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      The Sui, Tang, Five Dynasties: A History of China, PART TWO, pulls you into a world of ambition, love, and betrayal — into the heart of one of China's most dazzling ages. I wrote this book to bring the Tang Dynasty alive, not as a distant legend but as a living saga of people who rose, ruled, and fell. From Empress Wu Zetian — the woman who climbed from palace concubine to empress regnant, even interrupting the Tang to found the short‑lived Zhou dynasty — to Emperor Xuanzong, whose golden era gave way to heartbreak, each chapter shows how personal ambitions and public power reshaped a civilization.

      You will meet the men and women who defined this age. Wu Zetian’s ascent — from a lowly palace lady to the throne itself — rewrote the rules of imperial legitimacy. Emperor Xuanzong’s reign ushered in peace, poetry, and wealth to Chang’an — a capital so radiant it seemed to light the known world. Yet glory is fragile. The beauty and influence of Yang Guifei (Yang Yuhuan), and the political clout of her kin, helped set in motion a chain of events — culminating in the An Lushan Rebellion — that shook the empire’s foundations.

      As the empire stretched across deserts and mountains, it collided with rivals on every frontier — from brutal campaigns against the Tibetan (Tubo) Empire to the famous clash at the Battle of Talas in 751, where Tang forces met armies of the Abbasid Caliphate and their steppe allies along the Silk Road. Generals such as Li Guangbi and Guo Ziyi stood as the dynasty’s bulwarks, and figures like Pugu Huai’en loomed large too — though his loyalties and later career would grow complicated as new powers rose in their shadows. For a time the Tang seemed unstoppable — until pride, politics, and passion began to tear it apart from within.

      Then came the storm: An Lushan’s rebellion, a wildfire that would consume the court and reshape the age. An Lushan himself proclaimed a rival regime, and the turmoil was continued by the likes of Shi Siming and his son Shi Chaoyi, while courageous loyalists — men such as the calligrapher-official Yan Zhenqing — answered the call with equal doses of bravery and sacrifice. You’ll witness Emperor Xuanzong’s desperate flight from Chang’an in the face of revolt, the brutal campaigns to wrest control of the Two Capitals (Chang’an and Luoyang) back from the rebels, and the slow, bitter collapse of trust between rulers and generals. It’s one of the most dramatic turning points in world history — and every name in it burned its mark on time.

      In the final chapters, Emperor Suzong, Empress Zhang, and the formidable eunuch Li Fuguo draw the narrative back to where it began — a reminder of how supreme power often slips behind the palace curtains. The Sui, Tang, Five Dynasties: A History of China escorts you across centuries of triumph and tragedy, following the arc from the meteoric rise of Empress Wu (Wu Zetian) to the eventual collapse of Tang authority.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE RISE OF EMPRESS WU

          

        

      

    

    
      During the later years of Emperor Gaozong of Tang, known personally as Li Zhi, the territories the Tang had once tightened their grip on began to fray at the edges, and his hold on court affairs slipped as well. Why did that happen? The short answer is: a woman—Wu Zetian. But how did she manage to pull more and more of the reins into her own hands? To see that story, you have to go back to the opening chapters of the Tang era.

      At the end of the Sui dynasty there lived a man named Wu Shihuo—Wu Zetian’s father—who wasn’t born to privilege but made his name and fortune through hard work. He traded timber, and he hit his moment when Emperor Yang of Sui launched those enormous state building projects. Palaces, canals, monumental public works: the emperor’s appetite for construction turned timber into gold, and Wu Shihuo became one of the richest figures in his region.

      Yet wealth did not equal status in traditional China. Under the Confucian social ordering—scholars, farmers, artisans, then merchants—those who dealt in commerce were officially ranked lowest. That cold hierarchy mattered for reputation, even when merchants like Wu Shihuo quietly accumulated the power and influence that money could buy.

      Take the Wei, Jin, and the Northern and Southern dynasties as background. There’s an old story from those days: merchants supposedly wore one white shoe and one black shoe. Folks sometimes call that “mandarin-duck shoes,” and in everyday speech it got shortened to “the black-and-white road.” That explanation reads like folk wisdom — the idea being that merchants moved between two worlds, the official and the outlaw — and the phrase probably grew out of popular talk rather than any imperial decree.

      When Wu Shihuo grew wealthy, the uprisings at the end of the Sui dynasty shattered whatever peace there had been. In the chaos that followed, right and wrong mattered far less than having soldiers at your back. Wu chose to back a military leader, and he picked wisely: Li Yuan, the man who would become emperor. When Li Yuan raised his banner in Jinyang (the old name for Taiyuan), Wu gathered up every notable military manual he could find and presented them to Li Yuan. He didn’t stop at books — he threw open his coffers to recruit men and buy horses, and he even brought his family to join the fight. Handing over his wealth and household to the cause, he became someone Li Yuan came to value very highly.

      After the Tang court had consolidated power, Wu Shihuo — who had risen to prominence in the turbulent years around the dynasty’s founding — naturally received promotions and honors; he was made a Dudu (都督), essentially a military governor. Like many newly wealthy men eager to secure status, he sought a marriage that would bind him to nobility. After his first wife died he married Lady Yang, who was said to be a collateral member of the Sui imperial clan. The match brought him not only material gain but the social elevation he craved, lifting him from the lower ranks into the aristocratic world.

      It is said that Lady Yang was already forty-four when she married — by modern standards an advanced maternal age — yet she still bore three daughters for her fifty-year-old husband. The second daughter became renowned for her extraordinary beauty; word of her reached Emperor Taizong, who summoned her to the palace and bestowed upon her the rank of Cairen (才人), a low-ranking concubine. It was the eleventh year of Zhenguan (637 AD), and Miss Wu was only fourteen. Lady Yang, stricken with sorrow, wept as she bade her daughter farewell. The girl remained composed and replied with a line that would be remembered for centuries: “To see the Son of Heaven — who would call that misfortune? Why should you cry as if it were a calamity?”

      Going to the palace to meet the emperor need not be interpreted as a disaster — why mourn so bitterly? Perhaps Miss Wu was a touch too sanguine. For Emperor Taizong accumulated concubines the way modern youths collect figurines; to him these women were, in many cases, little more than playthings.

      As a result, Emperor Taizong gave Miss Wu a nickname: Wu Meiniang. The “Wu Meiniang” that echoes through TV dramas today likely stems from that casual courtly nickname—“Meiniang” meaning “beautiful girl” and “Wu” being her surname. Popular tales that tie the name to a set of love songs supposedly composed by Chen Houzhu of the Chen dynasty, or that treat the first character as the verb “to dance,” lack solid historical support; the link is more a later literary flourish than a firm historical fact.

      Wu, known at court by the title Cairen (a lower-ranking palace lady), spent about twelve years in Taizong’s harem but bore him no children, which suggests she never became one of his closest consorts. In the later years of his reign Taizong fell ill and retired to the Cuiwei Palace on the slopes of Mount Zhongnan to recuperate—an imperial retreat where he remained for a protracted period. Wu accompanied him and tended to his needs there. It was in that setting that she crossed paths with the crown prince, Li Zhi. One woman was devotedly caring for her aging emperor-husband; the young prince was dutifully attending his father. In that peculiar intimacy—shared watches at the sickbed, the hush of the mountain quarters—Li Zhi began to feel something for Wu Cairen.

      It is said that once, after Li Zhi returned from the lavatory, Wu Cairen knelt before him, holding a basin of water so he could wash his hands. When Li Zhi caught sight of her face he thought to himself that she was no ordinary woman—there was an unaccountable charm about this low‑ranking concubine. On impulse he quoted a line: “A face as pure as a lotus in clear water.” Wu Cairen answered swiftly and neatly, finishing the couplet: “Newly blessed by the grace of rain and dew.” The exchange felt like a private signal between two conspirators; their easy rapport suggested a special understanding.

      Some historical accounts hint, with a discreet whisper, that such exchanges may have marked the beginning of a closer intimacy between them. But these are tales told after the fact—whether true romance kindled in that moment is something only the participants could confirm.

      Not long afterward Emperor Taizong died, and the crown prince ascended the throne as Emperor Gaozong. Once enthroned, Gaozong absorbed himself in the work of government. Following Tang protocol, Wu Cairen was sent to Ganye Temple to take the vows and become a Buddhist nun.

      The following year, in May, the anniversary of Emperor Taizong’s death came round. Emperor Gaozong went to Ganye Temple to burn incense and pray, and by chance he found Wu there—now a nun. The histories record that she was overwhelmed by memory, tears coursing down her face; she wept like pear blossoms in a spring rain, so bereft and plaintive that even Gaozong was moved to tears. Back at the palace he found his thoughts drifting back to the sight of her in the temple. Yet, by the standards of custom and law, she was his father’s concubine—a stepmother—and to take one’s father’s consort as a partner ran squarely against Han Chinese ritual and moral norms.

      Gaozong, inclined to hesitation and inward torment, spent his days sighing in the inner court, and his behavior did not go unnoticed. Empress Wang soon learned what had happened. She frowned, schemed, and found a plan. At that time Gaozong favored Consort Xiao; among his sons, the one born to Consort Xiao had already been raised into prominence. Fearing that her position might be endangered, Empress Wang resolved to bring Wu—though she had become a nun—back into the palace, hoping to make of her an ally and so secure her own standing.

      From Empress Wang’s point of view, it was nothing short of brilliant. Why was she so afraid of Consort Xiao? The answer lay in pedigree. Empress Wang was a scion of the Taiyuan Wang clan—one of the era’s most distinguished houses, counted among the storied “Five Surnames and Seven Clans.” Consort Xiao came from the Lanling Xiao line, a family that traced kinship to the imperial houses of Southern Qi and Liang. Both women carried weighty pedigrees, and that made Wang uneasy.

      Wu, by contrast, hailed from a humbler, merchant-rooted background; she was no match for the established aristocracy in terms of social standing. She had also once served as a concubine to Emperor Taizong and, after his death, been sent to a nunnery—a compromised and delicate position at court. For these reasons it seemed impossible that she could ever supplant an empress. What truly worried Empress Wang was not mere favoritism but the one terrifying possibility: that the emperor’s favorite might one day replace her as empress.

      So Wang maneuvered. After a string of carefully arranged moves, in May of the later Yonghui years—once Emperor Gaozong’s period of mourning had been observed—Wu was recalled from the nunnery and brought back into the palace. Soon afterward she bore a son, Li Hong, and that birth helped set in motion the gradual eclipse of Consort Xiao’s standing.

      Wu entered the palace and, astonishingly, within a single year she was elevated to Zhaoyi — a high consort rank that put her just beneath the Empress and the group of top-ranked “Four Fei.” In early Tang practice the harem’s ladder was strict but not always uniform: aside from the Empress, the highest concubines were grouped among the top “Fei” titles (such as Guifei, Shufei, Defei and Xianfei), followed by several tiers of senior consorts like Zhaoyi and then lower grades with names such as Jieyu, Meiren and Cairen. (The precise numbers and exact order varied over time and in different records, so this is a concise picture rather than a legal code.)

      Under Taizong, Wu had lingered long in the lower ranks — a neglected Cairen for many years — and even spent a period as a Buddhist nun after his death. That prolonged obscurity makes her sudden rise under Gaozong all the more startling: promoted to Zhaoyi within a year of entering his court, she enjoyed a degree of imperial favor that few could imagine. Given that rapid ascent, it strains belief to think she harbored no designs on the Empress’s throne. Yet in the short term, with Empress Wang and the powerful Xiao consort entrenched, it would have been nearly impossible for a newly promoted Zhaoyi to unseat them by force alone.

      Court politics, however, are rarely about brute power. In Xiao Shufei’s calculations, Empress Wang was her chief rival for influence; Empress Wang, for her part, saw Wu as a convenient counterweight to the Xiao faction — a pawn rather than a true threat. That assessment proved dangerously complacent. Wang and Xiao underestimated Wu’s resilience and guile. After all, this was a woman who had survived the perils of two reigns in the imperial inner court; without uncommon ability and patient scheming, she could never have held her ground in such a treacherous place.

      In the fifth year of Yonghui (654), Zhaoyi Wu bore a daughter. Empress Wang came to see the newborn, took the infant in her arms, smiled and played with the child for a time, and then departed with an inscrutable calm. What followed has been the subject of bitter dispute ever since. Some sources and later popular tellings accuse Wu of placing her own baby under a quilt and suffocating the helpless child; other accounts allege that Empress Wang and Consort Xiao were the guilty parties, murdering the infant and attempting to pin the crime on Wu. The official histories and later commentators do not agree, and historians caution that the true facts of the incident remain unclear. What is certain, though, is that the tragedy — whoever was responsible — became a turning point in the deadly court struggle that would soon overturn the fortunes of Empress Wang, Consort Xiao, and Zhaoyi Wu alike.

      When Emperor Gaozong came to visit, Consort Wu met him with the calm of a woman who had rehearsed innocence a thousand times—chatting, laughing, as if nothing at all had gone wrong. Then, with a sudden shift that had been carefully staged, Gaozong said, “Let us go see our daughter.” Consort Wu rose slowly, walked to the bedside, lifted the covers, and let out a well-timed cry: “Oh no—she’s dead!” She looked genuinely shocked, then turned on the nearest palace maid as if discovering evidence: “What happened here?” The maid, following the script, answered, “The Empress was here just now.” At once Consort Wu erupted into loud wails, accusing the Empress aloud, “How could she be so cruel to me?”

      Hearing this, Gaozong’s temper flared. “The Empress has killed my daughter!” he thundered, and ordered Empress Wang brought before him. Unprepared and bewildered, Empress Wang appeared with a confused face, unable to give a coherent defense against the sudden, explosive charge. Left standing and stunned before the emperor’s fury, she could only be overwhelmed by the situation. After that scene, Gaozong began to entertain the unthinkable: deposing his empress.

      In the year that followed, Consort Wu kept the pressure on by seeding a darker rumor throughout the palace—that Empress Wang and her mother, Lady Liu, had been practicing sorcery at home, making little effigies to curse her. The allegation spread like wildfire, unsettling courtiers and servants alike. Gaozong’s long-smoldering resentment finally boiled over; he resolved to remove Empress Wang and raise Consort Wu in her stead. Orders were sent: Lady Liu was driven from the palace, and an influential relative of the empress, the chancellor Liu Shi, was demoted and sent to a provincial post.

      At the same time Gaozong set in motion plans to elevate Consort Wu to the highest ranks among the imperial consorts—an obvious step toward replacing the empress. Some ministers even voiced support for deposing Empress Wang and installing Wu. Yet court protocol and decency complicated matters: the four principal consort posts in the harem were already filled, and simply removing one without a clear cause would have seemed both unreasonable and scandalous. The practical obstacle only sharpened the political choice: Gaozong began seriously to consider bypassing the usual steps and installing Consort Wu directly as empress.

      Before Changsun Wuji could offer a reply, Chu Suiliang stepped in swiftly, his tone grave and steady. “The Empress comes of a noble house and was chosen for Your Majesty by the late Emperor himself as a virtuous consort. On his deathbed the late Emperor gripped my hand and said earnestly, ‘I entrust my son and his wife to you.’ Those words still ring in my ears after all these years. The Empress has shown no clear fault; to remove her now would be far too hasty.”

      Chu Suiliang’s words struck the court like a stone in still water. Emperor Gaozong’s displeasure visibly deepened, and the audience dissolved into discord — ruler and ministers at odds, the conversation broken and bitter.

      The next day Emperor Gaozong again summoned several chancellors to discuss the matter. “There were things I didn’t say yesterday,” he began, “and today I must finish what I left unsaid.” At this, Chu Suiliang stepped forward with earnest remonstrance.

      “Your Majesty,” Chu said, “if you are resolved to change the Empress, why not choose a fitting woman from among the realm’s noble families? Why must it be Lady Wu? Everyone knows she once served the late Emperor”—here meaning Emperor Taizong—“and that cannot be concealed. What will people say in future generations? I beg Your Majesty to weigh this carefully.”

      No sooner had he spoken than Chu realized his words were blunt to the point of danger. He immediately offered himself for punishment. “Your servant has offended and contradicted Your Majesty today and deserves to die a thousand deaths,” he declared. With that he placed the hu tablet he had held during court upon the steps, removed his headscarf, and began to kowtow. He kowtowed again and again until his head was stained with blood. As he continued, he said, “I return this hu board to Your Majesty, and humbly beg to be relieved of my office so that I may return to my hometown and live a peaceful life farming the land.”

      Emperor Gaozong exploded with rage when he heard this and immediately ordered his attendants to haul Chu Suiliang out. Hidden behind the curtain, Consort Wu had overheard everything. She grew even angrier and could not contain herself — shouting words so fierce and contemptuous for the time that a modern ear might hear them as “beat this scoundrel to death.” Her fury was unmistakable. The Minister of the Left, Yu Zhining, shrank back in terror, not daring even to draw a loud breath, let alone open his mouth. Seeing the danger, Zhangsun Wuji stepped forward quickly to intercede for Chu, arguing, “Minister Chu was selected and trusted by the late emperor; he is a pillar of the court. Even if he has erred, he should not be dispatched so recklessly.” With that plea, the second council broke up in an atmosphere thick with tension.

      In the days that followed, the other chancellors — Han Yuan and Lai Ji — kept sending earnest memorials urging the emperor to reconsider installing an empress. Their advice was consistent and sincere, but the emperor brushed it aside. One major figure had still not spoken: Li Ji, the veteran Duke of Ying who often took sick leave to avoid court quarrels. Li Ji was a battle-hardened commander with a string of military achievements behind him, a man whose authority over the armed forces made him, in many eyes, a founding pillar of the realm. He and Li Jing were both legendary generals credited with much of the Tang dynasty’s early conquests. By then Li Jing had already passed, but Li Ji remained — and his military clout could even eclipse that of Zhangsun Wuji.

      Finally, one day Li Ji stopped hiding behind the excuse of illness and went alone to see Emperor Gaozong. The emperor leaned forward and said plainly, “I plan to make Consort Wu the empress, but Chu Suiliang is firmly against it. What do you think?” Li Ji’s answer was short and deliberate: “This is your family matter, Your Majesty. Why ask outsiders to interfere?” In other words, it was the emperor’s private affair — outsiders had no right to meddle.

      Hearing those words, Gaozong felt as if he had swallowed a calming draught. Li Ji’s meaning was unmistakable: he would stay neutral. That neutrality mattered more than it sounded. With the army’s commander neither marching for nor against, the struggle over the throne would remain a political contest rather than an armed one. No general, no matter how influential, would risk a coup when the troops stood on the sidelines. So long as the military did not step in, who could truly challenge the Son of Heaven?

      Buoyed by that tacit promise of neutrality, Gaozong and Consort Wu set a plan in motion. They turned to Xu Jingzong to shape opinion at court, and Xu obliged. With a grin, he put the matter plainly for his colleagues: “Even an ordinary landlord, when he suddenly harvests ten extra bushels, will think of taking a younger, prettier wife — how much more would His Majesty, the Son of Heaven? If the emperor wishes to change the empress, how can we ministers interfere?” The line rang through the halls as a reminder that in the emperor’s house, personal desire and political power were often the same thing.

      A few days later, Gaozong had Chu Suiliang sent off to Tanzhou (what is now Changsha in Hunan Province). That single move was enough: the ministers who had dared to oppose Consort Wu fell into silence, cowed by the message it sent. The following month, in October, Gaozong issued an edict that stripped Empress Wang and Consort Xiao of their titles, reduced them to commoner status, and confined them within the palace; their mothers and brothers were dispatched into exile in the Lingnan region.

      A few days after that, the emperor released another proclamation. It praised Consort Wu’s background as coming from a family that had rendered notable service to the dynasty, and it held up her personal virtue and talent. The edict went on to say that she had already shown exceptional qualities while serving the late emperor and that the late emperor had specially given her to Gaozong, even indicating that she might be made empress. The wording was artful and deliberate: it softened two of the most explosive objections against her. First, although the Wu clan was not an aristocratic house in the old sense — critics liked to call her the daughter of a merchant — the proclamation insisted the family’s contributions to the realm mattered more than pedigree. Second, though she had once been a concubine of the late emperor, the edict framed that past as tacit approval: if the late emperor had placed her with his son and hinted she could become empress, then, as a dutiful son, Gaozong had little choice but to honor his father’s wishes.

      Thus, after all the formal rites were observed, Consort Wu was formally installed as empress, and the civil and military officials of the court gathered together to offer their congratulations.

      From the 9th year of Emperor Taizong’s Zhenguan era (around 635 AD), when Lady Wu first entered the palace, to the 6th year of Emperor Gaozong’s Yonghui era (655 AD), nearly twenty tumultuous years have passed — and at last she has risen to the pinnacle of power that most women could only dream of attaining.

      Although Empress Wu had already established herself as mistress of the inner palace, Emperor Gaozong still felt a lingering tenderness for the two women he had once favored. On one occasion he went to the courtyard where the deposed Empress Wang and the so‑called Consort Xiao were being held. What he found distressed him: their room was cramped and dim, without even a proper window to let in light.

      That single sight helps explain the idea of the “Cold Palace.” Modern visitors to the Forbidden City in Beijing still ask, half in jest, where that Cold Palace can be found — and gift shops even sell refrigerator magnets printed with the words “Cold Palace.” But the term was never the name of an official, fixed building. “Cold palace” is a social shorthand: in the imperial household a concubine’s status could be read from the quality of her quarters. Bright rooms with cross‑ventilation and south‑and‑north windows, clean panes that let sunlight through, and stoves that were kept burning in winter signaled favor. A shadowy, north‑facing wing with no sunlight, no fire in winter and no proper windows effectively amounted to being sent to the cold palace.

      By then Empress Wang and Consort Xiao no longer squabbled with one another; both had been reduced to prisoners. Their living conditions were pitiful — not even a true window, only a slit in the wall through which food was passed. Gaozong, a man given to deep feeling and nostalgia, could not restrain himself when he saw them. He called out, “Empress, Consort — are you there?” At the sound of his voice Empress Wang broke into tears and answered, “I have committed great offenses. How can Your Majesty still address me by so honorable a title? If you yet remember the affection of former days, please let us see the light of the outside world once more.”

      Gaozong, touched by her plea, answered at once: “I’ll see to it immediately — I’ll have windows installed in your rooms right away.” When Empress Wu heard this, she flew into a white-hot fury. She knew only too well how cruel palace intrigue could be; if Empress Wang were allowed any chance to regain favor, Wu’s own position would be gravely threatened, perhaps lost altogether. Resolute and merciless, she decided to remove the danger once and for all and sent agents to carry out the executions of Empress Wang and Consort Xiao.

      When the agents arrived, both women understood that their hour had come. They met their fate in strikingly different moods. Empress Wang knelt with composed humility and intoned, “Long live Empress Wu. Zhaoyi is Your Majesty’s beloved. My fate is just for the wrongs I have done.” Consort Xiao, by contrast, erupted in furious defiance and spat out a curse: “Wu, you deceitful, treacherous villain! May I be reborn as a cat in my next life and you as a mouse — so I can tear out your throat for all eternity!”

      It is said that after Consort Xiao Shufei's words reached her ears, Empress Wu ordered that no cats be kept in the palace—one of those half-credible whispers that always circulated around the inner court. Soon after, Empress Wang and Consort Xiao were subjected to a savage fate. They were beaten and mutilated; some accounts even claim their hands and feet were severed and their bodies thrown into a vat of wine. Empress Wu is said to have sneered, "Let these so-called 'jade beauties' have a taste of drunkenness." At that time both women were barely in their twenties, in the prime of youth; yet they perished amid cruelty and grotesque humiliation. With their removal, Empress Wu had effectively extinguished immediate rivals. The following year she persuaded Emperor Gaozong to make her son Li Hong crown prince, further cementing her grip on power. Those who had opposed her—men like Zhangsun Wuji and Yu Zhining—seethed with resentment and whispered plots, but they were stripped of office and banished from Chang'an. Zhangsun Wuji, once the emperor’s famed uncle, was driven to despair and ultimately forced to take his own life or put to death; after that there was no one left at court able to stand openly against Empress Wu.

      In the fifth year of Xianqing (660 AD), Emperor Gaozong began to suffer crippling headaches—what modern physicians might call hypertension and other cardiovascular problems. In an age without any true medicines for lowering blood pressure, the attacks returned again and again. When the pain struck he could barely open his eyes; the sockets ached fiercely and a dull, spreading misery took hold of his face.

      Thus, Empress Wu increasingly stepped into the work of government alongside Emperor Gaozong. By the first year of the Linde era, 664 CE, when Gaozong held court she would sit behind a curtain—listening, advising and even intervening in state business. Over time the center of real power shifted to the imperial palace and into her hands, while the emperor, weakened and reliant, found himself watching as his authority ebbed.

      Major decisions and routine matters alike followed Empress Wu’s direction; Gaozong’s role had become largely ceremonial, offering formal assent to choices already steered by her. Both in the palace and beyond, people spoke of them with a kind of reverent awe as the “Two Sages.” In Tang usage the emperor alone was often styled a “sage,” so saying that “the Two Sages presided over the court” meant that two figures—each wielding the weight and dignity of sovereigns—stood side by side, jointly governing the realm.
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            TANG CHINA’S STRUGGLE WITH TIBET

          

        

      

    

    
      During the years when Emperor Gaozong (Li Zhi) and Empress Wu Zetian ruled together as “the Two Sages,” the Tang dynasty — and the later Wu Zhou regime — faced their greatest threat from Tubo in the southwest. In the third year of Longshuo (663 AD), Tubo swept into Tuyuhun, a Tang vassal state, and the khan of Tuyuhun was forced to flee to Tang territory, taking refuge in Liangzhou — today’s Wuwei in Gansu.

      In the first year of Xianheng (April 670 AD), Tubo suddenly mobilized a force said to number 400,000 and pushed into the Western Regions. Moving with startling speed, the Tubo armies overran eighteen Tang-held cities in the Tarim Basin, and many of the protectorate’s main centers — places tied to the Anxi Protectorate such as Kucha, Khotan, Karashahr, and Kashgar — fell under Tubo control. The invaders pressed on toward Longxi and even threatened the Guanzhong plain, throwing the Tang court into a state of acute alarm. On the ninth day of that month, Emperor Gaozong and Empress Wu appointed Xue Rengui, then Right Guard General, as Grand Commander of the Luoxie Expedition and entrusted him with 50,000 troops to march against Tubo.

      The Tang army’s objectives in this campaign were straightforward and uncompromising: not only to push back the Tibetan forces and reclaim the Western Regions, but also to help restore the Tuyuhun state. Xue Rengui’s appointment as grand commander of the Luoxi route signaled that the Tang intended to strike at the heart of Tibet—what Chinese sources refer to as Luoxie City—hoping to put an end to the repeated trouble the Tibetans had been causing. Xue, a veteran who had led countless engagements and proven himself in the Liaodong theatre and the conquest of Goguryeo, brought both experience and a hard-won reputation to the field.

      Yet the court’s choice of deputy introduced a hidden danger. The deputy commander was Guo Daifeng, a General of the Left Guard. Both men were scions of distinguished military families. The Xue clan had faded somewhat at the start of the Tang era, and Xue Rengui had rebuilt his household’s standing through personal talent and steady victories. The Guo family, by contrast, was one of the celebrated lineages of the early Tang, and in a society that prized family rank, Guo Daifeng viewed himself as superior. Because their formal ranks were effectively equal, Guo felt it beneath him to serve under Xue; according to contemporary accounts, he was reluctant to take orders and frequently resisted following the commander’s lead during the march.

      The Tang column pushed deep into the high grasslands around Qinghai, reaching a forward position known in the records as Dafeichuan in August. Situated not far south of Qinghai Lake, Dafeichuan offered a commanding strategic location and an ideal forward base. From there the army’s immediate objective was Wuhai—referred to in some sources by the name Doucuo—a lake and waypoint on the road southwest. As Xue assessed the terrain and the strain a long march would place on supplies, he held a frank council with Guo.

      “We are bound for Wuhai,” Xue said, his voice grave. “The road ahead is long and the way is harsh. The march will be hard enough; supporting a slow-moving supply train through this country will be even harder. If we insist on hauling every provision with us we will be delayed and lose the initiative. General, you should lead twenty thousand men to garrison Dafeichuan and secure the baggage within the stockade, guarding against a Tibetan surprise. I will take thirty thousand of the best troops and move forward, striking the enemy before they can fully prepare.”

      With that decisive plan, Xue Rengui set out with his thirty thousand. They fought a string of minor engagements along the way, won several skirmishes, and pressed on to Wuhai, where they made camp to await Guo Daifeng’s arrival.

      However, Guo Daifeng treated Xue Rengui's plans with scant urgency. No sooner had Xue ridden off than Guo began to move the baggage train forward at a casual, unhurried pace. Unbeknownst to him, that very supply convoy had already been singled out by a major Tibetan power — a figure the Chinese sources call "Daxiang Lunqinlin," who is known in Tibetan sources as Gar Trinring Tsendro, head of the powerful Gar family. In the Tibetan polity the Gar clan concentrated enormous military and political authority, and Trinring led a massive force straight at Guo.

      Traditional accounts put that force at some 200,000 men, but such numbers in medieval sources are almost always inflated; the essential point is that Trinring brought overwhelming strength against Guo’s small, exposed train. Guo’s escort was no match. The baggage troops were routed; supplies and wagons were abandoned, and Guo fell back toward Dafeichuan. With his logistical lifeline severed, Xue Rengui found himself with no choice but to withdraw as well, limping back to the same rendezvous.

      Before the Tang could regroup, more Tibetan contingents poured onto the field. Trinring himself appeared at the head of yet another vast host — traditional records even give figures as high as 400,000 — and launched a crushing assault. The Tang forces were overwhelmed again. Faced with the force and the collapse of his supply line, Xue was compelled to parley with Trinring and then take his army back to Chang'an.

      That said, this defeat should be read in context. Xue Rengui had been operating with a relatively small force against a numerically superior opponent, but historians point to disunity and poor coordination among Tang commanders as the decisive reasons for the loss. The Tang state does have a record of famous “few against many” victories — Li Jing’s rapid strikes against the Eastern Turks, Su Dingfang’s campaign in the west, Li Daozong’s exploits against Goguryeo, even Emperor Taizong’s celebrated engagements — yet those precedents do not make every engagement inexorably victorious. In Xue’s case, the combination of command disagreements and shattered logistics produced failure. The result incensed Emperor Gaozong; he relieved Xue Rengui of his post immediately.

      This battle carried immense significance for the Tibetan Empire. First and foremost, it cemented Tibetan control over Tuyuhun. The Qinghai grasslands were not just rich pasture — they were a strategic springboard, with water and grazing aplenty and a perfect staging ground for any move into Guanzhong. Second, the victory handed Tibet decisive influence over the Western Regions. Wealth from Silk Road trade flowed into Tibetan coffers, strengthening its power. Tang historians would later remark, "never since ancient times had the Western Rong been so strong," a telling verdict on how unprecedented Tibet’s rise seemed to them.

      For the Tang court the consequences were profound. Historically, the main external threats to the Central Plains had come from the north and northeast; the Western Rong had never before posed anything like this level of danger. The defeat at Dafeichuan did more than ruin Tuyuhun’s hopes of recovery — it cost the Tang the vital Qinghai pastures forever, a once-important buffer zone and a renowned source of fine horses. Forced by circumstance, the Tang moved the Anxi Protectorate eastward to Xizhou (the old Gaochang region, roughly today’s Turpan).

      Suddenly the Guanzhong and Longxi regions that sheltered Chang'an stood directly in the path of Tibetan assaults. That moment marked the start of decades of tug-of-war between Tang and Tibet. At first the Tang were able to recover some Anxi garrisons, but by the second year of Yifeng (677) the Western Regions had fallen under long-term Tibetan sway. The next year Emperor Gaozong sent out another major expedition. When it came time to choose a commander, the court listened to Liu Rengui — a seasoned frontier general who had years of border service and who had been a leading figure at the Battle of Baekgang, a name familiar to many.

      Liu proposed Li Jingxuan as the expedition’s commander. On paper this was puzzling: Li Jingxuan was above all a civil official, not a battlefield commander. Why nominate him? According to the accounts, Liu harbored a private grudge against Li and saw this as an opportunity to place him in a role for which he was ill-suited — a reminder that personal motives and human flaws often shape grand events. Liu told Emperor Gaozong, "Having contended with the Tibetans for many years, I know their ways of fighting. In my judgment, of all the officials and generals, Li Jingxuan is best fitted to deal with them."

      Li himself was reluctant. He thought, "I am no commander skilled in leading troops into battle; this task is beyond me." Gaozong, displeased by the hesitation, replied sharply, "If necessary I would not hesitate to lead the troops myself. Why are you unwilling?" Cornered and without a plausible way to refuse, Li Jingxuan had no choice but to accept the command and lead the army on the expedition.

      The last time Xue Rengui rode out, he took only a relatively small force—roughly fifty thousand according to some accounts—and was crushed at the clash commonly called the Battle of Dafeichuan. Historians and storytellers differ on the exact numbers, but the lesson was clear: he had been outmatched. This time the court determined to leave no doubt. A huge host—reported in the chronicles as 180,000 men—was raised and sent west. With such an immense army arrayed under his banner, Li Jingxuan allowed himself a measure of hard‑won confidence.

      When the Tang columns finally set foot on the high grasslands of Qinghai, the vanguard—led by Liu Shenli and Wang Xiaojie—spurred forward with the boldness of scouts and storm‑troops. They rode into the wide, wind‑blown steppe and there met more than the fringe of enemy horsemen: the main Tibetan host, commanded in person by the powerful minister Gar Trinring, threw itself into the field. Gar adopted the time‑tested tactic of conserving strength and drawing the foe on, waiting for the attackers to tire and their lines to thin before striking like a coiled spring.

      Word reached Li Jingxuan that his vanguard had stumbled onto the Tibetan main force. Faced with the sight of the enemy’s concentrated ranks and the fearsome reputation of Gar’s command, the Tang commander faltered. He would not—or could not—ride out to relieve his forward men. In the end, the vanguard’s daring turned to tragedy: Liu Shenli’s detachment was cut to pieces, and both Liu Shenli and Wang Xiaojie fell into Tibetan hands as their troops were annihilated.

      When Li Jingxuan heard that his vanguard had been wiped out, panic took hold. He ordered the hurried construction of defensive works and resolved to make a last stand. He chose a ridge called Chengfeng Ridge — identified in some later accounts with a spot in today’s Huangzhong District near Xining, to the east of Qinghai Lake — and threw his men into earthworks and barricades. Before long the main Tibetan force arrived and occupied the higher ground, using the slope and vantage to put the Tang troops at a stark disadvantage.

      At the moment when Li Jingxuan seemed at a loss, a figure from the Tang camp stepped forward: Heichi Changzhi, a man of Baekje origin who had entered Tang service. He offered counsel and would play a crucial role in what followed. It should be noted that after the fall of Baekje and Goguryeo in the seventh century, many members of those kingdoms’ royal houses and noble families were relocated to Tang territory; some were absorbed into Tang institutions and served in military or civil posts. However, the broader historical picture is more complex: Baekje and Goguryeo are significant ancestral states for the peoples of the Korean peninsula, and their histories retain important connections to modern Korea, even though parts of Goguryeo extended into what is now northeastern China. In short, while some elites assimilated into Tang society, it is incorrect to treat the earlier kingdoms as having “no real connection” to present-day Korea.

      Decisively, Heichi Changzhi led 500 handpicked soldiers in a bold night raid on the Tibetan camp. The surprise attack threw the Tibetans into utter confusion; men scattered and fled in panic. Seizing the moment, Li Jingxuan quickly marshaled an orderly withdrawal, allowing the Tang forces to pull back without further loss. In the aftermath, Emperor Gaozong and Empress Wu Zetian refrained from harshly blaming Li Jingxuan; instead they left him in command of the Tang–Tibetan frontier. Heichi Changzhi, having proved his worth on the field, received promotion and was named Li Jingxuan’s deputy to continue service along the border.

      Not long after, the imperial court sent envoys to Tibet to smooth tensions. The diplomats conveyed that the clash had been a misunderstanding and urged both sides to restore peaceful relations. As for the two Tang generals who had earlier fallen into Tibetan hands—Liu Shenli and Wang Xiaojie—the story that followed became one of sorrow and filial devotion. Liu Shenli’s sons bound themselves and petitioned Emperor Gaozong and Empress Wu for permission to travel to Tibet as surety for their father. Ultimately, Liu Shenli’s second son, Liu Yicong, set out on the journey, only to learn that his father had died of illness in captivity. The Tibetans, however, showed mercy and returned the body to him. Braving countless hardships across the plateau and the long road home, Liu Yicong removed his hat, walked barefoot, and carried his father’s corpse from the Tibetan highlands all the way back to the family’s native Pengcheng—today’s Xuzhou in Jiangsu Province. His endurance and filial piety became hailed as a model of loyalty and devotion.

      Wang Xiaojie, by contrast, proved rather fortunate. The young Tibetan tsanpo — Chidu Songtsen — was only about eight years old when they met. On seeing Wang, the boy burst into tears, insisting the general’s face so closely resembled that of his late father that he could not hold back his grief. Touched, the Tibetans treated Wang with extraordinary kindness and eventually sent him back to the Tang court. Whether the child truly was the son of his predecessor, or whether the uncanny likeness seeded the rumor that tied Wang and the boy in some stranger way, became a little mystery people loved to whisper about.

      In the years that followed, Heichi Changzhi made his name along the Tang–Tibetan frontier with conspicuous military skill, his exploits earning wide renown. Then, in Yonglong’s first year (680 CE), the uneasy peace shattered: the Tibetan army launched another large-scale offensive. Zanpo — said to be a younger brother of Lun Qinling — led some thirty thousand troops in a fierce push into the Tang-held headwaters of the Yellow River in what is now Qinghai. The Tibetans encamped at a place called Liangfeichuan, south of Qinghai Lake. The Tang response was massive: General Li Jingxuan mustered roughly one hundred thousand men to meet them. Yet, despite that apparent numerical superiority, the Tang forces were overwhelmed — routed in a crushing defeat and forced into a disorderly retreat.

      At this extremely critical, perilous moment, Heichi Changzhi stepped forward once again, showing a rare blend of daring and judgment. He ordered a night raid and personally led three thousand handpicked soldiers to slip into the Tibetan camp under the cover of darkness. After savage fighting, the Tang troops routed the enemy: more than two thousand foes were cut down and tens of thousands of cattle and horses were seized. The sudden assault threw Zanpo and the other senior Tibetan commanders into panic; they fled in confusion, abandoning many of their men. In a campaign that had seemed on the brink of disaster, the Tang army turned defeat into a decisive victory — and Heichi Changzhi’s role was indispensable.

      Emperor Gaozong and Empress Wu, watching the battle’s outcome, plainly saw that Li Jingxuan had been unsuited to command in the field and regretted having sent him to face the enemy. By contrast, Heichi Changzhi’s daring and skill marked him out as a rare and capable general. The court therefore appointed him Military Commissioner of Heyuan, replacing Li Jingxuan.

      Once installed, Heichi quickly grasped that Heyuan was a strategic linchpin on the Tang–Tibetan frontier: vital to control, but remote and vulnerable in terms of supply and intelligence. To remedy that, he planned and supervised the construction of more than seventy signal towers, siting them at key points so messages could leapfrog along the line and the army’s early-warning capability would be transformed. At the same time he set the garrison to work reclaiming and cultivating land locally, opening over five thousand hectares for farming. The soldiers’ labors brought in an annual harvest of more than five million dan of grain. With these measures in place, Tang authority along the frontier was greatly consolidated and logistical support finally grew much more reliable.

      In the tenth month of that same year, Princess Wencheng—who had lived in Tibet for nearly forty years—unfortunately passed away. As a princess married far from home, she had been a living bridge between Tang and Tubo, and her presence had done much to keep the peace and friendship between the two courts. With her death, a vital human link between the nations was severed.

      The following year, a Tibetan force under a leader recorded in Chinese sources as Zanpo moved to the borderlands to cultivate fields, and they soon found themselves face-to-face with Heichi Changzhi. Hearing that the Tibetans had come onto the disputed ground, Heichi flared with anger: “I have sent men to till and strengthen our defenses at the frontier, and now the Tibetans come to make trouble—this is a clear provocation.” He swiftly mustered his troops, determined to teach them a lesson.

      This time Heichi Changzhi left nothing to chance—his deployments and tactics were carefully prepared. In the battle that followed the Tang army broke the enemy’s formation with irresistible force; Zanpo’s column was routed, and the grain and livestock they had brought for cultivation were taken as spoils by the Tang soldiers. After several engagements of this sort, the border settled into a longer spell of peace and the reputation of the Tang forces spread far and wide.

      In Lün Qinling’s camp—the Tibetan commander who had watched these reverses—despair and envy took root. He muttered to himself that the Tang seemed to produce great generals one after another, “like bamboo shoots after a spring rain.” Once there had stood a formidable commander—Heichi Changzhi—who for seven years had held the western passes so tightly that the Tibetans dared not press their invasions. He was both fearless in battle and keen in strategy, a human rampart that gave the enemy pause.

      Yet fate dealt a cruel blow in the first year of Yongchang (traditionally dated to 689). Heichi Changzhi was set up by petty rivals, imprisoned in a dark cell, and while captive he suffered both body and spirit. In despair he took his own life by hanging. His death brought great rejoicing to Lün Qinling, who seized the moment and launched a series of fierce offensives that inflicted severe losses on Tang forces.

      Facing this emergency, the Tang court had no choice but to recall a proven commander from the northern frontier—one whose ability was said to match that of Heichi Changzhi—and send him to take charge on the Tang–Tubo border. That general was Tang Xiujing.

      Upon taking office as governor of Xizhou, Tang Xiujing — sharp-eyed and quick to read the currents of politics — immediately picked up on the internal tensions stirring within Tubo. At that time the young tsanpo Chi Dusongzhan (a Han transcription of the Tibetan king’s name, often rendered in English as Tridu Songtsen) was already a man of roughly twenty, and he could not stomach the fact that a powerful minister, commonly transcribed Lun Qinling, monopolized the court’s authority. When he first met Wang Xiaojie, the young tsanpo even remarked that Wang resembled his own father — a telling, personal spark in an increasingly volatile court.

      As differences between the throne and the minister deepened, friction hardened into open conflict. The city-states and tribes of the Western Regions began to take note. As we have said before, the small polities of the Silk Road lived by a simple rule: they would rally to whoever appeared strongest.

      Like birds sensing a change in the wind, many of those small states quietly reached out to the Tang, testing the waters and extending cautious olive branches. In Changshou's first year (692 AD), Tang Xiujing judged the moment ripe. He proposed to Empress Wu Zetian that the Tang should move to reclaim the Western Regions and recommended Wang Xiaojie to lead the campaign — Wang, it was said, had spent years in Tubo captivity and therefore knew the terrain, military dispositions, and local customs unusually well.

      Wu Zetian accepted the counsel. She ordered Wang to march west with an army recorded in the sources as 180,000 men — a figure taken from contemporary accounts and often repeated in later histories. Wang lived up to the trust placed in him. With decisive command and careful strategy he drove westward and succeeded in retaking the Anxi garrisons that had been lost some fifteen years earlier. Those garrisons are named in the records as Kucha, Khotan, Kashgar, and Suyab. Kashgar’s heart corresponds to today’s Kashi in Xinjiang, sitting at the far western edge of the Taklamakan; Suyab lay in the northern reaches of what is now Kyrgyzstan. In short, for a time the Tang Dynasty’s sphere of influence once again pushed back into Central Asia.

      To consolidate control over the Western Regions, Empress Wu Zetian moved to reestablish the Anxi Protectorate at Kucha and garrisoned some thirty thousand troops across the western kingdoms. With the central dynasty’s authority renewed, the Tang frontier in the far west felt steadier — a calm that, naturally, the Tubo could not accept. Two years later, Tibet split its army into three columns and hurled some seventy thousand men into a fierce invasion. Unflappable, the Tang general Wang Xiaojie met each thrust with masterful tactics and beat the three Tubo armies in succession.

      Two more years slipped by. Now the main host of Tubo, led by two commanders — named in a few sources as Lun Qinling and Zanpo — advanced ominously toward the Hexi Corridor. Their aim was blunt and strategic: to sever the line between the Central Plains and the Western Regions and so weaken Tang control out west. Once again Wang Xiaojie donned his armor and led his troops forward. On the field his forces proved unstoppable, routing the Tibetans and pressing their advantage all the way to Liangzhou. At that precarious moment, one of the Tibetan leaders unexpectedly sued for peace — but his terms were brutal. He demanded that Empress Wu withdraw the garrisons from the Four Garrisons of Anxi and hand over fully half of the lands belonging to the Western Turks’ “Ten Tribes” to Tibet.







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-2-final.jpg
SUI,
TANG,
FIVE
DYNASTIES

A HISTORY OF CHINA







