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narrow alley, paved with grey bricks
and pebble stones, extends in the
fashion of the flowing long sleeves in
the classical operas, sometimes with a
curve so that one cannot see right to
the end but feels the depth of it. In the
deep alley is a world of tranquility
approached by a small pathway flanked
by grey bricks, dark roof tiles, white-
washed walls and overhanging brown
eaves. Here one might see an old folk
sipping tea at door front, an
old lady sorting out vegetables
and a baby babbling in a cradle,
while a soft tune of ballad-
singing permeates the air.
Presently a motorcycle roars
past, then a vegetable pedlar
passes through, and the place
quiets down again, except the
occasional sounding of steamer
sirens from distant canals. Such
is the Shangrila found in
secluded neighbourhood. In what
is known as the “water
country”, the street either is
faced with water or flanks a canal.
Some houses are simply built over the
canal, overhanging and pillowing on stone
slabs jutting over water's edge. The
streets, alleys, houses and waterways
all converge to extend away and it
seems hard to tell whether the street
floats on water or the other way around.

Suzhou is a city on crisscross canals.
Water is an indispensable element in
the life of Suzhou folks and even in
building houses. The houses over canals
exemplify their closeness to water. For
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easy access, many houses have back
doors leading down to water with stone
steps, where people can wash clothing
and vegetables and boats can easily
moor. A larger home would build a
covered recess on the edge of canal for
mooring boats against wind and rain
without affecting water traffic.

A boat trip along city canals unfolds
a panorama of various forms of buildings
and the life of local inhabitants. Boating
on rural waterways, one will
be greeted with natural, rustic
scenes of red alfalfas, golden
rape flowers and green wheat
crops in spring, or ripening
paddy rice in autumn, adorned
by murmuring creeks of poetic
and picturesque water country.

The folk customs and habits
of living, nurtured by the
beautiful and fertile southern
Yangtze Delta and interplaying
with the landscape, are an
important integral part of the
traditional culture of Suzhou
and the whole Delta region. Among the
typical festival activities, one can mention
the incense burning in temples on the
lunar New Year's Day, the welcome
ceremony for God of Wealth on the
Sth of first lunar month, the homage to
the dead on Tomb-sweeping Festival,
the Pyramid-shaped rice dumplings eaten
at Dragon-Boat Festival, etc. The local
flavour is also reflected in the women's
favourite blouses made from cotton prints
of blue-and-white patterns with lotus-
shaped hems.
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