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THE GARDEN WITH GRACE OF WATERS

By Jin Xuezhi

Guo Xi, a well-known landscape painter of the Northern Song Dynasty, so describes his sentiment in The Realm of Forests
and Springs: “Always prefer a garden to cultivate the mind and to live in, lofty mountains and waters to inspire the heart, seek
the pleasure and comforts of the fisherman and woodcutter, and stay away from the moil of hectic city life that imprison the
mind!” The explicit and paradoxical literary language summarizes the innate craving of the literary elite in ancient times for the
beauty of nature and their aloofness of recluse symbolized by the fisherman and woodcutter. It is motivated by this aesthetic
judgment that Shi Zhengzhi of the Southern Song Dynasty, born in Yangzhou and posted in Jiangdu for official duties, chose to
retire and build his “Hall of Ten: Thousand Volumes™ in Suzhou and named it “Fisherman's Retreat”. Traditionally, Suzhou has
been a fond destination in the phenomenon of Chinese literati-recluses. The earliest instance is Sun Wu of the Spring and
Autumn Period, who wrote his world-famous Art of War in his hermitage in Suzhou. In later times, there were Liang Hong of
the Han dynasty, Zhang Han of the Jin dynasty who resigned from official post to retire to his birthplace Wujang, Lu Guimeng,
the poet of the Tang, and poet Su Shunqing of the Northern Song dynasty, who came to Suzhou to create his Surging Waves
Pavilion, etc. The former site of the Fisherman's Retreat was renovated by Song Zongyuan of the Qing period and renamed the
Master-of-nets Garden, also known as Neighboring Garden of the Su's on account of its closeness to the Surging Waves Pavilion.
There is a consistent historical trend for the scholar-gentry to make Suzhou their ultimate choice in search of retreat.

Water is the essence of the culture in Suzhou: the expansive Lake Tai with 72 islands and cloud-wrapped hills, the intricate
web of waterways and canals inside the ancient city described in poetry as “green ripples spread in all directions linking three -
hundred and ninety bridges of red-painted railings.” The poet Hong Liangji, in his Master-of-nets Garden, thus addresses the

owner of the garden in envious tones: “On the mighty Lake Taihu, you and I shared the pleasure of rowing on the waves, yet now
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'you beat me with your delicate cove of waters, in which to enjoy the ease of the fisherman. The poem artfully reveals that water
is not only the cultural background of the region, but also the underlying theme of the garden.

The Master-of-nets Garden is the embodiment of water-associated culture and reclusive culture. Each is found in the ether
as if in an unfolded picture, or a poem being recited.

The rectangle central part of the garden is focused on a pool of water serving as the main element of the overall layout. A
masterly stroke in water crafting, the pond gives-the illusion of expanses of flowing streams, a reflection of a much bigger world
in a nutshell. The buildings around the pond, small in scale and open to deeper vistas beyond them, are so conceived as to
heighten the predominant theme of water: the Pavilion of Breeze in Moon-lit Night towers over the water; the Bamboo-flanked
Pavilion faces the water; the square pavilion of the Duck-hunting Veranda extends across the water; the Water-side Pavilion of
Washing Hat Tassel is floating over the water; and the undulating corridor nestles along the water; the caves along the shoreline
give way to streams; and the overhanging rocky edges almost touch the water... Besides, on the southeast, there was a sluice
gate to suggest the source of the stream, while in the northwest a downstream indicates the direction of a river course. All this
is a vivid exemplification of the principle, “bridges are designed at the edge of water to suggest endless flow,” in Ji Cheng's
classic work On Garden Creation. The inscription “Panjian” at the supposed fountainhead was taken from ancient poetry to
suggest that the stream was hidden in a mountain ravine. The name of Water-side Pavilion of Washing Hat Tassel brings to mind
the famous lines in Song of Surging Waves: “When the water of the surging waves runs clear, [ wash my hat tassel in it.” The
scenes and implications in the garden all point to the quintessence of the garden motif: water and retirement.

In the west lies the courtyard of Peony Cottage, which, in seeming scarcity of water, is focused on the water theme. Green
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Spring is a small pool of gushing spring with rocky edges and the nearby Pavilion of Cold Spring is named after it. The mosaic
paving in the court bear the pattern of fishing nets, and the lotus flower pattern in the fan-shaped cobble paving also calls to mind
rivers and lakes.

The residential quarters in the eastern section, including the artwork and decorations, also touch upon the theme of water.
The ornate brick-carved doorway with the inscription “Soaring Literary Accomplishment”, another brick-carved gateway with
the inscription “Thriving Bamboo and Pines” in a style of simplicity, the elaborate furnishings inside the boudoir upstairs, the
delicate flower windows inside the Peony Cottage, the fine woodwork on the circular floor screen in the Hall of Cloud Stairway,
etc., have been the result of the most meticulous and well-polished handwork. Seemingly contradictory to the notion of the
retired fisherman, these adornments serve to complement the poetic ease and leisure in appreciation of the “mountains and
forests™” and idealized nature in the urban surroundings.

Inscriptions in the garden cast evocative light to the prospects: Small Cottage of the Fishing Master, the Fisherman's Retreat
west of the Pond, Mountain Path of the Woodcutter, Cliff Edge and Mouth of Stream, the Lute Chamber, and True Sense, etc.
They incite the visitor's imagination and deepen his contemplation and appreciation of the world of music and poetry. One
seems to find himself on the mountain path, or by the splashing waters of a lake as a solitary stroller, or boating in the great lakes
of the Wu Region. Here, man and nature are blended into one harmony.

The tranquility and ease of mind found in the Master-of-nets Garden, coupled by the scenes of waters, purifies the mind and

elevates it to a level of sublimity, and from here, man will derive boundless pleasure.
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THE CLASSIC MODEL OF DELICATE GARDENS

By Pan Yixin

The Master-of-nets Garden, located in Kuojiatou Lane in the southeast of the ancient city of Suzhou, is a typical residential garden with a
meager area of one and half acres. The elegant and delicate buildings, exquisite decorations, diverse vibrant vegetation, picturesque and
intricate scenes through ever-changing perspectives, are worth savoring in a tranquil atmosphere. Acknowledged to be the classic model of
delicate classical gardens of Suzhou, the garden exemplifies the concept of “the few outshines the many” in landscape gardening. It was
listed by the State Council in 1982 as a cultural relic at national level, and in 1997, UNESCO put the garden in the registrar of World Cultural

Heritage.
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The name df the garden denotes “the garden of the fisherman”. According to Record on Master-of-nets Garden by Qian Daxin of the Qing
- dynasty, Shi Zh@hgzhi, Vice-minister of finance during the Chunxi Reign of the Southern Song dynasty, first built his Hall of Ten Thousand
| Voﬁlmes here, with an attached pleasure garden named “Fisherman's Retreat”. In the mid-Qing period, Song Zongyuan, a protocol official,
rebuilt the garden for his mother in recuperation, and to echo the implication of the fisherman, he named it the Master-of-nets Garden. In the
late Qianlong Reign, the garden belonged to Qu Yuancun, and was called Qu's Garden. Under his creative renovation, the garden “offers
intricate scenic prospects and, though in an urban setting, affords the pleasure in a natural lake.” During the Tongzhi Reign, Li Hongyi
acquired the garden and changed its name into “Neighboring Cottage to Su's” on account of its location in the vicinity of the famous Surging
Waves Pavilion created by Su Shunqing of the Song period. Li, a literary celebrity well versed in poetry and calligraphy, has left twelve
ehgraved stone tablets of poems in the garden to this day. In the late Guangxu Reign, the garden went into the hands of Da Gui, who again
' renovated tie garden and restored its name, the Master-of-nets Garden. In the period of the Republic, Zhang Zuolin bought the garden and
renamed it the Garden of Ease, and gave it to his teacher Zhang Xiluan in 1917 as a gift. Before the World War II, the garden was lent to Ye
Gongzhuo, an artist of seal engraving, calligraphy, and painting, and the master artist Zhang Dagian and his brother Zhang Shanzi for
residence. During these years, the garden became a glamorous gathering place for celebrated scholars and artists of the time, and many
valuable works were left from that period. In 1940, the garden came to the possession of He Yanong, a curio connoisseur, who restored both
the garden and its original name. His descendents donated the garden to the Government after Liberation, and it was opened to the public
after repair in October 1958.
The garden consists chiefly of three parts. The eastern section is the residential quarters in symmetrical progression of three courts along
a central axis. The main entrance faces a screen wall flanked with east and west gateways. The entrance hall is followed by a spacious and
stately hall, the Hall of Ten Thousand Volumes, where important ceremonies used to be held. In the forecourt of the hall is an ornate brick-

carved doorway, on which theatrical figures recount the stories of “King Wen Visits the Sage”, and “General Guo Ziyi's Birthday”, etc.,




adding an auspicious atmosphere of “happiness, fortune, and longevity” to the enclosure. The Hall of Capturing Grace behind the main hall,
the reception hall for ladies, leads to the Hall of Cloud Stairway, and a small door on one side allows for a garden backdrop. Along the left
side of the living quarters, a long narrow alleyway runs from the entrance hall to the interior, as a walkway for servants. A side door marked
with the name of the garden on the west of the entrance hall also gives direct access to the garden.

The focal point of the garden is a central pond with surrounding scenes. To the south is a small quiet court enclosed by the Hall of
Osmanthus Hill, Taohe Hall, and Lute Chamber. The rectangular Hall of Osmanthus Hill, with windows on four sides, is the major building
in this compound affording views from all directions, and is approached by a covered walk. Opposite to the hall is a rock-rimmed flowerbed
grown with osmanthus trees, symbolizing “beckoning to the retired” according to a literary allegory. The northern side of the hall is screened
off by a granite hillock from the central pond.

The corridor leads northward from the small court to the major landscape of the garden dominated by a square central pond roughly edged
with rocks. Instead of being straddled with buildings, the water is a converging body from all directions, whereas brooklets and coves at the
southeast and northeast edges heighten the illusion of a natural flow with an outside source. With rocky edges and concaves, the pond is made
to seem larger because its irregular shape cannot be seen all at once. The buildings around the pond are all laid out close to the water. The
Water-side Pavilion of Washing Hat Tassel to the south, an ideal spot for watching fishes and enjoying cool breeze in summer, along with the
sturdy rocky hill “Cloud Ridge” on the east, forms the landscape on the southern shore. The Hall of Breeze in Moon-lit Night on the west of
the pond, erected gracefully over the water, is a delightful resting place for appreciating the moon. On the northeast are the Square Pavilion,
the Duck-hunting Veranda, and the Bamboo-flanked Pavilion, forming an architectural group in varying heights juxtaposed with the Hall of
Breeze in Moon-lit Night across the pond. Looking southward from the Bamboo-flanked Pavilion, with pines and plum trees in front and
bamboos in the adjacent court behind, the visitor will be enthralled by a serene picture of hills, buildings, delicate arch bridges, and flowering

shrubs mirrored in the rock-edged pool.




To the north of the pond, a group of large-sized functional buildings (the Five Peaks Library, the Study Room of Accumulated Void, and
the Hall of Viewing Pines and Contemplating Paintings) is set back from the pond behind flowerbeds, rocks, and tiny courts, half-concealed
but adding depth to the garden prospects. The Hall of Viewing Pines and Contemplating Paintings, a quaint and elegant work of architecture,
adjoins small courts on four sides in which flowers and rocks are framed through the fretwork windows. The ages-old verdurous cypress trees
in front were planted by Shi Zhengzhi, the founder of the garden some eight hundred years ago. The Study Room of Accumulated Void is on
the east of the hall, and the chamber and balustrade on the upper floor command a panoramic glimpse of the garden. Itis in this very chamber
that talks on the development of Sino-Singapore Suzhou Industrial Park was held on many occasions.

On the westernmost side is the inner garden named Peony Court, where peony flowers once dominated the scene. The quiet hall used to
be the study room of the owner. The courtyard is adorned with rocks and elaborate mosaic paving. On the southwest is the Pavilion of Cold
Spring and rfext to it is the Green Spring. Windows facing the backcourt are typical picture frames. The whole compound, typical of the style
of extreme simplicity in the Ming dynasty, is the prototype by which the Ming Hall was built in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York
City, the first instance of export of Suzhou classical gardens.

The buildings in the garden are delicate, elegant, and small in scale, especially the pavilions and corridors around the pond, which are
moderately low in small proportions, and open to different perspectives. The interior furnishings are quaint and elaborate, some being
valuable mahogany furniture of the Qing period. The table ornaments feature antiquated ceramics of excellent workmanship.

For over a dozen years, the classical night garden tour has been staged in this enchanting environment as a special tourist item. Classical
music, Kunqu Opera, and the local ballad singing, folk dances have fascinated many guests from China and overseas.

In the prose Touring the Master-of-nets Garden, the author Zhang Wentao of the Qing dynasty remarks: “Like a scroll of painting and
embroidery, a Shangri-la of dream is finally found in an urban setting.” Perfected with the efforts of generations, the garden is winning an

increased repute worldwide. Friends from all over the world are welcome to experience the thrill of this living landscape scroll.
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