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SUZHOU(SOOCHOW)—AN OLD
BEAUTIFUL CITY

Suzhou, a famous city in south China, is situated on the
southern partof the Yangtze delta, close to the shore of the Lake
Tai. It covers an area of about 119 sq. km. and has a popula-
tion of over half million. The western part of the city is a hilly
land, and its eastern part has the enchanting and spectacular
scenic mass of lakes and canals, including the Grand Canal and
the Lake Tai. This is the so-called “rice and silk country”
endowed with diligent people, fertile soil and a mild climate for vege
table growth. T he picturesque hills and lakes in the suburbs and
the construc-tion of numerous gardens in the city caused the people
of ancient times to name it the “heaven on earth.”

Suzhou probably dates from the middle of the sixth century
B. C. when King Zhu Fan of the Kingdom of Wu moved the ca-
pital here. His successor, King He-lu, who was on the throne
from 514 to 496 B. C., had a city built and it was called the He-
lu City which was later renamed Suzhou in the ninth year of the
Sui Emperor Kai-huang’s reign (i.e. 589 A.D.).

Suzhou, ‘“‘the city of gardens”, is on the Shanghai-Nanking
railway. Having arrived here by train and entered the city
from the northern gate, the tourist is face to face with the North
Temple Pagoda. Itisa towered pagoda made of brick and wood
with a height of 70 metres and can be seen several miles away.

It faces People Avenue which runs through the city from north




to south. In former days, proceeding southward along the
avenue, one passes across many bridges spanning over rivers and
streams on which boats come and go, and along which rows of
houses are hidden amid flowers and trees. The transportation of
goods between town and country was mainly by water. Passen-
gers also preferred to travel on boat. Therefore the present
pattern of the city in which roads and waterways adjoin each
other has long since been fixed. Such a pattern is full of poetic
flavor and makes one feel as though he were in a landscape paint-
‘ing.

In the city of streams and bridges, there are many elegant
classical gardens which have been favorite places for excursion-
ists. The gardens in general do not occupy very large areas.
Ponds and pools were dug at the low-lying lands, the hills were
piled up on the mounds, the trees and the flowers were planted,
and the pavilions and the gazeboes were built. Hence, the
gardens were compactly laid out, winding zigzag with diverse
sceneries. People esteem these beautiful gardens, because they
can appreciate the natural landscapes in the city and enjoy the
pleasure of quietness without having to seek secluded place out-
side the bustling streets. Such kinds of picturesque landscape
gardening originated during the period of Southern Song
Dynasty in the twelveth century. At first they appeared at Huzhou,
Hangzhou, Yangzhou and Suzhou, but only at Suzhou were
many gardens built in the successive dynasties. More than
ten gardens remain intact. As the saying goes: “The gardens
in southern China are finest under heaven, while the gardens of

Suzhou are finest among those in southern China.”” There’s




no exaggeration in it. After the liberation, the people’s govern-
ment set up the bureau of City Gardens Administration which
took to restore and maintain the gardens for public enjoyment.
The Gentle Waves Pavilion of the Song Dynasty, the Lion Grove
Garden of the Yuan Dynasty, the Humble Administrator’s Gar-
den of the Ming Dynasty, the Lingering Garden, the Joyous
Garden and the Master-of-Nets Garden of the Qing Dynasty are
most distinguished. The scenic spots and historical sites on the
outskirts, e.g., the Tiger Hill, the West Garden, the Hanshan Tem-
ple, the Sky Flat Mountain and the Eastern Dongting Mountain
on the shore of the Lake Tai, are also the targets for excursion.

Suzhou is also a city of silk weaving and embroidery. It
was noted all over the world for its silk and brocade as early as
the thirteenth century, and has since then been one of the centres
for silk filatures and weaving mills of southern China. The silk
and brocade of Suzhou have been highly praised for their fine
workmanship, variety of designs and gay colours. “Suzhou Em-
broidery’’ enjoys the same high reputation as silk and brocade.
The articles are skilfully made displaying various gaily-colored
and dazzlingly beautiful pictures. Therefore, Suzhou Embroidery
is one of the four notable embroidery arts of China, the other
three being the Hunan Embroidery, the Guangdong Embroidery
and the Sichuan Embroidery. Among other handicrafts of Su-
zhou with enduring fame at home and abroad, there are sandal-
wood fans and reddish-wood carvings.

Suzhou is a place of inspiration to poets and painters. Lu
Ji, a notable scholar in the Jin Dynasty, once said: “This place
have been teeming with men of virtue and ability, just as trees




are in full bloom.” He also said: “Every city has its local schol-
ars, but Suzhou counts to be the first and foremost in quantity
of its own literati.”” These words indicate that Suzhou has long
since been a city with brilliant aesthetic development where talent-
ed men come forth in large numbers. Some famous poets of
the Tang Dynasty, such as Wei Yingwu, Bai Ju-yi and Liu Yu-xi,
were at various times appointed to be magistrate of Suzhou.
Later, Suzhou gave birth to the celebrities like Lu Gui-meng,
Pi Ri-xiu and the Song notables Fan Zhongyan and Fan Chengda.
All of them enriched Suzhou’s literature and arts with valuable
and permanent contributions. Another four natives of Suzhou,
namely, Shen Zhou (alias Shen Shi-tian), Wen Zhengming (alias
Wen Hengshan), Tang Yin (alias Tang Bo-hu) and Qiu Ying
(alias Qiu Shi-fu), have been called ‘“‘the four great painters in
the Ming Dynasty”. They exerted so great an influence on
painting that their styles have been known as ““Suzhou brushing
style’” which was one of the important styles of painting in the
Qing Dynasty. Even today, Suzhou can still be proud of a
galaxy of talented painters. Kunqu, an opera which has a his-
tory of more than three hundred years, originated and developed
in this region. The modern Suzhou Opera which has been
developed on the foundation of Kunqu is loved by the local resi-
dents owing to its soft singing and delicate acting.’ Suzhou is
also the birthplace of the art of “Pingtan”, a genre of popular
entertainment consisting mainly of talking and singing. Its
history covers a period of more than three hundred years. It
talks with vivid language and sings with sweet music. It com-

mands a large and enthusiastic audience, because it is convenient
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for performance and suits both refined and popular tastes. There-
fore it is praised as ‘“The artistic light cavalry”.

Thirty years of socialist revolution and socialist construction
have rejuvenated this old consumer-city to recover its youthful
vigour for mass production. Not only have the modern indus-
tries of metallurgical, chemical engineering, electronics and optics
been set up at Suzhou, but its traditional industries of filature
and textile and other handicraft articles are also developed.
As for the agriculture in the suburbs, high and stable yields
have been achieved. The side-line productions like aquatic prod-
ucts and camellia are also increased. The vigorous develop-
ment of the economical construction is bound to be followed by
an upsurge in the cultural field. Under the policy of “letting
a hundred flowers blossom, weeding through the old to bring forth
the new”, the popular arts as the brush-painting, Kunqu, Ping-
tan and the Suzhou Opera are greatly enhanced. With its
gardens being renovated, its historical sites being protected, its
environment being kept clean and tidy, its travel services being
extended, ... this old and beautiful city turns to be a well-known
scenery spot in the world. Being a historic city, it is now highly
valued by the country and is always ready for the tourists.
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