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Abstract This article explores propaganda and self-portrayals among women
rulers in seventh and eighth century Tang China, a unique era in which court
politics were dominated by female leaders. I analyze the way in which these
leaders themselves wished to be rhetorically constructed, the images and
allusions with which they desired to be figured, and the way in which they were
rhetorically reconstructed by later writers after their deaths. I focus on the theme
of auspiciousness—in particular, the definition of the “natural” in relation to
gender identity and power. Female imagery is deployed in late seventh- and early
eighth-century works to create the image of a particular brand of far-reaching,
generative power possessed and/or desired by the leaders of the time. Beyond
revealing the images and allusions with which the female power-holders wished
to hear themselves be described and exalted, and what occasions were deemed
worthy of exalting, these works offer a fascinating counterpoint to materials
which retroactively defame this image. The rhetorical strategies and images later
used to delegitimize and denigrate the power of these women often represent
opposite treatments of themes present in the court literature from the
Zhou-Jinglong era. This paper argues that reconstructions of these women’s
identities as female power-holders indicate the prerogative of later writers to
reshape their images in accordance with their own judgments, conceptualizations,
and fears of female power.
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Introduction: Gender and Narrative

Chinese history is enlivened by a host of powerful, charismatic female leaders.
Their presence engages and challenges our understanding of early and medieval
Chinese cultural and gender history. This article focuses on a unique, important,
and often misunderstood era in Chinese political and gender history: the late
seventh through early eighth centuries, a period in which the government was
dominated by powerful female figures. In traditional and modern sources, these
women have been consistently demonized and crafted so as to fit a narrative of
female excess and immorality, leading to their embodiment through particular
repeating narrative representations.

In his analyses of the relationship between history and narrative, Hayden
White probes the meaning behind historical narrative, that is, why we conceive
of “history proper” as needing to follow a narrative form complete with plot
(beginning, middle, and end), characters, and message. While “history proper,”
or narrativized history, is often taken as objective, White argues that in fact it is
distinguished by “its latent or manifest purpose [as] the desire to moralize the
events [it narrates].”! Every narrative has a point of view or judgment; this is
equally true of historical narrative as it is of fictional narrative. White’s
discussions probe the issues at the heart of historiography, interpretation, and
judgment—issues that inform my approach to the early Tang women leaders.
Even in positive portrayals, these women have been “narrativized,” or written
into narrative, so as to fit particular conceptions of gender, power, and morality.

This paper seeks to explore their “narrativization” or typological gendered
construction through the lens of the particular narrative motif of materiality and
consumption. After briefly introduces the history of the period, I turn to this
fundamental theme in these female leaders’ rhetorical construction as negatively
powerful women: their relationship to materiality, and, in particular, their lavish
landed estates. I bring together various contemporary and retrospective images of
these powerful women and discuss what they can tell us about how their images
and roles in history have been understood.

Background: Female Leadership at the Turn of the Eighth
Century

Precedents for female rule are found early on in Chinese history: women rulers

' Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,” 14.
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figure prominently in the pre-Han, Han, and Northern and Southern dynasties.”
The Tang dynasty (618-907), especially its first half, is generally remembered as
a high point in Chinese cultural and political life. The period from 660 to 713, in
particular, witnessed great economic growth, success in foreign policy,
cosmopolitanism, and cultural-societal development. This was also a period in
which politics was dominated by powerful women leaders. Wu Zetian K,
arguably the most famous of these women and China’s only female emperor, first
rose to power as Gaozong’s %% (Li Zhi Z5iA; 1. 649-83) empress. From the
660s onwards, Empress Wu was a formidable force in the government. After
ruling jointly with Gaozong and as empress dowager and regent for her adult
sons, she finally came to power in her own right for half a century. In 705, a coup
forced the eighty-year-old Wu Zetian to abdicate in favor of her son Li Xian %= {2,
who took the throne as Emperor Zhongzong 5% (r. 705-10). She died later that
same year.

The domination of the political scene by intelligent and powerful female
figures, however, continued to characterize the brief reigns of Zhongzong and his
younger brother Li Dan Z=H.,, who ruled as Emperor Ruizong &%% (r. 710-12).
The reigns of Zhongzong and Ruizong were characterized by shifting factional
allegiances and power-plays concentrated around the Taiping Princess &2
(d. 713), who was Zhongzong’s sister and Empress Wu’s daughter; Zhongzong’s
wife, Empress Wei F3)5 (d. 710); and Zhongzong and Wei’s youngest daughter,
the Anle Princess %k /A X (ca. 684—710). During this time, other palace women
also played a key role in politics, most importantly the imperial secretary and
ghostwriter Shangguan Wan’er EF i)l (ca. 664-710). In 710, the mysterious
death of Zhongzong led Empress Wei, who was accused of murdering him, to
join with her daughter to launch an all-out coup. She was defeated by the Taiping
Princess and her nephew, Ruizong’s son Li Longji Z=f#%L, who succeeded in
placing Ruizong on the throne. Almost immediately, an intense rivalry developed

% The ancient Han dynasty, which spanned over four centuries, witnessed periods in which
significant political power was held by female members of the imperial family. These women
rulers included both paragons of virtue, such as Deng Sui *{%4%, and prototypes of the “ruthless
woman,” such as Empress Lii £ /5. The regimes of northern China are also notable for the
important role played by women rulers, such as Empress Feng %5 (Emperor Wencheng’s 3
A empress; 442-90), who ruled actively for twenty-five years over a flourishing polity. In
addition to the mothers and principal wives of emperors, women such as wet-nurses and
imperial consorts also participated actively in politics. For the biographies of Empress Feng
and other powerful Northern Wei ruling-class women, see Weishu 13. For further information
about the particular political and cultural institutions facilitating female rule during the
Northern Wei, see Valentin C. Golovachev, “Matricide among the Tuoba-Xianbei and Its
Transformation during the Northern Wei;” Jennifer Holmgren, “Women and Political Power in
the Traditional T’o-pa Elite;” Li Ping, Bei Wei Pingcheng shidai, Chapters 3 and 4; and Song
Qirui, Bei Wei nii zhu lun, Chapters 2 and 3.
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between Taiping and Li Longji. In 713, Li Longji uncovered evidence that his
aunt was planning an armed coup against him, leading him to precipitate her
uprising with a swift attack against her faction, in which Taiping, the last
surviving female power-holder from this period, was executed.

The late seventh through early eighth centuries was a period of dynastic
largesse characterized by magnificent imperial pageantry and dazzling displays
of luxury. The rule of Li Longji, or Emperor Xuanzong %73 (r. 712-56), saw
continued Tang prosperity and grandeur. In the post-An Lushan “Zf¢1l1 rebellion
period, however, the dynasty’s reversal of fortunes was accompanied by a
gradual move towards ideological conservatism, with changing and increasingly
rigid views of “correct” male and female social-cultural roles. The tenth and
eleventh centuries was a period of important state-sanctioned and private
historical work on the Tang. Two of the most important and well-known products
of the period are the work that became known as the Old Tang History (Jiu
Tangshu), compiled during the mid-tenth century, and the New Tang History (Xin
Tangshu), completed in the mid-eleventh century. These standard, state-sanctioned
compilations have often been accepted as “objective”; however, they represent
the centuries-long development of lore concerning these women, an ongoing
process, begun in the early eighth century, of codifying their images and
evaluating what they meant as historical characters.

My choice of the word “characters” is not inadvertent; the elusive and
fascinating nature of these women is closely related to the way in which they
have been constructed and reconstructed as characters in historical,
quasi-historical, and fictional narratives. The identification of female power with
conspicuous consumption and material excess plays a key role in both the allure
of the era and the retrospective rhetorical delegitimization of its women leaders.
In sources spanning more than a millennium after the Taiping Princess’ death, we
read about what these women wore, the lavish mansions and landed estates
where they feted and plotted, the religious and decorative monuments they
commissioned, and the gifts they were given or gave to each other. Luxury real
estate represents one of the most important and influential narrative topics in
accounts of these women. In these retrospective and negative accounts, the
penchant for material extravagance is in turn specifically identified with the
powerful women of the court, effectively portraying the culture of the era as a
kind of female-created culture of conspicuous consumption. Contemporary
sources, however, written while these women dominated the court, are often
connected to occasions (festive outings) taking place at the lavish properties they
owned. These works of poetry and prose were written by courtiers to please the
female power-holders of the court and are thus celebratory and praiseful in tone.

This paper analyzes the meaning of materialism in portrayals of these women.
First, I explore the way in which contemporary courtiers aiming to please
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powerful female politicians portrayed them in flattering prose and verse.
Empress Wu and Shangguan Wan’er are the only female leaders of the era to
leave behind any of their own writings, and the surviving corpus of each woman
is but a small fraction of its original size. While I will refer to these works, the
compositions of courtiers provide a larger representative corpus. The way in
which these women and their surroundings are depicted rhetorically is not a
direct or simple channel into a worldview or set of cultural attitudes, but these
poems do provide images of culturally sanctioned conceptions of female power
endorsed by the most powerful arbiters of culture. They enable us to glimpse the
way in which the Taiping and Anle Princesses, Shangguan Wan’er, and other
powerful politicians/landowners wanted to hear themselves described: which
allusions were considered most flattering and/or apt, what elements of their
persons and images were considered most fundamental by themselves and their
courtiers, and so on. After exploring contemporary praise-filled accounts, I turn
to the reverse, condemnatory treatment given to the luxury real estate of early
Tang women in later accounts, particularly the connection between conspicuous
consumption and female power. I argue that these sources trace an increase in the
identification between female power and a movement away from the moral
“center” of public, civic-minded, and male-identified government.

Celebrating the Leading Ladies of the Court: Luxury Real
Estate and the Projection of Female Power in Contemporary
Court Literature

Celebratory works written by late seventh- and early eighth-century courtiers
were often composed during festive outings made by the highest ranking
members of the court to the mansions of the powerful women of the imperial
court. Courtly works often took the form of group poetic composition, whereby
each courtier wrote a poem on the same imperially designated topic. The mere
existence and frequency of these works are testament to the material, political,
and cultural power of these women. In these compositions, the luxury properties
inhabited by women leaders become a landscape of immortal and mythical
women.

These poems write the proprietress into the landscape physically and
thematically, as these women are given the identities of both immortal women
and recluses at one with nature. Famous poet Lu Cangyong’s /il poem, “A
Respectfully Offered Companion Piece to His Majesty’s Composition, Visiting
the Anle Princess’ Mountain Residence: To Imperial Command” Z=F155%2 KA T
I FEN I, combines the special, culturally resonant figures of various goddesses
with the mountain recluse in the personage of the Anle Princess, “the royal
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daughter”:

The royal daughter at Jade Terrace on the shore of the Heavenly River;/
beneath the Bridge of Stars and the lunar palace she constructs a
residence in the grotto.

Floating vines half brush across silver shadows, / waterfalls encircle the
shade on the jade stairs.

The fragrance of chrysanthemums wafts after the parrots, / as the music of
Flute Tower harmoniously follows the calls of the phoenixes.

The favor of the imperial procession lingers long at Jasper Pool; / the jade
moon is without wrinkles as our mood becomes deep.

BLERIA, B HF Lk,

RECEEMREE, B AR R .

HIM A BEAE RS, R R

PR GE R T, B TSR

The “Bridge of Stars” refers to the Weaving Maid constellation goddess;
according to legend, the Weaving Maid traversed the Bridge of Stars for her
annual meeting with her lover. The lunar palace is home to the moon goddess,
Chang’e, and Jasper Pool is the mythical residence of another goddess, the
Queen Mother of the West. Comparisons to the goddesses suggest female
immortality and high-mindedness, which corresponds to the “grotto,” often
indicative of the retreat of a recluse or the grotto-heaven abode of immortals. The
recluse is a culturally resonant figure in the Chinese tradition, suggesting
spiritual attainment and exaltation. Lu Cangyong is of course referring back to
the set topic, the Anle Princess’ “mountain residence,” an expected part of
writing a poem for an imperially commanded topic. However, the princess’
construction of a mountain residence, command to the courtiers to write poems
about that mountain residence, and the resulting poems all express a desire on the
part of the princess to be seen as possessing the historically and culturally
sanctioned identities of recluse and immortal.

The desire for a reclusive or natural association also lies behind the vogue for
estate-building: the expensive construction of lavish buildings, ponds, and
structures meant to mimic the perfect natural world. These poetic emphases on
the divinity and sacred identity of the princess-estate owner return to the idea of
power—the power of the princess to fashion nature to conform to her vision and
self-conception. Without any suggestion of contradiction, contemporary poems
about the residences and banquet halls of female power-holders praise both the
reclusive impulse and immense material power, suggesting the loftiness of

3 Quantangshi 93.1004.
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immortals who are able to transcend great wealth. The mythical females selected
by the poet are meant to reflect the Anle Princess’ status as a powerful royal
daughter exalted to join the ranks of immortals. The poet’s choices in allusion
also, of course, indicate the gender of the estate’s owner. He paints a vision both
flattering to the princess and indicative of her power.

Song Zhiwen’s “Fu on the Taiping Princess’ Mountain Pool” A&7 3 il i
is an even more explicit panegyric on the personal power of the Taiping Princess,
a force which is deployed in her landscape creation: “As for the Princess’ birth, /
the imperial family was at peace, and she took her name from the fief; / she holds
the superb name of the era; / she embodies the refined beauty of the immoral
maiden / and radiates the pure essence of the Wu Girl star...she completes
construction on the immortal mountain, / equal to the spiritual force of
creation...” AN TUEA, RV, MEEBELIE S, HINgEZ KA, FRIKZ
Tfe, WiasAr 2 kG Al S BE Y, (it 2 fiR-+++.* The Taiping Princess
not only encompasses the identities of imperial figure and celestial maiden, but
also commands the mystical power of nature “equal to the spiritual force of
creation.”

The “Fu on the Taiping Princess’ Mountain Pool” expands upon the rhetorical
formula of microcosm. Song Zhiwen describes the princess’ pool as embodying
the totality of the “spiritual force of creation™: “As for its form, it collects weird
rocks and towers high; / as for its rarity, it contains pure essence and is cool...”
TR, BT A%, S S, A5 BE--+--.” Song Zhiwen depicts the
Taiping Princess’ mountain pool as the site of confluence between natural,
supernatural, and material wonders; a place where one can “seek magical herbs”
ViR %j; where “are caged the strange animals of the eight directions / and
collected the precious birds of the six meetings” %'\ 72 77, BANEGLZEE;
and where “the divine child,” both metaphorical and real, can roam 5 T-37.°

The Taiping Princess’ generative and divine power is embodied in her
magnificent mountain pool. Song Zhiwen draws upon an erudite wealth of
mountain lore to depict the Princess’ pool, creating an embellished cosmic
portrait of the pool and its owner. The rhetoric of the microcosm is a powerful
literary motif in the aesthetics of the period, a rhetorical tool frequently deployed
to convey the power of female politicians and landowners. In 709, courtier Zheng
Yin offered a quartet of eight-line poems to Shangguan Wan’er on the occasion
of a banquet at a hall in her residence. These poems provide a window into the
way in which the most influential arbiter of poetic taste wished to hear herself

4 Quantangwen 240.1444.

> Ibid.

® Ibid. “The divine child” appears in the line “When the mountain pool is complete, the divine
child roams” li# %5 #5 1-fF; it is referring to both the original line about the “Lady of the
Xiang” MK A in the “Nine Songs” JL#k and to the Taiping Princess.
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and her residence praised.” Because of Shangguan’s role as ghostwriter for the
imperial family, Zheng Yin is probably actually writing a companion piece to a
poem written by the hostess herself.® Many of the same thematic emphases
discussed earlier drive Zheng Yin’s poems. Zheng Yin’s third poem opens with a
direct invocation of Shangguan Wan’er’s identity as a woman whose dominion of
influence extends from the palace women’s quarters to the outside natural
landscape: “The worthy talent of the inner quarters is valued, / her lofty
high-mindedness and superior attainments lodged in the mountain forest are
difficult to achieve” &% 4%, ibkeiu.’ Shangguan Wan’er’s talent and
esteemed place in the life of the court perfectly accord with the natural setting of
her estate, and the couplet suggests that she is simultaneously a powerful
politician and a “lofty and high-minded” #ii# recluse.

Zheng Yin rhetorically makes the realm of the residence presided over by
Shangguan Wan’er eclipse the imaginary paradise of immortals. The first poem
stresses the supremacy of the estate and its interpenetration with the heavens:

At the carth’s axis, the tower is far in the distance; at Tiantai, the road to the
gate is long.

What can compare to roaming in the residence of the gods? It’s right here
where we are, facing the immortal’s home.

Our seats are brushed by the lightning of the golden pitch-pot game; the
surface of the pool shakes the [reflected] auroras of the jade ale.

Don’t say that we are separated from Qin and Han; we are visiting another
instance of the flowers of Wuling.

MRS R, RE R

i, BRI o

FEb AT L, TR RN .

T2, Myt

The third couplet alludes to a legend in which a god and a jade immortal
maiden played a game involving throwing darts into a pot. The game elicited the
laughter of heaven, which translated into lightning on earth. In the poem, the
elements of Shangguan Wan’er’s hall, the party, and the natural world all become
interwoven with each other as Zheng Yin imagines the pool on her estate,
floating with the revelers’ wine cups, and shaking their wine into the rosy clouds
overhead. The final couplet reiterates the paradisiacal identity of the home

7 Tangshi jishi 9.125-26.

8 Jia Jinhua, Tungdai jihui zongji yu shirenqun yanjiu, 69-70.
° Quantangshi 106.1105.

"% Tbid.
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presided over by Shangguan Wan’er. The closing exhortations are both
references to the famous literary figure Tao Qian’s Fii#% (ca. 372-427) Peach
Blossom Spring Bitis."" According to the well-known account, in the fourth
century a fisherman from Wuling followed a stream to discover a village paradise
outside of history. The residents of the village had fled war six centuries
beforehand and were unaware of historical developments that had occurred in the
ensuing centuries. They lived an uncomplicated and satisfied existence, and
treated the fisherman well. After he left, he could never find his way back again.
Without any irony, Zheng Yin locates a paradise defined by both ahistoricity and
the appeal of an existence uncomplicated by shifting political and societal
allegiances on the lavish residence of one of the most powerful political and
cultural figures of the day.

The attribution of spiritual power to worldly power considerably increases
Shangguan Wan’er’s cache. In some of Shangguan’s own poetry, we see the
projection of an identity that melds material, spiritual, and social power. In 710,
the last year of her life, Shangguan composed what is probably her best-known
surviving work, a remarkable series of poems in various forms that
commemorate a visit to the Changning Princess’ estate, “Visiting the Changning
Princess’ pool for floating wine-cups: Twenty-five poems” 7 2 L Ji#hith —
1.1 In these poems, she adopts the voice of a recluse at one with nature. The
fifth pentasyllabic poem stresses the speaker’s aloofness and spiritual separation
from all that is common and vulgar:

Completely unrestrained, I emerge from the mist and clouds;
aloof and untouchable, I am not of the common flock.

Rinsing in the flowing water, I purify the treasury of my thoughts;
leaning on an armrest, | avoid the noisy atmosphere.

The stone paintings are adorned with forms of moss;
the wind’s shuttle weaves patterns in the wood.

Why are these mountain rooms so precious?

For no other reason than the lingering fragrance of orchid and cassia.

B AR 2, A AN

WIS BT, B LI B 5.

AERE T, KIRHARIL.

g s, Mg ahEm, 2

Shangguan, the powerful politician at the center of court factionalism and

" Ibid. For Tao Qian’s account and accompanying poem with annotations and critical
discussion, see Yuan Xingpei, Tao Yuanming ji jianzhu, 479-89.
2 Quantangshi 5.61.
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culture, has rhetorically transformed herself into a lofty recluse removed from
vulgar and petty worldly concerns. As Stephen Owen has noted, the voice of this
poem, and the series as a whole, is notable for its gender-neutrality; we have no
indication that the speaker is a woman, indicating Shangguan’s freedom to
fashion her poetic identity at will."> Without any irony, the poems locate an
identity defined by its removal from the dusty world of mere human concerns in
the lavish residence of one of the most powerful political and cultural figures of
the day. Elsewhere in the series, she describes herself as yi & or yiren &N\,
“one who is above it all,” a term that connotes both spiritual advancement and a
sense of superiority made possible by only the most exalted cultural and political
power.

In another poem in Shangguan’s series, the poetic “recluse” role reaches
seemingly intentionally comical heights:

I spread out my leopard-skin mattress crosswise; I wear my deer-womb
kerchief at a slant.

If you would like to ask what I’'m doing—in the mountains, there is one
who is above it all.

REEHR R, RN T .

%, LA,

The poem creates the striking mental image of the poet roaming on her estate
“playing dress-up,” with bizarre recluse costume elements and props such as the
“leopard skin mattress” and “deer-womb kerchief.” The crafted image of one
who, though possessed of the greatest political and material force, was
nevertheless at heart a “true” recluse most at home in natural surroundings was
pleasing to her own self-conception and fit perfectly into the vogue for
estate-building, the products of which represented carefully crafted and
extremely expensive man-made “nature.” This bespeaks a particular relationship
involving nature whereby the identity of the court and its leading figures are
mutually defined and self-defined by means of their power over the natural world,
as well as their chosen place within it. The poetic rhetoric extolling them
expresses and encapsulates this relationship.

Gender, Transgression, and Anxiety: Discourses of Greed and
Private Power in Later Condemnations of Early Tang Female
Leaders

Accounts of the residences and possessions of the powerful empresses,
princesses, and other leading women of the era are rarely neutral; rather, they are

'3 Stephen Owen, “The Formation of the Tang Estate Poem,” 53.
" Quantangshi 5.61.
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always imbued with moral judgment or purpose. In the case of later accounts, the
ways in which these women are portrayed are suggestive of the historian or
compiler’s interpretation of what they meant as historical examples. The landed
estates built by the richest and most influential female politicians are described
not as the site of lofty immortals, but rather as embodiments of female greed and
as tools facilitating factionalism and intrigue. Historians and compilers take pains
to emphasize the excessive expense of these luxurious mansions, made possible
by the unprecedented stipends granted to these women. The landed estates are
described as “private” in the most negative sense of the word, that is, suggestive
of underhanded, self-serving, and morally dubious political activities—the
opposite of “public” and state-sanctioned. According to historical and anecdotal
accounts, the landed estates represented alternate centers of political, economic,
and social-cultural power vying with the imperial precincts.

The Anle Princess’ New Tang History biography describes her estate as
follows: “The Princess constructed an estate and the Anle Buddhist Monastery.
They both followed the model of the imperial compound, but surpassed it [the
imperial compound] in fineness of skill in construction.” T &5 K 4 S5, B 5%
s, i T8 2. The Old Tang History’s account of her building activities
states with censure that she “constructed an estate on a grand scale; it was
excessively extravagant. The Changning Princess and other princesses copied her
one after another, and everyone sighed in resentment about it.” | & 55, (£ AFLE
Hoo K7 RN BB %, K FREL2. " The narrative establishes a
dichotomy of female excess in opposition to good government that puts “the
people” first. The dangerous fashion for lavish estate-building is a female craze
identified with the princesses, not the princes, and the world sends out a
collective lament in response to the women’s bad behavior.

Anle’s aunt the Taiping Princess is generally praised for circumspection and
perspicacity surpassing her arrogant niece, but she too was given to lavish
indulgence in her landed estate: “The Princess was tall and plump. She had a
high forehead, a broad chin, and many schemes and plots. Zetian considered her
to be like herself, and she often participated in scheming and planning. The
palace compound was strictly secured, and affairs were never allowed to be
leaked out. The Princess was also vigilant and self-disciplined; she only
aggrandized and adorned her landed estate.” A F=FHi, i) B, 2R, WK
PLAKC, RN, SR, FORAM. A IR R, (HEEEES. The

'S Xin Tangshu 83.3654.

'S Jiu Tangshu 51.2171.

7 Ibid. 183.4738. The Xin Tangshu likewise notes, often using identical catch-words, the
Taiping Princess’ impressive capacity for inner and outer regulation: “[She] internally plotted
with [Empress Wu] and externally was restrained and fearful. Throughout the Empress’ reign,
she was faultless.” 1 £, MO, ZJEHIEEE; Xin Tangshu 83.3650.
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association between the Princess’ “many schemes and plots” and the attention
which she gave to her landed estate is in no way coincidental. After the
ascendancy of Ruizong as emperor in 710, the Taiping Princess became a critical
decision-maker in state affairs and appropriated the imperial prerogative; when
she chose not to attend court, the prime ministers went to her estate to deliberate
whether or not a particular measure was feasible.'® The narrative judgment of
the impropriety of a private residence supplanting the imperial court as the seat
of government is apparent here.

In the same vein, the Taiping Princess’ complex and prolonged bid to unseat Li
Longji as Crown Prince and gain control of the public political sphere is
described as a clandestine and personal one, carried on slyly outside of the public
sphere of the court. After she formed a close factional alliance aimed at
eliminating Li Longji, members of her faction supposedly tried to entice high
officials to join by them inviting them to the Princess’ estate."” Whenever her
allies left court, they went immediately to the Taiping Princess’ residence,
presumably to report on the latest developments and plan their next move.’ We
read that “at the time out of the seven prime ministers, five were the Princess’
clients. Additionally, General of the Left Palace Guard Chang Yuankai and
Palace Guard General Li Ci both privately visited the Princess.” B4t A, 1L
HETTF . SUEPIHIC 7 ORE, SRR 2 5 R 322 The word si A, or
“private,” the first component in the phrase “private visits,” implies secrecy and
intrigue; clientage based upon personal relationships is defined against the public
government stage. The source passage for the phrase siye FAi#, “privately visit”
or “clientage,” is found in “The biography of Grand Minister Zhang” K&K FH%11%
in the first-century BC. Records of the Grand Historian ¥t by Sima Qian ]
3T (ca. 145-86 BC). This passage clearly establishes the distinction between
private visits and the public government stage, as well as the moral judgment it
entails: “[Shentu] Jia was an incorrupt and upright person and did not receive
clients.” 3 ABEH, TIAZHI.2 If the “incorrupt and upright person” is
defined as one who does not receive private clients, then the person who does
receive private clients—in this case, the Taiping Princess—is automatically
deemed corrupt and immoral.

Other passages imply a sexual dimension in the private visits of male officials
and courtiers to the estates of female heads of factions. The eleventh-century
history Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Government (Zizhi tongjian) describes
the popularity of estate-building among high-ranking women in the first decade

'8 Ibid. 183. 4739.

19 Zizhi tongjian 210.6662.

2 Tbid. 210.6667.

2V Jiu Tangshu 183. 4739. The exact same passage appears in Xin Tangshu 83.3651.
% Shiji 96.2683.

]
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of the eighth century as follows: “Consort Shangguan [Wan’er]| and the palace
women established many outside residences, coming and going unrestrainedly.
The men of the court often followed them to pleasure sites to seek advancement.
The Anle Princess was the most arrogant and abandoned; from the prime
ministers on down, many were her private clients.” _FE G K5 = 2 A0, W
AT, WA N WA, DASRIEE . 22 R BRI, ML R 2672 Of
course, clientage can and did exist between male patrons and clients and without
any sexual relationship. Yet the sexual innuendo conveyed by the phrase “coming
and going unrestrainedly,” literally, “exiting and entering without
modesty/restraint,” is transparent, especially when coupled with the description
of private visits by male courtiers hoping to gain higher positions through
pleasing the proprietress.

Source materials reveal that these tropes became attached to the early Tang
women leaders from early on; an anecdote from the early to mid-eighth century
Comprehensive Records about the Court brings together the fundamental themes
of greed, private favor, and sexual impropriety as enabled by and embodied in
the estate. The anecdote is about Zhang Yizhi 7k %2, who is remembered as one
of the most notorious men in China at the turn of the eighth century. Zhang Yizhi
was one of Empress Wu’s much younger sexual favorites in her old age; when
the relationship began, he was supposedly about twenty, while she was in her
seventies. According to the passage, Zhang Yizhi had a luxurious and extremely
expensive “Seven Treasure Tent” LIk constructed for his mother Azang [
j. The passage focuses on Azang’s bad behavior in her tent:

Azang had an adulterous affair with Vice-Director of the Secretariat Li
Jiongxiu. She forced him into it. They would drink together from paired
cups, meaning “always follow each other.” Jiongxiu feared her power and
was repulsed by her decrepitude, so he totally let himself go to drinking
unrestrainedly and was always dead drunk, to the point that he could be
called repeatedly and wouldn’t wake up.

B g 5 X P A RS AR T 0, 2 A . R DA R X, UL ARE . 55 1
e WL, TR, SRR, S,

By the time the episode was chosen for inclusion in the Old Tang History, it
had been amplified to become an even more frightening (for men) example of the

3 Zizhi tongjian 209.6623. This passage was incorporated by 17th-century thinker Hu Wokun
into his work about money, Qian tong %, illustrating the lasting power and influence upon
the collective historical memory of the Jinglong women as negative paragons of extravagance
and fiscal irresponsibility; see Hu Wokun #3 1, Qian tong, 21.

2 Chaoye gianzai 3.69.



Conspicuous Consumption, Projection of Identity, and Female Power 485

horrible consequences of female rule. In the Old Tang History, Empress Wu
actually ordered (ling 4) Li Jiongxiu to marry Azang.”> Repulsed by her
decrepitude, he did not treat her well, so “Azang was angry and had Jiongxiu sent
away and demoted to Governor of Dingzhou.” B4, il 75 k5 Ml s 2
According to this later accretion, the two older women conspire to sexually
exploit younger men.

In one sense this episode may be taken as quite humorous. If we probe the
reason behind the humor, we find that it might lie in assumptions—both ours and
the compilers™—regarding “normal” expected gender behavior. If the gender
roles were reversed (if the younger favorite forced into a relationship was female
and the older power-holder male), the anecdote would certainly be less amusing.

The female power-holders of the late seventh and early eighth centuries are
delegitimized through rhetorical emphasis on their greed and obsession with
elaborate and costly trappings of power, which is at the expense of the
male-identified fundamentals of serious statecraft and morally defined rule.
Historical texts such as the Tang histories and Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in
Government constantly remind us that this period of female domination of
government was one in which “government issued forth from many sources” X
H1%17;% this observation is meant not only to describe the intense factionalism
of the period, but also to demarcate female power as fragmentation as well as
movement away from the center and away from essential culture-defining values.
Female rule is powerfully condemned and defined through its rhetorical
identification not with, but as the perversion of values.

At the heart of these discussions of greed and materiality lies the issue of
gender. The period from Empress Wu’s dominance to the death of the Taiping
Princess is conceptualized as a terrifying reversal of gender-encoded hierarchy
thought to order society, a menacing real-life answer to the generally imaginary
problematic of what would happen if the roles of men and women were switched.
As women, they are accused of promiscuity and “private favor” where male
rulers would not be, but the real issue is not so much sex per se, but
“appropriate” gender identity and the subversion of expectations of their
behavior and desires as gendered (that is, female) beings. The source of the fear
of male historians and commentators is their appropriation of male-identified
privilege, including male sexual prerogative.

% Jiu Tangshu 37.1377.

% Ybid. The Zhang brothers’ Xin Tangshu biography also states that Empress Wu “decreed
that Secretariat Director Li Jiongxiu privately serve Zang” i i 10 2= 0 55 FA £ # ; Xin
Tangshu 104.4014.

2 See, for example, Xin Tangshu 122.5105.
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Concluding Thoughts: Gender, Interpretation, and History

In 700, members of Empress Wu’s poetic entourage went on an outing to
Shicong Mountain #7111, at which courtiers composed works to the imperially
set topic of “A respectfully presented companion piece to Her Majesty’s
composition, ‘Roaming on Shicong Mountain on a summer day’” Z=HI&H|5E H
JiAvEl. The contribution of the aging empress’ rumored lover Zhang Yizhi
evokes motifs that are quite relevant to this paper’s discussion of gender,
mutability, and interpretation.28 Zhang’s final two couplets link communion with
nature, the presence of female divinity (as a figure for Empress Wu) in the
landscape, and the “mood” or mindset of the “rustic person” yeren Hf A\: “Blue
birds amidst white clouds: the Queen Mother’s emissaries; / hanging vines,
snapped tendrils: the rustic person’s heart. / Dusk in the mountains, amidst the
seclusion of the peaks; / harmoniously the fragrance wafts from the depths of the
falling flowers.” 5% A FRHE, HEERE T A0 (b HEE T, BAREFR
A, The “Queen Mother” is the famous and powerful goddess the Queen
Mother of the West 5T}, meant to refer to Empress Wu, who is described as
the “queen mother” of the mortal realm. The “[wafting] fragrance” of the “falling
flowers” refers to the dialogue between another goddess and Shariputra in the
Vimalakirti Sutra 454, When the goddess sprinkles down flowers, they
bounce off of those who are of the highest spiritual attainment (bodhisattvas), but
remain stuck to those of lower levels (including Shariputra, an arhat).”® The
prolonged interaction between the goddess and Shariputra is also famous as an
exploration of gender and spiritual attainment. Seeing the goddess’ power,
Shariputra asks her why she does not “change out of this female body” ¥ fi] AR
i#; 4 £, assuming that a female body is undesirable and inferior.® Countering by
saying that gender is but a “phantom” created by a limited and incorrect
perspective, she proceeds to temporarily change Shariputra into a woman,
whereupon he realizes that, like all illusory worldly phenomena, “the form and
shape3 1of my female body does not exist, yet does not not exist” & &, LT
ANE.

28 «A thousand feet of pines and vines intermingle and form a curtain of kingfisher green; a
hillside of mountains and rivers takes the place of the singing zither” T LA A H 4, — il
KM 5L see Quantangshi 80.867.

2 A bodhisattva, the ideal deity in sects of Mayahana Buddhism, who has achieved
enlightenment but chooses to remain in the cycle of birth and death (suffering) in order to help
others to likewise reach enlightenment. An arhat has realized release from the cycle of
suffering individually and is considered by Mahayana believers to be lower than a bodhisattva.
0 Tang Sipeng JH#/E M, commentary, Wei Mojie suoshuo jing xinzhu Y EEE T 62 0 ik
(Beijing: Huawen, 2006), 7.180-81; translation is from The Vimalakirti Sutra, trans. Burton
Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 90.

' Weimojie suoshuo jing, 7.180-81; The Vimalakirti Sutra, 90-91.
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The allusion to perspective, gender, and transcendence is apt. Empress Wu’s
power is poetically linked to nature and a spiritual or otherworldly capacity,
which are manifested in the mental state of the “rustic person’s heart” %} AL,
Like Shangguan Wan’er’s self-designation as yiren, “one who is beyond it all,”
the yeren, or “rustic person,” denotes a relationship with nature that goes beyond
mere communion to express a superior discerning perspective. The court
literature of the late seventh and early eighth centuries, as a whole, evinces
special fascination with the imperial relationship to nature. Themes identifying
female leaders with reclusion, divinity, and “naturalness” are all variations on a
vision of power whereby the court’s supremacy is rhetorically communicated
vis-a-vis its power over nature. The rhetorical definition of imperial power as the
power to create and refashion at times suggests downplaying of gender
distinctions (the possibility of creating or refashioning gender identity).
Reconstructions of their identities as female power-holders paradoxically
indicate the prerogative of later writers to reshape the images of these women in
accordance with their own judgments, conceptualizations, and fears of female
power.

The powerful women of the early Tang continued to capture the imaginations
of generations of writers and readers. In particular, Empress Wu has been a
popular topic with writers throughout the later imperial and modern periods.
During the Ming and Qing dynasties, she was the subject of famous novels,
works of crime fiction, and pornography. In twentieth century China, Nationalist
and Communist thinkers alike discovered in Empress Wu a selfless champion of
the worker class and women’s rights. The revival of interest in Empress Wu in
the twentieth century, along with other famous historical women, was especially
linked to the Maoist reevaluation of historical figures.?> Guo Moruo’s
(1892-1978) play Wu Zetian, published in 1963, is representative of the tenor of
Communist reevaluation. The work extols her brave opposition to the entrenched
aristocrats and feudal class system. In an unintentionally humorous episode of
anachronism, when the teenage Shangguan Wan’er asks Empress Wu why she
had executed her father and grandfather, the empress explains that it was because
they represented the aristocratic feudal class that wanted to oppress women and
the people in general. Since Empress Wu was opposed to this negative class
allegiance, they rebelled against her and she had to eliminate them.”

In more recent times, a TV series, Palace of Desire (Daminggong ci), proved
immensely popular with Chinese audiences. Readers of Chinese will notice a

32 This was a process Jiang Qing, who has been viciously attacked as a modern-day
incarnation of the “female emperor” typology, played an important role. See Roderick
MacFarquhar and Michael Schoenhals, Mao s Last Revolution, Chapters One, Two, and Five.
3% Guo Moruo, Wu Zetian, 22.
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discrepancy between the Chinese and English titles; the Chinese title would
literally translate as Palace Lyrics of the Great Hall of Light. Palace of Desire is
used to connote the sensuality and femininity conveyed by “palace lyrics” in
Chinese. The series focuses on the relationship between Empress Wu and her
daughter the Taiping Princess, and it portrays the powerful princesses of the turn
of the eighth century as positive, endearing figures. The Taiping Princess, in
particular, is transformed once again: she is neither a spiritually lofty immortal
nor a destructive, power-hungry woman, but instead is portrayed as a tragic
romantic heroine. Even a cursory analysis of these works reveals the same
underlying issues which inform works from the earlier period, as the way in
which these women are fashioned and refashioned as historical characters is
based upon the cultural lens of the writer-interpreter. The image of the medieval
Chinese female power-holder thus continues to be shaped by writers to accord
with their own particular cultural perspective and contemporary concerns,
providing the researcher with an exciting source for study.
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