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LUOYANG PEONY

Peony is a kind of famous flowers grown in China. With a long standing reputation, the peony is
esteemed as "the flower of flowers” and “the king of flowers™ for her large brightly colored blossoms and
diverse varieties.

Also called Fugui (wealthy and dignified flowers), Bailiangjin (costing one hundred liangs of gold)
and Luoyang flower, the peony bush is native to Northwestern China in the mountains of Shanxi, Gansu,
Sichuan and Henan provinces and belongs to the Shaoyao (herbaceous peony) genus of the buttercup
family. Li Zhengfeng, a poet from the Tang Dynasty wrote in his poem, "As celestial beauty are they
estimated; Drink to their full the admirers get intoxicated; Fragrance from the heaven spreads in the even-
ing; Soaks the air and men's clothing.” It has rendered the flower a distinction as “the Celestial Beauty".

Luoyang's fertile soil and mild climate suits the peony very much and makes her a wonder under
heaven. As a symbol of beauty, the peony has often caught scholars' imaginations. There are 118 poems
in the book of "“Full Poems from the Tang Dynasty". In his poem "Viewing Peony" Sima Guang of Song
Dynasty wrote, “Luoyang is splendid during spring, countless houses are in red and green; Don't say the
flowers look as pretty as brocade, with the very flowers the brocade is made." And still, writers often give
a discription of the embodiment of a kindhearted fairy maiden. The famous novel “Gejin" written by Pu
Songling tells a charming story of two fairies named Gejin and Yuban who married the brothers of a
Chang family. Another story, "Guanyuan Grandpa Meets Fairies at Night" has won universal praise by
Feng Menglong from the Ming Dynasty. It reads, “The peony is the king of flowers, its best species being
grown in Luoyang. The people has strains named Yaohuang (Yao yellow) and Weizi (Wei purple) which
cost five thousand liangs of gold each. You might wonder why the peony got so luxuriant only in
Luoyang. In the early days there was an empress in the Tang Dynasty named Wu Zetian. One day in win-
ter the empress wanted to go to the Upper Garden. She improvised an edict, “I am going to the Upper
Garden tomorrow morning. The plants there must bloom this very night, before the wind comes up at a
down.” As Empress Wu Zetian was the fortune's favourite, no one dared to go against her. So every plant
bursted into full bloom overnight except the peony who did not want to flatter the empress as well as her
favourite officials even with a piece of leaf. When she got to the garden the following morning, the em-
press became very angry and relegated the peony to Luoyang. From then on, Luoyang peony became
the best under heaven." This tale shows the people's deep love for the peony, while the peony also has an
indissoluble bond with Luoyang people for thousands of years.

According to historical records, the peony was first planted in Luoyang in the Sui Dynasty. It became
all the rage in the Tang Dynasty and best known during the Song Dynasty. Wang Yinglin wrote in his
"Sea Notes" which reads, “The Sui emperor ordered 200 li for the cultivation of peony in the West Garden.
Among the flowers got from the whole country, there were 20 boxes peony from Yizhou county with the
species of Chenghong (Cheng red), Tinghong (Ting red), Feilaihong (red from other places),
Yuanjiahong (red from a Yuan family), Zuiyanhong (red of drunken color), Yunhong (rosy clouds),
Tianwaihong (red from outer space), Yifuhuang (a touch of yellow), Ruantiachuang (soft yellow),
Amony the flowers got from the whole country, there were 20 boxes peony from Yizhou county with the
species of Chenghong (Cheng red), Tinghong (Ting red), Feilaihong (red from other places),
Yuanjiahong (red from a Yuan family), Zuiyanhong (red of drunken color), Yunhong (rosy clouds),
Tianwaihong (red from outer space), Yifohuang (a touch of yellow), Ruantiaohuang (sofe yellow),
Yananhuang (Yanan yellow), Xianchunhong (blooming ahead of spring), Chanfengjiao (quivering in
breeze) and so on. In his “Notes of Luoyang Peony'", Ouyang Xiu wrote, “Luoyang peony get flurishing
since Wu Zetian's domination in the Tang Dynasty.” Another writer, Xu Wei from Ming Dynasty wrote in
“Prose of Luoyang Peony”, “Which kind of flowers is the prettest? Matchless is the Luoyang peony. She
became best known during the Tang Dynasty." We should owe this to Empress Wu Zetian Itwas in her rul-

ing penod the peony got booming and won the title “"country flower". In this poem “Enjoying Luoyang
Peony", the famous poet Liu Yuxi wrote, “The Shaoyao in the yard is not rich in color. The lotus in the

pond is not nice in flavour. Beautiful and charming is the peony. When she blooms, the capital people run
a hurry" This poem gives a vivid scence of Luoyang people’s deep love for peony. Luoyang peony was
developed greatly in late Tang Dynasty of the Five Dynasﬂes ‘Notes on Clearness” reads, “There are
more than one thousand peony plants in Daneilinfang Hall in late Tang Dynasty established by Emperor
Zhuangzong". During the period of North Song Dynasty, gardens were flurishing in Luoyang. Li Gefei
wrote in his “Heaven King's flower garden" which reads, “There are numerous kinds of flowers with the
peony as their king. Peony is planted in every garden. "There is neither pond nor pavilion in Heaven
King's flower garden, only a hundred thousands of peony plants in it yet named 'flower garden’. People
who make a living on planting peony work and live there with their folks." Ouyang Xiu had a detailed
description about the grand occasion of planting, "Peony is grown in Danzhou, Yanzhou, Qingzhou in



the east, Yuezhou in the south. But the peony grown in Luoyang is the best. The strains so called as
Danzhou Red, Yanzhou Red, Qingzhou Red, are the best in their hometowns, whereas they became one
of the species in Luoyang and can not match Luoyang peony individualy. In competition, the champion is
Luoyang peony." In this way, the beautiful title of “King of flowers" makes the peony well known both at
home and abroad.

In the old days, one of Luoyang people’s favourite hobbies was peony planting while one of their
great events was peony viewing. “During the blooming season, people from all levels invited each other to
visit the flowers, ladies layed aside their housework. Tents and booths were set up nearby the ponds or
pools in old temples and mansions, amusing sound could be heard everywhere." “Men and women, old
and young, all got mad" because "It takes twenty days for peony to bloom and fall, people of Luoyang
city are in carnival.” “With grass under feet, flowers in hair, visitors are on street, viewing rare flower. The
melody sounds spread everywhere." “Around the peonies, men walking, talking; they know not the sun's
rising or setting." The day time was not enough for them to enjoy, they “Pitying the fading flowers, see
them with a torch”. In rainny days they “Do go to see the Yaohuang in a straw rain cape, never mind to be
soaked through.” Somebody even "“Cares nothing but the early days of late spring.” This habit lasts
hundreds of years for Luoyang people to turn out to see the flowers.

Prefering cool and dry climate, the peony should be planted timely in rich, porous soil with good
drainage and a southern exposure. There is an old saying, “After Autumnal Equinox and before the
Double Ninth Festival, it's time to plant Shaoyao in seventh month and peony in eighth of Chinese calen-
dar. And the 15th in eighth month was regarded as peony's birthday and was celebrated in a large scale.
Detailed notes were taken for peony's transplanting, stem-division, planting, grafting, watering, managing,
protecting and strain-changing. Also, there were minute descriptions of peony's color, style and strain
names. The blossoms' basic colors are red, pink, purple, yellow, white, blue, green, and black while subtle
differentiations are within the same color such as light, dark, heavy and pale. Take red color for example.
There are Shuihong (watery red), Fenhong (pink), Yinhong (silvery red), Taohong (peach-like red),
Zhihong (carmine), Huohong (flaming red) and Shiliuhong (garnet). The flowers are sorted according to
their shapes. In ancient times, people used to call the peony's petals “leaves — simple petals, simple
leaves; half compound petals, hundred-leaves; compound petals, thousand-leaves. The flower with a flat
surface made up by half compound petals is called hundred-leaf-crew cut style. Qilou or Louzi is named
for the flower made of compound petals with its petals large and flat outside while small and overlapped
inside rising high in the centre. In modern classification, they are regarded as lotus, crown or skycraper
styles. The strains of peony are named as follows: 1. By people's name, such as Yaohuang and Weizi; 2.
By place name, such as Luoyanghong and Luoyangjin; 3. By its color, such as Yanzhihong and
Helinghong; 4. By their meanings, such as Yinggebaozhu and Yaochiguanyue; 5. beautiful names given
to special strains, such as Zuiyangfei and Ergiao.

All species have identified by distinct blossom colors, characteristics and shapes, like Yaohuang and
Yeguangbai. The former is milky yellow in crown shape with a disc of overlapped petals glittering; while
the latter is blueish white in rose shape with a disc of crew cut style or a bit overlapped sparkling and
crystal-clear.

The liberation in the year of 1948 gave the ancient capital a new lease on life together with the peony.
Peony species are now almost 400 varieties and planted widely on streets and in parks, garden as well
as courtyards. In order to beautify the city and enrich people's life, members of the standing committee of
the Luoyang municipal People's Congress met on September 21, 1982. They agreed that the peony would
be the city flower and decided that peony fair should be held every year between April 15 and 25 to make
friends all over the world and vitalize the economy. The first peony fair held in 1983 got as many as 2.5
million visitors. These years, during “Grain Rain" season, Luoyang peony is in vigorous bloom, making the
whole city a riot of color. Streams of viewers flow to Wangcheng Park, Peony Park and Xiyuan Park. Fore-
ign friends and overseas Chinese have kept making a special trip. People from all circles come to
Luoyang to have exchanges of business, technology and culture which give a special touch to the
flaming colors.

Spring is nicer and the peony fair is more splendid than ever before. May Luoyang peony do a better
job to beautify people's lives and make friendships. May Luoyang city be even more pretty and charming.
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