fluidity in multi-

ple cultural lineages, and Lin (#&), meaning “forest” in Chinese, the meeting ground of rainfall, rivers,
and mist. Throughout her career she has explored water in all its forms: liquid, vapor, and ice. Flow-
ing water animates the Civil Rights Memorial, while the Confluence Project works with weather, at-
mosphere, and shifting moisture across a river’s length. She brings water into the realm of vapor in
her design for the Obama Presidential Center, where rising mist becomes an ephemeral sculpture. It is
an atmosphere one walks through, breathes, and feels. And in her studies of the Arctic and Antarctic
for Bodies of Water, she engages with ice as both form and warning. In each transformation, water em-
bodies a Daoist lesson: soft yet persistent, yielding yet unceasing, the world’s most vulnerable and
most enduring teacher.

Lin’s earthworks invite the question raised in the introduction: whether her work resonates with
ideals found in classical Chinese landscape painting. Nowhere is this affinity more apparent than in
Wave Field, Groundswell, and related projects, where land itself becomes a sculptural medium.

In Chinese landscape painting or shanshui (mountain—water) painting, mountains embody stabil-
ity and endurance (Earth), while water signifies movement, change, and breath (Heaven). Their dy-
namic relation, stillness and flow, is the very expression of yin—yang balance. Lin’s earthworks func-
tion as three-dimensional landscape: sculpted mounds of earth stand in for mountains; undulation,
reflection, or glass evoke water; sky enters as light and shadow; and the moving visitor completes the
composition through shifting vantage points.

These landscapes are not fixed forms but moving terrains, changing with season, weather, and
light. In Groundswell, thousands of recycled glass pieces create a field of shifting translucence, appear-
ing at different moments as waves, crystals, snowfields, or mineral deposits. Through such works,
Maya Lin reveals Earth as a living body, eroded, weathered, and continuously reshaped by natural
forces across time.

Humanity: The Harmonizing Act
If Heaven is breath and Earth is body, Humanity is the

WAL M .

A%at awareness between them—the consciousness that feels,
E X h K

A remembers, walks, mourns, and harmonizes. Humans are
T
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microcosms of the universe, living expressions of the same
yin—yang currents that shape Heaven and Earth. Maya
Lin’s works do not simply allow for human participation;
they require it. Her memorials and earthworks become
complete only when the viewer enters, touches, descends,
listens, and responds.

2 Maya Lin: A Study of Water | Artist Lecture at the Virginia Museum of Contemporary Art. Maya Lin men-
tioned in her lecture that the inspiration of her Wave Field series came from the Stokes water images. She also
mentioned it in her book Boundaries (2000, 48)
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In classical landscape painting, humans often appear
as tiny figures within vast landscapes. It demonstrates a
visual philosophy of humility and integration as in Shen
Zhou's painting Poet on a Mountaintop (image, right). Lin’s
Wave Field (image, right below) echoes this sensibility. The
mounds rise and fall in rhythmic swells, dwarfing the
human figure and inviting a sense of awe and surrender.
At small scales, they become perches; at large scales, they
draw the viewer into a sea of movement, as if one were
drifting through brushstrokes in a landscape scroll. Children vanish and reappear between earthen
waves. Adults walk slowly, adjusting to the land’s pulse, embodying harmony not as concept, but

sensation.

Lin’s works change with hour, season, and weather. Rain on granite becomes tears. Dusk softens
a mound’s shadow. Frost, snow, and summer heat each redraw the experience. These shifts are not
background, they are collaborators. The viewer becomes a witness to Heaven’s constant transfor-
mation.

Daoism teaches that human beings align with Heaven by accepting impermanence. Lin gives us
a stage for this alignment. Her art reminds us that we live not atop the Earth, but inside, moving with
the same cycles that shape rivers, trees, and time itself.

Humanity, in Daoist thought, also bears ethical responsibility: to restore balance when harmony
is broken. Lin’s later works make this responsibility visible. Ghost Forest confronts us with the death
of future forests: Atlantic cedars killed by rising seas. Standing among them, we feel implicated —no
longer passive mourners, but witnesses to ecological imbalance. In What Is Missing?, the viewer is
asked to hear the planet’s fading voice, and to respond.

In these works, Humanity becomes the ethical bridge, not just between Heaven and Earth, but
between recognition and action. Lin reframes harmony as care. Her art teaches that we are not ob-
servers of nature, but expressions of it. We complete her work not by analyzing it, but by entering it
with body, breath, memory, and conscience. Through the Humanity of the triad, Maya Lin transforms
art into a quiet ritual of return. We leave her works not only moved, but more attuned: to sky above,
earth below, and our fragile, necessary role in between.

Planetary Cosmology in Later Works
As Maya Lin’s practice evolves, the scale of Heaven—
Earth-Humanity expands from individual sites for
groups or institutions to the planet itself. Early works
balance Heaven, Earth, and Humanity within the con-
tours of a memorial or landscape elements; later
' works enlarge the triad to address atmosphere, bio-
CENTRAL PARK NEW A sphere, and the collective human responsibility for
b T ecological survival.
dord s In What Is Missing? (image from a video, right),
Heaven becomes the entire atmospheric system: air,
climate, and the rhythms sustaining life. Digital light, sound, and moving images act like signals in a
distressed sky, echoing the Daoist view of Heaven as the realm of transformation. Lin shows that the
forces shaping the planet today are manifestations of Heaven under strain: warming air, shifting rain-
fall, disappearing habitats.

A powerful challenge appears on the website What Is Missing? Asking readers to imagine a map
that shows a future that balances our needs with those of the planet. She makes the ethical stakes ex-
plicit: “It would take $1.6 trillion annually to mitigate climate change by reducing global greenhouse-
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gas emissions,” she notes. “That’s what we spend on alcohol” (La Force 2023). The statement is delib-
erately stark, grounding moral urgency in scale.

In Ghost Forest, the forty-nine dead cedars reveal Earth not as enduring ground but as a wound-
ed Earth. Lifted from climate-damaged coastal forests, the skeletal trees confront viewers with ecolog-
ical loss. Lin’s pin-river maps similarly reinterpret Earth: thousands of pins form rivers and coastlines
whose shadows shift with light, suggesting the instability of Earth’s contours in an era of erosion and
rising seas.

In these works, Humanity becomes more than a participant in memory; Humanity becomes an
ecological agent. Standing among the cedars or listening to vanishing species, viewers could move
from mourning to accountability.

When viewed together, Lin’s later projects form a planetary-scale expression of Heaven—Earth—
Humanity. Heaven becomes the climate system: shifting winds, altered temperatures, vanishing sea-
sons. Earth becomes the ecological ground: forests, rivers, oceans, species, habitats. Humanity be-
comes the ethical mediator: the one who must now choose whether harmony is restored or broken.

Here, Lin’s works resemble contemporary landscape scrolls depicting the real Earth in crisis. The
lines are maps; the voids are missing habitats; the brushstrokes are data trails; the “mountains” are
dying forests; the “waters” are rising seas. The viewer becomes the wandering figure who must de-
cide how to walk through this landscape.

Lin’s early memorials helped individuals process grief; her later works help society confront en-
vironmental truth. This trajectory from human sorrow to ecological awareness reflects a profound
Daoist evolution. Here the triad becomes urgent: Heaven altered, Earth wounded, Humanity respon-
sible. Lin’s later works reframe Daoist harmony as a call not to contemplation alone but to care.
Through this evolution, Maya Lin emerges not only as an artist of memory but as an artist of plane-
tary care. Her works ask the question Daoism has posed for millennia: How will humans harmonize with
the world that sustains them?

Qi and Circle: Unifying Heaven, Earth, and Humanity

In Daoist cosmology, gi animates form from within. It circulates rather than accumulates and reveals
itself through rhythm, return, and relational movement. A circle, understood through gi, is not a
closed geometry but a living field. Energy gathers, disperses, and renews. Qi permeates the circle,
making it alive.

Throughout Maya Lin’s work, the circle is employed as a literal and energetic structure that
brings Heaven, Earth, and Humanity into dynamic alignment. Her circular aesthetics function as ves-
sels of gi, inviting bodily movement, perceptual attunement, and temporal depth. Rather than direct-
ing attention toward an object, these forms draw the perceiving human into a relational field shaped
by circulation and return.

Across cultures the circle signifies unity, but within Chinese aesthetic traditions it specifically
embodies yin-yang balance, wholeness, and cyclical transformation. In Lin’s practice, the circle be-
comes a way of moving, connecting, and remembering, an aesthetic logic through which gi is felt.

Works such as the Women’s Table, the Einstein Table
(image, right), and the Civil Rights Memorial invite visi-
tors to move along orbital paths, resisting linear pro-
gression in favor of looping return. At the Vietnam Vet-
erans Memorial, the gently curving terrain surrounding
the V-shaped wall extends the experience of descent and
ascent into a broader rhythm of approach and return. In
Ghost Forest, the spacing among the standing dead ce-
dars suggests an invisible circle. Each tree is part of a

silent field of relation and remembrance. These circles

are energetic conditions sustained by gi.
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Finally, the circle in Lin’s work functions as a cosmological structure. Her installations often sit-
uate the viewer at a threshold where past and future, grief and healing, presence and absence coexist.
The circle thus becomes the shape of time itself —not a closed loop, but a returning flow between
Heaven and Earth, held open by the perceiving human. In this way, Lin’s circular aesthetics reveal
the Heaven—Earth-Humanity triad not as a static order but as a living relationship, always in motion.

For four decades, Maya Lin has shaped an art that
quietly unites architecture, landscape, memory, and
planetary care. Across her work, the Heaven-Earth-
Humanity triad is not illustrated but embodied: Heaven
appears in shifting light and reflected sky; Earth in
carved terrain and flowing water; Humanity in the bod-
ily presence that completes the work through move-
ment and remembrance. In her later projects—Ghost
Forest, What Is Missing? and the Confluence Project (im-
age “Listening Circle,” right)—this triad expands to a planetary scale, asking not only how we re-

member, but how we live in relation to a living world under strain.

Though deeply personal, the experience of Lin’s work is never solitary. According to National
Park Service data, nearly five million visitors walk the Vietnam Veterans Memorial path each year,
their bodies tracing memory into the land.

To encounter Maya Lin’s art is to enter a living cosmology, where sky moves, earth receives, and
human awareness orients between. Her circular and spiral forms render the Heaven-Earth-
Humanity triad not as doctrine but as rhythm, unfolding through movement, perception, and return.

We leave her works quieter, more attuned, and more responsible, spiraling back into the world
with renewed awareness: the breath of sky, the body of earth, and the listening human presence in
between. In this way, Lin’s art moves within a lineage far older than any single culture or era, reso-
nating with the enduring currents of Chinese aesthetic thought and the shared human impulse to
align creativity with the cosmos. This is her response—as an artist standing between Heaven and
Earth.
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