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SUZHOU GARDENS
A Cultural Phenomenon
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Suzhou has been extolled as a "paradiseyon
earth” since ancient times. In the eye%
poet, a Suzhou cocooned in colourful flowers
and verdant grass is a dream worth a life—
long pursuit.

A labyrinth of limpid rivers constitute the
framework of the urban landscape of Suzhou,
mingling with a maze of alleyways to form a
cosy environment for residents and visitors
alike. Waterfront dwellings, often adjacent to
corridors with an oriental aura, are tucked
away in the shadows of green trees and
blooming plants. The result is a city believed
to be one of the most liveable places on
earth with a poetic touch.

But it is the landscaped garden that makes
Suzhou gardens such a pre-eminent cultural
phenomenon. These gardens were created by
generations of gifted local artisans, who
turned the idylls of ancient men of letters
and landscape painters into their own, and

drew inspirations from local culture —- the .

Suzhou school of the kunqu opera and the art
of telling stories and singing ballads in the
sing—song tones of the Suzhou dialect. It is
said that during the Ming and Qing dynasties
the land of Suzhou was studded with more
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than 270 gardens and parklands of varying
sizes. The narrow sense of the term "Suzhou
garden” refers to the 60 or so gardens that
have remained in Suzhou to this day. In a
broad sense, it refers to all the private gar—
dens south of the lower Yangtze River which
are, in terms of landscaping and architectural
style, worlds apart from the imperial gardens
up north. Today, the Suzhou garden has be—
come an oft —emulated subject within and
without China.

Ingenious deployment of streams and pools
is vital to Suzhou gardens. That is why the
exterior of a typical garden in the city is al-
ways surrounded by or linked with a river for
water conservancy and navigation purposes,
and its interior is crisscrossed by streams and
often dominated by ponds and pools that add
new dimensions and depth to the scenery.
Waterfront buildings, flowers or trees invari—
ably look more bewitching and tranquil with
their forms reflected in the quivering surface
of a river or a pond. z

Hills, most of which are actually piles of
rocks known as "artificial mountains”, are the
mainstay of Suzhou gardens because they add
substance and height to the terrains. Pavilions
and chambers standing atop such a hill, nat-—
ural or man-made, often provide excellent
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views of the surroundings. A footpath winding
up and down a hill that is silhouetted in the
river that skirts it, never fails to remind the
pedestrian that nature is such an endearing
and intimate thing.

Kiosks, terraces, pavilions, storied cham-
bers, corridors, parlours, and lobbies are the
component parts of a garden. Their single-
layered eaves are graced with upturning cor—
ners to accentuate the elegance of southern
Chinese architecture. Walls are whitewashed,
roof tiles are black in colour, and pillars are
painted vermilion - the simplicity in col-
oration is designed to inspire a feeling of
otherworldly presence.

Flowers, grass and trees serve to enhance
the allure and mystique of a garden, and in-
tegrate with buildings to form mini —scenes
that contribute to the depth of a garden’s in—
tricate layout. = Suzhou garden builders are
impeccable with the way flowers and trees
are arranged, and make sure that the cultural
implications thus engendered are always in
good taste. Rockwork piled up in a bamboo
grove, and leafy palm trees forming a canopy
over a lotus pond, are typical combinations
that give expression to the aesthetical aspira—
tion of the owner of a garden. Calligraphic
works inscribed on horizontal boards, and
rhyming couplets that flank doorframes or




windows, also shed light on the feelings of
the builder or owner of a garden.

Captivating scenes and sights are found in-
side and outside a Suzhou garden. Tiny
bridges, gurgling streams, stately dwellings,
and hidden alleyways form the backdrop for
such classical masterpieces as Canglang
(Surging Wave) Pavilion, Ouyuan Garden
(Lovers” Garden Retreat) and Yiyuan (Com-—
fort) Garden, and render life and rhythm to
local life. This is a point visitors to Suzhou
should keep in mind.

The windows of a Suzhou garden building
always open onto beautiful sights. Moon —
shaped entrances, latticed openings, round
pediments, and floor-length windows are like
picture frames that bring the scenery on both
sides of a wall into focus. Thus beautiful
scenery is ubiquitous in a garden, and
changes with the shift of the footstep. A sin—
gle "pictorial frame” often serves as a show-
case of the visual-art genius in the builder.
This is why even a tiny garden in Suzhou
can contain an impressive collection of post—
card—perfect views.

Words and sounds are cemented in the
scenery of a Suzhou garden. A pavilion is
often built for visitors to hear the wind. In
the same token, a waterfront kiosk is set for
you to listen to the rain. Influences of the

Suzhou school of storytelling and ballad —
singing, the kunqu opera and the local di-
alect are palpable in such buildings, convinc-
ing the beholder that what he sees or hears
in a garden belongs only to Suzhou —- even
though in many cases such influences have
to be discerned with one’s heart.

Some gardens in Suzhou are under state
protection as key cultural heritage. Some are
among the nation’s Top 10 and Top 40
scenic resorts. A few have found their way
onto the UNESCO list of world cultural her—
itages. With their close association with Chi-
nese literature, painting, architecture and re—
ligion, Suzhou gardens are microcosms of an
age—old civilization, and Suzhou is definitely
part and parcel of it. In old days, these gar—
dens were mere dwelling places of the landed
gentry. Today, they have become reminders
that, thousands of years ago, the people of
Suzhou had already developed an ideal living
environment that blended man and nature in
harmony, an environment which remains a
dream yet to come true for much of the hu-
mankind today.
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Humble Administrator’s Garden, first completed during
the early 16th century, is the largest and most repre-
sentative of all gardens in Suzhou.

It is representative of Suzhou gardens in that both its
name and layout are steeped in the philosophy of the
ancient scholar—gentry. The name of the garden is actu-
ally derived from a line written by a Jin—dynasty poet,
Pan Yue, during his idle years: "The man may be so
humble as to espouse a life of irrigating a garden and
planning vegetables, vet it is always the humble ones
who emerge as government administrators.” The layout
of the garden, characterized by three isles on a lake, e-
vokes of a celestial realm that stays aloof from the
mundane world. The surface of the lake is covered with
lotus leaves, believed to be a fitting symbol of the desire
of the garden owner to stay away from politics and
material pursuits.

It is representative of Suzhou gardens in that the land-
scape is dominated by a vast expanse of water. Nature
is made particularly endearing to this garden; and the
motion of the rippling water surface is set in contrast
with the stillness of the water-rimmed hills.

It is representative of all Suzhou gardens in that a
winding corridor running across the lake divides the gar-
den in two parts — the central part and the western







part. The division appears so natural as to be imper-
ceptible, et the Ming—dynasty style of the central part
of the garden is apparent in comparison with the Qing—
dynasty elements of the western part.

It is representative of all Suzhou gardens in that it is
a veritable museum of all manner of garden -related
structures and garden—construction techniques.

Beautiful sights are everywhere in the Humble Ad-
ministrator’s Garden in all four seasons, rain, snow, fog,
or shine.
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In Wangshi (Fishing—net Master’s) Garden: the Pavilion
for the Arrival of the Moon and the Wind.
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Autumn descends on the Garden to Linger In. As the
line goes, "Overnight the west wind arises, literally ob-
scuring the path with yellow leaves.”
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Daishuang (Fog Awaiting) Pavilion (also known as Or-
ange Pavilion) on a foggy winter day: there is something
poetic about the scene, with golden orange trees gleam-
ing amidst red maple leaves.
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Yuanxiang (Drifting Fragrance) Hall in Humble Ad- SNEB,
ministrator’s Garden.

Bathed in morning glow, the azalea—carpeted Fragrant
Isle is a feast to the eye.







