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- Editors 

Piare and Sophie Clement are both qualified archi
tects with doctorates in ethnology ji-om the Univmi
ty oj Paris. They have lived in Laos and done 
extensive research in Thailand and China. Both 
are researchers in Paris, where Pierre Clement is 
also director oj the Depal1ment of Comparative 
Architecture at the Imtitut Fran(ais d'Architecture. 

One might simply say that it was the 
links established by the Venetian explorer 
Marco Polo between his native Venice 
and China, and more particularly the city 
of Soochow, which provide sufficient 
reason for comparing the two cities. On 
the other hand, there is also a contempor
ary justification for looking at Soochow 
and Venice together, despite the 10,000 
kilometres separating them, for the two 
have been sister cities since 1981 as part of 
the world Twin Cities movement. 1 

Marco Polo arrived in China in 1275, 
after having crossed Asia Minor and 
Central Asia by the caravan routes. He 
accompanied his father and uncle who 
had already made the journey some 
twenty years earlier. Northern China had 
been dominated by the Mongols since 
1211, and the great Kublai Khan founded 
the Yuan dynasty over the entire country 
in 1277, after having defeated the Song 
dynasty in the south. 

Two cities especially caught Marco 
Polo's imagination: the first one he called 
Cambaluc, the city Dadu, the 'Great 
Capital', which is none other than Pek
ing; the second was Quinsay, the present 
Hangchow in Chekiang province, which 
had been the Song dynasty's capital when 
the Mongol armies forced them south
ward. It was when Marco Polo was 
heading towards Hangchow on the 
Grand Canal linking the two capitals that 
he 'discovered' Soochow in the late 13th 
century. 

"Sugin is a very large and noble city 
... They have enormous quantities of 
silk. They live from trade and crafts. 
They make many yards of silk for their 
clothing. There are important merchants 
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and very rich inhabitants. The city is so 
large that it measures approximately for
ty miles around the periphery ... And, 
you would say that most likely there are 
six thousand stone bridges in that city, 
under which a galley or two could easily 
pass. ,,2 

Soochow is situated in Kiangsu pro
vince, between Nanking and Shanghai. 
Its history stretches far back, indeed so far 
that in 1985 they celebrated the 2500th 
anniversary of the city's creation. Five 
centuries before Christ it was the capital 
of the Wu kingdom, during the Springs 
and Autumns period. Soochow always 
benefitted from its location on the Grand 
Canal, constructed during that very early 
period in order to supply northern China 
with cereal and other commodities origi
nating in the south; the Canal was further 
developed around the year 600 by the Sui 
and redesigned again in 1300 by the Mon
gols. In spite of its position well inland, it 
was nonetheless an important commer
cial port, linked with Japan and Southeast 
Asia thanks to the hydraulic engineering 
that allowed sea-going ships to arrive by 
the bay of Hangchow. Moreover, oc
cupying the centre of the silk-producing 
region, Soochow could be considered the 
starting point of the famous Silk Route 
even though customarily one stopped at 
Chang' An (Sian) further north, capital of 
China at that time, where the silk from 

Below, left: A typical canal with bridge inside the 
walls oj old Soochow, sharing the rear service entry 
to the houses. Photograph: Brian Taylor. 
Below: Narrow canal giving onto the Grand Can
al in Venice. Typical houses have an entry at canal 
level and balcony ai' loggia just above . 



View of the gardens and pavilions in the Wang 
Shih Yuan ('Garden of the Master rf the Fishing 
Nets') in Soochow. Photograph: Brian Taylor. 

the south was collected. 
Soochow and Venice are cities on the 

delta, cities on water and hence subject to 
the unexpected changes and wanderings 
of great rivers, the Blue River (Yangzi
jiang) in the one case, and the Po River in 
the other. Soochow is at the centre of a 
vast region of lakes, marshes, and canals 
between Tai Hu lake, the river and the 
sea, a zone where the sea has receded yet 
water is everpresent. Both of the sites 
reveal the extraordinary determination of 
mankind to transform difficult natural 
conditions into more favourable ones by 
means of controlling the waters. The 
work undertaken in Soochow included 
changing the river's course, draining the 
marshes, building a large canal sup
plemented by a highly regular system of 
perpendicular secondary canals, all of 
which recall the perennial struggle of the 
Venetians to save their own site, perpe
tually threatened by nature. 

"A natural refuge at the time of 
ancient barbarian invasions during the 7th 
and 8th centuries: .. . " is the way the 
historian Femand Braudel3 described 
Venice; the city is built upon precarious 
mud flats in an unstable lagoon. It is 
continually threatened with inundation 
during very high tides, with sinking 
under silt, with isolation due to the de
velopment of breakwaters (such as the 
Lido) where a build-up of sand can block 
the passageways that control water levels 
and ensure proper drainage of silt. 

Water, which was ultimately at the 
source of the enormous revenues 
accumulated by these two trading cities 
whose power dominated their respective 
extremities of the globe around the year 
1000 AD, contributed also as the best 
protective device against invasions, and 
hence preserved the stability of each site. 
Venice, city of merchants and seafarers, 
was a clearinghouse for the riches of the 
Orient collected by her powerful fleet 
and redistributed to Europe, imposing 
her rule of the sea until the 16th century 
when European states challenged Vene-
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tian dominance and developed trans
Atlantic trade. Yet Venice maintained her 
prestige in the following centuries as one 
of the most brilliant intellectual and cultu
ral centres in the West. 

At the other end of the planet, 
Soochow strangely enough had the same 
fate. Her climate and charm attracted the 
highly educated civil servants, writers, 
poets and artists of the Empire who con
tinued to build prestigious residence and 
renowned gardens there; influential also 
due to her thriving silk industry, 
Soochow was termed the "legislator of 
Chinese taste, fashion and language" in 
the 17th century by a member of Lord 
Macartney's expedition. 4 

However, Soochow and Venice illus
trate two astonishing lessons in the art of 
urban planning. Le Corbusier liked to say 
of Venice that she had created in the cen
tre of the lagoon "the most prodigious 
urban phenomenon existing on earth,,;5 if 
the famous French architect had pursued 
his trip to the Orient further eastward, he 
would have marvelled also at Soochow 
as Marco Polo did. Some people have 



called it the "Venice of the East." 
The foremost factor in any compari

son of the two cities is undoubtedly the 
presence of water. It is handled in a varie
ty of analogous ways: a majestic grand 
canal, principal traffic artery, waterway 
and port; a multitude of secondary canals; 
boats suddenly appear in the midst of a 
dense urban fabric; chains of bridges car
ry on a lovely dialogue between water
ways and pathways. These involve de
tours, parallel courses, junctions and 
straddlings that constitute rhythmic sequ
ences wherein pedestrians and boatmen 
seem to be playing hide-and-seek. 

Such theatricality, originating with 
the water and its characteristics, draws 
the images of Soochow and Venice closer 

together. Yet they contrast radically with 
one another in their geometric configura
tions. 

Soochow was laid out using a com
pass and a cord; its plan fits into a long 
Chinese tradition of systematic regular 
town-planning projects. The city is first 
of all a quadrangular enclosure, rectangu
lar in shape and measuring 4.5 by 3 
kilometres; it is protected by fortifications 
and encircled by the Grand Canal and its 
secondary tributaries. The ramparts pro
tect a fixed amount of land, including 
agricultural land which amounts to a re
serve of terrain for urban development in 
the future. Soochow is oriented accord
ing to the cardinal points of the compass, 
with major axes cutting the city east-west 
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Above, left: Plan of 13th Soochow taken from the 
engraved stele . For purposes of illustration the 
heavy black lines here represent the canal system, 
particularly the Grand Canal which encircles the 
city outside the ramparts. 
Above: Map of the original archipelago - city of 
Venice, showing the Grand Canal in the centre and 
the interior canal network. Courtesy of S. Mura
tori, Instituto poligrajico dello Stato. 

and north-south and thus forming strict
ly-defined plots. Such urban planning by 
the authorities for their capitals is part of a 
long tradition of agricultural land de
velopment based on a quadrangular divi
sion of regions and longtime mastery of 
hydraulic techniques using orthogonal 
canals. Hence, Soochow fits in perfectly 



with the regular layout of the surround
ing countryside. 

This overall project, which the pre
sent-day plan of the city has retained on 
the same site, dates from the Song dynas
ty. The city, pillaged and destroyed in 
1128, was rebuilt during the 12th century. 
Its long life is revealed by a truly excep
tional document, one that makes 
Soochow a "prodigious urban artifact". 
In fact, its plan was engraved in 1229 on a 
large stone measuring 1.98 metres by 1.34 
metres, preserved right up to the present, 
and now displayed at the Museum for 
Stele - a converted Confucian temple in 
Soochow. In spite of certain deforma
tions of the plan, due to excessive expan
sion northwards and southwards and en-
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largement of the former administrative 
city (now gone) at the centre, this carved 
document provides us clearly with the 
basic elements for reading the town's 
morphology, one which has endured for 
centuries. 

Venice, on the contrary, escaped hav
ing a carefully designed geometric uni
formity. She has to adapt to the numer
ous quirks of the site. For the observant 
traveller Femand Braudel, "Venice is a 
labyrinth, an addition of islands, an 
aggregate of elementary units that grew 
together to become a compact city .. . "6 

But even in the absence of an all
encompassing, regularly orthogonal plan 
with symmetrical divisions, Venice has a 
tight organic structure which has success-
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fully unified a group of originally dis
persed elements - the 117 islands men
tioned in the Baedecker Guide (1925) 
which Femand Braudel quotes. 

The Grand Canal of Venice plays a 
fundamental role in achieving this struc
ture and homogenous context. Whereas 
in Soochow the Grand Canal circumst
ances the city, here it penetrates the urban 
fabric and serves as 'backbone' and prin
cipal artery. Its particular form of two 
ample curves creates an 'S'-shaped trajec
tory, or two interlocking masses; out 
from the canal go perpendicular secon
dary canals, and it is along these that the 
urban fabric behind the Grand Canal has 
grown up. 

This form of the Grand Canal as two 



sweeping, reverse curves is noteworthy 
in that it corresponds to an ideal diagram 
of the architecture of the universe repre
sented by the Chinese as the interlocking 
ying and yang. 7 

A typical block in Soochow is a priori 
defined geometrically by the orthogonal 
divisions of the canals and the paths that 
follow them on land. These establish a 
predominance of long rectangular lots 
among an east-west axis, bordered on the 
south by a street alongside the canal, 
which in tum gives access to those per
pendicular, north-south lots, where the 
next canal allows for secondary service 
access from the rear. 

Comparing the blocks as they are rep
resented in the city plan on the 13th cen
tury Sung stele with the fabric of today's 
city, shows a considerable degree of per
manency in terms of their form. 8 Within 
the blocks which have been divided into 
long narrow lots, dwellings were built 
which respect the two unchanging prin
ciples regulating the Chinese house: the 
entrance should face to the south, and 
principal buildings facing the entry 
should be placed in a transversal manner 
to the main axis; buildings are situated in 
such a way as to form a succession of 
courtyards as one moves towards the rear 
of the elongated lot. Architectural ele
ments are located along the principal axis 
following a strict order: first of all, the 
porch and entrance building to the house 
- protected by a "wall of shadows", 
which is considered a screen against bad 
influences. This ensemble of the entrance, 
made up of shelters, courts, small service 
rooms and arrival hall for palanquins, 
precedes the "building for men"; the lat
ter has a main reception room opening 
onto the garden and several annexes. 
Then comes the "building for women", 
with its reception rooms, followed by 
buildings for the family, the employees, 
and utilities, giving onto the canal be
hind. 

An alley-way inside runs the whole 
length of the complex along one side, 
giving access to all these units without 
having to cross through each one. Most 
units are only one-storey high, although 
the family dwelling itself may have a 
second storey. 

Houses in Soochow have enclosing 
walls that obstruct the view from outside 
so that one sees only roofs and end-walls. 
Grey tiles, and brick painted white or 
black, give this domestic architecture 
both unity and austerity which is quite 
the opposite of the decorative exuberance 

Top: A canal in Soochow, and a small pamllel 
lane. 
Centre, lqi: Typical street entry to a house in 
Soochow, the plainness of the exterior contrasting 
with the intricate decoration of the interior side. 
Centre, right: Detail of the interior facade of an 
entrance portal in a Soochow house. 
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Above: Plan of a typical residential block between 
canals and streets in Soochow . Note the long nar
row lots for houses, and the courtyards or open 
spaces here indicated in grey shading. Courtesy' of 
Suzhou jiu shuzhai. 



Top: Detail of several large houses facing a canal in 
Venice. The exuberant decoration of the facades, 
with their loggia, contrast with the soberness of 
Chinese exteriors. 
Above: A typical secondary canal serving the in
terior of a neighbourhood in Venice. 

fOWld on Venetian facades. 
The opulence is to be fOWld on the 

interior of dwellings in Soochow. A visi
tor discovers this upon entering the re
ception rooms and turning aroWld to
wards the entrance. Refinement is inside 
the courts and gardens SurroWlding these 
houses, for which Soochow is today re
nowned throughout the world. The de
signers have created, in juxtaposition to 
the rigorous architectual aspect, softly 
poetic SUITOWldingS composed of ponds, 
streams, rock gardens, artificial moWl
tains, and plants as well as bridges, kiosks 

and pavilions ... 
Venice, on the other hand, dazzles the 

observer by the succession of facades 
along the canals, by pedestrian walk
ways, tiny streets and plazas, and by the 
thousands of Wlexpected encoWlters one 
has in moving about the city, which 
seems at times like the interior of one vast 
building. 

This structure was readily perceived 
by the 20th century architect Le Corbu
sier, who attempted to transpose it into 
his project for a hospital in Venice. It was 
to be like a small version of the urban 
fabric incorporated into one edifice, with 
square units interconnected by perpen
dicular lanes and small plazas to constitute 
a whole. Such an organic composition 
based on a strong, clear system is the 
secret of Venice. 9 The texture of the city 
emerges from this group of mud flats, 
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stabilised and colonised by the inhabi
tants, and has varying contours and 
dimensions. 

Initially, the first constructions turned 
their principal facade towards the main 
canals rather than onto the narrower 
secondary canals. The different islands 
were then re-divided with perpendicular 
streets, on either side of which dwellings 
were built. This comb-like pattern, with 
main pedestrian ways and adjacent side 
alleys, seems disconnected from the 
waterways. In spite of the irregular na
ture of such configurations, more or less 
right-angle jWlctions of the same kind of 
circulation routes (water-or land-based) 
create overlapping systems of move
ment; where irregularities do occur in 
each system, small plazas or campielli 
occupy the space, often with Wlusual 
qualities. 

Given these essential characteristics of 
an urban structure, the facades ot'chur
ches and public buildings define the uni
que quality of public spaces fOWld at the 
heart of a neighbourhood or bordering a 
canal; and these spaces are absent from 
the Chinese city; except occasionally 
where there is a public well (as in some 
plazas in Venice). Although there is not a 
clear orthogonal layout of the city, such 
as one finds in Soochow, some persons 
nonetheless believe that there does exist a 
"kind of chessboard pattern" in Venice. 10 

Dwellings are located on long, nar
row lots which extend perpendicularly 
back from the main canals. They are 
reached by very narrow streets which 
extend in the same direction to entrance 
porticoes for pedestrians at the rear. 
Houses facing the canals contain a second 
access, by water. The narrow facade onto 
the canal is the most lavishly decorated: 
doors and windows are accentuated with 
sculptures, and the use of different mate
rials often provides an agreeable play of 
colours. There is usually a loggia which 
opens onto the canal. 

The plan of Venetian dwellings is 
composed of a series oflong bays demar
cated by the main walls perpendicular to 
the canals. 11 Although some only have 
one or two bays, most of the beautiful 
ones have three. In such cases th:e two 
lateral bays are subdivided into a series of 
rooms stretching back into the house, 
while the central bay is a single volume 
rWlning the whole depth of the house 
and serving as access for the lateral 
rooms. On the first floor, this central 
room, portego, receives natural light from 
the court behind and from the loggia on 



Left: Axonometric view oftheformer Li 
Residence on Xibaitazi (West White Pagoda) 

Street in Soochow. Street entry is at left, and canal 
entry to the right. Note the large number of courts. 

Below: Ground andjirst:floor plans of a typical house at the 
junction of two canals in Venice. Note the centrality of the main 

hall. Courtesy ofP. Maretto, Lacasa Veneziana, Marsillio editori. 
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the canal. It is the most important room 
of the house, the most highly decorated, 
with tapestries and furniture. 

On the ground floor there is the entr
ance vestibule after the portico, then the 
corti/e, (courtyard) where the well is 
found. Besides an interior stairway, an 
exterior one is frequently situated in the 
corti/e, placed against a comer with per
pendicular walls, and gives access to the 
first floor. 

Venetian houses vary a great deal 
around this basic plan according to their 
size, form, location of the lot, and of 
course the historic period of their con
struction. If the houses in Soochow also 
vary in their dimensions and number of 
courtyards they possess, their introverted 

plan makes them more independent from 
their neighbours. 

Apart from the initial analogies, 
which suggest a similar point of depar
ture for house design in the shape of the 
lot - a long narrow piece of land be
tween a canal and a street - architectur
ally, houses in Venice and Soochow are 
composed in a radically different fashion. 

In Venice it is a long central space that 
organises the whole house; in Soochow, 
on the contrary, it is a series of courtyards 
with transversal buildings that divide up 
the lot, blocking the passage. The longi
tudinal axis is a symbolic one; one cannot 
move through the centre of the house 
unimpeded, yet this axis is paralleled on 
one side by a passageway, almost the 
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interior 'street' of the house. In the 
Chinese case, it is the reception room for 
men opposite the entry which receives 
special attention, whereas in Venice it is 
the loggia on the upper floor, far from the 
entry. The relationship to the canal is also 
treated quite diversely in the two cases: in 
Soochow, it is a service entry near the 
servants' quarters that opens to the canal; 
whereas the spectacle of the canal is given 
prominence in Venice, thanks to the log
gia, and the facade consciously exhibits its 
beauty to the adrniring public. 

Thus, careful and perceptive observa
tion of these two cities, their history and 
forms, reveals that their comparison is not 
an altogether arbitrary choice, for in fact, 
one discovers little by little that they do 
indeed have more in common than was 
suspected at the outset. 

1 This association of the two cities encouraged the 
Municipality of Venice to create an excellent jour
nal of Chinese studies called Catai, the name which 
Marco Polo used for China, and thejirst issue was 
devoted to Soochow (in Italian). 
2 Marco Polo, Le devisement du monde. Le livre 
des merveilles, Paris, 1982, Fran(ois Maspero. La 
Decouverte, vol. II, p. 353. 
3 Fernand Braudel and Folco Quilici, Venise, 
Paris, 1984, Arthaud, p. 31. 
4 j.e. Hutner in Sir Georges Staunton, Voyage 
dans l'interieur de la Chine et en Tartarie, vol. V, 
Paris, 1804, p. 178. 
5 Le Corbusier quoted in Ph. Braunstein and R. 
De/ort, Venise portrait historique d'une cite, 
Paris, 1971, Ed. du Seuil, p. 9. 
6 op. cit. p. 16. 
7 A site with the same conjiguration is to be found 
in Korea, whose remarkable fengshui, energy con
stituents, are revealed through Chinese geomancy. 
Cj Sophie and Pierre Clement, Shin Yong-hak, 
L'arachitecture du paysage en Extreme-Orient, 
Paris, 1987, ENS.B.A. Also: Teh, T., MIMAR 
27. 
8 See: Pierre Clement and Emmanuelle Pechenart, 
Suzhou: forme et tissu urbains, Paris, 1985, Insti
tut fran(ais d'architecture. Also: R. Stewart John
ston, "The Ancient City of Suzhou: Town Plan
ning in the Sung Dynasty" in Town Planning 
Review, vol. 54, no. 82, April 1983, pp. 194-222. 
These studies are based largely upon the work by 
Yu Shenfang published in Chinese in Jianzhu 
Xuebao, Chinese review rif architecture (1980, no. 
1; 1981, no. 2; 1983, no. 9). 
9 Concerning the urban structure of Venice, see the 
excellent study by Saverio Muratori, Studi per una 
operante storia urbana di Venezia, Rome, 1959, 
Instituto Poligrajico Delio Stato, and the special 
issue of U rbanistica, 52, 1968. 
10 Giuseppe Mazzariol, "Le Corbusier in Venice: 
his project for a new hospital", Zodiac 16, p. 239. 
11 Concerning the house see the work rif Paolo 
Maretto La Casa Veneziana, 1986, Marsilio Edi
tori. 


