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1

Suzhou is a city of beautiful lakes and hills where 
people of talent gather and materials are abundant. The 
long history of Suzhou has left her a vast cultural heritage. 
As one of the four unique wonders in Chinese culture — 
landscape painting, Chinese cuisine, Chinese gardens and 
Beijing Opera — Chinese gardens are a brilliant art form, 
and Suzhou is celebrated for her many beautiful gardens. 
It is rare in the world today that one single city has so 
many well-known classical gardens of such high caliber, 
which is indeed a source of pride for Suzhou.

The history of Suzhou classical gardens can be traced 
back to the garden of the King of the State of Wu in the 
sixth century BC. Through 2,500 years of vicissitudes, 
the ancient city of Suzhou created a miracle in the history 
of urban construction. Deeply rooted in the upper hand 
among the states in the Spring and Autumn Period (770-
475 BCE).  During the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) 
and the Six Dynasties Period (220-589 CE), Suzhou was 
a major metropolis in the south of the Yangtze River 
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(Jiangnan). Since the Tang (618-906 CE) and Song (960-
1279 CE) dynasties, the commonly used expression “Up 
above there is heaven; on earth below there are Suzhou 
and Hangzhou” has spread Suzhou’s fame and reputation. 
During the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1912) 
dynasties, Suzhou became the home of many historical 
relics which are sophisticated yet elegant, simple yet 
varied, and imbued with cultural richness; they are the 
consummation of human wisdom and China’s historical 
and cultural heritage. Suzhou classical gardens have been 
recorded as a magnificent art of Chinese heritage since the 
time of the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-420 CE).  Suzhou 
gardening reached its peak and formed its unique artistic 
style with a high degree of artistic achievement in the 
Ming and Qing dynasties. The World Heritage Committee 
has appraised Suzhou gardens as a model of “recreations 
of the universe in miniature.”

1.  The Fertile Breadbasket in the South 
Region of the Yangtze 

I n the Spring and Autumn Period (770 - 475 BCE), 
Suzhou was the center of the State of Wu, where 

the King of Wu was in strong economic power as the 
most powerful ruler among the states region of the time. 
From the Han (206 BCE-220 CE) to the Six Dynasties 
(220-589 CE), Suzhou was one of the strongest political, 
economic, and cultural centers in the south region of 
the Yangtze River (Jiangnan). In the period of the Three 
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Kingdoms (220-265 CE), Suzhou became the leading 
metropolis of Jiangnan.  

In the 300 to 400 years that passed from the chaos of 
the late Han to the unification of the Central Plains by 
Emperor Wen of the Sui Dynasty (581-618 CE), Chinese 
society was in a state of unrest. After the Eastern Jin 
(317–420 CE), the nobles of the Central Plains migrated 
to Jiangnan and discovered the beautiful landscapes and 
comfortable life in Suzhou; many were attracted to go and 
enjoy old age there. After Emperor Wen unified China 
and established the Sui Dynasty, Jiangnan saw a social 
stability and development that lasted for more than 300 
years. From the Sui to the Tang (618-906 CE) Dynasty. 
Suzhou experienced great prosperity when Emperor Yang 
of the Sui Dynasty, in order to travel to Jiangnan, had 
the Grand Canal dug; this canal facilitated transportation 
between Jiangnan and the Central Plains, and helped 
to gradually move the economic center of China from 
the north to the south. “Today the country depends on 
Jiangnan for most supplies.  Of the southern states, 
Suzhou is the biggest supplier,” wrote famous poet Bai 
Juyi in praise of Suzhou. 

The Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms once again 
split China and damaged the overall economy.  However, 
the economic development of the south was promoted; 
the economy of Suzhou continued to grow so that Suzhou 
became one of the country’s wealthiest regions. During 
the Song Dynasty, the Suzhou region suffered much 
lighter damage than other parts of the war-torn country; 
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the most severe damage that Suzhou suffered happened 
in the early years of the Southern Song Dynasty when the 
armed forces of the Jin troops invaded this region, but 
Suzhou’s socio-economic base was gradually restored 
after the Jin troops retreated. Thus, in this period, Suzhou 
became the most affluent breadbasket of the country.

In the Song Dynasty, certain expressions about 
Suzhou became quite popular including “Up above 

Suzhou City in a painting by a Qing Dynasty artist
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there is heaven; on earth below there are Suzhou and 
Hangzhou” and “When the crops in the regions around 
Suzhou are ready for harvest, there is enough food for 
the people all across the country”. In that period, Suzhou 
was the center of the Chinese silk industry and seen as 
Heaven and as the granary of the country because of its 
economic prosperity. In the Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368 
CE), China’s entire economy was stagnant due to wars 
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and conquests. Located in the Taihu Plain, Suzhou has 
no geographical protection; many times when troops in 
Suzhou encountered an invading enemy, they gave way 
like cheese to a knife without much of a fight.  As a result, 
many classical gardens were saved from damage. During 
the late Yuan Dynasty, Zhang Shicheng occupied 
Suzhou and established the Datong rule that allowed 
Suzhou to retain sovereignty over a part of the country 
for a decade. 

Jiangnan cities were mostly important production 
centers for commerce and handicraft.  The rapid 
development of the handicraft industry in the Ming 
and Qing dynasties helped to spark the beginning of a 
capitalist economy that promoted further development 
and prosperity in Suzhou. In the Ming Dynasty, the land 
tax collected from Suzhou itself accounted for about one-
tenth of that of the whole country.  In the mid-Ming, with 
fertile land and abundant production, Suzhou became 
a commercial city. Convenient transportation allowed 
traders to gather in Suzhou and brought increasing 
prosperity. Affluent socio-economic conditions provided 
the construction of Suzhou gardens with ample material 
support. 

With economic development, the literary and artistic 
strengths of Suzhou began to stand out. As a city 
producing a lot of poets and painters, Suzhou gradually 
became not only one of the most affluent cities, but also 
one of the most artistically profound cities in Jiangnan. 
Many bureaucrats, wealthy businessmen, literati, and 
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scholars annexed land and competed for building 
private gardens. The gardens for them were not only 
pleasant sites for reciting poetry and making paintings, 
but also places to mingle with fellow scholars and 
lead a comfortable retired life. Suzhou represented the 
elegant, fine and exquisite Wu culture.  When the culture 
was reflected in landscape architecture, the gardens 
demonstrated the concept of “so close yet so far” in the 
miniature landscapes that conveyed a fusion of feelings 
through the natural scenery. The gardens allow one to 
enjoy both material comfort and a taste of nature in an 
urban area. Although the private gardens were generally 
small, unlike the royal gardens that accommodated many 
kinds of views, they had special charm that attracted 
people to stay and enjoy the landscape to the point 
where they would forget to go home. The key of the 
charm was in the integration of the garden landscape 
with the owner’s experience and accomplishments. 

The higher the owner’s intellectual spirit soared, 
the more poetic his garden appeared to visitors. Since 
the Song and Yuan dynasties, Suzhou has had a high 
level of integration between literati culture and civic 
culture. By the time of the Ming and Qing dynasties, the 
area of Suzhou and Wuxi had a high concentration of 
bureaucratic literati. Suzhou scholars who returned to their 
hometown either in glory or with frustration competed 
for building unique home gardens in order to enjoy life 
and maintain the stability of the local community. In the 
meantime, the bureaucratic landlords of other areas were 



Suzhou Gardens

8

often so envious of the beautiful scenery of Suzhou that 
they chose to retire to live comfortable in Suzhou. Thus 
in the mid-Ming Dynasty, bureaucratic literati building 
private gardens became the main force behind the apex of 
garden construction in Suzhou.

Suzhou has not only natural scenic beauty, but also 
a rich historic heritage that has taken advantage of its 
natural geographic conditions. Since the Song Dynasty, 
Suzhou city provided both land and water transportation 
services. There were old sayings that described interesting 
sites of Suzhou as follows: “six gates, three passes, and 
five-drum bridge;” “seven towers, eight stone pillars, and 
nine bathhouses;” and “three palaces, nine temples, and 
twenty-four workshops.”  With these, the Suzhou region 
enjoyed the most favorable natural conditions necessary 
for garden construction. Suzhou-style garden construction 
started with the construction of artificial rockwork and 
garden pools; in Suzhou, there were many rivers and lakes 
that provided gardens with abundant water resources 
and the convenience of transportation. Also near Suzhou 
were resources for Taihu stones that were excellent for 
building garden rockeries, for Taihu stones, well-known 
throughout China since the Tang Dynasty, had rich and 
variable colors, were lean, porous, full of dimples and 
wrinkled surfaces, and sometimes partly translucent. 
These natural and historical conditions contributed greatly 
to the development of garden art. Suzhou gardens that 
used materials from local resources reproduced the beauty 
of nature and were exquisitely refined.
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2. The Historical Heritage of Suzhou Gardens

Suzhou classical gardens are an art of time and 
history. As early as 2,500 years ago, during the Spring 
and Autumn Period, the City of Wu (today’s Suzhou) had 
become the capital of the State of Wu. It was first under 
the rule of King Hélǘ, and then King Fuchai.

King Hélǘ took advantage of the natural landscape 
along the outskirts of Suzhou to build a Suzhou Station 
(Gusutai) which King Fuchai later expanded. Suzhou 
Station, which was 300 zhang (990 meters) high and 84 
zhang (277.2 meters) wide, and had zigzag stairs leading 
to a platform, from which one could enjoy a view of the 
idyllic scenery with rivers, mountains, and fields 200 li 
(100 km) away; giving it the best scenic view in Jiangnan 
and making it very famous in China. Surrounding the 
high platform for miles were flowers of the four seasons 
and fruit trees of all kinds for the King of Wu to enjoy. 
Suzhou Station, with its grand scale and gorgeous 
architecture, is the oldest of the royal gardens in Suzhou.

From the Han Dynasty onwards, Suzhou garden 
landscape included artificial mountains and open pools in 
order to imitate nature. For example, in the Rabbit Park 
(Tu Yuan) owned by the King of the Liang Dynasty, 
palaces and Taoist temples were integrated into the 
garden, which spanned dozens of miles. It is thus clear 
that the tradition of combining landscape architecture 
and natural scenery in Suzhou gardens was established 
more than 2,000 years ago.  The Northern and Southern 



Suzhou Gardens

10

Dynasties Period (386-589 CE) was a time of social 
upheavals and political darkness, the spread of Buddhism, 
and Taoist “pure conversation.” Because of the mental 
anguish, the literati class and officials either indulged in 
decadence and debauchery or chose to hide themselves 
in mountains and forests, enjoying the simple pleasures 
of a rural life. The Taoist advocacy of return to nature 
once again became prevalent, and in particular the hermit 
lifestyle of Zhuangzi, the Taoist Master, was followed by 
many literati. They were enthusiastic about meditation in 
mountain forests and regarded living in a rocky mountain 
habitat as an elegant life style. This way of pursuing the 
beauty of nature and of contemplating the world was the 
foundation of the Chinese literati garden. It was different 
not only from the magnificent royal garden but also from 
the mansion gardens of the rich families that used their 
gardens to show off their wealth; the literati garden was 
designed to mimic the natural landscape in order to create 
a delicate living environment. Therefore, the garden 
construction was more based on the natural world and had 
few aritficial traces. 

Historical records show more garden construction 
in Suzhou after the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317–420 CE), 
when the nobles of the Central Plains (comprised of 
the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River) 
migrated to southern China. During this period, building 
private gardens became popular, and gave impetus to 
new development in garden art. Even some scholar-
officials devoted particular care to the natural landscape 
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and elegance in building their own private gardens. For 
example, the gardens built by Dai Yong in Suzhou during 
the Liu Song Dynasty (420-479 CE) were famous for 
their piled-up stones and channeled water, which made 
the gardens look like nature.  Also, due to the prevalence 
of Buddhism during this period, many dignitaries of 
the Southern Dynasty donated their own private homes 
and gardens to the temples.  This practice of converting 
homes into temples or monasteries introduced the 
garden landscape and architecture into temples, localized 
Buddhism, and gradually humanized it for those who had 
previously found it mysterious. 

Thus, at that time, temples popped up like bamboo 
shoots after a spring rain; in just the 45 years of the 
reign of Emperor Wu of the Liang Dynasty, 32 temples 
were built in Suzhou, including famous temples such as 
Hanshan Temple, Lingyan Temple, and Guangfu Temple.

During the Sui and Tang dynasties, Suzhou’s garden 
construction was further developed. At that time, the Tiger 
Hill (Huqiu), Lingyan Temple, Stone Lake (Shihu), East 
Dongting Lake, the Western Hills, etc. had become scenic 
resorts, and a popular garden style pursued a natural 
landscape with rustic charm. During the Five Dynasties 
and Ten Kingdoms, Suzhou continued its economic 
development, and so garden construction activities by 
the bureaucratic aristocracy went uninterrupted. Qian 
Yuanliao, son of King of Wu, Qian Liu, was crowned as 
the King of Guangling and tasked to guard Suzhou. He 
was very fond of gardens and promoted a large number of 
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garden construction projects, including the South Garden 
(Nan Yuan) and East Village (Dong Zhuang). It took 
about 30 years to build these gardens with the mountain, 
pools, pavilions and a collection of unique flowers and 
exquisite stones. His followers also followed his hobby 
of building gardens; what is today called the Surging 
Wave Pavilion (Canglangting) was rebuilt over the 
course of generations on the site of a garden built by Sun 
Chengyou, a relative of Qian Liu from his wife’s family. 
From the above, one can imagine the thriving culture of 
Suzhou garden construction at that time.

In the Song Dynasty, Suzhou garden construction 
was all the rage; the classical gardens built by scholar-
officials at that time included the Surging Wave Pavilion  
built by Su Shunqin, Wanjuan Hall (predecessor of the 
Master of the Nets Garden) built by Shi Zhengzhi, the 
Hidden Garden (Yin Yuan) built by Jiang Xilu, and the 
Joy Garden (Lepu) built by Zhu Changwen. Of them, the 
most famous was the Surging Wave Pavilion built by 
poet Su Shunqin. After Su Shunqin was demoted in 1045, 
he moved south to Suzhou, bought a badly neglected 
garden from Sun Chengyou, and rebuilt it as the now 
well-known Surging Wave Pavilion garden. He also left 
a famous poetic couplet, “Green willow and egrets are all 
in their natural medium, while the water nearby and the 
mountains afar are both lovely.” 

In the Song Dynasty, Suzhou was known as a heaven 
on earth for its quality life in terms of food, clothing, 
housing, and transportation. Many royal and prominent 



Poetic Residences

13

officials and eminent personages liked to build a “cosy 
nest” in Suzhou. Therefore, Suzhou became a vibrant 
home of many private gardens owned by the bureaucratic 
elite and noble families. These gardens were known for 
their water, bamboo, willow, lotus and other special 
scenic elements emblematic of Jiangnan. After some 
gardens were decorated with Taihu stones taken from 
nearby, it became fashionable to build rockeries with 
stacked rocks, and a wide variety of modeling and layout 
techniques emerged. The Master of the Nets Garden, 
which was regarded as a masterpiece of Suzhou gardens, 
was built at that time.  The beauty of all kinds of gardens 
was further enhanced by the charm and the wide variety 
of natural landscapes.

In the Yuan Dynasty, the construction of private 
gardens in Jiangnan continued during the 90 years of 
Mongol rule; this period became a transitional stage for 
Chinese classical gardens from the Song style to the 
Ming and Qing styles. During the late Yuan Dynasty, 
Zhang Shicheng built the Fairview Garden (Jinchun 
Yuan) that had everything from artificial hills and garden 
ponds to pavilions and halls. He also, in an attempt to do 
something different, dredged the Jinfan River and turned 
it into the Royal Park River so that he could enjoy boating 
with his concubines. Also during this period, the most 
famous landscape gardener was Ni Zan who was one of 
the four great painters in the Yuan Dynasty. He excelled 
in reflecting sparse woods and pastoral rural scenes which 
evoked a sense of solitude and a quiet environment in his 
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paintings, which contributed greatly to the development 
of Chinese impressionistic landscape painting. Ni Zan had 
deep feelings for gardens from his childhood; in 1342, 
he assisted Zen Master Tianruweize to build the Lion 
Grove Temple (Shilinsi, now the Lion Grove Garden) in 
Suzhou. This garden had a unique style of landscape with 
tall, majestic pinnacles and undulating hills, reflecting 
the delicate artistic composition and excellent skills of 
stacking stones into rockery.  Indeed, he created a garden 
with a tranquil mountain-forest atmosphere in the heart 
of the city by successfully applying his painting style 
to garden construction.

The private garden construction in Suzhou reached its 
heyday during the Ming and Qing dynasties, with a new 
upsurge in garden-building activity resulting in a large 
number of gardens widely distributed throughout the 

The Lion Grove Garden of Suzhou
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area. Many well-known gardens that are still in existence 
to the present day, such as the Humble Administrator’s 
Garden (Zhuozheng Yuan), the Lingering Garden (Liu 
Yuan), the Garden of Cultivation (Yipu), and the Five 
Peak Garden (Wufeng Yuan), were all built in this period. 
Competition among all ranks of bureaucratic literati to 
build their own private gardens was the fashion of the 
day, and made Suzhou a famous city of gardens. The 
mid- and late Ming saw a diversity of cultural activities 
and art forms, and the integration of fiction, drama, 
engravings, and other arts with popular culture. Garden 
art also became an indispensable part of people’s cultural 
life, and gradually evolved from a way for the literati to 
express their emotions and pursue spiritual enjoyment to a 
popular activity enjoyed by the common people.  Overall, 
from the mid-Ming to early Qing, as the Jiangnan region 
enjoyed a well-developed culture and economy, garden 
construction was seen everywhere from the grand houses 
of the officials in the city to the homes of ordinary folks 
in villages and towns.

The Ming and Qing dynasties had a rich harvest of 
outstanding Suzhou gardens and a number of garden 
artists became very well known in Jiangnan, including Ji 
Cheng, Zhang Lian, and Zhou Bingzhong of the Ming, 
and Ge Yulliang, Shi Tao, and Chou Haoshi during the 
reign of Qing Dynasty Emperor Qianlong. The similarities 
between garden architecture and landscape painting in 
the ways both mediums give artistic depictions of nature 
attracted more and more painters to participate in garden 
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design after the Southern Song Dynasty. Among them, 
Ji Cheng of the late Ming made the greatest contribution 
to the theory of gardening art. He was from Wujiang, 
and was well-known in his youth as a natural landscape 
painter in the style of realism. He loved to travel and 
enjoy beautiful scenery and historic sites.  When he 
reached middle age, he returned to Jiangnan to settle 
down in Zhenjiang participating in garden building. He 
then devoted his life to writing a book entitled Yuanye (The 
Art of Garden-Building) during the reign of the Ming 
Emperor Chongzhen. This book systematically expressed 
his views on gardening and praised Jiangnan gardening 
techniques as being “of wonderful workmanship 
excelling nature.”  In the book, Ji clearly stated that the 
purpose of gardening art was to be “made by man as by 
nature,” for he believed that the highest artistic pursuit 
in garden landscaping should be to attain a natural and 
elegant look. The chapters of Yuanye were divided into 
discussions of garden planning and layout, garden site 
selection, mountain making and water management, the 
techniques for borrowing scenery from a distance, and 
other methods of garden design.  This book not only was 
the first comprehensive and systematic explication of the 
theory of Chinese gardening art in Chinese history, but 
also established the important position of Jiangnan private 
gardens in Chinese gardening art.


