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BEAUTY IN POETIC IMAGERY

— Preface to Chen Jianxing's Photo Album
Gardens of Suzhou

Mountains either far or near emerge when it
becomes clear after rain;

Trees vary in height in the meek autumn.

Angling alone by the small bridge and seeing the
waning sun,

You can't help feeling overwelmed by the poetic
aura.

The poem by Wen Zhenming, an artist of the
Wu School of Painting who contributed poems and
paintings to the creation of the Humble
Administrator's Garden in the Ming Dynasty, not
only describes a painting, but also depicts the
garden. When we contemplate the scenes in the
classical gardens, the groves and rocks far and near,
green foliages at varying height, delicate zigzag
bridges spanning the waters, red balustrades and
corridors under the setting sun meandering through
mountain ridges, aren't we discovering a series of
brightly tinted pictures, as well as poems of
intriguing imagery?

Like the poet and painter, the light of daytime
and night casts a moving tone of hues over the
scenes of the classical gardens.

In the eastern section of the Humble
Administrator's Garden, the morning sun infiltrates
the groves and projects the shadows on the walls
and verandabhs in different shades, leaving big and
small bright spots, which call to mind the highly
contrasting effect of translucent shades and strong
light in the oil paintings of Rembrandt Harmensz
Van Rijn.

In the central section of the Humble
Administrator's Garden, the setting sun sheds its

By Jin Xuezhi

fading light across the glistening ripples of the
pond in breeze, where the reflections of pavilions
and autumn trees bend and sway, gather and
disperse, then fall scattered, stretched, and
intermingled, culminating in a painting of golden
orange tone that reveals the poetic beauty of “gold
melted in the waters under the setting sun”.

In the Lion Grove Garden, when the fresh
sunshine after a long span of rain casts the
shadows of the elegantly carved door frames, the
curved branches, and the elegant woodwork of
balustrade upon the walls and floor, there is an
interacting between those above and those below,
and between light and shade in a wonderful scroll
which combines the concrete with the abstract,
wherein the rain stains evaporate into an ink and
wash.

In the Garden of Herbs, a massive wall in the
Court of Qinlu, presents a natural painting of tree
shadows, dispersed leaves, curved branches
sifted through the sunshine, just like an ink and
wash by "the hand of nature", as a famous line
goes, "Layers after layers of flowers are brushed
onto the white washed walls.”

The light of daytime is attractive, but the glow
of the moon can be more enchanting. Apart from
the Pavilion of Breeze in Moon-lit Night in the
Master-of-Nets Garden, there are spots in other
gardens associated with the moon, such as the
Moon Fetching Pond on the Tiger Hill, the Moon-
lit Pond in the Garden of Couple's Retreat, and
the Corridor of Resounding Moon in the Garden
of Herbs. The word "resounding” is used in a

poetic sense, as revealed in the couplet inside the
corridor, "I search the poetic inspiration under the
moon and find myself facing the pool of green
waters."

Light and shadows are richly reflected in Suzhou
classical gardens: in front of stone steps, by the
winding balustrade, along the creeks, or by the
mountain paths, the light of the sun or the moon
comes through the blooming trees, the arcade of
creeping plants, the elegantly shaped wooden
balustrade, and the exquisite latticed windows, etc.
Everywhere are spots of gold and silver interwoven
in light and shade, just like musical notes in the
rise and fall , the change of rhythm and the variation
of tones, and the mixing of sounds.All this seems
to form a concerto of light and shade . Immediately
reminiscent are such lines from classical poems
as: "The shadows of flowers climb up the
balustrade as the moon is afloat,” "As the moon
peeps through the clouds, the flowers play with
their shadows," "Shadows sway in the limped
shallow waters,” and "The bright moon infiltrates
the pines to cast light on the jasper spring spilling
over rocks."

In the Garden of Harmony there is a pavilion
named "Grace of Four Seasons”, which points to
the fact that scenes in Suzhou classical gardens
excel in all seasons of the year.

In spring, flowers near waters come out first.
Fragrant yellow flowers bloom on the cascading
twigs of green leaves sweeping over the pond of
the Master-of-Nets Garden. The twigs caress the
waters as "the light breeze raises slow ripples in
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the pond.” In the Humble Administrator's Garden
and the Lion Grove Garden, the weeping willows
with sprouting leaves on drooping twigs swing
over the waters, looking like drizzling in a haze
or a colossal light gauze. All this is the favorite
topic for poets and painters: "Tender as the
melting gold and soft as silk,” "The light willows
over the breezy waters," "Thousands of silk-like
strands drooping over the pond," or "Soft and
mellow in the delicate land."

In summer, silence descends in the deep night.
Green leaves and purple flowers multiply on the
wisteria trellis over the zigzag bridge of the "Petty
Penglai” in the Lingering Garden. The
magnificent and pleasant sight, like the robust
work of art by nature and poem of lively spirit,
fills the mind with joy and warmth. The lotus
flowers that crowd the pond of the Humble
Administrator's Garden in red against green,
"coming out of mud but spotlessly clean, and
elegant but not flirtatious," send their fragrance
far and wide. The line comes to the mind that
“Green leaves enjoy the company of breeze,
while red flowers stand out in sunlight."

In deep autumn, west wind blows over the
pond. The Cloud-Crowned Peak in the Lingering
Garden stands erect in lonely height under white
clouds and accompanied by yellow
chrysanthemums. The frost-etched maples in the
Lingering Garden, the Garden of harmony, and
the Garden of Whispering Maples turn flaming
red, which "outshine the early spring flowers".
By the Hall of Refreshing Fragrance in the
Surging Waves Pavilion, the Golden Grain
Pavilion of the Garden of Harmony, and the
Osmanthus Pavilion of the Lingering Garden, the
golden and silvery osmanthus blooms in
abundance, reminding people of Ji Cheng's
description in his "On Gardening", "Sweet scent
fills the air, and delicate osmanthus flowers
beckon admirers."

The freezing winter strips trees of leaves in
cold air. After a snowfall appears what Cen Can

calls the spectacular scene: "As if by a blast of
spring wind overnight, all the trees are strewn
with pear blossoms."” Around the "Fragrant Isle"
in the Humble Administrator's Garden, the roofs,
the delicate stone balustrade, the rocky edges of
the pond, the trees of multifarious shapes are all
covered with glistening white snow, and the
buildings and plants immersed in a silvery
dreamland.

In the Lingering Garden, there is a pavilion
called "Pleasure in Sun, Rain, and Snow", which
sums up the charm of Suzhou classical gardens
in all seasons and weathers: clear and bright in
sunshine, and hazy and blurry in rain, as the line
goes, "pretty reflections of colours in water under
the sun, and rare scene of the mountains
enveloped in a rainy mist." The stream of the
Surging Waves Pavilion seems to drift into the
unknown, and the silhouette of corridor and
pavilions against a dim background creates a
painting of ink and wash. Outside the Hall of
Splattering Rain in the Humble Administrator's
Garden, a symphony of sounds of the rain drops
blown on bamboo and banana leaves purifies the
mind for nature's music and poetry. Then, the
rain-washed mosaic paving of pebble stones in
the gardens, bright and free from dust, can
compare to the exquisitely designed brocade or
carpet. Behold the scenes of the rockery in the
Garden of Secluded Beauty, the yellow granite
artificial hill in the Garden of Couple's Retreat,
the "Petty Chibi" by the pond of the Lion Grove
Garden, and the water grotto at the "Green
Girdled Bay" in the Garden of Harmony! Clearly
visible at close-up, they fade out in the distance
in a light grayish tone of poetic setting, to fit
into what Ji Cheng describes in his "On
Gardening" as the "waters from nowhere" and
"mountains in transient existence". In the Garden
of Harmony, the white-barked pines spread the
sturdy boughs cross the pond to make a unique
scene of dragons soaring in clouds.

The flavour of poetry and painting can also be

felt in the plants, birds, and fishes in suzhou
classical gardens. Apart from the plum blossoms,
orchids, bamboos, and chrysanthemums, and the
"three companions of winter”, there are scenes like
towering trees and exuberant flower-beds, red
lilies on water surface and swaying white lotus,
dangling twigs and fallen flower petals, tree and
bamboo groves that deepen the perspective, the
twittering birds and insects, the swimming fishes
and frolicking mandarin ducks, etc., which trigger
off one's imaginations and impulse for poetry and
painting with the blending of colours and sounds.

The architectural forms in Suzhou classical
gardens, the pavilions, terraces, and towers, are
harmoniously fitted into the beautiful ecological
environs of scholarly taste. The elegantly
furnished halls and lounges offer quiet retreat
while pavilions and terraces command superb
views. Looking through the windows, one seems
to communicate with nature in an intimate manner.
Here, the poetry and painting, man and nature are
melted into one harmonious whole.

The great French sculptor Auguste Rodin once
said, "What is lacking in our eyes is not beauty,
but discovery." Indeed, to the swarms of visitors
to Suzhou classical gardens, especially to those
hurrying through, the garden is never short of
poetic and picturesque beauty, but the poetic mind
to savour it, and the artist's eye to appreciate it, in
a word, the power to discover.

Mr. Chen Jianxing, a well-known photographer,
has for over thirty years been devoted to the art of
Suzhou classical gardens from a poetic approach
and, with his artist outlook and poetic mind,
captured numerous scenes with his camera,
whence have come the photos for the current
album, "Gardens in Poetic Sentiments”, through
the most scrutinizing selection. It is by the
compelling artistic charm of the album that beauty
is conceived in the poetic imagery.
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