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SUZHOU — the ancient city

Suzhou, renowned as “a paradise on earth” since ancient times, rests like a sparkling
pear] on the Yangtse river delta. The beauty and charm of its hills and waters and the simple
elegance of its classical gardens brings a fascination that intoxicates deep and long the hearts
of travellers. People deem it an ultimate pleasure of life to wander about the extraordinary
sceneries of this human paradise.

Even Bai Juyi, the great traveller and poet of the Tang Dynasty (618-709), who had once
been the magistrate of Suzhou prefecture, could not but look back to his stay there with
intense longingness. In a poem reminiscent of Suzhou, he wrote:

Suzhou, Suzhou dearie!

Sceneries forever charm my memory;

Sunrise on the river is redder than fire,

Waters are like jades on the river.

You are always in my memory,

Suzhou dearie!

Suzhou will mark its two thousand five hundredth anniversary in 1986. As far back as
the sixth century B.C., Gai Lu, heir to the Kingdom of Wn, built the Gai Lu city, with the
city wall extending a circumference of 47 li (1 li= Y& km), having eight city gates all available
for land and water transportation. With the exception of the Pan Men Gates which still
remains intact, other gates have been torm down at different historical periods, although their
names are still derived at the former locations. The Pan Men Gates is now the only and most
typical land-water city gates in China that has survived the vicissitudes of history.

During the period of Three Kingdoms in the later Han dynasty (206 B.C.-320 A.D.),
Suzhou was the capital of the Wu Kingdom under the rule of Sun Quan. The Beisi Pagoda
now towering over the central area of Suzhou was bnilt by Sun Quan as a sanctuary for his
mother to make prayers.

The prolonged and colourful history of the city has left behind a grat legacy of brilliant
arts and cultural relics. The Hugiu Hill was a recreation palace and the burial place of Gai
Lu, raler of Wu Kingdom. It was the place where the First Emperor of Ching, Qjn Shihuang
(Qin dynasty, 221-207 B.C.), mounted to enjoy the Suzhou landscape during his eastern
inspection tour, and also the place where the legendary general Xiangyu of late Qin dynasty
inspected his troops before the uprising against the Qin emperor. The Hugin Hill with ita
peculiar peaks and precipices and its host of historic relics is a tourist attraction for all sea-
sons. It has long been regards as the most famous scenic and historic spot in Suzhou area.

Suzhou is a city of canals, with the immense misty Taihu Lake close at its side, and the
Great Canal running right through it. The famous Shihu Lake, Yangzhen Lake, Jinji Lake
and the Huangtiandang Mash all shine like precious stones inlaid on the fringes of the
ancient city, Canals crisscross the city, composing an intricate waterway network fed by the
water of the Tathu Lake.
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Inside the city, there are innumerable bridges and waterways along which line houses
where people live and trade, using boats as their chief means of tansportation. “There is a
boat marocned at every door” is a scene peculiar to Suzhou. The famous poet Bai Juyi thus
Wwrote:

Green waves lead to all directions,

South, north, west, east,

Red fenced bridges stand in profusion,

Three hundred and ninety.

Du Xunhe, another illustrious poet of Tang dynasty also described;

In Suzhou thou will perceive,

People by the canals, live,

Land is scarce with palatial houses everywhere,

And countless little bridges mounting on the rivers..

When Marcopolo came to China in the 13th century, he was fascinated by the beautiful
sceneries of Suzhou and made detailed descriptions of it in the chronicles of his travel where
he compared it with his home town Venice. Thus Suzhou eamed the name of “Venice of the
East”,

Suzhou is also well known at home and abroad as the “City of Gardens”. Foreign visitors
claim that China's classical gardens top the world, yet Suzhou classical gardens top China,
becanse in them is concentrated the architectural essence of Chinese classical gardens,
which are rarely seen elsewhere in the world.

Suzhou's classical garden construction has had a long history. The most ancient ones
are the Gusu Platform, built by King Gai Lu of the Wu Kingdom, and the Guan Wa Palace,
built by King Fu Chai for the maiden Xisi, whose fabulous beauty and integrity is known
throughout Chinese history. The classical gardens existing now are mostly private gardens
buiit in the Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties. As recorded, in the Ming dynasty (1368-
1644) alone, there were in Suzhou 270 big and small gardens. Among the 50 odd gardens
remaining now, the famous ones are the Changlang Pavilion and Wang Xi Garden built in
the Song dynasty (960-1279), the Lion Groove of Yuan dynasty (1271-1368), the
Chuzheng Garden and Lin Garden of Ming dynasty, the Happy Garden, the Lily-Root Gar-
den, the Crane Garden of Qing dynasty (1644-1911), The common features of these gar-
dens are the construction of ponds and streams where water gathers, around which are buil{
pavilions and rockeries of variegated shapes, one rivaling the other in charm and peculiarity.
The stcture of these ponds, pavilions and rockeries are s0 harmoniously integrated with
the residential buildings that it makes living and enjoyment of the scenic beauty of moun-
tains and rivers inseparable from each other, even within one's own home in a populous city
district. In these picturesque gardens, one can appreciate the shapes of mountains, the faint
dripping voices of the stream, the mixed fragrance of flowers and moonlight in noctumal
serenily, a perfect combination of natural beauty and artificial imitations created by a highly
sophisticated art of garden architecture, which has become a precious legacy of the Chinese
culture.



Suzhou has been a prosperous city since very early times. Its tron forging industry began
during the Spring and Autumn period (770-476 B.C.) and the hook-swords forged by Gan
Jiang and Mo Xie enjoyed great fame in the ancient times. Its silk-wearing industry started
in the 7th century claimed the capacity of “producing ten thousand rolls of silk per day to
cloth all people under the sun.” This gives a picture of the thriving-silk industry in those
times. Suzhou embroidery enjoys equal renown with Suzhou silk, being one of the four most
farnous embroideries of China.

During the Tang and Song dynasties, Suzhon was slready a famous handicrafi city in
China. Commerce flourished and traders converged from all parts of the country. Bai Juyi
described it as “A top city on earth, having 100,000 households”. Its economic prosperity
surpassed that of the then famous Yangzhou.

Suzhou is also a city with highly developed education and culture, where ]iteratus of his-
torical fame gathered, leaving traces of their life and work. “Sun Tze Strategy”, the world's
earliest military works writlen by the great strategist Sun Wu, was presented here by Sun wu
‘himself to the King of Wu, Gai Lu, and then handed down to the later generations. In areas
such as literature, art, songs and operas, medicine, etc, Suzhou has also made unique
achievements. There were the four great painters of the Ming dynasty, Shen Zhou, Wen
Zhengming, Tang Yin and Chou Ying whose works were acclaimed as the “Wu school of
art. " Suzhou's Kun opers, Su opera and story-singing, with their rich local flavour, attract
the interest of both Chinese and foreign tourists.

Now, Suzhou has been listed by the Chinese government as one of the four major cities
of tourism. Apart from the tourist spots in the city, scenic spots like the Dongtingshan in
Wuxian county, Yushan Hill in Changsu and Zhenze in Wujiang county, ete, are all great
tourist attractions with fascinating rustic beauty and calm of water-.owns on the south bank
of Yangtze.

The Piaomiao Peak and Moli Peak in Dongtingshan are the two highest points among
the 72 peaks around the Taihu Lake. On these peaks, one can enjoy the panoramic views
of the immense Taihu Lake, where the water merges with the sky in one colour and sailing
boats dot here and there breaking the monotony of the great spun of scaly waves. On the hill-
slopes are everywhere orchards emitting a refreshing fragrance that mixes with the breezes.
This is where the famous Biluo spring tea grows. The colourful sceneries of the lake and the
hills at Dongtingshan are indeed a triumph of nature.

The old and beautiful Suzhou certainly will leave indelible memories to all visitors. What
is the best season for a visit to Suzhou?

“The best season one must see,

Oranges turn yellow and leaves green;

If you happen to come in Spring season,

Be sure to stay with Spring for all reasons.”
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